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The scraping of the key in the lock was far from my first clue that a guard was approaching, but I lifted my head slowly, as though roused from a doze.

It was Niklaus again. I hated that I knew that. I hated that it mattered.

“Your breakfast.” He set the bowl on the floor where I could reach it, bending nearer than he should have. One quick kick to his stomach and I could have been out of the cell with the keys in my hand. But that wasn’t the plan. Had never been the plan.

“Thanks.” I kept my eyes down.

He sighed and reached into his vest. Loegan would have shot to his feet, grabbing and twisting his arm before he could pull a weapon. But I knew better. Niklaus tossed a hunk of bread in my direction, and I caught it before it hit the floor. He already knew I had better reflexes than most girls, and it seemed to amuse him. The thought soured my stomach a little, but I offered him a shy smile.

“Thanks.” I slid a bit of warmth into my tone.

“Jaelyn—” He glanced around carefully, as if there was ever more than one guard in the prison section at a time. “I’ve told the captain how well you’re cooperating, and I’ll do everything I can to see that Gerhard hears of it. I’m sure he’ll be fair with you.”

The words were threaded with more hope than conviction, marking him as a loyal soldier rather than an insufferable dolt, though how hard he had worked to convince himself of Gerhard’s justice was beyond my powers of perception. Niklaus gave me a faintly hopeful smile.

“If you could just tell us something—anything—about who it was that sent you...”

I fought the instinct to lift my chin and lowered my eyes instead, pulling my knees tighter to my chest.

“I can’t.”

Niklaus sighed again and ran a hand through his honey-colored hair before gently patting my arm.

“I know. Maybe next time don’t get mixed up in things you don’t understand?”

I laid my head down on my arms, and he let himself out of my cell, turning his back on me, letting his arm dangle carelessly near his pistol. Because I was the timid one, the weak one, the one dragged into my brother’s schemes without any knowledge of their true purpose. And he had to keep believing that.

I traced the sound of his steps as they returned to the tray he’d left near the door, then stalked past my cell to the one beyond.

“On your feet! Hands on the wall!” Any trace of gentleness had fled from his voice.

I bit my lip as the stifled groans and heavy breathing that marked my brother’s attempt to rise filtered through the stone wall that separated us. He must have succeeded because I heard the hollow clunk of a bowl thumping to the floor, then the slamming of bars and the irritated rattle of keys. Niklaus stalked past my cell and out the door, pausing only to collect the tray on his way.

I waited until the outer guard had locked the door behind him before tearing a small corner from the generous piece of bread and holding the remainder through the bars and past the wall.

“Loe.”

He groaned as he lowered himself to the floor with a thump.

“I hate when you act like that.”

So did I, though likely for different reasons.

“Take it.”

“You eat it. You earned it.” He wasn’t disguising the pain in his voice as well as usual, and my jaw tightened.

“When have I ever eaten more than you? But don’t worry; I took some. You need to keep up your strength. And my arm can’t stay like this forever.”

Loegan’s fingers brushed my palm as he took the bread, his skin warm to the touch.

“Is it worse today?”

A pause as he considered how to answer, then a deeply drawn breath.

“Burns like fire.”

The admission was even more concerning than the words. I shook my arm to relieve the pain of the uncomfortable position, then reached it back again.

“Let me see.”

After a long silence that should have been a protest, he leaned his back against the bars, and I winced as the hot, oozing flesh touched my palm. His breathing came unevenly as my fingers traced the extent of the damage, and when I pulled my hand back, the yellowish tint that bordered the blood set the alarms in my head ringing louder.

“This needs tending.”

“By whom?”

“Elrod, I hope. But maybe I can help in the meantime. Will you finish today?”

“Likely.”

“Then eat. You’ll need all the strength you can get.”

Loegan didn’t answer, but the sounds from his cell indicated obedience. I wiped my hand on my skirt and considered carefully as I swallowed the small bit of bread and washed it down with the bowl of thin gruel. Finally convinced that I could manage it without danger to the plan, I set the empty bowl where Niklaus would have to come close to retrieve it and pulled several extra dark curls loose from their makeshift knot. Finding a streak of still-wet blood on my hand, I blended it into the dirt on my face, careful not to make it look too fresh or obvious.

When Niklaus returned a few minutes later, I gave him another faint smile, then ducked my chin, rubbing at my cheek. He squatted in front of me, and I raised sheepish eyes to his.

“I must look a sight. What I wouldn’t give for a bath—or even a basin and towel.” I let my shoulders rise and fall, twisted my lips in a wry smile that said I expected no such thing, and turned a vacant gaze through the bars.

Niklaus studied me for a moment with a half-amused expression in his deep brown eyes, then one corner of his mouth turned up.

“Well, I’m afraid I couldn’t manage the bath. But if you’ll take a bucket rather than a basin, I might find something.”

“Could you?” I let guarded hope shine in my eyes as I jerked them back to him, as though afraid to fully embrace the relief that had flooded my tone.

The corner of his mouth quirked up further, revealing a tiny dimple in his cheek. He picked up my bowl and returned to Loegan’s cell, making him stand against the wall as usual before opening the door. It was absurd, really; my brother could barely stand, and they treated him like a threat, while almost all of them let down some of their guard in my cell. Not that they were wrong to watch Loegan; I had no doubt he’d still be able to place one or two telling blows given the opportunity, though he’d likely collapse the next moment. His breathing was heavier than ever when he dropped back to the floor.

“Ready,” he hissed as the door closed behind Niklaus again.

“Rest a minute. He’ll be back.”

There was no protest this time; he was either starting to trust my methods or too exhausted to bother. Eighteen years of experience suggested the latter. In a few moments, Niklaus returned with a rough towel and a steaming bucket, and I let real gratitude and wonder show as I dipped a corner of the towel and rubbed my cheeks vigorously. Niklaus sat back on his heels, grinning broadly and apparently in no hurry to leave.

I glanced down at my sleeve and turned to shield it with my body as I pushed it up to my elbow, throwing a half-apologetic and wholly shy look in his direction. Niklaus laughed at my extreme modesty, but he stood, glancing down at the bucket and then at me.

“If I leave this here, do I have your word that it won’t end up on some poor guard’s head, or on the floor at his feet, or used in some other nefarious plot?” His voice was grave, and my heart beat a little faster, but I shook my head hard.

“I—I won’t use it to escape. I promise.”

He chuckled, and I relaxed. It had been a joke; no suspicion lurked in his eyes. I let myself smile at my own foolishness, and Niklaus locked my cell and once again retreated through the guarded door.

I gave my arms and neck a quick swipe with the corner of the towel, enough to let him see improvement if he looked for it, then dragged the bucket to the corner and settled myself on my knees facing Loegan’s cell. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, but it would be easier than trying to work with my hand behind my back.

“Loe?”

“Hmm.”

Did he really think I’d gone to all that trouble just to wash my face? My brother could be as dense as the guards sometimes.

“Give me your back.”

“You can have it.” The glint of wry humor reassured me a little as he shifted to rest against the bars. I dipped the cloth in the steaming water and held it carefully against the torn skin, and Loegan hissed and pulled away.

“Loe, please. This is all I can do, but we have to do something. If you let it fester, you’ll be too sick to travel.”

He slowly leaned back, every muscle taut, and I worked at the crusted blood and dirt as gently as I could, letting a silent prayer rise in my heart. Giver of Life, heal my brother.

When the water was too cold and dirty to be of any further use, I waited a few minutes for Loegan to gather his strength before unwrapping the length of fine wire from where it held the knot of my hair and passing it through the bars to his cell. He took it wordlessly, and I closed my eyes and rested my head back against the wall, listening to the faint rasp as the roughened metal bit through the final bar on the low window.
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It was a full hour after Loegan had pulled the bar free and braced it carefully back in place with bits of straw that Niklaus appeared with our supper. I had fingered my hair into a mostly neat braid, now secured to my head with the thin coil of wire, and Niklaus surveyed me with an indulgent smile.

“Feel better after your wash?”

“Much.”

He dropped a handful of dried fruit into my palm, and my chest twinged with shame even as I rejoiced for Loegan’s sake. My plan was necessary and just; I knew that. But it didn’t make the betrayal of a compassionate man any easier to stomach.

“Thanks.”

He nodded and removed the extra bucket from my cell before issuing his usual command at Loegan’s door. There was no answering scuffle of feet or grunt of pain, and after a moment, the command was repeated, followed by an angry growl and the click of a pistol cocking.

“Don’t try anything. Move one inch from that spot and you’re a dead man.” Frustration cut deep in Niklaus’s voice, and my heart raced as I pressed my face to the bars in a desperate attempt to see what I knew I couldn’t. I waited for a blow, a shot, a fall, but the only sounds were the familiar ones of keys clanking, a bowl slapped onto the floor, and the bars slammed shut with unnecessary force. The silence was hardly reassuring. I tried to meet Niklaus’s eye as he stalked past, but he didn’t so much as glance my way. It seemed to take forever before the door locked behind him.

“Loegan?” The tremor in my voice wasn’t an act this time.

“Here.”

I put my head down on my knees and tried not to gasp in my relief.

“What was that? What happened?”

“Decided I was tired of—sitting and standing at their whim.” There was a series of little grunts and scrapes that sounded like he was pulling himself along the floor. I held out my fist, and when Loegan’s hand settled under it, I rested it in his palm for a moment before releasing the fruit. The burning heat of his skin sent a chill all through me.

“Loegan, answer me honestly. Are you able to walk?”

A slight hesitation.

“Yes.”

“As far as the copse?”

A longer pause.

“As far as the river at least.”

I winced at what such an admission meant to my brother but silently thanked him for his honesty and blessed Sallas for insisting on a second means of escape in case one or both of us couldn’t make it back to where we’d tethered the horses.

“Can you hold to the raft as long as you’ll need to?”

“Yes.”

I took a deep breath, steadying myself for what was to come.

“Good. You’ll leave when dark falls.”

It seemed to take a moment for the meaning of my words to reach him. I drained the bowl of weak broth and made myself relax against the wall.

“Wait. I’ll leave. You mean we’ll leave.”

Of all the intricate pieces of my plan, I had known that this would be the hardest.

“I’m not finished here. There’s a second plan in case we were caught, and I’ve already started it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I can still finish this. But I have to do it alone.”

“That’s not happening, Jae. I’m not leaving you alone in here.”

“Loegan, listen to me. I’ve been over it every possible way. I can get myself out. But only if I’m alone. And I can’t come back for you.”

“Then I’ll wait here until I know you’re safe.”

“No, Loegan. This plan won’t work if you’re here. It can’t. You have to trust me.”

“I am not leaving you, Jaelyn!”

“Loe, please.” I reached around through the bars again, feeling for his hand. His fingers trembled as they grasped mine, but whether from emotion or fever I couldn’t tell. “We always knew we might be caught. That’s why we needed a second plan. Elrod and Blenwyn and Sallas all approved it.” That admission cut two ways, and I held my breath, waiting for his reaction.

“You asked them and not me?”

I closed my eyes against the hurt in his tone but didn’t let go of his hand.

“You had enough to worry about with the first plan. This one had to be mine.”

“Why?”

Because if he’d known the chance of success our mentors gave his plan, he wouldn’t have let me come. Because if he knew what my plan involved, he’d never let me do it. Because we’d already convinced the guards that he was the only one to be feared.

“Because I’m a girl.”

“That’s exactly why I shouldn’t leave you.”

“It’s exactly why you have to.”

He didn’t say anything else for a minute, and I shifted my position to ease the ache in my shoulder. Loegan let go of my hand, and I shook my arm out with a groan.

“I’m not a threat to them, Loegan. They have no idea what I’m capable of. I can do this, but you have to leave me. Think of Father.”

“You think I’m not?”

“He had Sallas train me, too. He said sometimes a woman could slip in where a man couldn’t. Think of the lives at stake. Think of Corwyck, Blastia, Solerion. Merissa lies in ruins. We can’t let it happen to the others. Think of our promise.”

“We’ll find another way. Form another plan.”

“We don’t have time. He’ll move against Corwyck soon. If we lose this chance, we might never get another. You’ve brought us this far. Now let me try.”

A long pause, filled only with heavy breathing, then a broken whisper.

“Promise you’ll come back to me, Jaelyn.”

Unbidden tears welled in my eyes.

“I promise.” Giver of Life, help me keep it. “Eat quickly, Loegan. He’ll be back any minute, and we can’t let him suspect.”

Loegan’s breath caught sharply.

“Your plan doesn’t—Jaelyn, you wouldn’t—marry one of them?”

I bit my lip against an explosion of laughter, and a soft giggle slipped out instead.

“That’s what you’re afraid of?”

“Would you like a list?”

“No, Loegan, I’m not marrying anyone.” I nearly giggled again before a sudden thought sobered me. “That’s too solemn a vow to take falsely, no matter how good the cause.”

Loegan breathed a sigh of relief and turned his attention to his meal, finishing just as Niklaus returned. When he had gone, we sat in silence until the darkness had grown too thick to see more than a foot in front of my face, then I tapped softly at my brother’s bars. He gripped my hand with shaking fingers and held on as though he never meant to let go.

“Your turn to promise, Loegan.” I whispered it into the dark. “Don’t wait for me. Loose the raft and go as soon as you reach it.” His hand stiffened, and I pressed it harder. “I want to find you alive and well in camp, not dying of fever by the river. I can’t do this unless I know you’re safe. Promise?”

I could feel the tension in his body, the struggle between our shared need to protect and the knowledge of his own weakness. Finally his hand went limp, and my heart cracked at the hollow sound of his voice.

“I promise.”

He’d never be completely whole until I returned. It was the way of twins. But knowing he was safe under Elrod’s care would see me through everything.

“Then go.” I pressed his hand once more and released it, following the movement of his ragged breathing as he crawled to the window, removed the bars, and obediently left me behind.

Giver of Life, protect my brother. I lay down on the pile of dirty straw and closed my eyes, thoughts of the morning rising unbidden to my mind. Lamb of the Sacrifice, give me strength.
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The heavy boots striding down the corridor belonged to one of the older guards. I kept my eyes closed until the keys rang against the bars, then raised my head sleepily. The guard slapped a bowl onto the floor without comment and locked the cell again, returning to the tray for the second bowl. I pushed myself up and inched toward the food, forcing my limbs to stay steady as I timed the sequence in my mind.

The measured tramp to the next cell. The rattle of keys in the lock. An angry exclamation punctuated by the crack and splatter of a bowl hitting the wall. And an immediate return to my cell.

“Where’s he gone?”

“Who?” I lifted uncomprehending eyes, and the guard yanked me up by my arm.

“Your brother, brat! Where’s he gone? When did he leave?”

“He’s—gone?” I blinked up at him a moment longer, then let horror begin to dawn on my face. “Loegan? When? Where?”

“That’s—” He raised his hand as though to slap me, but a shout from the door cut him off.

“Fernoff! What’s the ruckus?”

“The boy’s gone!” The man kept a tight hold on my arm as more boots ran down the corridor. More shouts. Questions. Bars kicked and walls pounded. More soldiers. Louder commotion.

“Eben!” A voice near my cell cut through the fog of noise. “You were last in here. How could you not have noticed? He didn’t do this in a night.”

“The bars were in place last night! I’d swear to it.” Niklaus’s voice hovered somewhere between shock and outrage. “And he could barely move. Could someone have done it from the outside?”

“Then why not take the girl?”

“Cut with some sort of wire.” One of the broken bars was held out on the edge of my line of sight.

“Wasn’t he searched?”

“Of course he was.”

“Then how did he get his hands on wire?”

“You’re sure he did it?”

The voices became a jumble again, and the first guard shook me hard.

“Where is he? How did he escape?”

“I don’t know!” I shook my head hard, letting the tears start to my eyes. “He didn’t tell me!”

For answer, the man kicked the bowl containing my breakfast against the wall, where it landed with a sickening splatter. I was fairly certain I wouldn’t want it anyway, but I gave a little moan, then flinched away as the guard raised a hand again.

“Leave her alone! She’s done nothing.”

“Watch yourself, Eben!” The other man growled as Niklaus stepped in front of me. “I could report you for defending a spy.”

“She hasn’t been tried yet. She’s just a girl.”

“And I say she knows more than she’s telling!” The older guard’s face was red with rage, and his grip on my arm tightened until my fingers tingled. “But we have ways of getting it out of her.”

“You wouldn’t.” Niklaus’s voice went suddenly tight.

“Watch me.” The iron grip yanked me around him and shoved me through the door of the cell. “Captain! We need to make the girl talk. She knows where he’s gone. I’m sure of it!”

There were murmurs of assent from all sides, and I breathed a silent prayer for half my brother’s strength and threw a last pleading glance at Niklaus as I was dragged away.

* * *
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“Jaelyn.” The voice above me was thick with pain. For Loegan, I would have swallowed the moan that rose to my throat. For Niklaus, I didn’t even try.

A strong hand lifted my head, held a dipper to my lips. I drank greedily, faster than I should have, letting myself gasp and choke on the precious liquid.

“Easy.” Roughened fingers brushed tendrils of hair back from my face. I blinked my eyes open, then closed them against a wave of nausea that had little to do with the lashing I’d just received. It had sounded so simple. Act weak. Draw pity. Earn trust. But the nameless, faceless soldiers I’d trained against in my mind were melting away under Niklaus’s haunted gaze.

Why was he even here? It had been nearly eight years since Gerhard, then an obscure captain in this remote garrison, had burst upon the peaceful clans of Merissa like a lightning bolt from a clear sky. The struggle had been sharp but brief, with every soldier who refused to swear loyalty to the new self-styled emperor either killed or forced into hiding. But Niklaus was too young to have enlisted before the surrender, which meant he must have joined Gerhard of his own free will. Had he come for adventure? For ambition? Or simply to keep from starving?

I forced my mind to other faces, countless numbers of them. The people of Merissa, crushed and sinking under the tyrant’s cruel fist. The surrounding nations, straining under the burden of terror and tributes. My mother’s kinsmen, preparing for war with no hope of success. My father, his face marked with grief and suffering as he gave Loegan and me his dying charge.

Our cause was right. Gerhard must be stopped. I could not lose this chance for the sake of one kind-hearted man who had chosen the wrong side. I channeled the regret, embraced the pain, let the tears slowly slip down my cheeks.

Niklaus drew a ragged breath that nearly matched my own, then he gathered me in his arms and carried me back to the cell. I forced myself to curl into him, to let my tears grow into sobs that jarred the welts and brought on real moans of pain. His arms tightened around me, and when he laid me back on the pile of straw, he left the door unlocked before returning with a blanket—a luxury neither Loegan nor I had yet received. Laying it carefully over my trembling body, he knelt next to me for a minute, then stood with a sigh that was almost a groan. I opened my eyes into slits.

“Niklaus.” It was the hardest word I’d ever had to say, and I let my voice crack. He turned to look back. “My pendant. They took it—when I came.” His eyes clouded with confusion, and I blinked against the tears. “Please. It was—Loegan’s.”

Niklaus went rigid, face pale, eyes burning.

“Why—” His voice shook, and he seemed to struggle for control. “He left you, Jaelyn! He knew what they would do, and he left you!”

He hadn’t known; I could thank the fever-fog for that. I raised brimming eyes to Niklaus’s face.

“You’ve never had a brother—have you?” I stifled another sob and buried my face in the straw, leaving my hand stretched out, pleading, desperate for something to touch, something to hold. His boots scraped on the floor, the door shut with a clatter, and the keys rattled angrily against the lock. I drew a shuddering sigh and let my body go limp.

It wasn’t an hour later that a little mechanical pendant was placed gently in my hand.
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The sunset glow was fading from the low window as I glanced around the cell for the last time. The broken cord of the pendant was tied snugly around my wrist, its precious gears tucked carefully beneath my sleeve, the folded blanket buried under the pile of straw in the corner. I pulled myself to my feet, ignoring the needles of pain in my back, and reached again into the thick mass of my hair. One pin heavier than the rest met my fingers, and I carefully removed it and struck it hard against the stone wall. A spark leapt but didn’t catch. I bent lower and struck it again. On the third try, a curl of smoke drifted up from the straw.

I retreated to the corner nearest the door and watched as the flame took hold, licking thirstily at the dry bedding. I drew in a lungful of smoke and sank to my knees, coughing, gasping, crying for help. Through the haze, I could hear the door flung open and something clattering to the floor. Voices, shouts, the frantic rattle of keys. Niklaus’s hands pulled me away from the flames and into the smoky corridor. I fell to my hands and knees, crawling, searching desperately for air. Another guard brushed past me, running to help Niklaus. I fell through the doorway, coughing, choking, curling into myself as the smoke around me billowed upward and away. The guard gave me one dismissive glance and moved to shout a command at someone in the distance as a whole squadron of soldiers spilled from the stairs, bellowing questions, orders, exclamations. I crawled through the stream of boots unnoticed until I reached the staircase leading in the opposite direction. Down to the storehouses. To the magazine. To the room that had once been my father’s workshop—and his prison.

Once out of sight, I jumped to my feet and ran the rest of the way, stopping only when the door that had haunted my dreams from childhood loomed before me. I carefully fitted the pendant’s gears into the lock and waited for the click. Father had worked this key from memory, pushing his pain-racked body to its limits in a desperate effort to defeat the man who had robbed him of everything—his invention, his reputation, his health. The lock whirred and clicked, and the door inched open.

I slipped through the crack and shoved the door behind me, my heart pounding fast as I stood before the iron monster that had shattered the world’s hope, Father’s life, Loegan’s childhood—and my own. Father had been working on a new drill to ease life for the mine workers, and when his latest attempt had caused the collapse of an entire mountain, he’d planned to destroy it. But Gerhard had snared him, first with promises, then threats, then torture, until the most dangerous instrument known to man was in the hands of the cruelest tyrant alive.

An unsuspecting village perched on an almost inaccessible crag had been the first victim—mountain, homes, and countless innocent lives reduced to rubble and ash for the sole crime of occupying an ideal place for Gerhard to prove his power. More followed—some for attempting defiance, others for failing to meet the crushing burden of new taxes levied for the construction of a lavish palace in Mitterstadt. Brutal bands of soldiers roamed the once peaceful countryside, leaving threats and destruction in their wake, and the surrounding nations quailed before the terrible power that had crushed Merissa.

Father had never forgiven himself for the damage his hands had wrought, and Loegan and I had grown up with a singular purpose—to stop the devastation and destroy the machine, no matter the cost. My hands trembled as I fitted the key into the identical notches carved into the iron box in front of me, and it sprang to life with a quiver. I carefully worked the levers Father had described. Retreat—zero. This time the monster would be caught in its own destruction. Intensity—full. There could be no chance of its survival. Delay—five minutes. Just enough to let me escape through the tunnel.

My heart throbbed at the thought of Niklaus, but I fought the tears as I checked the settings one last time. Niklaus was a soldier, unlike the helpless women and children that Gerhard made war on. If I could destroy the machine without taking life, I would. But even Loegan would have struggled to lift its iron frame, and burying it under the full weight of the garrison was the only way to assure its complete destruction. I had given my father a promise, and I would not turn back now.

I set the switch and removed the key, listening for the faint whirring as the clock began its deadly countdown. Then I hurried for the door shadowed in the far corner of the room, ready to open one final lock and leave this place behind me forever.

But as I approached it, my senses came alive with terror. The door hung slightly ajar, the hinges twisted and broken, the frame behind it choked with dirt and rock. Gerhard had caved in the tunnel.

In a near panic, I pulled desperately at the topmost debris, but then my head cleared. There was no escape this way. None of our multitude of plans had considered the absence of the tunnel. The only way out was up, through the swarm of soldiers who would undoubtedly have put out the fire and discovered my escape. There would be no time to convince them of my story. I glanced at the machine, sternly counting away the seconds, then back at the key still in my hand. If I stopped it just until I found another way...

With a stifled sob, I wrenched the delicate little instrument from its strap and dashed it to the floor, crushing it under my boot. Kneeling down, I gathered up the pieces and clasped them to my heart. Father’s last gift. Father’s last charge. Both of them finished forever.

Lamb of the Sacrifice, comfort Loegan. Tell him that I tried.

My prayer was interrupted by a gasp from the doorway, and I looked up to see Niklaus staring from me to the machine to the broken pendant in my hands. The shock in his eyes melted into hurt and betrayal so deep that my bleeding heart shattered.

“Niklaus, go! Get out! Run now!”

Instead, he stood stupefied, staring at me like the world had already collapsed about his ears.

“Who are you?” The words were a whisper.

I stood slowly, closing my hand around all that was left of Father’s greatest work.

“I’m Jaelyn Rolfe, daughter of Mattias. I’m here to put an end to Gerhard’s tyranny. And I’m—sorry.” The last word trembled in spite of me.

I watched as the emotions flooded his face. Realization. Resignation. And finally, a quiet, desperate resolve.

Before I saw him moving, he had grabbed my arm and flung me over his shoulder, rushing up the stairs two and three at a time, much faster than I could have managed. After one reflexive kick, I didn’t try to break free. If I was to die, it seemed only fitting that Niklaus have some say in how and where.

Just as he reached the top of the stairs, the garrison gave an ominous shudder, and Niklaus launched forward with me in his arms, straight through the lattice of a third-floor window.
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Neither of us had said a word since Niklaus dragged me from the churning river. He sat, silent and empty-eyed, leaning against the trunk of a fallen tree, his right arm hanging limp and useless at his side. I still wasn’t sure if his leap had been planned or merely a desperate instinct, but we were here. Alive. Badly bruised from the needle-clad branches, brush-lined slopes, and rock-strewn river that had successively cushioned our fall, but still very much alive.

I finished braiding my wet locks and left them hanging down my back, carefully weaving the few pins that were left into the mass for later use. By some miracle, my steel had been saved. I wrung the water from my sleeves again and crossed to sit next to Niklaus.

“Where will you go now?”

No answer except a deep sigh that might have only been a long breath. I let my eyes trace his injured arm for any sign of blood but could detect nothing beyond the awkward position and obvious pain with which he held it. After a few moments, I spoke again.

“Come with us. We have kin in Corwyck.”

Still no answer. No movement. I bit my lip.

“You saved my life, you know. I want to do something to help you.”

A few more seconds of silence, then he turned slowly toward me.

“Can you restore my honor?” His eyes burned, and my heart ached. Gerhard’s men had been my enemies, but they had been his friends, and in a sense, he had caused their deaths. I put a hand on his good arm, and he flinched.

“You’re a good man, Niklaus. You deserve better than a master like Gerhard. Corwyck needs good soldiers. I’m sure they’d take you.”

“Niklaus Eben, one-armed mercenary.” He looked away, but I could hear his pain through the thick veil of bitterness.

“Be what you choose and go where you choose, only come with me now. If Elrod can’t fix your arm, it’s not worth fixing. We owe you at least that much.”

A few days of Elrod’s careful ministrations and Blenwyn’s motherly fussing and Sallas’s blunt, cheerful talk would do him a world of good, as long as I could manage to keep Loegan from killing him when he saw my back. There must have been a reason he had been saved, a reason he had saved me, and I couldn’t help wondering if the three of us would find it together.

He didn’t look back at me, but I saw him swallow hard, and after a moment, he nodded. I pushed to my feet and held out a hand, and he let me help him up.

For a long minute, I studied the sky, gaining my bearings from the stars. We had left the river quite a bit downstream from where the raft had been moored, but still some distance from where Loegan and I had staked our horses in the little copse several miles from our campsite. The moon was only half full, but the night was chilly, and lying down to sleep in our wet clothes seemed more of a danger than attempting the journey in the dark. I tilted my head for Niklaus to follow and pointed my steps to the south, setting as brisk a pace as I could manage.

Behind me, Niklaus was silent except for muffled exclamations or stifled grunts when he tripped on a hollow or slid on a loose patch of rock. Sallas’s night training had been helpful, just as he’d promised. I glanced over my shoulder, but the look on my reluctant companion’s face said better than words that he would not welcome help from me. I shook my head and returned to picking out the clearest path, hoping he would follow.

The minutes dragged by like hours, and my aching limbs began to protest with every step. I had just crested a little rise and caught my breath in relief when a faint sound behind me spun me around in time to see Niklaus sink to the ground against a rough outcropping, gripping his injured arm tightly against his chest, his face ghastly pale in the faint moonlight.

“Niklaus.” I hurried to his side, more concerned than relieved when my hand on his shoulder was met by not even a flinch. “We can’t stop now. The horses are less than a mile from here. Can you make it just a little longer?”
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