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Chapter One


HER TIME HAS come.


Maura Woodbury only glimpsed those words before she’d been summoned to tend an injured child.


Whose time? Time for what? Those questions plagued her every step of the way into Windleford, a small village in Northern Embria. Unless she had misread the message or the haunted look in her guardian’s eyes, she feared she would not like the answers.


Now, as she examined the little boy’s hand, she struggled to keep her mind on her task.


“I have something here that should make it feel better.” She pitched her voice loud enough to carry over the boy’s exhausted sobs, yet soft enough to soothe and reassure him. 


Lifting a small earthenware crock from her basket, she pried off the lid, scooped out a generous dollop of green salve, then smeared it on the child’s blistered skin. The wholesome tang of freshly bruised merthorn and marshwort infused the air, making Maura’s nose tingle. 


The boy’s mother hovered close watching every move, all the while wringing her hands and looking anxious. Was it on account of her son’s injury, Maura wondered, or because she had the wizard’s ward under her roof?


It never seemed to bother Langbard that the villagers scarcely spoke to him or Maura unless someone was ill or injured. Then again, hardly anything ruffled the old wizard’s composure... until an hour ago when that messenger bird had arrived. 


“What happened to you?” Maura asked the boy once his tears had subsided. “Did you see something good in your Mama’s stew pot and try to fish it out?”


His injuries looked worse than a simple burn, somehow.


The child sniffled. “I know better ’n that. Me and my friends was playing and I seen this queer gray twig. When I picked it up, my hand took to paining worse than a hundred bee-stings at once!”


“A pain spike?” cried Maura. “Curse those soldiers! How dare they leave such vile things lying about? Windleford is hardly a hotbed of rebellion. Ordinary weapons do well enough to keep country folk like us under their thumb.”


Since before her birth, Embria had been ruled by the Han, invaders from the south greedy for the perilous riches of the Blood Moon Mountains.


“Them younglings had no business playing so close to the garrison!” snapped the boy’s mother, though she looked angrier at Maura than at her son. “The soldiers has to keep order, don’t they? If it was a pain spike, they probably meant to use it on the outlaws. I hear tell there’s a gang of ’em camping over in Betchwood, if you please.”


“Perhaps so.” Maura chided herself for failing to hold her tongue. If it got around Windleford that she’d voiced such rebellious sentiments, the villagers would shun her worse than they did already.


Besides, the woman’s excuse might be true. Any unnatural weapons of the Hanish garrison might only be meant to combat outlaws, some of whom had grown insufferably bold of late. Maura despised their kind at least as much as she did the Han. She’d suffered more on their account than she had from the invaders.


“How does your hand feel now?” She turned her attention back to the boy. “Better?”


He had stopped crying. That was a good sign. Already his fingers looked less swollen.


The child nodded. “Still pains some, but not like it did.”


Now that she understood it was no common hurt, Maura realized it would need stronger healing. “I know just the thing to put your hand right—fresh queensbalm.”


It would be blooming now. Queensbalm always blossomed on Maura’s birthday. During her childhood, she and Langbard had often celebrated by packing a lunch and going gathering. Maura felt a wistful longing for those carefree days. 


“I hope you learned your lesson about meddling with metal.” Anxious to get home she repacked her basket in a hurry. “Some of it is not harmful, if it has been properly tempered. But most is tainted with mortcraft, which can do even worse things to you than make your hand pain. The next time you see something metal, do yourself a good turn by keeping your distance.”


The boy’s eyes widened at the notion of worse things than he had already suffered. Meanwhile his mother nodded in grudging agreement. Though she might not like Maura’s implied censure of the Han, who used metal and mortcraft to dominate the people of Embria, the woman clearly approved of her warning.


Rising from the low stool beside the boy’s bed, Maura handed his mother the crock of salve. “Spread on more of this whenever he wants it, though mind you do not rub it in too hard. I will bring some queensbalm tomorrow.”


“Don’t trouble yourself.” The woman shoved the crock into her apron pocket. She looked torn between gratitude and wanting to get Maura out of her house as quickly as possible. “This looks to have done the job fine.”


Maura glanced at the boy whose eyelids were beginning to droop. “It will ease his pain, not cure it. That salve would have done well enough for an ordinary burn or a pest bite. Mortcraft needs something stronger to combat it.”


She headed for the door. “If you would rather not have me seen coming to your house again, I can ask Sorsha Swinley to fetch the queensbalm here.”


“That would be far better!” The woman cried, then immediately repented her hurtful eagerness. “I am sorry Mistress Woodbury. I do not mean to sound ungrateful. It was good of you to come so quick. Poor little Noll hurt so bad, I was beside myself. It’s just... well... I expect you know how it is.”


“Aye.” The word wafted out of Maura on a sigh. 


Part of her did understand. Wizards and their kin could be dangerous folk to know. Healers of any kind were frowned upon by the Han, who lived according to a harsh creed: The strong thrive as they deserve and none should mourn the weak who perish.


That knowledge did not make it any easier to be kept so firmly at arm’s length.


“I’m glad you’re not offended.” The woman slid her door ajar just wide enough to peer out. Then she had a quick look up and down the road before throwing it open for Maura. “I’d be much obliged if you would send that other balm when you get it.”


She spoke the words in a rush and when Maura turned to reply, she found the door already shut tight behind her.


Telling herself she must not mind it, she pulled up her wrap to cover her head and set off back to the snug thatched cottage north of town where she had lived for as many of her twenty-one years as she could remember.


Had she ever lived anywhere else? How had she come into Langbard’s care? Who were her parents and what had happened to them? For years Langbard had gently but firmly discouraged such questions. Because he was the only family she had and because he was so good to her in every other way, Maura had grudgingly reconciled herself to ignorance about her past. That had not prevented her from questioning and guessing.


Now she wondered if Langbard’s mysterious message had anything to do with her equally mysterious past.


As she neared the edge of the village, Maura spied her friend Sorsha some distance ahead. She opened her mouth to call, but before she could get the words out, a pair of Hanish soldiers turned onto the main road, talking together in their own language. To Maura’s ears it had a jarring, strident sound.


The Han were taller than most Embrians, with the hard, muscular build of their race and long, pale manes of hair they pulled through holes in the tops of their helmets to trail like plumes. 


Maura lowered her head and averted her gaze, as Langbard had taught her. She did not slow her step, but neither did she walk faster. Though the soldiers passed quite close, they did not seem aware of her at all, for which she was grateful.


Once they had past, she broke into a run and soon caught up with Sorsha, who was returning home from market. 


“Maura!” she cried. “If I had known you were in town, I would have waited for you.”


When Maura explained about her errand in Windleford, Sorsha nodded, her generous mouth pursed in a disapproving frown.


Five years older than Maura, Sorsha was shorter and stouter than her friend. Her wild tumble of curls was ruddier that Maura’s and she had a splash of freckles over the bridge of her nose. Perhaps her most attractive feature was her air of exuberant sociability. 


Better one Sorsha for a friend, Maura had often thought, than four or five others... not that she’d ever had a choice.


“The gall of that Prin Howen!” huffed Sorsha. “I will give her the sharp edge of my tongue when I see her tomorrow. If young Noll hasn’t sense enough to keep from picking up things he shouldn’t, she ought not to let him out of her sight. Then to treat you so rude after you came to help. Fair makes my blood boil!”


“Do not say anything, Sorsha, please! That will only make it worse. Langbard has never been anxious for me to make friends in the village, anyway.”


Sorsha did not protest... but neither did she agree. Instead, as was her wont, she steered their talk to another subject. “Will you come up to my place for a cup of tea? The younglings are always so anxious for you to visit.”


“Another day.” Maura shook her head reluctantly. “I must get home, now. A message came for Langbard just before I was called away to Howen’s. I have never seen him look so worried.”


“Langbard worried? It must be serious.” Sorsha’s brow furrowed. “I always thought he could walk over hot coals without turning a hair... not that he has much to turn, on top. Who did the message come from? Someone in the village?”


Maura shook her head. “I do not know who sent it, but I reckon it came from far away. A messenger bird brought it.”


By this time, the two friends had reached the foot of the lane that wound up to Hoghill Farm. Maura’s gaze strayed toward the low ridge that shielded Langbard’s cottage from view of the north road. “I hope he will confide in me. He does not seem to realize I have grown up.”


“Older folk are like that and I reckon we will be too when our time comes.” Sorsha reached for her friend’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You know, if there is anything Newlyn and I can do to help, you have only to ask. We owe Langbard a good deal after all he did to help us.”


“I know we can count on you both.” 


The last time Maura had been this worried about anything was when her friend had gotten involved with a dangerous fugitive from the living death of the Blood Moon mines. It had all turned out better than she’d dared hope between Sorsha and her husband, the man now known as Newlyn. 


But as she waved goodbye to Sorsha and started over the hill, Maura recalled the levelheaded ease with which Langbard had handled that whole perilous situation. Suddenly the spring sun seemed to sparkle with a false brightness and the brisk breeze sent a chill up her back. Anything that caused Langbard to fret must be ominous indeed.


Stifling that worrisome thought, Maura hurried toward the cottage. She found Langbard sitting in his favorite chair in front of the hearth, still clutching the scrap of parchment he had peeled off the bird’s leg. 


He was a tall man, greater in height than many of the Han, but lank of figure and gaunt of face. The crown of his head was bald, but the thick gray fringe around it grew long enough to braid into a plait that hung down his back.


He glanced up with a preoccupied smile of welcome when Maura entered. “The child—how is he?”


“The poor little fellow got hold of pain spike.” She set down her basket. “But he should be fine once I make a queensbalm salve for him.”


Langbard winced at the mention of the pain spike, then nodded to endorse Maura’s choice of treatment.


She knelt by his chair. “Before I go off to Betchwood gathering queensbalm, you must tell me about the message you received. I have been so worried.”


“Gathering queensbalm?” Langbard surged out of his chair. “Why, it is your birthday!”


“So it is, Uncle... but the message?”


“All in good time, my dear, I promise you.” Langbard took Maura’s hand and helped her to her feet. “Let us pack a lunch and go gathering in Betchwood, like we used to.”


The melancholy tenderness of his smile was impossible to resist. 


“We do have some mutton sausages in the cold hatch,” she said, “and I made oatloaf fresh this morning. Unless you have been foraging, there should be some marshberry tart left, too.”


“Splendid!” Langbard cried. “A wonderful birthday feast. You pack the basket and I will make ready.”


“On one condition, Uncle?”


“What might that be?”


Maura lifted the trap door to the cold hatch. “On the way to Betchwood, I want you to tell me what that message meant.”


“Of course, my dear.” Langbard glanced down at the scrap of parchment in his hand, as if he had forgotten it for a moment and regretted being reminded.


More to himself than to her, he murmured, “I cannot put it off any longer.” 


He gazed around the large room that served as both kitchen and parlor. “It seems like only yesterday you were a wee thing, crawling around the cottage floor popping everything into your mouth. No wonder you have such an apt hand for magic—you ate enough potion ingredients before you could walk!” 


While Maura climbed down into the cold hatch to repack her basket with food, Langbard hunted up his walking staff, his cloak, his hat and the many-pocketed sash he wore whenever he went any distance from the cottage. It held emergency supplies of vitcraft ingredients most necessary for healing and defense.


A while later, as they cut across the Swinley’s north pasture, heading for Betchwood, Maura asked Langbard once more about his cryptic message. “Who sent it to you? It is bad news, isn’t it?”


Though Langbard shook his head, he still looked too anxious to ease Maura’s fears. “Grave, perhaps, but not bad. Indeed, it may be the best possible news for the people of Embria. Perhaps it is selfish of me not to welcome it as such.”


If he meant the words to reassure her, they did not. “Please, Uncle, you are talking in riddles.”


“Your pardon, my dear. I do not mean to. Only, it is hard to know where to begin. Perhaps I should have begun preparing you long ago, but I dared not take the chance you might let a careless word slip. And you were always such a happy child, I could not bear to burden you with it until I had no choice.”


“Goodness, Uncle, you make these tidings sound very dire.” How could anything that concerned her be other than quiet and commonplace?


Langbard heaved a regretful sigh. “Perhaps I was wrong not to tell you as much as I knew about your parents when you asked.” Her parents? Was she going to find out about them at last?


She had been quite an age when she’d come to realize that most children had mothers and fathers to look after them. From there it had been a short step to wonder if her parents had given her away because they’d been displeased with her. Sorsha had been quick to soothe her worries on that score, suggesting the more dramatic possibility, that Maura’s parents might have been murdered by outlaws.


For years Maura had preferred to believe it over the likelihood that she’d been abandoned. Deep in her heart, though, the gnawing doubt had never quite gone away.


Langbard gazed off toward Betchwood, yet Maura sensed he was looking back into the past. “This might all make more sense if I begin at the beginning. Do you remember the stories I used to tell you about King Elzaban?”


“Of course, I do. They were always my favorites.” But what did childhood stories have to do with her or the message Langbard had received?


Long ago, perhaps a thousand years, Elzaban, the Margrave of Tarsh, had forged the provinces of Embria into one strong, proud nation. Many heroic tales were told of his brief but glorious reign. One in particular had stirred Maura’s fancy.


“Then,” said Langbard, “you’ll recall he disappeared during The Battle of the Three Castles and was never seen again?”


“Yes, Uncle.” Did he truly suppose she could forget? “King Elzaban had taken a mortal wound in the fighting. But his beloved Abrielle spirited him away and wove a powerful spell around him to hold back death and time.”


Maura could not keep a tender, dreamy note from her voice. Her only knowledge of such passionate attachment between a man and a woman came from such tales. Often she had fallen asleep picturing herself as Abrielle. Only in her dreams, she always found a way to heal her dying lover, so they could wed and enjoy a long lifetime of happiness.


“Do not forget the most important part of the story.” Langbard’s deep, resonant voice intruded on Maura’s fanciful musings. “In his country’s hour of greatest need, the Waiting King will be woken from his magical slumber by his Destined Queen. Together, they will reclaim and restore his kingdom.”


Under her breath Maura muttered, “I wish they would hurry about it.”


She had thought that often over the years. Whenever she saw Hanish soldiers harassing villagers in the market. When she’d heard about the horrors Sorsha’s husband had suffered in the mines. Just this morning, when she had seen the boy hurt by a pain spike. What was keeping the Waiting King and his Destined Queen? How could Embria’s need be any greater?


If Langbard heard her, he did not acknowledge it. “Did I ever tell you what became of Abrielle after that?”


“No.” Maura started to ask why any of this mattered, but her curiosity got the better of her. “What happened to her?”


“Few people know that part of the story,” said Langbard. “She lived. She wed the man who had been her lord’s champion. She bore him a daughter, and years later, her daughter begat a daughter. For centuries the princess enchantresses of the House of Abrielle served as counsellors to the rulers of Embria. It was rumored that one of their line would be the Destined Queen.”


He stopped and turned his gaze upon Maura. “That message came from the Vestan Islands. From scholars who have studied the ancient writings of the Elderways to determine when the Destined Queen must begin her quest. The message said....”


“‘Her time has come,’” Maura murmured in a daze as she guessed what Langbard was trying to tell her.


Guessed, but could not believe.


“My time is come?” The words squeaked out of her, followed by a burst of thin, overwrought laughter. “Uncle, this is too important a subject for jesting!”


“I could not agree more, my dear. I assure you, I am completely in earnest.” His steady gaze told Maura he believed what he was saying. 


“It cannot be.” She spoke gently, coaxing him to see reason. “I am nobody special.”


“Nonsense!” When a wizard spoke in that tone of authority, it was impossible not to give him one’s full attention... and respect. “You do not know enough of the world to appreciate how special you are, my dear.”


Special, perhaps. But the Destined Queen of Embria? 


She could not just stand there and listen. The shadow of Betchwood beckoned in the distance. Maura began walking toward it. Perhaps if she continued moving, she could somehow keep one step ahead of Langbard’s disturbing revelation.


But her guardian was not about to stop now that she had persuaded him to talk. Maura heard him hurrying to catch up with her. She could picture his dark cloak billowing out and his blue-gray robe swirling around his feet with each long stride.


“I have not always lived in this quiet corner of the kingdom, you know.” His voice sounded a bit winded as he fell in step with her. “When I was a young man, I made quite a reputation for myself as a scholar of the Elderways. I had hoped to lead a revival of our forgotten culture.”


Maura cast him a sidelong glance, trying to imagine what those familiar craggy features must have looked like in their youth. “What changed your mind—the coming of the Han?”


“No. It was the Oracle of Margyle. She told me that one day I would be father to the Destined Queen. Of course, I did not understand the truth of what she meant at the time.” Langbard shrugged. “That is the trouble with oracles. They are not always as plain as they might be.”


Ahead of them, the outermost trees of Betchwood stretched budding branches skyward for the sun’s warming kiss.


“Let us eat now and talk more.” Langbard handed the lunch basket back to Maura, then settled himself on a fallen tree trunk, well cushioned with thick moss. “We can do our gathering later, if you still wish to.”


“Yes... of course.” Maura sank onto the grass and began to unpack the basket. 


Somehow, it felt as if her body and her mind were no longer fully connected. Nor her heart to either of them. The sun shone bright and warm. Nearby a narrow stream of water cascaded over some rocks. Both had lost their accustomed power to soothe her. 


She could not bring herself to ask any of the scores of questions that clamored for answers. Putting them into words would be taking a dangerous step toward something from which she would rather turn and flee.


Having finally broached this momentous subject seemed to restore Langbard to his old unruffled self. He munched away on oatloaf and cold mutton sausage with obvious relish. Between bites, he continued his story. At least, that was what it felt like to Maura—a story. A bedtime tale like all the others he had told her over the years. Except that this story had grave consequences for her... if it were true.


“I was not anxious to believe my part in these events either.” The slope of his bushy brows and the soft glow of Langbard’s eyes communicated fond concern and an earnest desire to lessen the impact of what he was telling her, if only by identifying with it. “I was wedded to my work, then, and had not thought it fair to ask a wife to take second place in my life. That would not do if I was meant to sire a daughter. So, with some regret, I gave up my studies. When I took my nose out of my books and looked around at the world, I discovered there was a lady of my acquaintance who fancied me.”


All these years later, he still looked so pleasantly shocked by the notion, that Maura could not help smiling... for a moment. 


“We were very happy together.” Langbard lapsed into the soft murmur of a man musing to himself. “Even with war swirling around us and dark days for the people of Embria. We made our home here, in a quiet corner of the kingdom that might easily be overlooked. As safe and wholesome a place to raise a child as we could find... but no child came.”


He turned his face away from Maura, staring at the tiny waterfall in silence for a moment before he spoke again. “The winter my wife sickened and died, I wanted to die with her. Happy as we had been together, I wondered if I had wasted my life. I questioned my belief in the Elderways. Were they no more than foolish stories people clung to for comfort and hope when they had too little of either?” 


“And then?” Maura found herself hunched forward, hanging on his words.


“Then—” abruptly Langbard swung about to fix her with his most penetrating gaze “—one winter night I heard your mother calling for my help.” 


Questions she should have asked years ago poured out of Maura. “What was she like? Where did she go? Why did she leave me with you? Who was my father?” 


She still feared the answers, but now the unknown seemed far more menacing.


 “Your father?” Langbard seized on her final question first, perhaps because it was the most easily answered. “I do not know. Your mother never told me, and I did not ask. I thought perhaps I would find out during her ritual of passing, but she kept that secret to death and beyond.”


“She died, then? Here?” So her mother had not abandoned her. At least not in the way she had feared.


Langbard gave a slow nod as he chewed on a slice of oatloaf.


“When?”


“Not long after you were weaned. I am sorry you have no memory of her. She was very beautiful, and so very sad. I believe she died of a broken heart.” 


Never in twenty-one years had Langbard so much as raised his voice to her. Now Maura felt as though he had struck her. “Did her child bring her no joy?”


“Oh, my dear!” Springing from his seat on the fallen tree trunk, Langbard dropped to his knees before Maura and took her hands in his... oblivious that he was kneeling in the ruins of her marshberry tart. “Believe me, her love for you was all that sustained your mother!”


The part of her that clung to all that was safe and ordinary made Maura cry out, “Langbard, your robe! Nothing stains like marshberries. I must put it to soak as soon as we get home.”


“Maura.” Langbard crooked his forefinger under her chin and tilted it so she must look him in the eye. “You have more important matters to concern yourself with, now, than stained robes and salves for the village folk.”


“How can I?” The thought of it made her tremble. “I have never been farther from home than Windleford. All my life you have taught me to avoid trouble or drawing attention to myself. How am I supposed to find the Waiting King when no one else has stumbled upon his resting place in hundreds of years? What part can I have in driving the Han out of Embria?”


With every word her breath came faster and more shallow. Her heart raced as if it meant to fly out of her body.


“I do not want this, Langbard! I would rather stay here in Norest, washing clothes and baking tarts and making salve. It is all I know. How can you be certain I am the girl the oracle told you about? Perhaps your wife was not meant to die. Perhaps you were supposed to wed again and sire a real daughter.”


“You are my daughter, Maura, in every way that matters. And I believe you can do this. Embria needs a queen who can perform humble tasks as well as high ones. A queen who can help her people find peace and simple happiness again, because she has known them herself.”


While those words penetrated her buffer of denial and aversion, Langbard went on. “It was only during your mother’s passing ritual that I discovered who she was and consequently who you are. After my wife’s death, I had rejected the Oracle’s prophesy. But when I learned that you were the last of Abrielle’s line, it restored my faith in the Giver and the Elderways. You must have faith in them, too, and faith in yourself that you can fulfil your destiny.”


The steadiness of his gaze and the conviction in his voice helped calm Maura’s mounting panic. 


“Until this morning, I did not know I had a destiny. This is so much to take in. I believe in the Waiting King. I want him to return. But for me to bring it about...?” 


Langbard’s hand fell. “I am sorry I waited so long and have broken all this to you so badly.”


Was there any good way to tell such tidings? “If all this is true, how soon must I leave and where must I go?”


 “I wish the scholars of Margyle could have given us more warning.” Langbard’s busy brows knit together. “The ancient writings say the Waiting King must be woken during the full moon of Solsticetide.”


Maura’s shield of numb disbelief slipped. The sharp edge of panic slashed through her. “But that is only... ten weeks away! How far must I go in that time?”


“I wish I could tell you, my dear. First we must obtain an ancient map that will lead us to the Secret Glade. For many years, the map has been hidden in a town called Prum at the edge of the Southmark Steppes. Its most recent custodian is a wise woman called Exilda.”


“We?” Maura prayed that meant what she hoped. “Us?”


“Did you think I would send you off on a quest like this all by yourself?”


“Uncle!” She caught Langbard in an embrace that was all the tighter for knowing something of what he had sacrificed for her.


His arms closed around her. “We will manage, somehow, my dear. You will see.” 


The woolen weave of his robe scratched softly against Maura’s cheek as she nodded. She would not disappoint Langbard by questioning his reassurance. 


But neither could she bring herself to believe it.




Chapter Two


“I AM NOT sure this is a good idea,” said Langbard a while later, as he packed the remains of their lunch back into the basket. “Are you certain you will be all right by yourself?”


“Quite certain.” Maura shook the cloth free of crumbs, then folded it. “I must get a few queensbalm flowers for that boy in the village.”


What she truly wanted was a little time, peace and privacy to absorb everything Langbard had told her about her past... and her future. 


She tucked the cloth over the remnants of food in the basket. “I do not plan to run away, if that is what worries you.”


Not that part of her wouldn’t like to. But where would she run? Norest was one of the safest, most peaceful places in the kingdom. Yet turmoil and danger had still managed to find her.


“That does not worry me in the least. The trouble is I have spent the past twenty-one years fretting about your safety.” Langbard picked up his staff from where it leaned against the fallen tree trunk. He pointed it toward the little waterfall. “I cannot stop all at once any more than that water can bring itself to a halt at the top of those rocks.”


“I will be fine, truly.” Maura held out the basket for him to take. “If we are to go in search of the Waiting King, it is past time I learned to look after myself, don’t you think?”


How easily those preposterous words formed themselves on her lips! 


Langbard mulled the notion over for a moment, then gave a resigned nod. “I suppose you are right, though it will take some getting used to. Promise me you will be home before sundown?”


“I promise.”


He made no move to take the basket from her. Instead Langbard dropped his staff and unfastened his cloak so he could remove his sash. 


“At least oblige a worrisome old man by taking this.” He handed Maura the sash, exchanging it for the lunch basket. “There are one or two empty pockets you can fill with queensbalm when you find it. As for the rest, you will find anything you might need in an emergency—powdered stag hoof, spider silk, madfern.”


“I know what is there, and where to find it.” Maura slipped the sash over her head. “I have filled most of the pockets in it, remember? Besides, it is quiet as can be around here. I will not be in any danger.”


“Take care, just the same.” Langbard slung his cloak over one arm then stooped to retrieve his walking stick.


“I will.” After having been taught all her life to avoid danger, Maura doubted she could commit a reckless act if she tried. “When you get home, do not forget to change your robe and set that one to soak. Otherwise I will be scrubbing for a week to get the marshberry stains out.”


He assured her he would, all the while walking so slowly and turning so often to glance back at her, Maura doubted he would reach home before nightfall. Perhaps once she was out of sight he might reconcile himself to her going. 


Inhaling a deep breath of bracing spring air, she strode into Betchwood Forest, willing herself not to look back. She ducked behind the first large tree she came to—a tall gnarled goldenoak with a thick trunk and rough bark. Leaning against it, Maura let her legs go limp and sank to the ground under the weight of her own dread and bewilderment. 


“The Destined Queen?” Her words came out in a faltering whisper.


She stared at her hands. Her fingertips were stained green from the juice of fresh herbs. Her palms had calluses from the rough rope she pulled to draw water from the well. There was a tiny blister, almost healed, where she’d burned it retrieving fish pasties from the oven. They were not the hands of a queen, regardless of what Langbard might say.


Wrapped in her warring, whirling thoughts and raw emotions, Maura staggered to her feet and wandered deeper into the forest.


Dead leaves from the previous autumn rustled beneath her feet. Soft fronds of new fern whispered against her legs beneath her gown. A shoot of bramble rasped across the flesh of her ankle.


Those sensations bound Maura to her familiar world, when the fateful, foreign power of Langbard’s story threatened to seize her and carry her away against her will.


Why me? The question trembled through her with every step she took.


Of course she wanted to see the Waiting King restored to his throne! No Embrian of good will would wish to have his coming delayed an instant longer than need be. But surely there must be other young women more capable and more willing than she to undertake the task? Even with Langbard by her side, Maura quailed to think of the hardship and danger they might face. 


Around and around it went, one moment rejecting the notion as altogether impossible, the next moment terrifying herself with a reluctant glance into the future.


“I must get back,” she whispered to herself at last.


She had hoped a quiet interval to think over Langbard’s words would help her make sense of it all. Instead she found herself in a worse muddle than ever.


And which way was back? She had never wandered quite so far into Betchwood before.


Maura looked around, trying to judge her location. Off to the west, the trees appeared to thin out. It might not be the most direct route home, but suddenly it felt more important to find her way out of the forest before the sun dipped lower.


Besides, queensbalm grew at the edge of the woods and Maura remembered her need for it. A fleeting thought crossed her mind that when the Waiting King regained his throne no one would leave Hanish pain spikes around for children to find. Would that not be worth a certain amount of hardship to gain?


Just ahead, she spotted a patch of queensbalm. Maura knelt and picked enough of the delicate flowers to fill the empty pockets of her sash.


A soft hiss, followed by a sharp snap, made her glance up. An arrow stuck out of a nearby tree trunk, still quivering from the impact. From beyond the edge of the forest a wave of confused noise broke over Maura—cries of pain, angry shouts in the Hanish tongue, the alarming clash of metal against metal.


With trembling fingers she shoved the queensbalm into her apron, then fumbled in the pockets of Langbard’s sash until she found what she was looking for—clippings from the feather of a cuddybird, famed for its ability to blend with its surroundings.


Murmuring the ritual words that would invoke the bird’s special powers, Maura sprinkled a liberal pinch of the cuttings over her head. Then she waved her hand in front of her face. She could still see it if she looked hard enough, but the edges blurred and her flesh took on the hues of the underbrush, in a strange transparency like softly rippling water. For most purposes, the spell rendered invisible whoever it was cast upon.


Thus protected from hostile eyes, Maura turned to flee. 


The cries of pain reached out and caught her by the heart. Perhaps she could steal a quick look from the cover of the trees. Just long enough to prove to herself that this was none of her concern. That way the cries might not haunt her dreams tonight... if she managed to get to sleep.


As Maura crawled through the underbrush to the edge of the forest, the caution Langbard had drummed into her from her youngest years battled an insistent urge to help. No one had taught her that.


Peering out from behind a low thicket of mothbroom, she saw what she had expected. The ground sloped downward from the eaves of the forest into a hollow from which many trees had been cut, providing her with a clear view. A large troop of Hanish soldiers, probably from the Windleford garrison, appeared to have ambushed a gang of outlaws.


One of the outlaws was trying to keep the others in a tight clutch, back-to-back, their blades bristling as they retreated toward the cover of the trees. When a Hanish arrow struck one outlaw in the shoulder, the men to his left and right locked their arms through his to carry him with the group. Hanish soldiers circled around the thorny knot of outlaws just out of blade reach, bellowing what sounded like taunts or curses.


Suddenly one outlaw broke from the group, bolting toward the forest through a slender gap in the surrounding ring of enemies. He did not get more than ten yards when the soldiers fell on him and hacked him to pieces.


Maura raised her hand to stifle a scream, but instead she retched up every crumb of the lunch she’d eaten with Langbard. 


When she was able to glance up again, the cluster of outlaws had broken and scattered. The men were running in all directions, scrambling to reach cover before swarms of Hanish soldiers overtook and butchered them.


One of the outlaws, the man who had struggled to hold the others together, looked as if he alone might escape. He ran swiftly, now crouching, now leaping over a fallen tree or small boulder that lay in his path. Ducking and dodging, he never held to the same course for long, but ran in a weaving, erratic fashion. Often, Hanish arrows struck the ground where he had been only an instant before.


Against her will, Maura found herself hoping this man would get away. Silently she cheered every inch of distance he put between himself and his pursuers. Her breath caught at each near miss of an arrow, then hissed out in relief when he kept running. Her muscles tensed as if trying to bestow any speed or strength she possessed upon him.


Closer and closer he came, through the clear-cut hollow that gouged a deep wedge into the western border of Betchwood. The Han had dispatched all the others. Now, they joined in pursuit of this one last outlaw... whose endurance was beginning to fade.


No one could keep up such a pace, running uphill, unless aided by powerful magic, which Maura sensed the outlaw did not possess. She could almost feel the air rasping down his throat, scouring his lungs. The hard strength of his leg muscles dwindling, until they would soon be weak and yielding as suet, unable to lift feet that grew heavier with every step.


He stumbled. She gasped.


He rolled with the fall, staggering onto his feet again with renewed desperation. 


Then a Hanish arrow struck him in the left arm.


It would all be over soon.


She must not watch, must not care. He was only an outlaw, after all. Langbard’s recent account of her parents had not penetrated as deep as the fear and loathing Maura had harbored for so many years against this man’s kind.


Go to his aid? Unthinkable!


Before such madness could commandeer her will, Maura lurched to her feet and turned to run away.


[image: ]


His shield arm had been hit.


Rath Talward tossed his small buckler aside and wheeled to face the Han. For the fight he was about to make, he would need no defense. Nor would he want it. This would be a fight to the death.


For as long as he could remember, he had lived by a few simple rules: Stay alive. Stay free. Stay fed. 


Now that it had come to the sharp edge of a blade, he knew freedom must stand first. Even ahead of life itself. Better to die than be taken to the Blood Moon mines and enslaved with Hanish poison. He would give them no choice but to kill him.


The enemy would soon swarm over him. Rath dragged his left hand up to wrap around the hilt of his sword, then covered it with his right and crouched, poised to strike the first Han who came within reach.


A big one raced toward him—a thick, curved blade held high, shield raised, and a long plume of flaxen hair streaming from the top of the helmet. If a warrior must meet his death, there was a kind of honor to be found in falling before such a strong, fierce foe.


Rath sucked in a breath and rallied his spent body for one last effort before it could rest... forever.


Amid the pounding advance of the Han, and their harsh blood-bellows, Rath heard the oddest sound. A woman’s voice, clear and sweet, raised in a gentle chant that stirred memories of his all-but-forgotten childhood.


It distracted him for a crucial instant. His muscles relaxed and his blade sagged.


The next thing he knew, the big Han plowed into him, hurling him to the ground and driving the arrow deeper into his arm. The Han fell, too, cursing as he stumbled over his fallen foe.


While Rath struggled through a haze of shock and pain to get his feet back under him, the Han lumbered up and kept on running. More Hanish soldiers ran past, their eyes fixed on a point off in the distance.


Had one of his comrades also eluded their swords to make a bolt for freedom? Then why did the rear guard not close in to hew him down?


All but a few of the Han had streamed past Rath without a glance, when something tugged at his sleeve. From out of nowhere, a beguiling voice whispered, “Come this way, quickly! They will soon realize their mistake.”


Rath shook his head hard. Perhaps he’d knocked his wits loose when the Han had run over him.


“Now, I said!” The voice hissed in his ear, like the soft, angry buzz of a wasp. The tug on his sleeve grew more insistent.


Rath stumbled in the direction he was being pulled, up the slope toward the trees. “What are you?”
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