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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER


1


THE three men sat in the mansion’s elegantly appointed study and discussed their options. They had drawn their chairs close to the fire, because the room was huge and the spring night was chilled and drearily wet. The only true circle of comfort was within the warm glow of the leaping flames. They were all drinking port and relishing the well-being that came from the consumption of an excellent meal and the accomplishment of a difficult task.


“We could kill him outright,” said the oldest of the men. He was tall, silver-haired, and dressed in very fine clothes. It was not his house, but his proprietary air would make an outsider think so. “That sends a strong message to the king.”


“I am not so fond of looking a man in the eyes and stabbing him in the heart,” one of the others grumbled. He was short, dark-haired, less fashionable, and a little fretful in his manner. He was the sort of man who would point out all the risks in any enterprise, even the ones least likely to bring the whole project down. “I say we hold on to him for a while.”


“There are ways to kill a man that do not involve violence,” said the elder. “Merely forgetting to feed him. Merely neglecting to give him a fire on a night such as this.”


“But those methods take time, which we have very little of,” objected the third one. He was balding and heavy set, even pudgy, the kind of man who would normally appear genial. But tonight there was a calculating expression on his face. Even by friendly firelight, a certain ruthlessness molded his features. “By now, his men will be back in Ghosenhall, telling tales of outlaws on the high road. Surely even such a casual king as Baryn will guess that his regent did not fall afoul of simple highwaymen.”


The elder turned his silver head to give the portly man a considering look. “Then you want him dead more immediately and with more intent?”


“If we kill him, no matter how, there will be consequences,” said the fretful one. “I know you say the servants here are handpicked, but many a servant has betrayed his lord before this.”


“I vouch for the servants,” said the first man coldly. “There are only four in the whole place, all loyal to me.”


“Have they seen you commit murder before?” the other asked skeptically. “If not, I do not think you can be so sure of them.”


The elder man looked annoyed. “We must make a decision. The man is in our hands. The king will want him back. Do we trade him in return for some concessions? And thereby bring attention to ourselves and show for certain where our alliances lie? Or do we kill him and let his body be found and therefore send a different message to the king? ‘We are readying ourselves for war. We distrust you, and your royal house, and the paltry counselors you have installed to guide your daughter. You cannot mollify us by any measures.’ ”


The other two murmured approval at this stirring speech, and the elder man leaned back in his chair to sip from his glass. “Yes, but what if the king doesn’t interpret our message just how we wish?” asked the short man after thinking it over. “What if he sees treason, not an honest cry for change? For we play a tricky game here. We are still very early in the game. Anything could go awry—and here we are in Tilt lands, on Tilt property. Marlord Gregory will be blamed for any cold body found lying about in Tilt fields.”


“Marlord Gregory has been gracious enough to lend us his estate,” said the heavy man in a purring voice. “Surely he cannot cavil at the uses to which we put his house?”


The short man was shaking his head. Someone who was looking closely might have noticed, even in the dark room, that he was wearing an aquamarine stud on the lapel of his jacket. A Tilt man, wearing the Tilt colors. “Gregory is very clever. He does not see how the wind blows, not yet, and he has not shown even his most loyal vassals what cards he holds. He dislikes the king—yes, and this ridiculous regent set up to rule over us if something happens to Baryn—but he is not so sure he wants to usher in the age of Gisseltess rule, either.”


The silver-haired man gave a growl of annoyance. “Trust a Tilt to merely want to stir the pot without wanting to taste the stew,” he said in a voice holding some contempt. “Gregory cannot have it both ways. Either he works for revolution, or he does not. And revolution, my friend, is dressed in the garb of Gisseltess and wears the falcon clipped to its cloak.” Someone looking closely at him would have noticed that very same falcon embroidered on his vest. A man of Gisseltess.


The portly man gave a light laugh. “Revolution wears more motley colors than that,” he said. “The maroon of Rappengrass, the scarlet of Danalustrous—you can find them all, if you look hard enough.” Though he himself wore no such identifying marks; it would have been hard to guess which House he represented—or plotted against. He continued. “All of us want the same things—the recognition and prestige that are due to us, which have not come our way under this king.”


“And who’s to say it will come under Halchon Gisseltess?” demanded the Tilt man. “Eh? If he steals the throne from under Baryn’s nose? Who’s to say he will turn over any land or power to the lords of the Thirteenth House?”


“So he will call together the nobles of the Thirteenth House,” the portly man said in a mocking voice. “He will say, ‘Too long you have been regarded as the “lesser lords.” Too long have you been vassals to the marlords of the Twelve Houses who consider themselves your superiors in every way! Let us redistribute the property and give you a higher place in society.’ ”


“He swears he will reward us all with lands and titles of our own,” said the Gisseltess man. “If we help him win the throne.”


“I have been promised many things by marlords in the past,” said the Tilt man in a bitter voice. “Many of those promises have been forgotten.”


“And many have been remembered,” the older man said sharply. “Halchon has honor.”


“As do all men who depose their king,” replied the heavy fellow in a sardonic tone.


The older man spread his hands. “Late to be having doubts now that Romar Brendyn is locked in the attic of this house!” he exclaimed. “Whether we kill him now or we trade him back to his king, we have committed ourselves to civil dissent. And I tell you plainly, if we do not kill him, we have less room to maneuver, for we will have shown our hands. We will have stated in the clearest possible fashion that we are in opposition to our king. Whereas if he is dead … well, who knows whose hand may have done him in? We might be entirely guiltless. No one will be able to point at us and say, ‘You did this thing.’ We might change our minds altogether about which side we choose in this war, and no one will be the wiser.”


“You want to kill him then,” said the Tilt man. “You see no choice.”


“I see many choices,” said the Gisseltess man, “but I admit that I would like to see him dead.”


They both looked at the heavyset man, the one who had been so very cagey up till now, careful what he committed himself to either in writing or in words. Yet he had been the one to supply the funds and the manpower; he was in it up to his neck, no matter what the outcome. He was silent a long moment, as if debating, as if considering for the very first time which of the possible outcomes he preferred and what consequences they might set in motion. At last, his shoulders seeming both bulky and weightless in the shadows thrown by the firelight, he gave a shrug.


“Well, I don’t suppose—” he began, but his voice was interrupted by a furious pounding that seemed to come from the front of the house.


The three of them looked at each other with wide-eyed dismay. “Was that the door?” said the Gisseltess man in disbelief. “Has someone come calling—at this place, at this time, on such a night?” They had chosen the mansion to conduct their business for a variety of reasons, one of them being its remote inaccessibility. Only someone familiar with the rocky northern stretches of Tilt would have any idea where the house lay, or know which of marlord Gregory’s many vassals was its landlord.


“Perhaps it was only thunder, rattling the casements,” offered the heavyset man.


The Gisseltess man stalked to the window and threw back the heavy curtain. Nothing could be seen but a liquid blackness, midnight washed clean by heavy rain. “I can tell nothing from here.”


“Perhaps—”


But there it was again, a hailstorm of blows on wood, and now the sound of upraised voices crying out for admittance. “Will the servants answer?” the Tilt man asked in a voice barely above a whisper, as if those standing outside below could hear him if he spoke aloud.


There was more rough knocking on the door. “They will have to,” the Gisseltess man said with some grimness. “Or I fear our callers will bring the house down.”


The three of them were on their feet by now, and they moved silently to their own door, closed firmly on the rest of the house, and held themselves still to listen. Voices in the hall, some calm, some excited—no doubt the admirable butler greeting these most unwelcome visitors. The three men waited, unmoving, barely breathing, attempting to catch a word or a sentence that would explain how these travelers had so disastrously come calling. Within minutes, the voices died down to a murmur and then were gone entirely.


“He’s escorted them to some parlor or another,” the Gisseltess man said. “He’s admitting them to the house.”


“But why—”


“He must have his reasons.”


Indeed, a few moments later, they could hear the measured sounds of the butler’s footsteps ascending the stairs. Before he could knock on the door, the older man jerked it open.


“Well?” he demanded. “Who has arrived? Surely you realize this is not a house that can afford to take in chance-met travelers.”


The butler nodded with complete tranquillity. He looked to be quite ancient, his face lined and wrinkled, his gray hair so thin around his face it was almost only a memory of hair. But his eyes were imperturbable and hinted at so many secrets known that he could not begin to recount them all. “These were not the sorts of people who could be turned out into the weather,” he said—adding, after a pause so long it might almost be considered insolent, “my lord.”


The fretful Tilt man hissed out a long-held breath. “Who, then? Who are they?”


The butler addressed the older man as if the other had not spoken. “One is a servant girl, two are guards. But the head of their party is a woman who is clearly highborn. Twelfth House. Serramarra, I believe. She has fallen ill on the road and looks to be in a high fever, which is why they have sought shelter here.”


The Gisseltess man regarded the butler steadily. “Did you recognize her or are you just guessing?”


The butler chose not to answer directly. “She has long golden hair and exceptionally fine features,” he said. “Her clothes were quite expensive. I saw the crest of Danalustrous on her cloak and on her servant’s luggage.”


Another hiss from the short, anxious man. “Kirra Danalustrous,” he said bitterly. “Malcolm’s shiftling daughter.”


The butler nodded. “So I believe. My lord.”


There was a moment’s silence while the Gisseltess man clearly tried to decide what to do next. “What have you done with her? And her retinue?”


“At the moment they are in the small parlor. My lord. I have asked the housekeeper to make up a room for them on the second floor. In the other wing. Her servant girl is quite affected and refuses to leave her side for even a moment. Her guards are—”


“We cannot have fighting men in this house,” the Gisseltess man interrupted. “They must be placed elsewhere. In the stables, perhaps.”


“We cannot put them in the stables,” the Tilt man countered. “Romar’s horse is there. It bears the Merrenstow brand. Anyone familiar with the aristocracy—”


“The kitchens, then! Bed them somewhere else!”


“As to that,” the butler interrupted, his voice still calm, “they seemed most interested in staying at their mistress’s side. I think they would—quarrel—if asked to leave her. I doubt they have plans to roam the hallways, looking for trouble. No doubt they want to do what they can to help the maidservant nurse the serramarra.”


The Tilt man looked up at that. “What’s wrong with her? High fever, you say? Will she be bringing infection into the house? There’s a complication we didn’t think of!”


“It might solve one of our problems, though, don’t you think?” asked the heavyset man. “Depending on who came down with the illness.”


The Tilt man grunted. The older man turned back to the servant. “Did they ask for food?”


“They requested merely a bed for the night and shelter from the rain. It is a most wet and miserable evening,” the butler added, as if he did not trust the lords to glance out the window and draw this conclusion on their own. “I must presume they have travel rations with them.”


The Gisseltess man turned away, pacing toward the hearth. “Very well, then! A bed for the night. Two nights, if she is really as ill as they think. And a fire. Water. But tell them there is almost no one in the house. Tell them the lord has shut the place up for the season and there is only a skeleton staff on hand. We will stay out of sight until they’re gone.”


“Very well, my lord.”


The man turned to give the servant a hard stare. “And make sure they don’t go wandering through the corridors once we’re all abed. Post someone at the stairwell to the upper story. At all times. If one of them goes investigating—well. We will have some time later to think up a reason for why we overreacted to their presence.”


“Indeed, my lord. Very good. I will give you a report tomorrow. We will hope that the fever lifts and the weather breaks and they are gone by morning.”


He bowed and went out. The three men clustered before their fire, two of them gulping their port and the third one holding his hand out to the flames. “Kirra Danalustrous!” the heavyset one said as he bent over the fire. It was as if the very sound of her name made him cold. “Why couldn’t it have been anyone else?”




CHAPTER


2


KIRRA lay on the bed, motionless, listening to the sounds of people bustling around her. The housekeeper’s voice was soft, sympathetic, as she apologized for the dustiness of the room and promised the butler would bring up water soon. She herself seemed to be kneeling before the grate, building a fire, a chore a chambermaid would ordinarily do. “But there’s only the few of us here, what with the house shut up just now,” she said in a contrite voice. “This is the best we can offer.”


“It is most adequate,” Justin answered in a clipped voice. If Kirra hadn’t known better, she would have thought he was genuinely worried about her, taken ill so unexpectedly on the road. “We appreciate everything you have done for us—for the serramarra.”


Small hands brushed across Kirra’s forehead, pushing the golden hair out of her eyes, checking again for fever. Donnal sitting by her side, having shape-shifted himself into the very picture of womanly servitude. “Cammon. Do you think you could make some broth?” Donnal asked, pitching his voice in a feminine key. “I think she might swallow some of that. She hasn’t eaten for more than a day.”


A rustle of skirts, no doubt the sound of the housekeeper rising to her feet and brushing cinders from her dress. “We’ve got a few apples in the kitchen if you’d like me to bring them to you,” she said. “You could mash them up and see if she’d eat something like that. Brandy, too, if you think it would help.”


“We have our own supplies,” Justin answered curtly. “Thank you. Again. But I think it might be best if you—if none of you—returned to this room more than you can help. Whatever this fever is—” Kirra guessed he paused to shake his head. “I pray to the Silver Lady that we don’t bring illness down upon this house.”


The woman’s voice sounded a little fainter, as if she had opened the door and spoken from the hallway. “It won’t be the worst thing to come to this house in recent days,” she said, her voice oddly sad. “I’ll have the butler bring up more firewood and leave it at the door. We won’t trouble you again.”


Cammon, Justin, and Donnal murmured their thanks, and Kirra heard the door shut behind the housekeeper. They all held still, listening with some tension, until Cammon said, “She’s gone. Back downstairs.”


Kirra sat straight up in bed and began to laugh. “Well, that was easier than I expected,” she said. “I thought we might be barred out of the house altogether.”


Cammon smiled over at her. Even three months of study in the royal city hadn’t been long enough to make him look halfway respectable. Though recently cut, his light brown hair was shaggy; his clothes, newly purchased, still managed to look like something he’d sorted from the beggar’s bag. “It was the Danalustrous crest on your cloak,” he said. “That old butler couldn’t turn away someone from the Twelve Houses.”


Justin was stalking around the room, investigating what hazards it might hold, though Kirra thought its plain walls and spare furniture were unlikely to conceal any menace. Justin was dressed in red-and-gold Danalustrous livery and carried himself like the most elite member of a marlord’s escort. She thought his scowling presence might have been another reason the butler admitted them so readily.


“If he respects the Twelve Houses so much, why is he here helping to plot against them?” Justin said with a snort. He peered behind the threadbare velvet curtain hanging over the room’s single window. No one leapt out at him ready to do battle. Kirra thought he might be disappointed.


“They’re plotting against the king, not the aristocracy,” Kirra pointed out. “And, anyway, the servants might not know exactly what’s being planned here. I don’t imagine their masters confide everything to them.”


Justin made that sound again. “Well, they must suspect that something is a bit irregular. Look at this place! As far from civilization as you could possibly hope! It was practically built for intrigue. It must have been the cradle of conspiracy since the day the walls first went up.”


Donnal smiled. In this female shape, with a shy, beardless face that held a conciliatory expression, he was completely unfamiliar to Kirra. She had seen him countless times in wolf or bear form and not found him as strange to her as she did right now. Until he smiled; that was a look she recognized. “Justin’s right, you know,” he said, his soft voice even softer in the feminine register. “A good servant knows whatever’s going on in his master’s house—even if he hasn’t been told. Those few working here are aware that something devious is afoot.”


“Well, I can only hope they don’t get in our way,” Kirra said. “Cammon, can you tell how many we have to contend with?”


“Give me a minute,” he said, and settled onto the floor right before the fire. He frowned in concentration.


“And while you’re at it, can you tell us if Romar Brendyn is actually in the house?” Justin asked. “And where he might be? Didn’t look like there were dungeons, not when we rode up, but these old places can hide all sorts of secret stairwells.”


“Dungeons at Danalustrous, though you wouldn’t think it,” said the woman sitting in Donnal’s place.


“There are not!” Kirra exclaimed. “There are—well—rooms that are not so pleasant that are under the main part of the house, but they haven’t been used for centuries, and they’re not dungeons. They’re just—rooms.”


“I wouldn’t want to pass much time there,” Donnal said.


“Could you be quiet?” Cammon asked. “I can’t get a read on the people here with all of you arguing.”


Immediately, the rest of them grew entirely still. Donnal, of course, had a predator’s instinct for absolute motionlessness; he could go hours without drawing attention to himself at all. But Justin became just as quiet, just as watchful. He was so annoying and could be so loud that Kirra always forgot how good he was at stealth, at the sinister skills that defined the career warrior. At everything, really. He stood with his hands resting lightly on his blade hilts, his sandy hair undisturbed by the slightest motion of his head. Like the others, he watched Cammon.


“I count six people in the house, in addition to us, and two in the stables,” Cammon said finally, his face still furrowed in concentration. “Three of them are together, in a room in the other wing.”


“Those would be our rebels,” Justin said.


“Two are downstairs. I think we’ve met them—the housekeeper and the butler,” Cammon continued.


“And one of the men in the stables must be the groom who took our horses,” Donnal said.


“I doubt he’s a groom,” Justin drawled. “He wasn’t wearing a sword, but I’d bet he’s a soldier. No doubt the other one is, too.”


Kirra nodded. “That was my guess as well. And the eighth person? What can you tell about him?”


“He’s upstairs, I think. Not in this wing of the house.”


“But he’s alive? Conscious?”


Cammon gave her an uncertain smile. “Alive, certainly. And I am picking up a strong sense of rage. So I’d guess he’s conscious. But that might be pain he’s sending. Sometimes the two are hard to distinguish.”


“Where is he exactly? Can you tell me?”


Cammon shook his head. “I’m not good with things—with places. I can tell you body count and general direction, but I have no idea how the house is laid out. I can’t—” He waved a hand. “Brick and stone don’t talk to me the same way.”


“Well, you’ve come up with more information than any of the rest of us, so you don’t need to apologize,” Justin said, squatting down beside him on the hearth. “Anything else? Anything at all? Reinforcements riding in from Tilton City? Knives being sharpened down in the kitchen? The guards from the stables getting ready to come in and murder us in our beds?” He glanced around the room. “Bed,” he corrected.


Cammon shrugged. “A great deal of uneasiness from the three men gathered together. They probably don’t like that we’re here. But they don’t seem to have formulated any plan of action. At least, their thoughts aren’t very focused at the moment.”


“I wouldn’t say my thoughts are all that focused at the moment,” Kirra murmured. “I can hardly blame them.”


Cammon grinned at her. “Oh, you’re fairly bristling with purpose. Not hard to read at all.”


Justin came to his feet and swung around. “So?” he challenged. “What next? Do you actually have a plan?”


Kirra slipped off the bed and started pacing. Indeed, as Cammon said, she was alive with energy and speculation; she thought adrenaline might burst through her skin in a bright, excited flare of light. “I suppose we should wait till the household is more or less asleep,” she said. “Then I’ll take some other shape and creep up to the attics or wherever Romar is being held. Hoping he doesn’t scream to wake the whole mansion when he finds me knocking at his cell door,” she added.


“I’ll come with you,” Donnal said.


She shook her head. “No. I want you to take my shape and lie on the bed. In case anyone comes calling in the middle of the night and wonders where I am.”


“They’ll wonder where your servant girl is if they don’t see her,” Justin said.


“Oh, I doubt it. They probably only registered her, if they noticed her at all, to note that I had a chaperone. She could disappear from the room and never be missed.”


“Another charming instance of the insufferable arrogance of the aristocracy,” Justin commented.


“But then, you’ve got so much charm of your own,” she said sweetly. “Or is it insufferability?”


He laughed and dropped back down to the fire to sit next to Cammon, not bothering to reply. Donnal watched her continue to pace through the room, making plans in her head.


“I’m serious,” Donnal said. “I don’t like the idea of you sneaking through this house alone—no matter what disguise you’re in.”


“I don’t think I’ll be in any danger,” she said. “And if there are only two soldiers on the premises—” She shrugged. “I think I can handle them.”


“Two soldiers, three desperate aristocrats, and two loyal servants,” Donnal reminded her. “Seven might be a lot, even for you.”


She laughed. “Well, Cammon will know if I’m in trouble, and then you can all race to my rescue. But I don’t think it will come to that.”


“You’d better eat something before you go off exploring,” Cammon said. Apparently he had been putting together a meal while he sat before the fire. “We’ve got some time to kill before the household settles down for the night.”


There weren’t enough chairs for all of them, so they made themselves comfortable on the floor, facing each other in a small circle. They talked idly and easily while eating Cammon’s simple dinner. Despite the fact that Donnal looked so unfamiliar and she couldn’t stand Justin, Kirra thought the whole mood was very companionable. Almost as companionable as the journey that had ended three months ago after these four and two others had crossed the country of Gillengaria on a mission for the king. When Baryn had asked her if she would go after Romar Brendyn, scandalously kidnapped in broad daylight on the king’s road, she had immediately told him yes. She had immediately told him who she wanted as her confederates, too. It would have been good to have Tayse and Senneth beside them as well—but perhaps not; perhaps it was better this way. A larger party would definitely have aroused suspicions—and Tayse was too big and too intimidating to willingly entertain if you were bent on any malicious activity. No one plotting treason would have permitted him into the house.


It was as if Cammon had read her mind—which, in fact, he probably had. “Any word from Senneth?” he asked her. “When’s she getting back from Brassenthwaite?”


“Soon, I think, but I haven’t heard from her in weeks,” Kirra said. “She did send me a note that said the reunion with her brothers had gone more smoothly than she’d expected, though neither had improved as much as everyone kept assuring her.” She glanced at Justin. “Have you heard from Tayse?”


Justin’s eyes glittered in the firelight, so she knew he was about to make some boastful statement about the pride and brotherhood of the King’s Riders. “Riders don’t send notes to each other,” he said. “They send dispatches to their king—or their bodies come back strapped to their horses.”


“Yes, well, fine. Sorry I asked,” she said. Cammon muffled a laugh and even Donnal’s girlish face looked amused. “Wouldn’t want Tayse to do anything unbecoming to a Rider.”


“He would not,” Justin said in a lofty voice.


She rolled her eyes and turned away from him. “Anyone bring a pack of cards? We’re going to be sitting here awhile.”


Donnal pulled out a deck and shuffled, then let Justin deal. Much as it went against his grain, Justin trusted the other three—all mystics, all possessed of some form of magic—but not when it came to playing a fair card game. Then he suspected them all of using sorcery to cheat him out of a few pennies and often wouldn’t play unless he was the one who handled the cards.


“Fours and sevens wild,” he said, skimming the cards neatly to each of them. Kirra had to repress a smile. The four of them; their seven adversaries on the property. You never knew when Justin was going to make a poetic gesture.


They had been playing for about twenty minutes when Cammon tilted his head and frowned at the door. Justin’s hand automatically went to the knife on his belt; his eyes checked the placement of the sword he had laid aside during dinner. “Someone in the hall?” the Rider asked softly.


Cammon shook his head and appeared to be listening. “One of the men from the stables just came into the house,” he answered. “And is moving—upstairs. Toward the prisoner.”


Kirra felt alarm flash through her. “Is he going to kill him? Do we need to move now?”


Cammon shook his head again. “No, I don’t think—I don’t sense violence on him. I think he’s just—he’s stopped moving. I think he’s just there to guard the stairwell. To keep any of us from wandering through the hall and coming upon Lord Romar by accident.”


Kirra smiled, that wide, mischievous smile that could dazzle most men, though usually not these three. “Oh, I don’t think it’ll be an accident if we find Romar Brendyn,” she said. “I think we’ll find him because we know exactly where to look.”


IT was another three hours before Kirra went looking. She napped for a while, half from boredom and half because she didn’t know when she’d next get a chance to sleep, and she’d rolled out of bed when the hour seemed advanced enough. Donnal lay beside her and woke as soon as she stirred. Justin and Cammon, sitting before the fire, apparently hadn’t bothered to try to sleep at all.


“Anyone else awake?” she asked Cammon.


He shook his head. “Only the guard on the stairwell.”


“Then it’s time.”


She curled her fingers into claws and thought through her transformation. She would be a cat, a blotched calico, something likely to blend with the moon-spattered walls of the hallways. She felt her bones shrink and her muscles tighten; the contours of her face shifted as her whole body compacted. She had watched other shiftlings—Donnal, for one—transmogrify so swiftly, so fluidly, that she was a little jealous of their ease and fleetness. For her, it had never been an unthinking act.


But it had always been successful. “Mraurer,” she greeted Donnal, coming close enough to rub her head against his plain gown. For a moment, he seemed so big, and Justin terrifyingly huge, but then she adjusted; she was used to her body and her perspective. “Mrau.”


Donnal bent and scratched her under the chin, a gentle and incredibly gratifying sensation. “I can still come with you if you want,” he said. But she turned daintily on her soundless paws and took three bounds toward the door.


Justin opened it and she slipped out into the hall. It was most pleasant to be able to see so well in darkness, to glance into shadows and instantly classify them. There were other advantages: the sure sense of balance, the keen sense of smell, the heightened hearing. Kirra trotted through the halls, at first just enjoying the mechanics of a body built for running. She heard a mouse whimper against the baseboard and all her instincts urged her to lunge for it, chase it down the corridor for the sheer delight of motion. It took an effort of will to force herself to continue on her course.


This was an accusation often leveled at serramarra Kirra Danalustrous: She never knew when she should be deadly serious and when it was permitted to play.


The truth was, she knew the difference, but it was hard for her not to take every opportunity for spontaneous joy.


She had resigned herself to the notion that this would get her into real trouble some day.


It was ridiculously easy to navigate the halls of this darkened mansion on the rocky edge of Tilt territory. The rain had finally stopped, and a distempered moon made fitful appearances from behind bunched and massive clouds. Kirra could catch glimpses of the sky from the narrow, arched windows that lined the outer corridors she was following, hoping to come across a main stairwell. Pray to the Silver Lady that the weather held and that they could ride out of here tomorrow in something more charitable than a relentless rainstorm.


No, she would not pray to the Silver Lady, the Pale Mother. It was a comfortable habit born from years of casual swearing, but during the past six months, Kirra had come to greatly mistrust the moon goddess and her fanatical followers. She would pray to Senneth’s sun goddess instead, the Bright Mother, the Red Lady. She seemed more likely to chase away the thunderstorms, anyway.


Kirra had gone up two levels and turned into an interior corridor before she found the stairwell blocked by the guard. She kept to the shadows as she surveyed him, trying to assess his level of skill. He was seated halfway up the crooked stairway that led to what had to be the top story of the house. He had rested his head on one fist and looked quite bored, though he was wide-awake. It would be hard to slip by him completely unnoticed, at least in this present form. She could change into a spider or a butterfly and cross him at a higher altitude, but that would take time and energy, and she was already impatient. What were the chances this soldier knew the identities of the visitors to the house? What were the chances he knew that a shiftling was among them?


Low, Kirra decided. Though not completely nonexistent. She would have to be prepared for the possibility that he would suspect her identity and sound the alarm. Or try to. She would have to be prepared for the possibility that she would have to stop him.


So she stepped with a queen’s haughtiness out of the shadows, making a choked meowing sound in her throat. The guard’s head instantly swung her way, and his hand went to his weapons, but then he relaxed. Kirra paused in a convenient patch of moonlight so he could get a good look at her, then minced closer as he laughed.


“Up chasing mice, are you?” he asked in a friendly voice, holding his hand out to be sniffed. Her lucky night; he was an animal lover. She could smell horse and dog and even cow on his clothes. “Now’s the time to find them. They’re all awake down in the stables from sunset to sunrise, rustling through the hay. I don’t mind them walking up to pat my face so much as I mind the fact that they’re so noisy they keep me from sleeping.”


She came close enough to scent his fingers, cleaner than one might expect from a man bedded down with horses, then butted her head against his palm. He laughed again and stroked her head. “You’re a pretty one,” he said. “Indoor cat. Not all scarred up like the toms down in the stables. The cook must feed you all her scraps. Maybe you’re not a mouser after all.”


She was in a hurry to be through this checkpoint and on to her main destination, but she didn’t want to make him suspicious. She settled onto her haunches and let him continue to pet her, to talk nonsense to her, while she offered up a satisfied purr. Something else she loved about taking feline shape—that ability to express happiness in such a distinct and pleasurable fashion. She loved the way the vibrations ran across her ribs, the way her throat carried the muted music. She loved her own sense of simple well-being.


“Well, I’ve got a few scraps you might like,” the guard said, lifting his hand so he could go digging in his pockets. “Meant to eat this later if I got hungry, but—”


This was a fine chance for her to make her exit. Kirra allowed her whole body to grow tense while she lost all interest in the man. Her eyes focused on something invisible down the hall. She was on her feet, but low to the ground in a feral crouch, inching away from the soldier’s side.


He caught the significance of her pose and glanced over his shoulder. “See something? Smell something? I bet there’s all sorts of creepies and crawlies slithering through this place. You aren’t going to want my jerky after all, are you?”


She ignored him, moving forward at an extremely slow pace, almost on her belly, attention never wavering from that spot just ahead of her. Suddenly, she flung herself forward in a pounce, then bounded into the shadows after an imagined prey. Behind her, she heard the guard laugh again.


Well, that had been simple.


She hoped they were able to spirit Romar out of here without resorting to violence. She hoped she was not going to have to watch Justin cut this man down. How could you help but like a man who talked to stray cats in the dark? But Justin would not be moved by any such considerations. Indeed, Donnal wouldn’t be either if the skirmish went that way, if Donnal was the one taking on this particular soldier. He’d be in some savagely threatening shape: a wolf, a lion, a creature that men instinctively feared and usually fell to. He would show no quarter, if it was a choice between this man’s life or his own. Or Kirra’s.


Kirra would show no mercy, either, if it came down to the lives of herself and her friends. But if it was possible to get through the mission without bloodshed, she would like that better.


She was on the top floor of the mansion now, proceeding down a low and not particularly clean corridor. It was easy to follow the tracks in the dust, made by the housekeeper or perhaps the guards as they brought food and water to the prisoner. It was easy to catch the human scent wafting toward her despite the stillness of the air. A few quick turns, a detour down a cramped hallway, and she was there.


Romar Brendyn had been locked behind a very efficient door, a grille of metal that completely filled the roughly made opening. Kirra approved its construction, which would allow guards to keep a close watch on some recalcitrant prisoner. A tricky thing to carry a tray of food into a room when you had to open an opaque wooden door. Hard to know if your captive had positioned himself there on the threshold and was ready to strike you down. A barred door was much safer—for the jailor, anyway. It left no room for surprises, for errors.


Kirra crept up to the grille and stuck her head through, looking around the room with interest.


It was even more bare than the one she was sharing with her companions. There was a mat on the floor, where a man lay sleeping. There was a fireplace grate, currently without a fire. There was a bucket that must be substituting for a chamber pot. A bowl and spoon placed near the door. A good-sized window cut into the wall, but set with thick rods in vertical stripes.


Not much else.


Kirra concentrated for a moment on the sleeper. In this shape, and under these conditions, she couldn’t tell much about coloring, but she remembered him as a man with shoulder-length hair just a few shades darker than her own gold. He was somewhere in his mid-thirties, she thought, and generously built—not as big as Tayse, but solid, a natural athlete who probably spent much of his time training with swords and horses. At the moment, he lay on his side, under a thin blanket. There was clearly no weapon he could lay his hand on anywhere in the room, but he faced the door, as if ready at any moment to respond to danger, and this was the direction from which he expected it to come. Even asleep, he did not look helpless, Kirra thought. She wondered suddenly if the guard had been posted more to keep Romar in than to keep Kirra and her friends out.


She pulled her head out from between the bars. Slowly, silently, still keeping her eyes on the prisoner, she shifted to her natural shape. Certain details fell away from her; others became clearer. Absurdly, it was the color of his hair that she noticed most right now. Dark blond, even by moonlight. She thought his face looked proud and passionate, sculpted into a frown by whatever he was dreaming. He looked very much like the sort of man a king would trust to be regent.


“Romar Brendyn,” she called in a low voice. “Romar Brendyn, wake up.”
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ROMAR Brendyn was awake and on his feet, the blanket bunched around his ankles, before Kirra had even finished speaking his name the second time. As far as she could tell, he felt not a moment’s disorientation; he seemed to know exactly where he was and where the voice was coming from. Still, it was clear he had no idea who was confronting him here in the middle of the night—his body was ready, but his face was puzzled.


They stared at each other for a moment. The moon gathered her strength enough to push the clouds aside, just for a few minutes, and came curiously peering through the square window to see if there was anything interesting inside. By its light, Kirra could see Romar Brendyn try to guess what fresh danger had presented itself and if there was any way to turn it to his advantage.


She knew she should speak up right away, identify herself, reassure him, but she allowed herself the luxury of admiring him just a moment longer. Despite being woken from sound sleep and confronted by a mystery, he did not look to be worried or at a loss. She thought he might be wondering if he could get close enough to the grille to reach through it and strangle her, and then steal any keys she might have hanging from her belt.


The thought made her laugh out loud.


His expression changed from one of calculation to one of complete bafflement. “Who are you?” he demanded.


She thrust her hand through the bars and hurried to introduce herself. “Kirra Danalustrous. I’ve come to rescue you.”


He had taken a step forward, but at that he came to a halt, astonished. “Kirra Danalustrous! What? Why would—” He shook his head.


“The king got word of your abduction,” she said, trying to explain quickly because it really did seem improbable, a serramarra of Danalustrous riding about the countryside with the aim of delivering noblemen from danger. “He sent me after you with a team of friends. I think we’ll be able to free you tomorrow night.”


He came close enough to grip the bars. She had dropped her hand by this time, since he didn’t seem eager to take it. “Why not tonight?” he said. “Why not now?”


She felt a rush of admiration again. He probably didn’t remember he’d met her before and certainly couldn’t figure out why she’d been sent on this mission, but he didn’t feel like lingering here any longer than he had to. You’ve come for me? Good. Get me out.


She laughed. “We need to put a plan in place, and we don’t have time to do it tonight. You don’t seem to be in any immediate danger—and I certainly don’t think your captors will kill you while they’ve got guests in the house. But I think we can free you tomorrow and be halfway to Merrenstow by the following morning.”


His fingers closed even more tightly around the bars and he glowered down at her. He was radiating irritation and impatience but seemed as if he was trying to retain some scraps of courtesy. “If we’re not going to try to file down the window bars tonight,” he said at last, “then let’s start from the beginning. Why did the king send a Danalustrous serramarra after me? Did he at least send anyone with you who might be able to help?”


She couldn’t help grinning at that. “Yes, indeed. I’ve got a King’s Rider with me and two other mystics. Between us—”


“Mystics,” he interrupted. “That’s why he sent you. You’ve got some—magical ability. You can do something special.”


“Change shapes,” she said calmly. “And heal people. Have you been wounded? I can fix you right up.”


He shook his head. “No, no. Except for abducting me in the first place—and conveniently forgetting to give me a fire—my captors haven’t done much to abuse me. But you—even if you can change shapes. What good does that do me? How will you get me out of here?”


“Well, among other things, my shape-shifting ability allowed me to slip past the guard and find you tonight,” she said. She was still amused. “And tomorrow—”


“That’s it! You can shift me, too,” he said. His voice was brisk, unalarmed. He hadn’t paused to consider the wonders or the horrors of being turned into some other creature; he just assumed such a transformation would serve his ends, and he accepted the necessity. “So why can’t you do that now?”


“Lord Romar. Please. You go too fast,” Kirra said, using her most winsome voice. “I cannot shift you. I can only change myself. We will have to use other methods to free you.”


“Why can’t you change me?” he argued. “You mean, you’ve never tried it? I’m willing to risk being turned into a rather ugly rat if it means getting out of this cell a day earlier.”


How was it possible that in this situation, with so much else to cover, she was being drawn into this particular discussion? “I cannot change you because it is forbidden for shiftlings to transform any living creature except themselves. I can change objects. I can change plants. I can change myself. I cannot change other people.”


“But—”


“Can’t, because I do not have the ability. Won’t, because the prohibition is something I hold sacred,” she continued, cutting him off. “We will find another way. Trust me. I have come this far.”


He stared down at her another moment, still mutinous but clearly deciding he should channel his energy into more fruitful discussions. “You said you had a Rider and two mystics with you,” he said. “There are at least five people in this house. Can you kill all of them with your small group?”


“I would prefer it didn’t come to killing,” she said. “And, in fact, there are seven people arrayed against us—two guards, two servants, and three men who appear to have arranged your abduction. And, yes, I think my companions and I can outwit them.”


He finally decided he had no choice but to submit to her will. “How, then? What’s your plan?”


Before answering, she glanced at the barred window set in the wall. “What do you overlook? What part of the grounds?”


“The back of the house. Kitchen gardens. The stable’s off to the left some distance.”


It would have been too much to hope that his window gave out over some deserted flower garden on a track that none of the occupants ever followed. “How often does someone come to the door? To bring you food or ask you questions?”


“So far, twice a day. Breakfast in the morning, dinner in the evening. My captors have not been to see me at all.”


That caught her attention, changed her train of thought. “Your captors. Do you know who they are?”


He shook his head. “We were surprised on the road. I had four men with me and I saw three of them die in the attempt to save me. I don’t know if Stellan escaped—”


“He did,” Kirra interrupted. “That’s how we learned you’d been taken.”


Romar nodded. “One small piece of good news, then. At any rate, there were possibly twenty of them arrayed against us. At first I thought they were bandits, but it quickly became clear their plan was to take me alive, whatever the fate of my men. And if I was being kidnapped—well, there had to be a political motive. So I looked for crests and insignia, but I didn’t spot any. We traveled two days to get here—” He glanced around his cell. “Wherever here is. I have no idea who took me or even where I am. I assumed the king would know more than I would, if some kind of ransom has been demanded.”


“There may have been. We left before any demand arrived, within hours of Stellan’s appearance. So I know very little more than you do—not even who owns this house. I can tell you that we are on the northern edge of Tilt territory, very close to the sea.”


He was staring at her, the expression easy to read even by moonlight. “If you don’t even know who took me—how were you able to find me?”


Kirra grinned. “Magic,” she said. “We have a reader with us.”


“What?”


Oh, he was going to be worse than Justin, wholly skeptical of a mystic’s skills. “A young man named Cammon,” she explained. “He’s a reader—a sensitive. He has a tremendous capacity for picking up on the auras and emotions of the people near him. Actually, he’s getting better at picking up those emotions from a distance, too. He was able to lead us to you.”


Romar was still stupefied. “All the way from Ghosenhall?”


Kirra felt her laughter bubble up. “No, don’t be ridiculous. Stellan told us where the attack had occurred, and Donnal tracked you most of the way north—”


“Who?”


“Donnal. Another mystic who accompanies us. He’s a shiftling, like I am, and he took wolf shape to follow your scent. Till we lost it in the rain, but by then Cammon had located you, and he brought us straight to the house earlier tonight. He says you’re full of rage,” she added inconsequently.


“Yes, well, who wouldn’t be enraged to be attacked in bright daylight by traitors to the throne?” Romar demanded. “And then to be left in a cell for close to a week, not told why, not told what’s going to happen next—I want to pull the house down with my bare hands. I’m not surprised this magical boy of yours picked up some anger.”


“We haven’t seen our hosts, either,” Kirra said. “The servants say the house has been mostly shut up, but Cammon says there are three men here who exude the air of authority. We feel they must be the ones who have arranged your capture. He doesn’t know the members of the nobility well enough to recognize personalities at this distance. If I get a chance, I’ll go looking tomorrow, but—”


“But that’s a lower priority than getting me out of here,” Romar interrupted. “Yes. How are we going to do that?”


“We need to get you a rope,” she said, “so you can climb out the window after dark.”


Once again he was staring at her as if she was a complete lunatic. “I can’t climb down the wall, even if I have a rope,” he said in a tight voice. “There are bars across the window. Perhaps you didn’t notice.”


Kirra bit her lip to keep from laughing again. People unaccustomed to magic never consciously thought about how to incorporate it into every situation. “The bars are not a problem,” she said. “I will change them to something brittle. I am more concerned with finding you a rope. And perhaps a knife—some kind of weapon.”


“Yes, indeed,” he said. “I would most like to have a weapon.”


She grinned. “I’ll see what I can do. It would be much easier if we had a fire to see by, or at least a candle, but I can’t call flames with my fingertips as Senneth can.”


She could see the word “who?” hovering on his lips again, and then he remembered. “Senneth. The missing Brassenthwaite serramarra. I met her at the palace a couple of months ago.”


“So you remember Senneth, but you don’t remember me,” Kirra said lightly. “And yet, I’ve met you more than once. I even attended your wedding.”


“I remember you,” he said, sounding surprised that she would think otherwise. “You wore red the day I was married.”


“I often do. Danalustrous crimson,” she said, more lightly still. What an odd thing for a man to remember. But she had much more important matters to focus on. “Let me come in there and look around and see what I can turn to my purpose.”


“Come in here,” he repeated. “How will you—oh. You’ll change shapes, I suppose, and crawl under the door. Perhaps I shouldn’t watch.”


“Watch or not, makes no difference to me,” she said cheerfully.


But he turned away. “They left me with a candle and some flint,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll get us some more light while you—do your magic.”


Romar stepped back toward his sleeping mat while Kirra shrank herself into mouse shape, scurried under the grille, and resumed her human form. She thought he must have been watching, at least surreptitiously, because he was at her side with a lighted candle in his hand just as she was throwing back her heavy hair.


“What are we looking for?” he asked, sounding as if he was trying hard to keep any sense of marvel out of his voice. “What basic materials do you need to change something into something else?”


She paced gracefully across the cold stone floor of the cell, using the gliding step that her stepmother had taught her was proper for a lady. Absurd to even be thinking of such a thing at such a time, but she had been so eccentric already; she didn’t want Romar to think she was wholly without social graces. “Oh, ideally, the objects should have some relation to each other. We could tear your blanket into long strips and tie them together, and that would alter quite nicely into a rope, but then you wouldn’t have a blanket.”


“I can sleep cold,” he said instantly.


“Yes, but whoever brings your breakfast in the morning would notice you had a rope on your bed instead of a cover, and that wouldn’t do you much good,” she pointed out. “The next best thing might be—what were you wearing when you were taken? Does your coat have any braid?”


It turned out that Romar Brendyn wasn’t much for elaborate dress, so neither his shirt nor his overcoat sported any fancy trim that Kirra could rip free. But she was able to tear the silk lining out of his topcoat and shred that into ragged strips, and she knotted these together into a respectable length. She passed the thin, frayed cord through her fingers, touching silk but thinking about hemp, and she felt its weight and texture change against her palm.


“Rope,” she said, coiling it before her on the floor.


“That’s not even remotely credible,” Romar said flatly. “That someone can do such a thing. I watched you, and I can’t believe it.”


She smiled. “Very handy, don’t you agree?”


“Can you change anything you please to anything else?”


“No. For instance, I can’t change a bird into a rosebush. I can turn things into other things. And I have to be touching the object in order to effect the transformation. And if I try to change too many things—or myself too many times—I can exhaust all my power and have to rest for a while.”


“For how long?”


“An hour, a day. It depends on how much of my magic has been used up.” She handed him the rope. “Let’s hide this under your mattress. I’m afraid you won’t have a very comfortable sleep tonight.”


She was not even surprised when his immediate response was, “I don’t need to be comfortable.” He was as prickly as Justin, in his way, impatient of delay and scornful of comforts. Less irritating than Justin, of course, though she supposed that could change if she spent much time with him.


“Now then,” she said, glancing around by wavering candlelight. “What might we turn into a knife?”


The obvious choice was the spoon that lay by the bowl at the door, but Kirra didn’t want anyone to notice that something crucial was missing. She pulled a hairpin from the tangle of her hair and used that instead, shifting its form, its material, and its purpose.


“A wicked little dagger,” she said, handing it over to Romar, who slipped it inside a pocket of his trousers. “I wouldn’t use it if you didn’t have to, at least until the trap is sprung. If you kill off the servants before we free you, you might not get out of here alive.”


“I may not anyway,” he said. “I still don’t understand what you have in mind.”


Kirra took those ladylike steps across the room to the window and wrapped her hands around the bars. Before working any magic, she gazed out to see what she could determine by capricious moonlight. That open space right before her must be the gardens, soggy and unappealing after the rain. The dark silhouette to the left was probably the stables. There wasn’t much cover for a good hundred yards, till a line of scrubby trees hunched themselves into a windbreak along the western edge of the property.


Romar had come to join her by the window, and Kirra pointed. “There. We’ll have a horse and another rider waiting for you right past that line of trees tomorrow night. Wait till it’s full dark—wait till your last meal has been brought to you. Break the bars, climb out, run for us. We should be able to cover a lot of ground before anyone knows you’re gone.”


“If they come after us—”


“The important thing is to get you out of here and back on the road,” Kirra interrupted. “If there’s a pursuit, you and Cammon will ride for safety while Justin and Donnal and I attack the others.”


“You! And two men!” he exclaimed. “If there is a fight on my behalf, I will lead the charge.”


“You are the valuable individual here,” she said, her voice a little sharp. “Yours is the life to be protected. And, believe me, between us, Donnal and Justin and I can account for more than two soldiers and three noblemen. We’ve done it before.”


Now he turned to look down at her. He had left the candle over by his mat, so she could only see what portion of his face the moonlight chose to illuminate. He was an amazingly handsome man, she thought, though this was not the time and place to be noticing such things. He had an aristocrat’s fine features, stamped with intelligence, and his face was quick to show his emotions. Just now he seemed to be struggling with respect, protest, and curiosity.


“I hate the thought of running like a coward while others defend me,” he said in a quieter voice than she was expecting. “But I find myself wondering what in the silver hell has brought a serramarra of the Twelve Houses to the place where she thinks she can take on professional blades and kill them on the road.”


“Yes, it’s a most interesting story,” Kirra agreed. “We’ll tell it around the fire on our journey tomorrow night.”


“Something to live for,” he said.


Kirra smiled. “I imagine you have many other items on that list.”


He laughed but did not reply. “What else is left to be done here?”


Kirra ran her hands up and down the two center bars of the window. “I must turn these into something you can break easily with your hand. There—these two are old wood. You should be able to snap them without much trouble. Give me a moment to convert them all.”


“Not all of them,” he said. “I must have something to anchor the rope.”


She laughed. “Naturally. I shall leave this one on the left pure iron.”


Romar watched her more closely this time, seeming fascinated and a little fearful. “How long will the sorcery last?” he asked. “When will these items revert to their proper materials?”


Kirra shook her head. “This is what they are now. They will not revert.” She could not help but give him a look of limpid mischief. “Oh, they do say that sometimes magic dies with the mystic. So I suppose if I am accidentally killed in a brawl tomorrow while you’re in the process of climbing down the wall—well, you could find yourself in desperate straits, clinging to the end of a slip of silk as you try to find purchase on the side of the house. But I plan to live out the day, so you should be quite safe. Don’t give it another thought.”


He looked as if he wanted to be irked with her but found himself, against his will, amused. “In fact, I am happy to learn you will be alive at day’s end,” he said instead. “You have that story to tell, after all.”


Kirra ran her hands once more down the changed bars, just checking, but all of them seemed splintery and ready to break. She glanced around the room, wondering what else she could do to improve Romar’s comfort or his odds for survival, but nothing occurred to her. “My best advice now would be to sleep as well as possible and eat what you can,” she told him. “Keep yourself strong. If you hear a commotion tomorrow afternoon, that will be us leaving. But we won’t go far. We’ll be waiting for you behind the trees tomorrow night.”


“I’ll be there,” he said.


Kirra glided back toward the door, and he followed her. “Wait till it’s safe,” she cautioned him. He seemed like the kind of man who needed such a warning, and probably wouldn’t heed it even then.


He laughed. “No part of this enterprise seems safe, but I will try to proceed with some care,” he promised. “Thank you, Kirra Danalustrous. It is very possible you have saved my life.”


“Don’t thank me too soon,” she said. “You’re not free yet.”


He surprised her by taking her hand and bowing over it very low, though he did not kiss her fingers as a courtlier man might have. “Then I shall thank you merely for the intention,” he said, straightening up. By the dim light, his face looked very serious. “It is what we should all be judged on, anyway.”


Ridiculous; she really didn’t want to leave. She didn’t want to shrivel down to mouse size and scamper down the halls, away from him. But she would see him tomorrow, unless everything went unthinkably awry. No need to linger now.


“Till tomorrow,” she said. “Try to be patient.”


She let herself collapse, like a dress cut from the laundry line, turning a thing that was full and round and vivid into something small and uninteresting. She could feel Romar’s eyes on her, or she thought she could, as she ducked under the low iron of the grille and skittered with her tiny claws down the uneven stone floor.


“Be careful, Kirra,” Romar called after her, but she did not look back. She did not change herself into a woman again to make a more dignified good-bye from this side of the door; she did not even don her calico colors and slink along as a cat. Her small heart was beating hard enough as it was. She would not give it something else to contend with.


DONNAL was furious when he flung the door open, probably three hours after she’d left. “Where have you been?” he demanded, addressing his scold to the brown rat who scurried in after scratching timidly at the door. “I’ve been thinking you were dead this past hour or more.”


Kirra pushed herself up on her hind legs and stretched her curled hands toward the ceiling, feeling her body bulk up and lengthen. She took in what details she could while a slight opalescence hazed her eyes during transformation. Cammon and Justin had been slumbering on the hearth, wrapped in their blankets, but they had stirred when Donnal greeted her and now they were yawning and trying to wake up. Donnal, who had looked like Kirra when he opened the door, was now himself—a slim, dark-haired man with a neat beard and watchful, sober eyes. The fact that he still wore a maid’s simple gown meant he was ready at any second to resume his disguise.


“It must have been harder to find Romar than you thought,” Justin said. He didn’t sound as if he had been too worried.


Nor did Cammon, who yawned again though he fought to keep his mouth closed. “I told you she wasn’t in any trouble,” Cammon said, addressing Donnal for what was probably the hundredth time.


“It shouldn’t have taken that long,” Donnal said grimly. “What else were you doing?”


She grinned at him, at all of them, and perched on the edge of the bed. Donnal stood beside her, very still in his gray gown; the other two sat relaxed before the fire.


“First, I talked to Lord Romar,” she said. “Explained who I was, why we’re here, and came up with a sort of plan for getting him out. His window overlooks the western view of the mansion—”


“Stables to that side,” Justin said. He had, of course, memorized every detail of the grounds as they rode up. It was the sort of thing a Rider did automatically. “Line of trees, too. That could be a place for us to hide and wait for him.”


Kirra nodded. It was a sad day when she and Justin followed a similar thought process. “Exactly. His window is too visible for him to attempt to escape before dark, but we can be in place long before then. I made him a rope, changed the bars on his window, and fashioned a knife for him out of a hairpin. He should be ready to leave.”


“So that took maybe an hour—” Donnal began.


“And when I left him, I went exploring,” Kirra continued. She ignored Donnal’s soft exclamation. “Lord Romar had no idea who his attackers were, and we haven’t seen any clues since we’ve been here. So I thought I’d go look.”


“You crept into their bedrooms?” Cammon asked, clearly impressed. “As a cat? No, you couldn’t fit under the doors.”


“Mouse, spider, bat, I took a few different shapes to navigate the corridors,” Kirra said, while Donnal’s frown grew blacker. “And I visited a few empty bedrooms before I found our kidnappers.”


“Did you recognize them?” Justin asked.


“There were two that I’m sure I’ve seen before, though I honestly couldn’t tell you their names. One’s a Gisseltess man—no surprise there—but not Twelfth House. A third or fourth cousin of Halchon Gisseltess. Very unpleasant man. The other was a Tilt vassal who’s got a place on the southern edge of Tilt lands, so I don’t think this is his property. The third one—” She spread her hands. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him before. Heavyset and balding. I couldn’t tell much else while he was sleeping.”


“Not much to go on,” Justin said.


“No. But worth knowing all the same.”


Donnal shook his head. “Too much of a risk. If you were going to do something like that, you should have come back to get me.”


“I’m fine. I survived. But I admit I’m exhausted now.”


“So what’s the plan for tomorrow?” Justin asked. He was always the one who wanted to know what would happen next, what strategy would be in play. Cammon was just happy to be included in any adventure, and Donnal was content merely to follow Kirra’s headlong lead. Usually. Until he became worried and overprotective. Her father had charged Donnal with the task of guarding her, but still. His close attention could sometimes be a nuisance.


“I have to sleep,” Kirra said. “I expect the servants will be by in the morning to check on me. Tell them I had a restless night, but that my fever broke sometime near dawn. You expect that I will feel well enough to travel by early afternoon.”


“That’s not entirely believable,” Cammon said. “Most people would lie in bed another day or two.”


Kirra grinned. “Ah, but I’m a difficult and intractable woman, and you’ve long ago given up trying to talk any sense into me,” she said. “They’ll be so relieved to see us go, they won’t argue.”


Justin was frowning. “Still. I wonder if our leaving will put Lord Romar in danger. Let’s assume they were considering killing him, and our arrival put that plan on hold. Our departure might be their signal to go ahead with the execution.”


“Why capture him just to kill him?” Kirra objected. “Why not simply murder him on the road?”


“Many an outlaw before this has found a dead body more convenient than a live hostage,” Justin countered. “They might not have thought this whole thing through to the end. Or they might have been spooked by our sudden arrival here and wonder who else might show up at their door before they’ve determined what to do with their prisoner. I hate to leave Lord Romar here—if our presence is all that’s keeping him alive.”


“But we can’t very well wait to leave till nightfall,” Donnal said. “That would seem very odd. Especially with a sick woman in our midst.”


“All right, then, we’ll leave in the afternoon as planned,” Kirra said, thinking rapidly. “But Donnal will tell the housekeeper and the butler and whoever appears to see us off that he thinks I am weaker than I will admit. Tell them that we might not get very far on the road before we have to turn around and come back. If they’re expecting us to reappear, they won’t have the nerve to kill Romar.”


Justin nodded. “That should do it. And if you can manage to look both ill and ill-tempered as we leave tomorrow, they won’t know what to expect from us next.”


Donnal scowled, but Kirra was grinning. “I think my acting skills can encompass such a role,” she said. She yawned and stretched. “Silver hell, but I’m tired. Try not to wake me up tomorrow till noon or later—unless something important happens.”


Justin snorted. “What makes you think we’ll be awake by noon?”


She ignored him. It took only a few short pulls to undress as far as she was going to in a room full of men on a night when she might have to flee at a moment’s notice. Within minutes, she was under the covers, drowsing against the pillow.


Donnal waited until she was settled, then curled himself around her, fitting his front to her back, adding his welcome warmth to the rather thinly furnished bed. They had slept so most nights of the hundreds, the thousands, they had traveled together, though Donnal frequently was in animal shape and thus even warmer. Now, formed like a woman again, he generated less heat than she was accustomed to, and she felt herself shiver a little in the chill of the room.


“You take too many chances, serra,” Donnal whispered, his voice so low that not even Cammon would be able to hear it, and Cammon heard everything. “You are too valuable to lose.”


“You won’t lose me,” she whispered back.


He didn’t answer; he didn’t have to. She knew what he was thinking. Someday I will. She was a serramarra of the Twelve Houses. He was the illegitimate son of a tenant farmer. Even if she didn’t die in some ill-conceived pass through dangerous territory, there were so many ways he could lose her. Till then, she knew, Donnal was hers, heart and soul, to do with as she chose. Since she could neither rebuff him nor reassure him, she merely closed her eyes. Sleep claimed her while she was still wriggling on the bed trying to get entirely comfortable.
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THE housekeeper actually seemed concerned that Kirra was not well enough to travel, but the butler was happy to see them go. He didn’t say so, of course, but he offered them fresh canteens of water and warned them that the northern road was generally impassable after this much rain. “But you’ve got a nice clear day for travel,” he told the travelers as he waited with them on the front walkway while the soldiers-cum-ostlers brought their horses around. “You should make excellent time.”


“Thank you for your hospitality,” Kirra told him, handing him a coin.


“But, serra … you were so sick yesterday—” Donnal began.


“If we stayed another night,” Cammon added.


“I’m fine,” Kirra snapped.


“What if you fall ill upon the road?” Donnal demanded. “We may have to return here.”


“I am most certain that will not be the case,” she said. She smiled at the butler and scowled at her servants. “I’m fine,” she repeated.


“Of course, serra,” Donnal said. But the look he gave to the butler said something else entirely.


She mounted her horse somewhat shakily but managed to ride out at a pretty good clip. Her strength returned amazingly fast as soon as they were out of sight of the mansion, and they covered another five miles before reining in.


“Long wait till dark,” Justin said, slipping from the saddle to look around and make sure they were safe during this particular rest stop. “I’ll take the watch if anyone else wants to sleep.”


At first, no one slept. Donnal hunted and returned with fresh meat, so they had a better dinner than they’d had the past two nights. Justin and Cammon practiced swordplay, and Kirra was interested to see that they both used metal blades. On the road last winter, Tayse had insisted they use wooden practice swords. Either Justin was getting careless—an impossibility—or Cammon was getting better.


“I thought you were studying with the mystics in Ghosenhall,” she said to Cammon when they took a break. “How’d you get better at fighting?”


Cammon wiped his mouth with his sleeve and grinned down at her. Bright Lady, he looked as much like an urchin today as he had when they found him almost six months ago, serving out a sentence of indenture at a lowlife tavern in Dormas. “I train with the Riders once a week,” he said. “Well, not all the Riders. Justin and his friends. I’m not good enough to train with them, but Justin makes them practice with me.”


Justin took the water bottle from Cammon and downed half of it with a swallow. “Mystic with a sword,” he commented. “Makes your blood run cold, doesn’t it?”


“But then, all mystics give you a chill, don’t they, Justin?” Kirra replied in a dulcet voice.


Justin laughed. Cammon grinned. “He’s become a lot more tolerant,” Cammon said. “Not just of us. The other day in Ghosenhall there was a girl doing magic tricks in a city park. Justin went up and watched and even said she was pretty good.”


“Was it real magic or trickery?” Kirra asked.


“Real magic. Changing small objects to other objects—rocks to coins, that sort of thing. She wasn’t very powerful. She couldn’t do much. But the crowd liked her.” Cammon glanced at the Rider. “Justin even gave her a copper.”


Kirra put her hand to her heart. “My hero.”


Justin rested his sword point-down and shook back his sandy hair, damp with exertion. “Anyway, I’ve been giving Cammon lessons. He’s always been good at defense, so we’re working on attack. But he doesn’t really have the heart for it.”


Kirra let her gaze wander over Cammon. How old was he now, nineteen? Beefing up a little since he’d come under their care, but still thin, shabby, all sharp angles and flyaway hair and wide, wise eyes. He had nothing in the world except his friendships with this oddly assorted group and a strange mental power that none of them quite understood. Senneth had set him up with teachers who could hone his skills, but Kirra could imagine no situation in which he would turn those abilities toward hurting anyone else. No, Cammon was not a killer.


“Well, as long as he’s good enough to keep himself alive, that’s all we really care about,” Kirra said. “And as long as you’re around, he doesn’t even have to worry about that.”


Justin laughed again and swung his sword up. Cammon dropped back into a defensive crouch, and the battle went on. Kirra stretched out before the small fire, deciding she had enough time to take a short nap before the evening festivities began. “Wake me when it’s dark,” she said, and closed her eyes.


A FEW hours later, the moon was up and they were all in place. Donnal had taken wolf shape and was prowling the grounds of the mansion. He would raise the alarm if anything went amiss during Romar’s escape—and he would be the first line of attack if one of the soldiers tried to stop the regent. Justin was positioned just behind the windbreak of trees, holding Donnal’s horse for Romar to ride. Cammon and Kirra were almost at the main road, watching to make sure no other untimely arrivals came cantering up at this crucial hour. All of them were poised to gallop out.


“He’s climbing down,” Cammon whispered suddenly. “No one else in the house is moving.”


“Both soldiers in the stables?”


“I think so. Wouldn’t swear to it, but I think they’re sleeping. He’s the only one in motion.”


A long, tense silence, and then Cammon said, “I think he’s on the ground. He’s moving faster, at any rate, probably running. He’s—” A short pause. “You probably should have told him about Donnal.”


“Damn. Well, I did—I mean, I said he was a shiftling, but I didn’t mention that he might be roaming around—is Lord Romar afraid?”


A very faint laugh for that. “Well, he’s certainly aware of all the potential hazards, and a wolf pacing alongside him seems to have added to his tension, but he’s still running. He’s—ah. He’s with Justin.” Cammon looked over at her and grinned by moonlight. Kirra had no doubt at all that he could see her face perfectly plainly, or as well as he needed to in order to read every thought in her head. “Justin on one side of him, Donnal on the other,” he said. “I’d call him safe.”


Kirra nodded briefly and swung her horse around, ready to fall in with the others as soon as they charged into view. Cammon brought his mount alongside hers, but kept his head half turned as if to listen to the conversation of those behind him. The night was so still that Kirra could catch the thrum of hoofbeats before she could glimpse the riders. Donnal loped up beside her a moment or two before the horses appeared, his mouth half open in a lupine grin, and she nodded at him but said nothing. He trotted up to the road, nose down as if to scent for trouble.


The hoofbeats grew louder and there they were, both men bent forward in their saddles, traveling fast. Justin swept his arm up in an arc and then pointed forward, but Kirra and Cammon were already in motion. In a tight, fast-moving group, they all raced for the road and kept riding.


IT was dawn before Justin felt they were safe enough to call a halt. They had not traveled at that breakneck pace the whole time; indeed, they had not even stuck to the main road for more than an hour or two. Kirra had been content to let Justin plan this part of the trip because he was the campaigner, after all, but she essentially agreed with his strategy. Speed and distance for the first part of the escape, then stealth and misdirection. Hard to know how long they might be pursued, but it would be more difficult to find them if they took cross-country ways with no discernible track.


“I think we can rest now,” Justin said, and they all immediately pulled up their horses. Kirra was weary to the bone and imagined the others must be as well—though neither Justin nor Romar showed it, of course. In fact, Romar immediately announced, “I can go farther if necessary.” Kirra had to smother a laugh.


“We have to rest sometime,” Justin said practically. “Just for a few hours. We’ll split a watch.”


“I can take a watch,” Romar said.


Justin glanced at Kirra as he slid from the saddle but did not answer. Justin didn’t admire aristocrats any more than he admired mystics and wasn’t about to set himself up to argue with one. Kirra swung down with the ease of much practice and waited till Romar was on his feet before she gave him a somewhat calculated smile.


“You will not stand watch,” she said, her voice almost flirtatious. “You are the one we have come to save. You will have something to eat, refresh yourself with a nap, and be ready to ride on when Justin says it’s time.”


Romar frowned. Even after a week of captivity, a daring escape, and a long night of forced riding, he did not look worn or beaten. They must breed men of incredible stamina down there in Merrenstow. “I hate to feel helpless. I hate to feel like I am relying on the efforts of others while I do nothing,” he said.


Justin was unstrapping a spare sword from his saddle. “Here,” he said, handing it over to Romar rather casually, considering he cared about his weaponry more than he cared about his friends. “If we’re attacked, you can join the fight. I’d guess you’ve some skill with a blade.”


Romar looked deeply pleased and pulled the sword from the scabbard to inspect it. “Thank you. This is a fine piece. Yes, I am a fairly good man in a fight. Thank you again—” And he hesitated as if searching for a name to complete the sentence.


Kirra stifled a sigh. There had been no time for introductions as they pounded out of Tilt. “That’s Justin. King’s Rider. I mentioned him to you the other night. The fact that he will entrust you with a sword he owns is either a mark of high favor or a sign of deep desperation.”


Romar immediately reached out and shook Justin’s hand as if they were men of equal rank. Kirra could see Justin appreciated the gesture, but she had a better idea of what it meant. Twelfth House aristocrats rarely even noticed the existence of lesser folk, unless to issue orders or reprimands; they certainly didn’t fraternize. But she had had a few chances to observe Romar when they were both in residence at the royal palace in Ghosenhall. She had noticed then that he was impatient of pomp and careless of class distinctions. Here might be a man who knew all of his servants by name and who could win love, not just respect, from any men under his command.


“I will hope our need is not so desperate that I need to bloody the blade,” Romar said to Justin. “But if it is, I promise you won’t be sorry you lent it to me.”


Justin grinned. “Now I’ll almost hope for an engagement just to see you in action.”


Kirra was motioning Cammon forward. “And this is Cammon. He’s the mystic who can read people’s minds, so think only courteous thoughts when he’s nearby.”


“I can’t,” Cammon said, giving Romar a little bow. This time there was no handshake, but Romar gave Cammon a long and interested inspection. “Can’t read minds. I can sense emotions pretty clearly, though. And—and—just general existence. It’s hard to explain.”


“I’m sure those are very useful skills,” Romar said.


Kirra couldn’t help laughing. “You can’t even begin to guess,” she assured him. She was looking around. “Donnal’s here somewhere, or he was.”


Romar also glanced over both shoulders, as if searching for someone. “Yes, I thought you’d said there were four of you, but there were only three of you riding with me last night.”


“The wolf,” Justin said. “Running alongside you as you escaped the house. That’s Donnal.”


Comprehension played across Romar’s face. “The—ah. I admit to a moment of panic when I saw him there, but then I decided I’d rather be eaten by a wild animal than killed by a faceless guard, so I ran for the trees anyway. And after that, I seemed to forget him.”


Justin made a little grunting sound, as if about to make a reluctant admission. “Always a mistake to forget Donnal,” he said.


“Well, I don’t know where he went,” Kirra said, giving up. “Hunting, maybe. He’ll probably stay in animal shape for most of the trip. His senses are keener when he’s a wolf, and that’s pretty handy when you think someone might be pursuing you. Anyway, we don’t have enough horses.”


Romar glanced around again. “So it’s Donnal’s horse I’m riding? I hate to dispossess him.”


“We couldn’t take yours from the stables without raising five kinds of alarm,” Justin said. “This was the most practical solution.”


Kirra could see protest forming on Romar’s face again. Really, his sense of pride could be most inconvenient. “Don’t apologize,” she warned before he could utter a word. “Don’t tell us you’ll keep up by jogging along beside us. Don’t try to give the horse back to Donnal and tell him you’ll walk back to Merrenstow. If Donnal takes human shape to ride, I swear to you I’ll take animal shape, and it’s my horse you’ll be riding to complete the journey.”


For a moment there was deep silence as Romar looked both offended and astonished. Justin and Cammon had prudently turned away and pretended to be engaged in conversation. Kirra held Romar’s gaze, her own unwavering. She couldn’t help but notice that his eyes were a dark brown, thickly lashed, meltingly beautiful even as they brightened with anger.


A moment longer he held the stare, and then he gave a small laugh and shrugged his shoulders. “You think me some kind of thoughtless autocrat,” he said. “And I know I appear ungrateful. It’s just that—”


“It’s just that you’re not used to being rescued by strangers and ordered about by frivolous young women who ought to be entertaining callers on their fathers’ estates,” Kirra said, giving him her widest smile again. She could tell it was starting to dazzle him, just a little, as it should; he was not as susceptible as most men. “You’re used to being in charge. And you don’t like being beholden to anyone. You don’t know how to act.”


He laughed again, a little more freely. “All that. Except I have a feeling you are very rarely frivolous.”


Kirra was fairly certain she heard a muffled “Ha!” from Justin, but she was able to ignore him. “We are in unusual circumstances,” she said, her voice most friendly. “But it will be easiest on all of us if you will just surrender the burden of responsibility till we get you to safety. Justin is wholly despicable, as far as personality goes, but he is really a splendid fighter and I would trust him to save all our lives if we were pitched into battle. Cammon and Donnal are amazing guards, with the ability to sense danger when it is miles away. And I have an assortment of skills not to be found among most of your serramarra. I have seen my share of adventures these past six months, and I will never again be content to sit in a drawing room discussing fashion and bloodlines. Though I can do that, too, if it will make you more comfortable,” she added. “But I just want you to—relax. Let us handle the details of this journey. We are very sure of what we’re doing.”


Romar nodded and then, as if that were not acknowledgment enough, gave her a deep bow. “You want me to be gracious,” he said, straightening up. “I can do that. I swear. I can also thank you—and your companions—for rescuing me. I appreciate it more than I believe I will be able to find words to say.”


“We acted on our king’s request,” Kirra said, because she knew Justin was itching to say the words, and she thought they might sound better coming from her. “But we were happy to do it.”


Justin glanced over from where he and Cammon had been laying out provisions. “Breakfast is ready,” he said, “if anyone’s hungry.”


They were all starving, and they devoured bread and dried meat as if they hadn’t eaten for a week. Donnal padded up while they were taking second helpings, but since he showed no interest in the meal, Kirra assumed he had fed elsewhere. He sat beside her on the damp ground and gave Romar an unnervingly direct stare. He was still in wolf form, and his yellow eyes peered with a totally inhuman intensity at the king’s regent.


“This is Donnal. Perhaps you remember him.” Kirra made the awkward introduction as coolly as possible. “I’d have thought he might take a man’s shape for a few moments to greet you—but I guess not. He can take any form he wants, but when he’s not human, he’s most often a wolf. Some affinity there, I suppose.”


“Indeed, he looks most—convincing,” Romar said. Kirra suspected the lord wasn’t entirely comfortable with the wolf sitting so close—but then, few men were. She supposed that was why Donnal had chosen to retain this shape. As a man, he was lean and supple but not particularly imposing. As a predator, he inspired a quick and instinctive reaction of fear, even in those who knew what he truly was. Unlike Justin, Donnal didn’t have a deep-seated hatred of the aristocracy—but he wasn’t above taking the opportunity to flaunt his superiority when he had the chance. She supposed that was only natural. Or perhaps it was completely male. By the grin on Justin’s face, she would wager it was the latter.


Romar regarded the wolf a moment longer, then he pulled his gaze away with some effort. “So. What’s our plan?”


Justin picked up a stick and made a rough sketch in the dirt. “We’re approximately here,” he said, indicating a point about dead center in the triangular domain of Tilt. “We’ve been heading southward because the traveling’s easier, but we probably need to turn straight east. Get to Merrenstow as quickly as possible. We won’t leave you until you’re with a garrison somewhere inside Merrenstow lines.”


Romar nodded. “How long do you think that will take?”


“Three or four days, maybe,” Justin said, “if we continue cross-country like this. Faster on the roads, but—” He shook his head. “I’m thinking you shouldn’t be on the main roads without a battalion at your back anytime soon.”


“Yes, I think I’ve learned that lesson,” Romar replied.


“So what did they think to accomplish?” Kirra asked. “By taking you? Even if they’d killed you—what would that have achieved?”


“Depends on who was in charge of the enterprise,” Romar said.


“I did a little reconnoitering,” Kirra said. “Looked to me like they were Thirteenth House men. From Gisseltess and Tilt. But that doesn’t mean they weren’t acting at the behest of a higher lord.”


Romar shrugged and looked tired. “Or they could have been acting on their own. There’s been an upsurge of—discontent, I suppose you’d call it—from some of the Thirteenth House lords in recent months. Everyone senses change in the air, and no one wants to be excluded from the spoils.”


“But would lesser lords band together outside of traditional fiefdoms?” Kirra asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”


“No, and you have to ask what kind of power they could really muster even if they did so,” Romar admitted. “Most of them live on lands held in trust to the marlords—they run the estates, but they don’t own them. Are they organized enough to plan war strategies? Are they truly a threat worth worrying about, or merely an annoyance at a time of great general disturbance?”


Kirra ground the heels of her hands into her eyes. Bright Lady, she was so tired. If she didn’t sleep soon, she would disintegrate into a pile of weary dust. “There are so many threats on so many fronts,” she said. “There is Halchon Gisseltess whispering that the king needs to be overthrown because he is old and his daughter is incompetent. There is Coralinda Gisseltess spreading the gospel of the Pale Mother and claiming that all mystics are evil and must die. Don’t we have enough to contend with? Now we must make war on the Thirteenth House as well? It is too much.”


“It is all of a piece,” Romar said. “The realm is in discord. Change is at hand and everyone wants to influence what the new kingdom will look like. We may yet see more factions emerge before Amalie is on the throne.”


Kirra dropped her hands to stare at him. “Change is at hand,” she repeated. “But why is everyone so certain that Baryn is ready to die? He’s only sixty-five.”


“His father died before he was sixty,” Romar said gently. “As did his uncles and his grandfather. Trust Halchon Gisseltess to know that. He would be an unusual man of his line to live even another five years.”


Kirra bit her lip. She hadn’t had that particular statistic; she wondered if Senneth knew it. She turned her head to look at Romar more closely. He was sitting next to her on the ground, so he sat in profile to her, the shape of his head illuminated by sunlight now for the first time since this journey had begun. He had pulled his matted hair back to tie it in a ponytail, so the angles of his cheeks were exposed; the stubbled line of his jaw seemed to set even as she watched. Not only a handsome face, but a strong one. No soft, indulged, pretty-boy lordling was Romar Brendyn of Merrenstow.


“You have been given a hard task,” she commented in a low voice. “If Baryn dies, you will be the one to usher in a new era. With all these foes arrayed against you.”


He smiled a little. “I will stand at Princess Amalie’s side as she ushers in that new era,” he corrected.


“She’s a child.”


“Eighteen now.”


Kirra shook her head. “Eighteen is only seven years behind me, and I know that I would not even have been ready to rule Danalustrous at that time. I doubt I would be ready now. This burden will fall on you.”


Romar stared before him a while longer, completely motionless, while Kirra watched him. Then he gave a small shrug. “If the king dies. If war comes. If diplomacy fails. We are not yet at a dire crossroads, though darkness looms in many directions. None of these terrible things may come to pass.”


“Still,” she said. “You are a brave man to answer the king’s call for a regent.”


He smiled. “Amalie is my sister’s daughter. I would protect her with my life even if the king had not given me such a charge. The rest of it, all the political maneuvering, that makes the job more challenging, I admit—but I would have had some part of the job regardless. I am just as happy that he has given me ultimate authority.”


“He may have written your death warrant,” Kirra said.


Romar laughed and shook his head. “No,” he said. “I will be more careful from now on. I will not be taken a second time.”


Kirra fought back a yawn. “Well, if we want to make sure you are not taken again today, we must be on the move again soon,” she said. “Which means, first we must sleep.” She glanced around the camp, suddenly aware that she and Romar had been the only two conversing for quite some time. Cammon and Justin were asleep already, stretched out side by side on the ground. Donnal sat a few yards away, ears up, nose twitching, scenting the wind that blew in fitfully from the north. Guarding their back trail.


“Donnal must have taken first watch,” Kirra said, a little unnerved that all this had been decided around her while she had been oblivious, deep in conversation with Romar. “I assume he knows when to wake Cammon or Justin. You and I should merely sleep.”


Romar nodded. “I am too tired even to protest. Wake me when it is time to move on.”


Kirra tried to smother a yawn and let herself fall back, right there on the ground, with nothing but a light cloak between her and the grass. “Someone will,” she said drowsily. “Sooner than you’d like.”
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WHEN she woke, the warmth of Donnal’s body was at her back, but everyone else in camp was astir. The sun was high and remote; the cool spring air was sticky with humidity. She sat up and pushed her hair back over her shoulders, feeling irritable, dirty, and far from rested.


“My clothes are damp,” she said with a touch of petulance. “The ground was a lot wetter than it looked.”


Justin gave her a quick, unsympathetic look. “Better get yourself something to eat. We ride out in ten minutes,” he said.


She shoved herself to her feet. “Thanks for the generous warning,” she grumbled, as she took off for a little privacy.


Her usual sunny temperament had reasserted itself by the time they were on the move again. She had always been able to make do with minimum amounts of water to freshen up her hair and face, and she had always been able to manufacture clean clothes out of soiled ones. Justin must have lent Romar a razor, because the regent was clean shaven for the first time since they had found him, and he, too, managed to improve his appearance before they took off. Justin always looked presentable, in a rough and dangerous sort of way, and Cammon never did, so nothing had changed there. And naturally, the wolf had not bothered with a toilette at all.


They were heading southeast at a deliberate pace through countryside that was rocky, uneven and sparsely covered with low brush and spindly trees. Justin was in the lead; Cammon was in the back to pick up any intimation of pursuit. Donnal was roaming, though he came back periodically to pace alongside Justin as if waiting for the Rider to issue him orders. Not much love lost between those two, either, though Justin had a grudging respect for Donnal’s fighting and scouting abilities. They worked together like jealous brothers, understanding each other even when their dislike was at its strongest.


Kirra rode alongside Romar and had a grand time of it. They had been successful in their mission; they were out of danger; and she was the lone woman in a crew of men, the most handsome of the four riding at her side. She could not help but enjoy herself hugely.


“So, you promised to tell me the tale of your adventures,” Romar said shortly after they set out. “The story of what turned the silly and superficial serramarra into a cold killer in service to the king.”


“I don’t think the transformation was quite that dramatic,” she said with a laugh. “But it certainly was an adventure.”


She spent the next hour or so giving him the colorful details of her trek across Gillengaria last winter with Cammon, Justin, Donnal, Tayse, and Senneth. He was familiar with the general outline, of course, because the king had shared the story with him. He knew that Halchon Gisseltess had told Senneth to her face that he wanted to be named heir to the throne. He knew that Halchon’s sister, Coralinda, had styled herself the head of a devout order known as Daughters of the Pale Mother, and that she was sending her novices out to proselytize for that revived religion. He knew that mystics had been prosecuted and murdered throughout lands held by many of the southern Houses. But he hadn’t heard the tales of their exploits in Dormas, Neft, and Lochau—or the story of Tayse’s capture and rescue from the Lumanen Convent—or confirmation of the rumor that Halchon Gisseltess wanted to wed Senneth Brassenthwaite before he took over the throne of Gillengaria.


“But he’s married,” Romar exclaimed.


“He seems to not consider that an obstacle,” Kirra said.
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