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FORGOTTEN

A Kingdoms Gone Story

The Heir shall make the sacrifice

The Powers that be awaken

When royal blood has paid its price

Restore what time has taken.

- excerpt from the Soulstone prophecy
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Chapter One
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The temple could have been a prison, even though the walls were open and the high skies looked down on the altar-stone without barrier. The stout columns ringed the woman in like prison bars, and yet she could have slipped easily between them. She could have left, had she chosen to. Instead, she paced the ring of stone and could not remember for a second why. 

She considered the man who kept her there her warden, and yet it was not for this that she rallied against him. It was not her sentence that made her furious, nor was it her incarceration that drove her feet to trace a path along the columns each day until the earth wore bare and smooth stone showed beneath. 

It was how he never touched her. 

It was how he kept a room’s width always between them, how he hugged the walls as if the sight of her were poison, as if she might leap at him at any second. She hated him for it, almost as deeply as she despised herself and the slim, slivery wire around her left arm that kept him always on his toes around her. 

Payne touched it once at the thought. Her fingers stroked the devil jewelry like an old friend. Her oldest friend. She stared out between the columns to the south at the glint of sea thrashing in the distance. On a clear day, she could taste the salt, and yet could not remember how she knew that flavor. Her lip throbbed from chewing on it. All she could taste today was her own blood. 

The temple occupied a slender crag of granite that stuck out from the southern tip of the Shadow Mountain range. It overlooked the sea at a distance of more miles than she would ever be allowed to travel. It wasn’t far to the coast, she knew, because it only took the man four days to go there and return. Four days only, if he traveled south across the low forest and fields between the temple and the sea. 

When he left to the east or west, she never knew how long he’d be. 

His bags were ready this morning. He’d stocked the cupboards of the little tower they shared, the squat keep originally built for the temple’s caretakers, and his heavy pack sat on the stone just outside the door. Leaving again, and from the stretch at the bag’s seams, trekking longer than usual, wandering farther. 

She never knew if he’d return at all. Did she care one way or the other? Payne couldn’t remember any more than she understood why the open temple was a cage, why she never left its boundaries. She turned her back on the sea and headed along the circle now, passing the columns one after the other and wearing the stones thin beneath her feet. 

He came out before she’d completed her circuit. She felt the weight of his look, and refused to answer it. Let him go, if he needed to. Let him traipse across the wilderness looking for his answers. She had stones to grind away here. She had stores to eat and a sea to stare at. 

“I’m heading east again.” His voice like low thunder in the distance. 

Payne refused to answer, kept her eyes angled away. She counted columns. 

“Maybe try a little farther out.”

She grunted and sped up her steps. Farther out, longer gone, and come home with nothing that could help them. He searched for his magic in the wilds and she was left here with the devil band around her arm and nothing in her mind but fury. 

If she aimed her ire at him, who could blame her? She had no memory of any other soul. 

“I’ll be back sooner if I find anything.”

Thirteen columns and she flew past him, started her counting again. 

“Payne.” His feet shuffled. His robes whispered a far off song. Had he backed away a step when she passed? Did he cringe at her proximity? “Keep an eye out while I’m gone. If anyone comes...”

“No one comes.” She stopped, still as stone with a flurry of dust at her ankles the only sign she’d been running. “No one ever comes.”

He had no answer for that. They both knew she was right. The temple had been forgotten. The narrow path that wiggled through the crags hadn’t been trod in decades. All she knew of the world beyond was that no one cared enough for this place to seek it out any longer. 

“Keep watch, just the same.” The words themselves were a ritual.

Once, she would have asked to accompany him. She remembered that much, the asking every time. She remembered his answer, too. It’s too dangerous. It’s not safe. Eventually, she’d given up on it, the same way she’d given up on him and, in doing so, on herself.

Payne sniffed and turned her back more directly toward him. She waited until she heard his steps patter, until she knew he moved. Then she snuck a peek around, looked and watched the back of his black robes ripple. He’d slung the pack over his shoulder, and he used a staff to aid his walking. The years had worn on him as well, or perhaps she had the same way she wore the path inside the stones. She’d worn him down and now he sagged more at the shoulder. 

Eventually he would not return. 

The breeze swirled higher and chillier. It carried no trace of the sea today, but Payne tasted salt. She blinked and watched her jailor vanish from the bluff. She watched her warden leave and knew she’d keep an eye on that path, a constant eye, until he returned. She’d pace her circle, stare at the sea and the stones with only the constant teasing of the wind for company. 



“Are you absolutely certain that you want a unicorn?” King Leopold frowned, but his eyes had a playful glint that meant he’d every intention of giving in to her. 

“Yes.” Farine had wanted a unicorn since she’d received a bestiary for her fifth birthday, the one with the golden lettering that swirled as delicately as the engravings. She’d discovered the unicorns in the back, all sleek and shimmering, and her obsession had not dimmed one whit in the interceding thirteen years. “You know I do, father.”

“Well, I believe the Tinkers have a few.” He put his hand up and winced at the squeal she couldn’t hold back. “Fari, please. Decorum should be maintained even in the presence of a unicorn.”

“Yes, father.” 

“Where is your maid?” The king turned from side to side, and his accompanying guard echoed him, rattling their mail and slapping scabbards together. 

Fari looked at her slippered toes and tried to stifle her impatience. The faire surrounded them. The sun blazed overhead and a thick sheen of thistledown filled the spaces between the booths and awnings. No danger lurked here. Aside from their own people, only elves and merchants filled the glade. Merchants and customers and, if her father was to be believed, a band of Tinkers with a unicorn for sale. 

She shifted her feet at the thought, imagined the sleek hide and long, twisty mane even while she answered him. “Hadja is at the shrine, father.” 

Leopold the Mighty sniffed and continued his appraisal of the grounds with a crease between his eyes. “She is on her knees too much, that one.”

“It’s harmless.” Hadja’s obsession with the Powers might give the king pause, but if Farine’s maid was too religious, she was also free with her knowledge and her reverent chatter fed Fari’s interest in all things magical.  The woman had also been a devoted companion, had looked after her since her mother’s death and earned a greater status than she might have otherwise. Farine didn’t want the maid in trouble with her father, didn’t like the idea of anything that might part them. “She only prays because she has so little.”

“She has you.” Leopold placed his wide hands on his daughter’s shoulders. He looked into her eyes, and the trace of his mirth vanished. “She has the honor of tending to you, and how can she do that, while she bows to her odd gods?”

“I’ll go and get her.”

“Go and get your unicorn first.” He smiled now. Only the king knew how badly she’d wanted one, how she longed to ride as the elves did. “I have business here as well. Take Malcolm with you.”

“Do I have to?” 

“Fari.” He narrowed his eyes. The guards would keep an eye on her whether or not she took Malcolm. They both knew it. Her father only meant to push the man at her, his favorite soldier and the one she knew he’d like to have as her suitor. He relented today, however. “Fine. But hurry and fetch that maid of yours from her kneeling.”

“Thank you, daddy.” Sparing her Malcolm’s presence earned him the endearment. She wanted to do this on her own. 

“And don’t get skinned.”

“I won’t.”

“I’m not teasing, Fari. Tinkers are not known for their honesty. Check the beast’s horn at least, and make them give you a fair price, princess or not.”

“I will.” She tossed her golden hair, snagged her skirts and lifted her hem just enough to scamper free of him, of the watchful guards and the cluster of elvin politicians forming beyond their barrier.  He had business to tend to. Well, so did she. She had a unicorn waiting. 

She couldn’t help the skip in her step, nor the demure giggle when her father’s mumble followed her. “Just because you’ve a treasury doesn’t mean you need to pay half of it for everything.”

He’d been at the shopping himself then, and his warning was only half for her benefit. She tossed a quick look back, saw the elves move in and the king’s attention shift to politics. Good. Let the Gentry keep his attention for a moment, let them have his ear while she danced between the booths, while she avoided the shrine where Hadja waited and curved instead toward the farthest corner of the faire toward the back row where the Tinker’s wagons had been parked. There her unicorn would stand in the sun, shimmering and snorting in anxious anticipation of its new rider. 

She’d fetch Hadja on the way back. The guards might tell on her, but it wouldn’t matter then. She’d be back safe and the proud owner of a unicorn. She slowed her steps and paused behind a wooden stall selling glassware that sparkled with magical sigils for health and longevity. Don’t get skinned, he’d said. Be shrewd and get a good deal. Farine inhaled and felt her heart dancing. She needed to at least look calm, if she meant to deal with Tinkers on her own without losing her purse. 

She was old enough to do this alone. Her chin lifted and she struck out at a brisk and much stiffer pace. Dignified. Decorum even when buying unicorns. Inside, the little girl she once was squealed in delight. 

The Tinker wagons lined up at the edge of the faire. There were thirty at least, all painted in bright and garish colors. Green and scarlet, gold and blazing purple. The fat-rumped draft horses slumped in their traces, nibbling corn from rough bags tied around their heads. Along the line, the Tinkers squatted in the wagons’ shade. Their clothing was as brilliant and clashing as their carts, and their ilk drifted like the thistledown, mostly sprites and fauns and forest Gentry. She did see an imp or two, and one trundling ogre sat like a stone at the back of the lead cart. He leaned against the rear wheel and stared up at the sky. 

The little voice inside her thought ogres were scary, maybe too scary to approach, even for a unicorn. But before she could convince the rest of her to back quickly away, a high-pitched whinny echoed down the line. Her feet were moving again without any conscious decision. Her heart raced, and she kept one eye on the ogre as she passed. 

He didn’t move, and the way his chest lifted and fell suggested sleep, even though his huge eyes were open and staring. She moved forward, but her steps slowed. Farine had seen imps before, and the castle was usually crawling with elves, but her father didn’t allow ogres inside the walls, nor fiends nor gobelins. He didn’t trust the Gentry reputation for skinning enough to trade directly with them, but he did allow them to camp here, at the fringe of the faire, and he had sent her to find her unicorn. 

He had also told her to fetch Hadja.

She stumbled over a lump of root. The horse’s hooves had churned up the turf, making a mess of the normally flat glade. Farine’s arms flew to her sides, flailed for balance and thumped the forehead of the imp who’d been about to steal her purse. It squeaked and backed away rapidly, tripping and ending on its rump amidst the tousled thistledown. 

Well, she hadn’t been looking where she was going, and it had been reaching for her decoy purse, the one all nobles wore openly and full of only a few small coins. She’d managed to retain her feet and the poor thing had fallen hard. Now it blinked wide, round eyes at her and scooted on its bottom in the opposite direction.

“B-beg pardon.”

“I’m the one that hit you.” She hadn’t meant to, but it seemed worth noting. Farine didn’t love the idea of losing that purse, but it wouldn’t have dented her unicorn budget in the least. That money, she’d tucked safely into her waistband pocket. “Are you all right?”

The gray face scrunched up like a prune and the imp’s jaw dropped open. Farine examined it more closely. Small even for an imp, and dressed in only a ratty pair of short pants. A child, it would seem, and she’d terrified it. 

“I think you need some practice.”

The jaw snapped shut and, if she wasn’t mistaken, the shine of tears watered the big eyes. 

“It’s okay. Here.” Farine offered him her hand. The Skinner in training flinched and scooted farther from her. “No? Well, I hope you’re not hurt overmuch.” 

“I-I...” 

“What’s your name?”

“My name?” 

The little Skinner’s eyes darted to her belt and back. It knew she’d caught it, and it expected worse from her than a greeting. Well, she had enough to spare, and the Tinkers, she knew, did not. They took great stock in names, however. She remembered that too late. It explained the suspicion in the poor child’s eyes. 

“I am Farine.”

It hissed between pointy teeth and whimpered. Her name, it would recognize, and she’d given it freely.

“Slipstone.”

“I see.” She should let the poor thing be, had already given it a nice bruising on accident. But striding as she was into the Tinker’s camp had been stupid. Her status was obvious, and it had made her an easy target. She needed to look less separate, and having an imp to guide her just might do the trick. “Well, Slipstone, I’m so very glad to have run into you.”

“You are?” 

Farine stroked her decoy purse and watched his face. His eyes glued to her movement, followed the gesture and widened. His cheek twitched and, just for a second, she knew what it felt like to be a Skinner, to work a trick and feel that little rush of power and control. The imp wanted her purse, and she wanted a service. Technically, it was a fair deal. Still, she couldn’t help the whisper of excitement in her voice when she delivered her offer. 

“I want to make a deal with you.” 
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Chapter Two
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The fourth morning dawned the same as every other one. He’d been gone three days, four nights and now the sun wandered in between the shutters while the dust motes drifted lazily through the keep. Payne woke up alone. 

Already, a thin wind whistled against their walls. She lay on her back and followed the grain patterns overhead, the old boards whose lines she knew as well as the veins in the back of her hand. Was it better to wake up alone or to him fluttering around the keep, making his secretive noises, thinking he was too quiet to rouse her? She almost wished to hear them now. But the silence had its own comfort. It said no one would cringe from her presence today.

There would be no one to flinch away from her. 

The wood grain held her interest for a few moments. She followed the lines down the wall to a scattering of knife gouges, nicks and outright scars. She could practice throwing, perhaps, while her mind chewed on what to do. She’d tired of pacing. Without him to irritate, the activity soon lost its luster. They had more than enough supplies laid in, didn’t need wood or herbs or anything that she could collect in the wiggle of brushy land behind the temple. She could always walk down the trail. 

Her snort rattled the beams and sent a fresh cascade of motes flying. The surreal idea got her moving though. She rose and dressed and glared at the contents of her bedroom. Like every other morning, the walls were unimpressed by her attempt to will them out of existence. Payne stomped out into the main room and scanned it for any sign of him. 

She shouldn’t care if he was back or not, and she cursed her eyes for glancing toward the door to his sleeping room. Shut and vacant, it’s sigils dark. The hearth burned merrily and perpetually away, crackling blue flames beneath a cooking pot that had more sigils than unmarked space on its old surface. Payne checked the contents, found gruel and berries and helped herself to a bowl before ordering the pot to clean itself and begin its preparations for her mid-day meal. 

The ingredients would vanish from the pantry shelves, the fire would crackle and the pot would cook. Payne dropped her bowl into an empty wash basin and frowned at it while the water filled from the aether, while the soap bubbled by magic. 

She didn’t feel like watching for him today, and decided to stay inside. She ran her fingers along her armband and stalked to the worktables that filled the center of the room. He’d gathered every scrap of magic for miles around. The broken jewelry and weapons, the piles of silver bits and shimmering mirrors all lay strewn across the heavy worktables. The wood between them bore the char marks of experimentation. Magical scars from failed spelling. 

Or in his case, failed un-spelling. 

Years of work, and yet the band still hugged her bicep. Her curse still clung to its purpose. Payne still lived cast apart, untouchable and at the mercy of a weakening mage. He could have found something closer than he’d expected. If he discovered anything new at all, he’d turn back immediately. He might be climbing the stony path that very moment.

She picked up a cloak pin from the nearest pile. It had an octagonal garnet in the center and a band of filigree around the edge that hid a sigil script. She could try her translation again. A roll of parchment waited, filled with her scribbling notes. The sigil language filled her mind where memories had failed her. She knew every line and curve and whisper of power. 

This piece was meant to transform the ordinary into the lovely. Once, some lady would have worn it to snag a better husband, or perhaps to steal one from a rival who was luckier in appearance. Payne dropped it back on the table without even looking at her pen and ink. Her hands drifted to the arm band while her eyes roved over the rubbish they studied. 

All these items. Everyone looking for magic to solve their problems. She snorted again, waking the pigeons that roosted in their attic. Magic was her problem. The band was her constant reminder of that. Her curse, the thing that made her too hideous to touch...even if he wouldn’t tell her why. She saw the truth of it in how hard he worked to break it. That task consumed him, ate away at his body and his mind until they both lived for it only. Break the curse, destroy the band, kill the magic.

Payne pushed the brooch farther away, revealing more of the table’s scarring. She stood up and spun, padding soft steps to the keep’s door and flicking up the latch with a grating rattle. She’d peek once at the trail just to check. She wouldn’t pace today. 

She dragged the door open and then slammed it, hard. The echo rattled the stones, chased the pigeons away proper and made the motes into a storm of dust. It continued to vibrate the tables while she cringed, leaning against the door. Her hand worked the latch then drew one bolt across and a second, too. There was a sigil on the last, and she tapped it and spoke a word that set the symbol afire with magic. 

A stranger walked in the temple. 

Payne fought for breath. She closed her eyes and forced her shoulders down, made her lungs work properly. Her hands went blindly to the bolts, checked and double checked them. She listened, tilted her head to one side and strained to hear the charge that would rattle the boards, that would mean he meant to tear his way inside.

Only silence answered, and yet he’d been there, sitting on the stone altar in the center of the columns in broad daylight. A man certainly had come up the mountain path, but it was the wrong man. She looked to the tables, to the work that brought her only frustration. Had he come to pray to the ancient Powers or to rob the current residents? How had he found the spot and what did he mean to do here? 

She chewed her lip and searched her memory. As usual, only the blank of her curse lived there, the steady aching that had no name. Her questions swirled without relief and only the high wind answered her. 



Slipstone skittered at Farine’s side, half hopping and half dancing. He raised a puff of thistledown with each landing, and his voice lifted and fell as quickly as his legs. Now that he had no fear of her, or perhaps his head had stopped throbbing, he chattered non-stop, as if their difference in status had melted with the shine of the coin she’d given him. 

“Gelgar has the longest caravan this side of the Shadow Mountains.” He sang the words, a rough cadence that she tried not to flinch from. “Twenty carts so far and more would join him before the solstice ends.”

“Are they all Tinkers?” Farine still watched the carts pass. She’d counted twelve so far and seen another ogre, one big faun and even a few gobelins between the wagons. “That seems like a lot.”

“We have five Tinkers. The rest of us just search for their supplies and...”

Farine could imagine what else they did. She’d caught him, no doubt, in the middle of it. She changed the subject for him. “Do you range very far?”

“Sometimes. Once we—” 

The whinny split the air again, drowning out the barking of the vendors, the neighing of ordinary horses and the constant hum of chatter around them as well as Slipstone’s answer. Farine hopped in place, lifted onto her tiptoes and tried to see over and around the stalls. 

“The beast pens are right past the next row,” the imp said. 

The next row jutted out farther toward the caravan than the others. Farine knew why. The seers and fortune tellers had been kept back from the more respectable merchants. Their garish tents nearly matched the carts of the Gentry, and their business was possibly more suspect. Everyone needed the Tinker’s gadgets, but looking to the future was for children and women with nothing better to do. 

Enough of them packed between the tents to keep the soothsayers in business, however. Farine recognized more than a few ladies from her father’s court. Even Malcolm’s aging mother tottered toward one of the low awnings. Farine ducked behind her imp as if the poor thing might shield her from view. The lady Fairbright was in her father’s camp and would happily label Farine her future daughter-in-law.

“What are you doing?” The imp twisted his neck around, squeaking and dancing while the princess tried in vain to hide behind his tiny body. 

“Hold still.” The more she tried to get behind him, the more Slipstone’s nerves moved his feet. They danced in a little circle, destined to draw more attention than she wanted. “Oh, just come on.” 

Farine stepped backwards fast. She kept her eyes on Malcolm’s mother and bumped directly into a flutter of black robes. 

“Oh!” Sleeves billowed at her sides as a stranger’s arms steadied her. She swiveled in a slightly more dignified version of Slipstone’s maneuver and came face to face with a User. “Excuse me.”

“Are you well, your highness?”

“Perfectly well. Thank you.” She stood straight and smoothed her skirts with both hands. “I’m very sorry. We didn’t see you.” 

“You keep unusual company today, princess.” 

“Slipstone is in my employ currently.” She looked down, but the imp had slunk a few paces away and now whistled to the sky as if he’d never met her. 

“Is he?” The man wore the long robes of his profession. Around his neck, a medallion dangled, bearing the starburst symbol with four, triangular segments at its center. The symbol for Hadja’s Powers, the symbol that meant he, like any who practiced magical arts, shared the maid’s faith in unseen forces, though not the woman’s obedience to them. His face had an elegant structure, almost reminiscent of the elves her father doted upon. He’d bound his dark hair tightly into a tail at the nape of his neck, but a few strands hung loose around hollow cheeks and a strong jaw. Under his arched brows, one blue and one brown eye examined her, judged her, no doubt.

“Yes.” Farine glared at the wayward imp and willed him back to her side. “Slipstone is serving as my mediator.”

The young imp’s head turned to her again. His brow creased, as if he tried to work out what the word meant and if it were insult or honor. He must have decided on the latter, because after only a second’s thought, he scampered back and positioned himself at her knee again. Farine stuck out her chin and stared down the User.

“I see. Well, I suspect you’ll need one if you mean to purchase Gelgar’s unicorn.”

“Why would you guess that?” 

“He’s been following us,” Slipstone spoke up, then curled lower when the User’s eye fell to him. Even so he squeaked defiantly, “He’s been listening, too.”

“It is a public faire.” The User shrugged, but it had an arrogant edge to it. “And sound carries on a summer wind.”

“Yes it does.” Farine could hear the whispers from behind them already. The king’s daughter chatting with an imp and a User at the end of the fortune teller’s lane. “Well, I’m sure you have business to attend to as well.” 

“A moment.” The User stepped forward, bringing his body closer to her than any stranger should have been allowed. He leaned in even more, and Farine could smell the faint sweetness of incense clinging to his robes. “If you’d indulge me, princess. Before you buy that unicorn, take a very good look at him. Look him in the eye, if you can, and be certain of what you do.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re excused.” His mouth twisted into a grin. It held a challenge there, the same one that twinkled in his eyes. Users. Anyone fiddling with magic was not to be trusted, Hadja always said. This one in particular made her consider agreeing for once. He twirled his robes overmuch when he turned around, and he marched away before she could call him out for his rudeness. 

She was excused. Indeed. Farine snorted and her impish escort flinched. He shuffled his bare feet and tried whistling again. He looked at her sideways, sly-like and as subtle as his shifting feet. Farine had to stifle a giggle. Even the nasty words of the magic User couldn’t dim the sunlight today. She had a unicorn on her horizon. 

“Come on, Slipstone.” 

She turned her back on the User and started off at a trot. The fortune teller’s tents blurred past and Farine fixed her gaze ahead and didn’t even check if the imp kept pace. She heard his breathing when she stopped, though, and knew she’d forced his stubby legs to run. 

The pens waited directly ahead. She could see the dust swirling and the shadows of makeshift rails inside. Her verve, however, only gave her so much momentum. And she didn’t care to barge into the Gentry camp without her escort. Once her imp caught up, she moved on, peering into the paddocks past more than a few sagging draft horses, a pair of oxen and at least one shaggy goat. 

“They’re in the back,” Slipstone panted. “This way.”

Farine followed him, at his pace now, and used the moment to calm her breath, to relax and settle her excited nerves. The horses milled inside split and lashed fencing that had been torn from the wood around the faire and assembled quickly but with the diligent craft of the Tinkers. One big faun perched on a post in the center of the paddocks. He watched over the stock, and his eyes fell to them more than once as they made the circuit to the farthest pens.

They had the unicorns there. She caught the glint of a horn over the back of a dun draft horse when the next whinny struck. This close, it sounded like a scream, and a cascade of silver hair flew up around the sharp prong before the beast fell back to earth. It reared again, higher the next time, squealing louder. Farine saw the long, silver face and she caught the shine of a wild eye. 

Slipstone led her to the fence. He waited while the princess stared inside, while she devoured the beasts with her eyes, the creatures from her childhood stories come to life. Two of them danced inside the paddock. Sleek white hides gleamed even under a layer of dust. Chiseled heads tossed and the swaying of long white main and tail never stopped. 

The unicorns’ hooves pounded the ground. Their muscled necks curved into shining arches and Farine’s heart sped up. Real unicorns were bigger than she’d expected. Almost as tall as the horse her father rode, though not quite draft sized. They had thick, sloping shoulders and long round barrels leading to stout rumps. 

One of them lifted onto his haunches and screamed to the sky. His forelegs churned the air and his spiral horn sparked sunlight at the tip. Exactly like the picture in her bestiary. Farine steeled herself, took a deep breath and marched right up to the fence to look a unicorn in the eye. 
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Chapter Three
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He hadn’t moved much. Payne peered at him through the arrow slit and chewed on her bottom lip. The keep had no second story, but a thin walkway ran around the upper interior, and she’d scrambled up the nearest ladder once her body relaxed enough to be under her control again. Now she sat on an old crate, nibbling the stew their cook pot had produced for lunch and spying on the stranger who’d invaded her pacing grounds. 

She chewed a radish mechanically and watched his metal shirt glint in the sunlight. He hadn’t done much aside from remove each of his boots and shake out the gravel that had collected in his soles. He’d walked the ring three times. He’d stared out toward the sea twice, though not long enough to signal any real interest, and he’d looked up at her arrow slit more times than she wanted to count. 

He knew she watched him, and he was content to wait her out. 

Her warden stored a short bow and a quiver of arrows in the keep, and she’d hauled both of these up to her perch despite the fact that she’d no idea how to use them. She’d wrapped her straggling hair into a knot and tied it at the back of her head, and she’d dressed in leather pants and a white tunic that she topped with a laced vest. She’d never fought anyone that she could recollect, not that she could recollect much, but she assumed she’d move better, run faster without skirts. 

The radish burned her throat and she’d already drained the last of her water. She could haul herself back down the ladder for more, but before moving, she peered out the slot again. The man stared straight up at her. 

“Hello!” His voice echoed, beating against the stones like an assault. Four crows burst from the distant bushes. 

“Go away!” She sounded crackled as an old leaf. Her throat faltered under the radish effect, and the man below grinned, flashing white teeth under a yellow mustache. It made her feet twitchy, that smile, and she shouted down at him again. “There’s nothing here for you to steal!”

“Well now, if I meant to rob you, that assertion would only entice me further. Don’t you think?”

“No!” She jumped from the crate and eyed her worthless weapon. She could stab him with an arrow, she supposed, but it would require a certain, uncomfortable proximity. He ignored her protest, continued speaking as if they were only having a friendly chat. 

“However, since I have no interest in robbing anyone, I think you can rest assured about whatever belongings are so dear to you.”

Payne tried to ignore him. She clamped her lips together and wiggled back down the ladder with the bow and quiver over one shoulder. They had a few broken swords, but she knew even less about using one of them. She’d left her cup in the rafters in her haste, and fetched a new one, speaking the word to trigger the sigil on its side that would fill it from the sealed barrel in the far corner. 

The magic flared and she tasted cool, fresh water, soothed her throat and tried to think of a better demand to make than “go away.” A man alone could not break into the keep. She had no reason to shake. There was no sense to it, and yet her legs wobbled when she tried to walk back to the ladder. She had to steady herself on the worktables, slide along between the magical debris. 

They had wards on the door. Sigils on the stones themselves, and yet the man had wandered right into the temple. He’d found the secret mountain trail and marched directly up to their front door. Why? If not to rob the place, then what could possibly have brought him? The old Powers no longer lived here. The Old Magic had faded into dust and rubble. Only the scraps remained, a pale shadow according to him, a weak remnant of the once-mighty art. 

Too weak to free her from its vise grip. Too weak to end her curse. 

She climbed to the heights again, settled on her box and peered out the arrow slit. 

“Hello again.” Still staring, still boasting that stupid grin.

“What do you want?”

“Maybe I just came to visit.”

“No one comes to visit.”

“Maybe I came to rescue you.” For a flash, the smile vanished. He brought it back quickly enough, but the darker expression lingered in her mind’s eye. 

“I don’t need any rescue, thank you.” 

“You’re sure about that?” He tilted his head to one side and showed his teeth again. “Very sure?”

“Yes.” Except she didn’t sound sure at all. Her fingers drifted to the band of her curse, stroking it again, a cool, deadly comfort. “It is not the walls that keep me prisoner.” 

That was more like it. She’d sounded far stronger that time.  Even better, the stranger’s smile vanished. His golden eyebrows fell into a frown. 

“No doubt,” he said. 

She felt victorious for a moment, as if she’d won the advantage in the conversation. As if she’d gained a point at his expense. The feeling didn’t linger long. The wind squealed through the slot, the stranger turned a far more dangerous gaze to the keep walls. His next words took the air from her lungs as well. 

“I believe it’s that ring of silver round your left arm.”



She startled Hadja from her praying without really meaning to. The makeshift shrine had been lashed together from saplings with all their leaves still attached. It stood, a natural altar to the Powers whose symbol decorated it, at the near edge of the faire, directly beside the kingdom road so that petitioners could pay homage before entering. Farine slowed her steps and eased off on her stomping out of natural reflex and the memory of her maid’s behavior around religious matters. She slipped up behind the kneeling woman and cleared her throat as softly as her mood would allow. 

From Hadja’s reaction, she might have screamed at her. The woman sprang straight up, her skirts tangling around her legs and sending her into a flailing stumble. Her hands gave the altar a bump that sent a cascade of pink and white flowers dancing to the grass. 

“Sorry.” Farine offered a hand, steadied her maid and cringed at the scowl she earned. 

“You might think my faith a joke,” Hajda huffed the words. Her stocky build and short stature left her out of breath on the walk up the stairway to their chambers, and the shock of her sudden jump had her panting. “But your fair mother showed it a great deal more respect. You’d do well to lower your voice here, for her sake if not mine.”

“I only cleared my throat!” Farine would have preferred to leave her mother’s memory where it belonged, fondly in the past, but Hadja had worshipped the queen nearly as much as she did the Powers, and she would not let the chance to mention her pass unused. “You over reacted.”

“You echoed like an avalanche.” Recovering from the shock didn’t take the maid long. She smoothed her skirts and squinted at Farine, then looked to the empty space behind her and to the sides. “Your father said you’d gone to buy your unicorn.”

“I changed my mind.”

“How’s that?” Hadja’s voice dropped to a shocked whisper. The tone made her seem far older than she was, and it gave her question a conspiratorial tone that Farine meant to kill quickly. 

“I changed my mind. They were uglier than I expected.” She stuck out her chin. Hadja didn’t need to know everything, after all. She definitely didn’t need to know about the User, the rotten-souled User. Farine tasted anger again. He’d known full well what she’d see in the beast’s gaze. He’d goaded her into looking on purpose. 

“Is that so?” Hadja saw right through her. The woman was too shrewd. She needed a husband, and Farine had tried on more than one occasion to interest her in the idea, if for no other reason than to give the maid her own children to coddle. She’d miss the woman’s company, but there were moments when she seriously considered pushing the issue, even though Hadja had shown no sign of willingness. It wouldn’t be many years before the woman was beyond marrying age. She flirted with that line already. 
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