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“Keeps the action and tension going right to the end.”

—Locus

“The action never stops. Jones invests her tale with thoughtful ruminations upon power symbols and history, unusual twists of plot, and unforgettable characters, which combine to create a work that transcends the tried-and-true formulas of fantasy. . . . A worthy successor to Andre Norton and Stephen R. Donaldson.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Sparkling ideas. . . . Fans of the previous trilogy should feel right at home.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“From the first page, THE BARBED COIL draws the reader in . . . a compelling tale.”

—Wayne MacLaurin, The SF Site


“Excellent technique and a fine use of bountiful imagination. Even the minor characters come alive for the reader, and one must know what will happen to them. THE BARBED COIL is a book to be reread.”

—Andre Norton

“Jones is one of the few writers [who] can take basic fantasy concepts and combine them with her own incredible imagination to create something truly original. . . . Everything about it is just wonderful, from the original plot to the engrossing characters to the speed at which you move along. Do yourself a favor and read THE BARBED COIL.”

—Explorations

“J. V. Jones has proved that she is a writer to be reckoned with.”

—The Plot Thickens

“Fascinating. . . . With the clean writing and crisp dialogue . . . Jones keeps events moving and the plot elements fresh.”

—The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction

“A superb novel, sculpted from colorful vocabulary and fantastic clarity [by] a brilliant storyteller sure to continue her dazzling career. . . . Read it, or regret it later . . . a triumph.”

—SFX


RAVES FOR J. V. JONES, AUTHOR OF THE BOOK OF WORDS

“A highly successful, popular fantasy epic. . . . A substantial cast and a vivid, colorful landscape. . . . A remarkable epic.”

—Dragon magazine

“One of fantasy fiction’s newest sensations. . . . Jones invests her tale with characters as rich as oven-baked bread, and with a sense of humor drawn from the pubs in her homeland, England.”

—Des Moines Sunday Register

“One of the success stories every writer strives for.”

—Fresno County Sun

“One of the most engaging new writers in the field.”

—Locus

“We have a major new writer here. Bravo!”

—Dennis L. McKiernan, author of Caverns of Socrates

“J. V. Jones is quite a find.”

—Katherine Kurtz, author of the Deryni series

“Rousing.”

—Library Journal

“Successful fantasy.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer

“These books are the best fantasy novels to appear in a long time—second only, in my opinion, to Roger Zelazny’s Amber series.”

—New Jersey Graveline
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P R O L O G U E



T he one who would soon be king ran naked through the woods. Night birds, night creatures, and night insects traveled with him through the vein-dark maze. Smells were sharp, the air was thin. The moon was a blade meant for cutting.


Tree roots thrust like fists through the soil. Tree branches cracked like whips as he passed. Everything—the faraway stars, the night-tainted clouds, the rain-moistened earth, and the beasts in the shadows—were his for the taking this night.

Five weeks before kingship. Five weeks before the start. Five weeks to prepare himself to do what must be done.

So much power in the number five, so much ancient and terrible magic.

The one who would soon be king turned his gaze to the west. The Vorce Mountains were spikes in his mind’s eye. The last vestiges of snow on their peaks were a virgin’s colors meant to taunt him. He would enjoy bloodying the mountain passes; thrusting through the time-worn gorges to the fertile land beyond.

Garizon had been too long without a saltwater port, too long without a shore to call its own. But then it had been too long without so much more as well. Crushed, defeated, subjugated, then forgotten, Garizon had survived on blood and dirt and bile.

Fifty years had passed since it last had a king. More than enough time for those to the west to die, or forget, or lose their minds to syphilis. More than enough time for Garizon to be styled “our grainfield in the east” and “our friend in times of need.”

Garizon would soon be no one’s friend in need. Garizon had needs of its own now. Pride had to be restored. Land had to be reclaimed. A king had to be crowned with the Barbed Coil of gold.

Fifty years of subjugation versus five hundred years of conflict. The one who would soon be king smiled to himself as he ran through the trees. The west had a short memory, and those who failed to remember were destined to a fate far worse than repeating their mistakes.



San Diego Union-Tribune, March 28

THWARTED BANK ROBBERS MAKE OFF WITH SECURITY DEPOSIT BOXES

By Jeff Welz

Special to the Union-Tribune

A security officer was shot in the chest and approximately three hundred safety deposit boxes were stolen in a break-in on Tuesday night at the La Havra National Bank in Chula Vista.

Samuel Ossaco, 46, is listed in critical condition at Scripps Memorial Hospital. He was able to alert the police approximately forty minutes after the robbers left the scene by setting off a manual alarm. All telephone lines appear to have been cut before the break-in.

The robbers attempted to gain access to the main holding safe by using a mini-incendiary device. Police speculate they broke into the security deposit vault after this attempt failed. As yet there are no leads.

“This is a very professional job,” said Lt. Jamie Peralla of the Special Investigation Division. “These men knew what they were doing. They knew which lines to cut, they knew where all the alarm devices were situated. They came fully equipped.”


George Bonnaheim, president of the bank, has offered a $10,000 reward for tips leading to the recovery of the security deposit boxes. “These thieves have stolen fragments of people’s lives,” he said. “There’s no telling what is in those boxes.” (See BOXES on Page A-3)






 

O N E



S ettling down to enjoy her breakfast, Tessa McCamfrey skimmed over the first few pages of the Union-Tribune. Headlines, photo captions, and advertisements were the only things she stopped for. She could see and read the smaller type of the articles and editorials, but she didn’t like to concentrate on the characters for very long. Their size made her nervous.


Leaning over her white, laminated desk, Tessa grabbed her bacon sandwich from its place by the phone. As always before she bit into the toasted English muffin, she took a peek inside, checking that everything was just right. She liked to see the grain of the meat.


Satisfied, she took a bite of the sandwich, then flicked the paper to the next page. “Hmm,” she mumbled to herself as her gaze flicked across the headline STILL NO SIGN OF THE MISSING BOXES . How long had it been now? A month? Six weeks? They’d probably never turn up again.


Just as Tessa threw the paper on the desk, the phone rang. Her body stiffened for the briefest moment. Three more rings, and then the brand spanking new Sony Deluxe Home Answering System clicked into action. Cassette wheels turned, appropriate lights blinked, then a voice that was not Tessa’s own advised the caller, “Our family isn’t at home right now. Please leave a message after the tone and we will call you back.”

Tessa grimaced. Our family. She really should replace the prerecorded message with one of her own. Even as the thought occurred to her, she knew she’d never change it. She never could bring herself to do anything that needed to be done.


An efficient beep sounded and was quickly replaced by a soft male voice. “Tessa? . . . Tessa? Are you there?” A pause followed, and when the voice came again it had lost some of its softness to frustration. “Look, I know you’re there. I’m coming over. We need to talk.”

Tessa was out of her chair and pulling on her shoes before the last sentence started. The bacon sandwich was discarded, car keys located, pocketbook checked for, and wool sweater pulled over her cotton shirt. It was time to go for a walk.

Tessa hated those end-of-relationship talks. She hated the look in the man’s eyes, hated herself for failing again. All her relationships had ended the same way, with the same phone call and the same recriminations and guilt. How could she tell the men she felt nothing for them yet couldn’t understand why?

There was no way to tell them, which was why she spent her money on a series of successively better answering machines. She couldn’t tell them, so she’d screen them out instead. And if, like Mike Hollister, they threatened to come round and confront her in person, she’d simply take off to the woods.

The southern California sun was brighter than Tessa liked. Despite the fact that it was now May and the temperature was in the low seventies, Tessa didn’t discard her sweater. She always felt too exposed with just a single layer of fabric between her and the outside world.

Her yellow Honda Civic was a good friend. Unlike those faithless cars in movies that always stalled when the heroine needed to get away, the Civic purred into action the moment the key was turned.

Where to go? Tessa wanted to see some green. Not the chemically enhanced green of land graded and ready for building, or the clipped and cultured green of the Mission Gorge golf course. She wanted some real green. Some living green.

Turning the car onto Texas Street, Tessa headed north from University Heights and east on Highway 8, past lines of hotels, shopping malls, bowling alleys, and driving ranges. It was early Saturday morning, so the freeway was a breeze. The sky was southern California blue: pale, cloudless, hazy. The sunlight filtering through the driver’s side window was warm on Tessa’s hands and face.

In some deep and secret part of herself, Tessa was glad to be on the run. It seemed the only times she was really happy in her life were when she was on her way somewhere. If she was lucky, there were minutes, even hours, when the anticipation of arrival was so overpowering that she forgot about everything except the journey itself. Without exception, when she finally reached her destination she was always vaguely disappointed. She never seemed to get just where she wanted to go.

As Tessa drove she was aware of a mild ringing sensation in her temples. Shssssh, like fingernails scraped across a chalkboard. Tessa’s heart slowly sank in her chest. Not now. Not today. She’d gone so long without feeling it, she’d secretly hoped it had gone. Pushing her foot down on the accelerator, Tessa tried to put some distance between herself and the noise. From experience she knew the longer and faster she drove, the less her tinnitus would bother her.

Tinnitus: a buzzing or ringing sound in the ear. Tessa had first been diagnosed with it when she was five years old, just before her family had left England for America. She clearly remembered sitting in the square stretch of grass that passed for their front garden in those days, pushing her fists into her ears and asking her mother when the “pinging noise would stop.” It felt as if a tiny bell had been struck inside her head.

The noise went on and on. After a week the family doctor was called. Dr. Bodesill was a large, red-nosed man who smelled of port and had a peculiar fondness for wearing brightly knitted waistcoats. After much highly impressive “umming” and “aahing,” he advised Tessa’s mother that Tessa needed to go to London to see a specialist. Ten days later Tessa was bundled up in a thick winter coat in defiance of the heat, her hair was pulled back and her socks were pulled high, and she was dragged along to the station, protesting all the way.

Tessa liked the train. The rhythmic thug, thug of the metal wheels skimming over the track and the multipitched sound of the engine masked her tinnitus completely during the two-hour journey. So completely, in fact, that by the time they arrived in London Tessa was sure the ringing in her ears had gone. Just as they coasted into Euston Station, Tessa turned to her mother and said, “Mummy, the noise has stopped.”

Tessa’s mother had looked genuinely distressed at this statement: all the way to London, a specialist waiting to see them, and now her unruly and ungrateful daughter had taken it into her head to pronounce herself cured! Tessa’s mother was saved the anxiety of facing the London specialist with a miraculously and most selfishly cured child by the approach of a porter with a loud whistle.

In all her life, Tessa would never forget the sound of that whistle. The train window had been rolled down since Stoke, and it was still down when the porter walked along Platform 4 and, picking a position less than three feet away from Tessa’s left ear, blew sharply on his professional stationmaster’s whistle.

The sound razored through Tessa’s left ear, slicing nerves and tissue and membranes, setting her whole brain, her whole being, ringing with a dense clamor of noise. It sounded like a great metal machine clanging away inside her skull. Tessa remembered screaming hysterically and begging her mother to make it stop. Hours later she learned that the sound of her own screams had aggravated her condition further.

By the time they reached Harley Street, Tessa’s mother had tied her daughter’s hands behind her back with her yellow nylon scarf. It was the only way to stop Tessa from beating the noise from her temples.

The specialist, an otolaryngologist named Dr. Hemsch, gave Tessa a sedative, a glass of lemonade, and a teddy bear to hold during the examination. Over the course of the following hour, Tessa’s ears were probed with light and cold metal instruments, her hearing was tested by exposure to a series of low- and high-pitched sounds, and urine and blood samples were taken by a plump nurse with cool hands.

Dr. Hemsch explained his conclusions separately to mother and daughter. Tessa would be forever grateful to him that he spoke to her first. “Tessa,” he said, leaning forward and taking off his glasses, revealing blue and kindly eyes beneath, “you have what we call tinnitus. Now what that means is that you hear buzzing noises in your ears. There will be times—just like today when the porter blew his whistle in the station—when the noises will sound louder than normal. And other times when you’ll hardly hear anything at all.”

The doctor touched Tessa on her shoulder. “You and I, Tessa, are going to be a team. We’ve got to make sure that you stay well away from loud noises like the porter’s whistle, because although we don’t know what causes tinnitus, we know that loud noises make it worse.”

“Can you make the noises go away?” Tessa asked, emboldened by the exciting thought of her and Dr. Hemsch being a team.

Dr. Hemsch looked her straight in the eyes. “I can’t do anything to make the noises go away. I can do things to lessen their effects, and if the tinnitus doesn’t get better on its own account, we will have to look into those alternatives together.”

Tessa smiled, a little sadly, as she overtook a black pickup truck in the left-hand lane. She and Dr. Hemsch never did get chance to be a team. Shortly after that first visit, she and her parents had moved to New York. The tinnitus stopped sometime during the nine-hour flight and didn’t reappear until seven years later, relegating the blue-eyed doctor and his cool-handed nurse to fond memories in the past.


The driver of the pickup truck hit the accelerator and roared past Tessa in the inside lane. As the pickup pulled ahead, Tessa noticed the bumper sticker I DON ’ T TAKE IT — I CREATE IT spelled out in bold, black script on the back bumper. Instinctively she eased off the accelerator.


She knew she drove too fast. She couldn’t help herself. During the summer she learned to drive, her tinnitus reappeared, and she quickly discovered that the farther down her foot was on the accelerator, the more noise the car engine made. The best way to deal with tinnitus was to mask it: to offset the high-pitched sound in the ears with an equally loud but low-pitched external noise. The theory was that the two sounds canceled each other out. Which wasn’t entirely true, but it did help. Sometimes more than others.

Spotting the turnoff for the I-15 North, Tessa guided the yellow Honda onto the left lane, slipping directly behind the black pickup. The brake lights on the pickup flashed the moment her car was in lane. Tessa’s foot found the brake pedal. The freeway was clear, yet the pickup’s lights flashed twice more in rapid succession, forcing Tessa to slow down.

The I-15 junction was a third of a mile ahead, according to the California Transit sign. As Tessa’s gaze dropped from the sign back to the pickup, the noise in her ears sharpened. The brake lights flashed red again. Tessa slammed her foot on the brake. She felt the force of the seat belt pushing her back in her seat. The driver of the pickup smiled into his rearview mirror. He had a dark mustache, a double chin, and a small mouth crammed with teeth. Anger flared hot in Tessa’s sights. She wanted to ram the back of his truck, ram it, then cut in front and slam on her brakes.

Old words came to her ears, though. Words of caution well worn from twenty-one years of use: “Calm down, Tessa. Calm down. The doctor said you were never to get excited—it might make the noises come back.”

A lifetime of self-control exerted itself over Tessa and she pumped the brake, forcing the Honda to fall back to fifty-five. The pickup shot ahead toward the turnoff. Tessa was shaking. Gray noise ground through her temples. Suddenly she didn’t want to take the I-15 North. She didn’t want to meekly follow the pickup truck, defeated. Palms damp upon the wheel, Tessa pulled out of the exit lane and slipped back onto the 8 East.

Angry at herself now, she felt the tinnitus growing worse. It was always this way: She wasn’t supposed to get excited, yet the very act of not getting excited agitated her even more.

The Honda sped eastward along the 8, past clinics and strip malls, DIY warehouses, and apartment complexes promising “Free Move-in and Cable” on worn pastel signs. Back up to seventy now, Tessa tried to relax and let the engine noise soothe her worn nerves. She no longer knew where she was going. Mission Trails, with its old oaks and pines and its hiking tracks leading through shaded valleys and over sandy hills, had been her intended destination. Now she was simply driving east.

The incident with the pickup had left her shaken. Tessa tried to put it behind her, but the tinnitus—the ringing in her ears that appeared and then disappeared in sharp bursts throughout her life—was getting worse.

“Soothing music,” her last doctor had said, “will help whenever the noises start.” Dr. Eagleman had handed Tessa a cassette of something entitled The Healing Ocean, for which he had billed her $99 one month later. The cassette turned out to be a mix of waves lapping against the shore, threaded through with some tinny New Age music that would have sounded right at home in a small-town airport lobby.

Fumbling in the driver’s door pocket, Tessa’s hand closed around The Healing Ocean. She brought it up to the dashboard, took the cassette from its striped blue box, and yanked on the length of exposed tape. Streams of shiny brown ribbon raced through the spools and into the air. Holding the cassette firmly against the steering wheel, Tessa pulled and pulled on the tape until there was nothing left of it in the cassette.

The sight of the tape spaghettied on her lap made Tessa grin. Dr. Eagleman’s Healing Ocean did have therapeutic properties after all—it had just taken her a while to find them. For good measure she tossed the empty cassette onto the backseat. Yes, she definitely felt better now.

The Honda Civic sped eastward past La Mesa and the sprawling expanse of El Cajon. Tessa, her nerves eased by the small act of destroying the cassette, risked turning up the radio. Something classical was playing—Bach, she guessed. If her father had been with her, he would have known for sure. Easing back into her seat, Tessa settled down to enjoy the drive. Hospitals, gyms, and furniture stores gave way to self-storage units, gun shops, and For Sale signs. The freeway narrowed to two lanes and began to climb up toward Alpine Heights.

Despite the fact that the Honda was speeding along at seventy, the shrill, metal ringing increased. The sound was close to the surface now. Tessa could almost feel it straining to break free of her skin. She turned Bach up a notch and deliberately shifted her thoughts away from the noise.

Mike Hollister would be arriving at her door right about now. Always polite, he would knock softly—even after he realized that she had run away on him. Tessa felt bad about that. She liked Mike a lot. He was a kind man, a good father to his four-year-old daughter, and he shared Tessa’s interest in illuminated manuscripts. That was how they had first met—at an exhibition of medieval books of hours given by the San Diego Museum of Art. Mike was the curator. When Tessa reached out to touch one of the tiny, leather-bound prayer books, Mike had been the one to tell her touching wasn’t allowed. The penalty was dinner with him and his daughter.

Tessa smiled as she guided the Honda around the twists and bends in the road. She couldn’t understand why she felt such a great need to break up with him.

By turns the freeway wound then sliced through the hillside, offering dizzying views downward one minute and high walls of jagged rock the next. The way ahead was steep, and Tessa slipped into third. The gears screeched as they moved into place. Tessa winced. The noise in her ears sharpened to a high buzz. It sounded like someone screaming.

Why was it getting worse? She’d done nothing to bring it on. Since moving to San Diego seven years ago, the only time she had experienced the sensation was when she attempted to do anything that required great concentration, like filling out her IRS forms or attempting to copy a pattern that caught her eye.

Patterns fascinated her: Celtic jewelry, Oriental rugs, Victorian tilework, Roman mosaics—anything where shapes and forms repeated themselves to form a design. Whenever she came across a complicated pattern she tried to copy it. At some point during the process, though—when she became so involved that she began to perceive the strategy behind the lines and the grid beneath the forms, catching a whiff of the artist’s intent—the ringing in her ears would softly start. Gentle as a pulse felt by hand, but a warning nonetheless. Tessa had long since given up trying to do anything too ambitious. She allowed herself only to admire patterns now or trace them idly with little thought.

Tessa yanked the steering wheel left. Her concentration had been slipping and the Honda had begun to drift to the right. A drop of sheer shadows had torn chunks from the roadside, narrowing down her lane and exposing a dark pine-wooded valley like a bed of nails below.

The buzz in Tessa’s ears extended outward, forming a band of noise across her forehead. A needling migraine of a noise, a thousand times worse than any headache. Tessa bit her lip. Her eyes never left the freeway for an instant.

She was surrounded by a world of green now. Hills and valleys bristled with pines. Bushes and shrubs crowded close around the road. She hadn’t been this far east on the 8 for nearly a decade. If she remembered correctly, the freeway led through the center of the Cleveland National Forest. By the looks of all these trees she must be getting close.

A sign on the left of the road welcomed Tessa to Alpine. The population was offered beneath, but Tessa couldn’t take in the numbers. The tinnitus was a serrated blade cutting through her thoughts.

Something flashed red in her lap. Glancing down at the ribbons of cassette tape still coiled there, Tessa saw a drop of blood soaking into the fabric of her jeans. Quickly she wiped her chin with the back of her hand. The skin came back bloody. She had bit right through her lip.

She knew she should stop. Pull into one of the quaint wayside restaurants with wooden eaves and old-world signs promising fresh pies and hot coffee, and rest. Take a couple of Tylenol, massage her aching temples, close her eyes, and wait until the noises subsided.

Tessa didn’t stop, though. The distance between knowing what was best and doing what was best was growing longer with every second. The ringing in her ears was no longer an irritant, it was a crowbar driving a wedge between reason and action.

The Honda sped through Alpine and into the wooded hills beyond.

Tessa felt as if the tinnitus were driving the car for her. Bends were taken sharply, motor homes were passed with rallylike precision. Accelerate, brake, turn. Tessa had little experience driving on mountain slopes, yet her hands shifted gears with the skill of an old-timer. When a turnoff came, she took it without question. With her thoughts ripped to shreds by screaming sirens, questions were the last thing on her mind.

She drove and drove. No longer on the freeway, Tessa wound inward toward the heart of the forest. The paved road gave way to a dirt road and then deteriorated to a hunting track.

Tall gangling pines formed armies to either side of the path, blocking out light and barricading all exits. Tessa had no choice but to move forward. When she glanced in the rearview mirror, the very forest itself seemed to have closed in across the road.

Noises hammered through Tessa’s temples. Tears swelled in her eyes. What was happening to her? The noises had never been so bad before.

A grove of oaks and willows appeared ahead. The wide and sloppy trees looked liked a haven amid the disciplined pines, and Tessa, spying a fork in the path, steered the Honda toward them.

The temperature in the car cooled the moment she turned the wheel. Once in the shade, the light level dropped farther and midday took on the look of twilight. Tessa shivered. The dirt track flared out to form a semicircle and came to an end. Bringing the Honda to a halt, Tessa rubbed her throbbing temples. Blood drummed fast and hard against her fingers. She had to get out of the car.

The Honda door squealed as she opened it—another sharp ribbon of noise that bound the tinnitus tighter. The sound in her ears was unbearable now. Hardly aware of what she was doing or where she was going, she stumbled through the trees. The canopy of oaks and willows blocked out the midday sky. To Tessa’s tear-glazed eyes they seemed unnaturally close to each other. On and on she walked, finding a path then losing a path, through brush and grass and trees.

The pain in her head was like a wire that pulled her forward. Her feet took steps that her mind had no part in, and her eyes discerned forms she was no longer able to name.

The terrible, unbearable noise defined Tessa McCamfrey. She was no longer a twenty-six-year-old woman with a job at Clairemont Telesales and an apartment short of furniture and attention; she was a child seeking comfort. And when she topped a small rise and came upon a cleared glade, she found what she was looking for.


Lying amid the yellow grass and long-dried-out bushes, nestling in a collection of positions and angles, like playing blocks scattered over a nursery floor, were hundreds of dull gray boxes. All open. Their contents in small piles, flapping gently as their weight permitted.

The minute Tessa saw them the noises in her head stopped.



 

T W O



D everic, counselor to kings, scholar of the ancient texts and master of the old patterns, slumped against his scribing desk, clutching his chest.


A trickle of dark blood ran from his nose. Following the lines of his much creased face, the droplet slid down to his chin and then splashed against the illumination that lay beneath his left hand. Blood spattered both manuscript and skin. Even now Deveric was more than wise enough to know a message when he saw one. This would be the last pattern he ever scripted. His last and his best.

Five days and five nights he had worked on it, his old eyes squinting, his shaking hands stilled first by drugs and then by his assistant. Every pattern Deveric knew was encompassed in the illumination. Every rule had been adhered to, every interlacing of animal and plant life properly separated by the correct set of lines. Everything—the symmetry, the repetition of shape and color, and the mirroring of motif and symbol—had been perfectly rendered down to the last line and curve.

Great power had been drawn into the illumination. Enough power to tear through the magic of the Shedding. In that deeply creviced place, where the debris shed from all worlds accumulated as silently and inevitably as dust above a mantel, something stirred. Deveric had felt it building as he worked; each turn of his quill was a summoning, every scratch of the nib drew forth something extra with the ink. Patterns so intricate they defied the eye, paired with symbols of such weight that even to paint them seemed a kind of sacrilege, combined to make the illumination shine. Not with light, as the word suggested, but with truth and meaning and might.

The pattern, with its elaborate filigree of loops, shapes, and colors, was a work of sorcery as much as art. Creating it had taken everything Deveric had inside him. His heart, his mind, his very soul, were now lost within the lines.

It was only fitting that his blood was now upon it too.

“My lord?” came a soft, hesitant voice. “My lord, are you all right?”

Deveric heard the words, understood the meaning, but was powerless to reply. His very old heart had beaten for the last time. The second the final curve was drawn, the instant the pattern was complete, his heart had broken in two.

He had done his job, drawn forth a chance for hope. The world of warm sunlight and cool evenings was lost to him now. It was a good life he had lived, with children and grandchildren and a wife who loved him dearly. If his sons had only been kinder, he could have asked for nothing more.

“My lord. Wake up! Please, wake up!”

Deveric smiled. Emith, the gentle man who was his assistant, whose love and loyalty could be heard on every breath and whose life for the past twenty-two years had been dedicated to serving his master, had no idea of the power that had just been drawn. The tanglings of the pattern—the strands that twined and retwined across the parchment, the shapes that chased each other around the borders, and the threads that brushed quill close yet never met—were the key to its drawing. Yet to Emith they were little more than lines.

Pain cleaved through the collapsed muscle that was now Deveric’s heart. He would miss his old assistant very much.

All he could hope for now was that this final pattern, which in itself formed part of a larger pattern that he had worked on for the last twenty-one years, would do what it was scribed for: bring together those who could set a monstrous wrong to right.

Today a man would crown himself king of a country that lay east beyond the mountains. Garizon had been fifty long years without a sovereign—and with good reason. The ruling house of Garizon consumed land with all the mindless greed of a firestorm.

Even now, before the Barbed Coil had been placed upon his head, the one who would be king was looking to the west.

Deveric knew what he wanted. He knew the nature of the man.

Glancing down, Deveric counted the specks of blood that had splashed from his chin. Five: three on the parchment, two on his hand.

As the world faded away, as his assistant fussed and pleaded and physicians and family were called for, Deveric did the last thing he would ever do. Turning his wrist so that his palm was facing upward, he smeared the two drops of still-wet blood on the back of his hand onto the parchment.

There.

Five drops of blood on the illumination. Five drops of blood on a pattern colored crown gold, sea blue, forest green.
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House deeds, wills, stocks and bonds, war medals, marriage certificates, naturalization certificates, employee of the month certificates, high school and college diplomas, address books, love letters, hate letters, children’s drawings, hair clippings, faded ribbons, photos, videos, and greeting cards. Tessa sat in the yellow grass surrounded by a spiked railing of pine trees and sorted through the contents of the security deposit boxes.

The papers and photos on the tops of the piles were fading with the sun. Those on the bottom, lying upon the ground, were damp and covered in blue-black mold. Tessa knew what they were the instant she had spotted them: the stolen security boxes from La Havra National Bank. Already she had seen enough to know that anything of value had been removed. There were no family heirlooms, no jewelry or currency. No cash, coins, bearer bonds, or gold.

The only things remaining were papers, books, and photographs.

Tessa was beginning to know the people who owned these boxes. The Sanchez family’s box was a testament to their good-natured pride; all five of them smiled up at Tessa from photos of family reunions, engagement parties, high school sports galas, and Disney World vacations. A handsome family with wide brows and square shoulders. Their father had taken out a second mortgage on their house.

Lilly Rhodes’ box smelled of violets. A newspaper clipping proclaimed her “Deb of the Season” for winter 1938. A second clipping told of how her fighter pilot husband was shot down over the English Channel in 1944. It showed the couple on their wedding day; Charles’ and Lilly’s shoulders touching as they leaned forward to slice the cake. Lilly looked like Rita Hayworth.

Gary Ubois was dead. His box contained a photocopy of his death certificate. He had been an athlete. Dozens of photographs showed him limbering up before races, crouching for his mark, running across finish lines, and holding up trophies to small but enthusiastic crowds. Neatly lining the bottom of his box was a single row of birthday cake candles. Nineteen. One for each year he’d lived.

Tessa felt like an interloper. Prying, reading, searching, then discarding, she rifled through everything within reach. She couldn’t stop herself. She knew it was wrong, yet the sight of one more folded document, or a faded report card, or a last will and testament, was enough to send her into a frenzy of wanting to know.

These were her people now. She knew their legal status, their financial standing, their college grades, and their secrets.

Hours passed. The sun sent shadows circling around the glade. Tessa was blind to everything except the latest fragment in hand. By turns she was a detective hunting for clues and then a child scrambling for prizes. One married couple had their own separate boxes: The man had kept all his wife’s love letters tied together with a satin bow. The wife kept Polaroids of herself nude with another man.

Almost in a trance, Tessa knelt forward and reached for the last pile. Fat with envelopes, legal pads, greeting cards, and computer printouts, it looked much the same as the others. Tessa had only one rule: If an envelope was sealed, she wouldn’t open it. She knew it was a hypocrite’s law but kept to it all the same. If someone wanted to keep something so secret that locking it away wasn’t nearly enough, she felt bound to honor their wishes.

The robbers had opened most envelopes anyway. Certainly the larger ones that may have contained jewelry or cash had been torn apart, their contents thickened by shuffling hands, their once gummed flaps now paper curls on the breeze.

Take this last pile: almost everything had been opened and searched. Tessa sorted through the various envelopes. A company sales report, an adoption certificate and all the attending legal papers, a collection of fishing flies taped to bright yellow cards, and a series of old girlie magazines featuring fifties starlets in swimsuits and ostrich feathers. It was funny what people considered valuable.

In the whole lot there was only one envelope that did not appear to be opened. A long manila envelope that had somehow got wedged between the fishing fly cards and the adoption papers. Instinctively Tessa knew it belonged to neither pile. The envelope was too frail, too delicately colored, to fit in with the rest of the papers.

Glancing around, she checked the boxes nearest to where the pile had been. It was impossible to tell which document had come from which box.

Turning back to the envelope, Tessa spotted a thumbprint smudged upon the top right-hand corner—just where a stamp would be. She knew the mark well by now. She had seen it before on Lilly Rhodes’ newspaper clippings and the Sanchez family portraits. It was the mark of a thief. The man who had pried open these boxes and sifted through their contents like a prospector panning for gold had picked up traces of ink along the way. His fingers bore the vestiges of all the documents he had touched. Greed-driven sweat had ensured the ink was stamped from deed to deed.

Tessa’s own hands were cool and dry.

As she flipped over the letter, a gust of wind cut across the glade. The flap of the envelope lifted up from the gummed line. Something small shifted in Tessa’s chest. The letter had been opened. The flap was merely resting against the seal.

Grasping the envelope by its top corner, she shook it open. Nothing fell out. Disappointed, she pried her fingers into the slit and looked inside. The shaded manila interior revealed no contents to the eye.

Something wasn’t right. Tessa weighed the envelope in her palm: the subtlest of pressures was weighing down the bottom corner.

Excitement fluttered from Tessa’s chest to her stomach. Grasping the envelope in both hands, she tore it in two. The paper ripped with an oddly musical sound, like the skitter of beads in a jar. Discarding the top part with the flap and the seal, Tessa turned to the bottom half and pulled it open. The late afternoon sun thinned to a buttery line and shone straight down upon the dark inner folds.

First glance revealed the usual creases and lines. Second glance revealed that the main fold running down the center of the envelope was oddly distended. Something was jammed behind it.

Tessa’s heart was beating fast now. She tore the envelope a second time—right down the center. A spark of golden light flashed in the air, and then something very small yet heavy landed in her lap.

It was a ring. A golden ring made up of thread upon thread of precious metal, wound in an intricate design. Trapped behind the seams of the envelope, it had gone unnoticed by the thieves.

Tessa picked it up. Closer inspection revealed the threads had thorns. The ring was a miniature coil of barbed wire. As tangled as a pit of smoke-drowsed snakes, the gold didn’t reflect light, it sprayed it. Tessa blinked three times in quick succession: it was difficult to focus too long upon the design. When a chill draft blew east across the glade, Tessa was braced and ready. For some reason she had been expecting it.

There was something here, something locked within the coils of the ring, and if she could only stop blinking and concentrate for a while, she would surely uncover it.

A faint buzz sounded in her ears. Unlike earlier, when the noise was high and jarring, this time it was a mellow rush: a seashell held to her ear.

Tessa turned the ring in her hand. The gold writhed in circles with neither beginning nor end. It was ancient—that much she knew—but the period and style eluded her. The basic design had a Middle Eastern feel, yet the interlacing of the threads was almost Celtic. The goldwork itself was so exquisitely wrought, it could only have been created by a master craftsman.


Tessa wondered how it would look on her hand. She wondered if it would fit her.

With the sound of a distant sea sifting softly through her ears, and the last shaving of sunlight slicing light from the glade, Tessa chose to put on the ring. In the fifth hour past noon, on the fifth day of the month, in the fifth month of the year, Tessa McCamfrey opened her fingers wide and slipped on the golden band.

She didn’t feel the barbs until the moment the ring was in place. The gold slid upon her hand like a cool-fingered caress. Down it went over knuckle and nail to the broad base of the joint. Only then did it show its teeth. Tessa felt a tiny pinprick near the back of her finger. Then another, then another, then another after that. Within seconds her finger was circled by a ring of biting thorns. Somehow the barbs on the outside had turned in.

The pain was like nothing she had felt before. It was shocking, like warm feet on cold tile, or hands thrust under a scalding tap, but there was something more as well. She was reminded of medieval texts that spoke of exquisite, enlightening pain. She felt breathless, exhilarated, close to the core. She felt the old world moving away.

The sound of the sea grew louder, the light wavered once, then died. Blood formed a lacework upon pumice-pale flesh, as five golden barbs etched their secrets upon the bone.
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Ravis couldn’t understand why he’d missed his ship to Mizerico. He was not a man to overstay his welcome. And he never needed much sleep. Why, then, had he overslept, waking a full two hours past the crack of dawn? And, more important, why had Clover’s Fourth seen fit to sail without him? Biting down on the scarred flesh of his lip, Ravis switched his gaze from the empty dock out to sea. He had to leave this city today.

After a moment scanning the sparkling blue water of the Bay of Plenty, Ravis spied a dark thumbprint about to disappear over the horizon. Clover’s Fourth. It was the last he would ever see of his ship.


“Aye, my lord Ravis,” said a dockhand, breaking into his thoughts, “they must have thought you were already aboard. ’Tis an easy mistake to make.”

Two things struck Ravis about the man. First, if the ship had sailed an hour ago, why was he still on the dock? And second, how did he come to know the name Ravis? Raising his teeth from his scar, Ravis forced himself to speak calmly. “Did you happen to see the good captain this morning?”

The dockhand beamed, his teeth offering an eye-catching collection of texture, color, and gaps. “Aye, that I did, my lord. But you know Captain Crivit—never one to speak with the likes of me.”

Ravis did know Crivit, and although he would indeed prefer not to speak with the likes of the man before him, he wasn’t above paying for their silence. The dockhand smelled of fine berriac and the mountain-pressed, oak-aged liqueur sold in the dockside taverns for ten pieces a glass. The dockhand would be lucky if he earned half of that in a week.

Ravis took a coin from his scored-leather tunic, looked at it, then tossed it into the sea. The silver piece flashed once and then disappeared into the dark blue waters of the harbor. Satisfied by the sight, he repeated the action. The dockhand watched him with growing disbelief. By the time the third piece sank, the dockhand spoke up:

“My lord Ravis, if it’s money you’re wishing to throw away, why not toss it toward a family man rather than straight out to sea?”

A family man? Ravis sucked at his lip. Suppressing his impatience, he tossed a fourth coin into the water and said, “I’m looking for the truth, my friend, and I’m hoping the old woman of the sea will help me find it.”

Comprehension dawned on the dockhand’s pitted face. “The old woman of the sea had the tides to turn this morning, my lord. I doubt if she saw a thing.”

Another coin in the water. “Ah. Then perhaps you watched the bay on her behalf?”

“That I did, my lord.”

Ravis threw the next coin toward the dockhand, who caught it like a lizard snagging flies. For a man who stank of wine, his reflexes were remarkably good. “So, my friend, what did you really hear this morning?”

The dockhand bit on the coin before he spoke. “Captain knew you weren’t aboard.”

“And?” prompted Ravis, tossing another coin the man’s way.

“No one knew where you’d got to. Captain ordered the ship to be searched, and when there was no sign of you, he upped anchor and set sail.”

Things were becoming clearer now. Crivit had searched for him. So the good captain had genuinely not known where he was, which ruled out foul play such as sleeping drafts in wine but still left open the possibility of profiteering from a fortunate happenstance.

“Did Clover’s Fourth set sail on time?”

“To the minute.”

Ravis made a small hard sound in his throat. All his worldly goods—all his weapons, his possessions, and his profits from the last three years—had sailed off into the sunrise with that ship. By sticking meticulously to his sailing schedule, Crivit had secured himself quite a stash.

“Did anyone suggest they hold sail until I arrived, or send men into the city to look for me?” Ravis threw the dockhand a third coin.

Catching it, the dockhand shook his head. “First mate wanted to send someone into the taverns, but Captain said they didn’t have time. Said the tides would likely turn at any minute and the ship would be stuck in the harbor for another full day.”

Ravis drew a thin breath. The tides were a captain’s best friend and his most often used excuse. Crivit had executed a perfectly legitimate robbery. Ravis knew he would never see his possessions again; they would be lost at sea, stolen by pirates, ruined by salt water, or eaten by marauding sharks. Any half-plausible excuse the captain could come up with.

Ravis kicked at the rotten, bird-limed timbers of the gangway. How had this happened? He never overslept. He had been drugged often enough to rule out that possibility—his head and stomach were feeling altogether too settled for that—yet there was no other explanation. He had not been knocked out, bound up, or seduced to the point of passionate abandon. Nothing to unduly tire or hold him. Yet here he was, an hour late for the ship that would finally have taken him a safe distance from this place.

Glancing over his shoulder, back toward the hazy blue-gray mass of the city, Ravis found himself shaking his head. Bay’Zell was about to run out of time.

“My lord,” said the dockhand, idly reeling in the last of the mooring rope, “if you be needing a place to stay until the next ship south ups anchor, you’re welcome to stop with me.”

Ravis waved him away. “I doubt very much I could afford your rates, my friend. Anyone who drinks fine berriac for breakfast is bound to charge too much for me.” After bowing to the man, Ravis made his way back up the gangplank to the quay. Truth was, his finances were now stretched to the point of breaking. He didn’t need to weigh his purse to know that it held a good deal more silver than gold. And even that was scarcer following his stunt of throwing coins out to sea.

Well. That would teach him. Impressing dockhands with shows of nonchalance was a lot more expensive than it was amusing. Now he had some real problems to deal with.

He was stranded in a city that would see him hanged if they discovered who he was and what he had done. He had barely enough money to buy silence from a gatekeeper. And one hundred and fifty leagues southwest of here, somewhere in the jasmine-scented south-facing hillsides of Mizerico, a certain beautiful lady would be counting the days to his arrival. Doubtless she would have to count a few extra now. And she was exactly the sort of woman who hated to count and wait.

All in all there was little amusing about it. Later today, on the far side of the Vorce Mountains, Izgard of Garizon would crown himself a king. Now the people of Bay’Zell, the finest port and northernmost city in Rhaize, might think this no concern of theirs. Yet they were about as wrong as it was possible to be. Izgard had spent the last ten years planning the taking of just two things: the Barbed Coil and all the land that lay between Garizon and the sea.

Things were going to get very difficult for the people of Bay’Zell, and Ravis had no intention of being here when they did.


Walking along the harbor front, Ravis tried to ignore the fishwives pulling backbones from herrings and drunks drying out in the shade. The everyday sights of Bay’Zell made him uncomfortable. When the wind tugged stray hairs from its binding, he shoved them behind him like buzzing flies.

What by all four gods was he going to do now?

“Aagh!” A high-pitched scream ripped through the spring clear air.

Automatically Ravis turned his head in the direction it came from: an alleyway nestled between two inns. He knew the place well; prostitutes took their one-silver clients there. Two-silver clients were treated to a bed.

“Get away from me!”

Ravis had just decided to carry on walking—he was in enough trouble already without venturing into the notoriously dangerous world of pimps and their charges—when the second cry sounded. He was struck by the foreignness of the woman’s voice. She might be a whore, but she wasn’t a homegrown one. He had never heard an accent quite like hers before—husky, rhythmic, and oddly compelling—and try as he might he couldn’t place it.

A small, hysterical gasp came from the alleyway.

Hearing it, Ravis glanced out to sea. It was turning out to be quite a day: for the first time in his life he had overslept and missed his passage, and right now, when he should be contacting the one man in the city who could help him, he was about to do something very rash instead.

He changed his path. Cutting across the cobbled road toward the inns and the alleyway, he felt for his knife. The movement was smooth, fluid, almost a reflex action. For seven years he had entered no taverns, brothels, private homes, or palaces without first feeling for his blade. Hard lessons had been learned the day his bottom lip was sliced in two.

Ravis stepped into the alley. Shadows fell on his back. His eyes took a moment to grow accustomed to the dark, but his body moved ahead of his sights. Out came his knife. The blade—sharpened every morning before he shaved or splashed water on his face—was pointing up. The pattern-welded edge was as dark as acid could make it.


Three figures formed a triangle at the alleyway’s end. Two large bulky men and a woman, back pressed to the wall. Thrusting his body forward, Ravis drew zagging lines with his blade. The steel skin whistled as it cut the air. The largest of the two men moved forward to meet him. He was carrying the tanged, cross-guarded blade of an Istanian mercenary.

Ravis feinted to the left—a simple move designed to test the speed of his opponent’s reflexes. As he pivoted his weight onto his left knee, Ravis caught a sharp whiff of the tanner’s yard. Falling back into the space he had just vacated, Ravis took his opponent by surprise. His blade sailed toward the man’s exposed right flank.

Even as the fabric of the Istanian’s tunic parted, Ravis assessed the threat from the larger man closest to the wall. Lashing out with his right foot, he kicked the first man to the ground. Mud sliding beneath his boots, he swung toward the wall. The second man had bloody scratch marks on his cheek. Someone with very sharp nails had just raked through a portion of flaking, scrofulous skin.

Ravis toyed with the idea of marking the other cheek in a similar way with his blade. Toyed and then discarded it: far better to go for his throat.

Ravis worked swiftly. Moves were shaped by his body with only a passing bow to his brain. Keeping the injured man down with a series of hard kicks to his wounded flank, he struck out at the second man, sticking arm and shoulder flesh with his knife. Falling into the cadence of a well-rehearsed dance, Ravis did what was required of him, nothing more. No plays were wasted, no thrusts failed to bite. Everything was executed with hard-learned thrift.

Oh, he had been party to showier fights, but down a dark alleyway set well back from Bay’Zell’s northern harbor, with two men attacking him and an audience of merely one, show had little meaning. Ravis could see no benefit in wasting his talents on the dark.

When finally he pulled his knife from the brittle bone of the second man’s shoulder, he was out of breath and shaking. A gob of skin and muscle tissue slid down the wax-stewed leather of his tunic. As he turned around to face the third figure, whose presence he had barely registered during the fight, he worked hard to control his ragged breaths. Even in the dark he preferred to keep his weaknesses concealed.

“Are you injured, my lady?” The honorific was probably more than the woman deserved, but Ravis had known enough prostitutes in his time to realize that many had better manners than the finest court-bred maidens.

The woman pressed her slight form against the wall. She said nothing. Judging from the play of shadows on her body, she appeared to be dressed most strangely. By the gods! She was wearing men’s britches.

Ravis disguised a deep breath beneath a mocking appraisal. “You’re either a little too early for carnival, my lady, or your last client had a fancy for a boy.”

“Where am I?”

Ravis was surprised by the anger in the young woman’s voice. Most prostitutes were skilled masters at parrying insults. And then there was that accent again: soft, raspy, rounded. He tried once more. “Did someone drug you and bring you to this place?”

“What is this place?” The woman all but screamed out the words. In her frustration she stepped forward into the sliver of light that marked the alley’s center.

Ravis bit on his scar. Hair the color of dark honey caught the light. Eyes spindled in black and gold flashed in anger.

“If you are not willing to tell me where I am, then you leave me no choice but to find someone who will.” She stepped over the second man’s body. “Thank you for saving my life, by the way.”

Ravis almost laughed, but didn’t. As every second passed he was less sure of who the woman was. She looked, acted, and spoke like no prostitute he knew. Someone must have brought her here either blindfolded or unconscious. Catching hold of the woman’s arm, he said, “You are near the harbor front.”

The woman pulled away. “What harbor front? What city? Why are you dressed like a man from a film? And why do you sound like a”—she struggled for words—“like a pirate?”

Ravis did laugh then. Long and heartily, his chest pumping hard against the lacings on his tunic. The woman looked at him with barely concealed malice. She didn’t move away, though, he noticed. After a moment he calmed himself.

“I have been called many things, my lady, in many different cities, but I have yet to stoop to piracy. I would need a ship for that, and following a rather regrettable set of circumstances this morning, a ship is the one thing I definitely don’t have.”

Ignoring this statement, the woman said, “Please, just tell me where I am.” She sounded tired now.

Ravis noticed a trickle of blood dripping down her right middle finger. The source of the cut was hidden by a ring of many-stranded gold. There was something vaguely familiar about the interlacings of the threads. Ravis felt a pulse of unease beat deep within his heart. “You are in Bay’Zell, in the kingdom of Rhaize.”

“Bay’Zell? What language is that?”

“My lady, Bay’Zell is an ancient city. Its name goes back further than I care to recount at this moment.” Ravis glanced at the body of the second man. “We must go now.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because I have just killed two men this day. And I don’t know about where you are from, but I assure you that here in Bay’Zell they skin men for less.”

Ravis took the woman’s arm once more, and when she resisted him this time, he didn’t allow her to pull away. Marching her out of the alleyway, he checked the harbor front for likely witnesses. Everyone—the fishwives, the drunks, the passersby, and the dockworkers—were all looking ostentatiously out to sea. Which meant everything was worse than he thought. They all knew what had gone down in the alley and were trying, very badly, to pretend that they didn’t. The good citizenry of Bay’Zell were famous for many things, but the ability to hold their tongues wasn’t one of them.

“Keep your head down,” he hissed to the woman, positioning himself so that his body was between her and the people on the street. There was little point in hiding his own identity now, but there was still a chance the woman might go unnamed.

“Where are you taking me?” she demanded.

“Lady, for someone on the run you ask far too many questions.” Normally Ravis would find pleasure in issuing such a tidy reply, but the truth was he had no idea where he was headed. He just knew he had to get away.

The woman struggled to free herself as they raced down the street. Ravis pressed his fingers deep within her flesh. She was going nowhere. He hadn’t saved her just to let her get away. A foreign accent, a lack of basic geography, and a ring whose golden strands defied the eye were just a few of the things that intrigued him.

Ravis marched the woman on a course back toward the main docks. With rows of tall ships, mazes of rigging, and a fleet full of street girls and merchant seamen on the move, it was the perfect place to fall in with the crowd. Of course it didn’t help matters that the woman was dressed like a boy. Ravis shrugged. The port city of Bay’Zell had seen stranger things in its day.

As he drew level with the gangway that had been so recently vacated by Clover’s Fourth, Ravis spied the dockhand he had spoken to earlier. The man was sitting on the dock, legs swinging out above the water, an unstoppered flask in his hand.

“Hey! You!” Ravis cried.

The dockhand looked up, squinted, and then laid a palm on his chest. “Me?”

“Yes, you.” Ravis beckoned him over.

Draining the last drop from his flask, the dockhand scrambled to his feet. He was dressed in flamboyant rags, like an actor playing the part of a beggar. His green linen britches flapped about his ankles, and his flour-sacking tunic was tied and belted with string. He scuttled forward quickly, walking with his shoulders hunched and back bent in the manner of a man twice his age. When he spotted the woman standing behind Ravis, he touched his forelock with exaggerated respect. “Good day to you, miss,” he said, his gaze dropping swiftly to her legwear.

The woman opened her mouth to reply, but Ravis silenced her by scoring his fingernails into her shoulder.

A thin cry sounded in the distance. Other cries followed quickly. Ravis guessed the two bodies had been found. There was no time to waste. Turning to the dockhand, he said, “Earlier you mentioned you had a place where I could stay until the next ship sailed south. Take me there now.”

The dockhand lifted his chin in the direction the cries had come from. “Matter of some urgency, is it?”

Ravis was losing his patience. Reaching forward, he grabbed the strings of the man’s tunic. “Take me there now or I’ll slit your belly where you stand and leave your innards for the gulls.”

The woman gasped.

The dockhand nodded. “Aye,” he said calmly. “If that’s the way it is, my lord, you’d better come with me.”



 

T H R E E



C amron finished the letter and then leaned back in his chair. His head ached and his thoughts didn’t seem as clear as they had earlier. Clenching his fist, he beat down on the letter and the table beneath. There was no way to get around it: his father was going to be hurt.


Berick of Thorn was a great and noble man—everyone said it. Yet sometimes Camron thought his father was too great, too noble. It was hard to argue with a legend. Camron took a deep breath, then unclenched his fist. He had to believe that what he was doing was right.

He could leave right now, with no warning, retreating into the darkness like a smuggler rowing out against the tide. That wasn’t his way, though. Disagreements were one thing, deception another. Camron smiled gently, but not without bitterness. Perhaps he had more of his father in him than he knew.

Uncomfortable with that thought, Camron stood and made his way across the room. Flinging back the shutters, he looked outside, searching for something, anything, to distract him. The lights of Bay’Zell sparkled to the west and Camron focused upon them with almost mad intent. He didn’t notice the quill still nestled in his hand. He didn’t feel its tip jab hard against his leg.

The letter was all but done now—it waited upon a signature, nothing more. Camron could imagine his father reading it, the parchment held only as close as his fierce pride would allow, the tendons on his wrists taut with the strain of steadying his grip. Only Camron knew just how hard his father worked to prevent his hands from shaking.

It was then, thinking about his father’s courage—the terrible strength of his will now pitted almost exclusively against the slow wasting of his limbs—that Camron knew he had to deliver the letter himself. He owed his father that.

Back at the oakwood desk, he brought the quill to the ink. A drop of his blood gleamed upon the tip. Camron shrugged, dipping the nib into the silver pot and replacing the red bead with black. With a heavy hand he signed his name. Camron of Thorn. It was a formal signature, but then it was a formal letter: a notice of leavetaking and a declaration of intent.

Harsh words had been said earlier. Words that even now, hours later, brought heat to Camron’s face. He loved his father, but things had been said and ultimatums had been given, and now there was no going back.

Camron shaved a portion of sealing wax from the block and held it in a spoon above the flame. Tinted by a complex mixture of sulfates and vegetable dyes, the wax had an unmistakable purple cast. It was the color of veins stretched over bone. Besides Camron and his father, only one other person on the continent sealed his letters with that hue.

When the wax smoked and turned to liquid amethyst, Camron let it spill upon the page. He stamped it with a seal that he kept inside a box, and then, just as the wax began to harden and bloom, he scored a C upon it with his nail. The sight of the crude initial made Camron frown. He hadn’t sealed a letter that way for years. When he was just a boy, before he had been allowed to use the family emblem or colors, he had sealed all his letters with a C. His father had insisted upon it, saying he always wanted to be sure of reading his son’s letters first.

Camron tugged his hands through his hair. Closing his eyes for a moment, he tried hard to find some peace.

There was none to be found. He and his father had moved too far apart, their differences were too many. Berick refused to move against the Garizon king. He wanted to watch and wait and see. Camron respected his father’s judgment in all things, but he was wrong about this. You didn’t watch a man like Izgard of Garizon, you destroyed him before he destroyed you.

Camron heard a faint sound in the distance. Smashing pottery. One of the servants must have dropped a tray. The noise prompted him to action. Slipping the letter inside his oxblood tunic, Camron made his way down to his father’s apartments.

Castle Bess was situated on the coast southeast of Bay’Zell. Like a crab, it nestled amid the rocks and tidal pools: dark, secretive, shielded. It was not an elegant structure like the manor house at Runzy. There were no gardens, or fountains, or dainty facades, no courtyards or shaded arbors or palisades. There were stone walls cut ten paces deep and foundations that bored straight down to hell. It was a Garizon-built castle in the heart of Rhaize, and there were a score of others like it along the coast.

Garizon had twice conquered and occupied Rhaize. Once five centuries ago in the dark, chaos-filled days following the breakup of the Istanian empire, and then again three hundred years later during the time of the plague. Fifty years ago they had tried again.

And Berick of Thorn, Camron’s father and the person he was about to leave to his life of nursing stick-thin bones and muslin-thin skin, was the man who had smashed the Garizon forces at Mount Creed. Nineteen, Berick was. Nineteen, commanding a force of twenty thousand men. The Garizons had not been expecting opposition. The Sire and his forces had traveled to the lower south for the Shrine Wars, and Berick had been forced to raise an army single-handed. The Battle of Mount Creed was one of the bloodiest in history. Forty thousand men died over two days and a night. Berick had won a hard-fought victory, coming down from the mountain with less than fifteen hundred men.

Camron pressed his lips into a hard line. That victory had lain heavily on his father’s mind for half a century. Only hours earlier, in the heat of their fight, when Camron had blasted his father for refusing to take action against the Garizon king, Berick had cried:

“What value is victory when all a nation’s sons are dead?”

That was at the heart of the matter: his father’s conscience. Berick lived every day with regret. Every night he dreamed of forty thousand corpses laid out upon the northern face of Mount Creed.

At nineteen Berick of Thorn had been a general. At twenty he was a diplomat, a politician, a man of peace.

Slowly Camron shook his head. Peace was a fool’s policy now that Izgard was king.

Footfalls sounded in the distance. Camron tensed for the briefest of moments, then relaxed. It was the nightwatch taking their positions for dusk. A little later than usual, but then everyone in the castle knew that Hurin’s normal punctuality was currently waylaid by lust. The captain of the guards was attempting to bed the plump, beautiful, and famously cool-shouldered Catilyn of Benquis.

More footsteps padded softly below. The tiniest of warnings pulsed high in Camron’s cheek. The castle guards were not known for stepping lightly. Hurin insisted that all his men wear stiff, boiled leather boots.

Camron stopped for a moment and listened. Nothing. The only sound came from cooling beams shifting in their couchings. He hurried downward: something wasn’t right.

He saw the blood before he saw the body. At first he thought it was a cloak—a wide flare of crimson spread over the bottom three steps—then he spied a pale hand trailing in the pool of silk. Camron’s gaze traced the line of an arm up through the shadows to a torso of raw meat. The guard, a young nephew of Hurin new to his post this past winter, had been sliced open from throat to groin in a series of clean butcher’s cuts. The skin and soft tissue beneath had been pared from the rib cage, then pulled back to expose the heart.

A ritual slaying.

Camron’s stomach clenched shut like a trap.

Father.

The pulse in his cheek became a sharp, rapping pain. The world sloughed away to a single, desperate line. The distance separating Camron from his father’s study was the one thing that mattered in the black pit that had become the night.

Camron moved with the savage intent of a madman. He saw, heard, and felt nothing unless it was directly in his path. His life was reduced to a series of doorways and passages. He had no weapon, no plan, no thought for himself: everything that counted lay dead ahead.

Distances were measured in heartbeats. Seconds passed like jabbing needles through his heart. The sound of his feet slapping against the stone was the only thing he heard as he ran. Camron raced across the main hall and into the solarium beyond, down through the south wing and up to his father’s apartments.

Two guards lay dead at the entrance. Camron’s throat tightened. His gaze flicked from one body to the other. No ritual slaying for these men: crossbolts fired at close distance. Dimly Camron was aware of what that meant, but his hands were on the door and his mind was bent on reaching his father, and anything that had no bearing on those things didn’t count.

“Father!”

Camron burst into the room screaming. A rancid animal smell, like bones left to rot in a lair, filled his lungs on his first breath. The blaze in the great hearth dazzled him. Dark forms moved around it like witches about a cauldron. A seam of blind terror shot through Camron’s temples, sharp as a metal spike. He felt sick with fear. The room was crowded with light. The air itself was heavy as a blanket. Camron had to push his way through it like a diver through water. He had a knife in his hand—though he had no memory of where it came from—and he brought the blade forward to slice his way through.

A low, cackling laugh sounded to his left, and Camron whipped his head round. A face emerged from the light. Teeth bared, nostrils quivering, it was barely recognizable as a man. Even as a fresh wave of terror crackled down Camron’s spine, anger rose up to meet it. This was his home.

Throwing his arms against the light, he beat his way toward the cackling face. The dark forms by the fire made no move to intercept him. Only bodies blocked his path. Camron stepped over men he had broken his fast with at dawn: Hurin; his second, Mallech; and his father’s old servant, Bethney. Limbs were torn from bodies, entrails seeped from wounds. Drying blood sucked at the soles of Camron’s shoes.

He reached the cackling figure. The light began to dim. Shadows and shadings began to reshape the room. Camron found himself close to a bookcase. The figure in front of him grew silent; now that recognizable forms were emerging from the brightness, he was beginning to look more like a man. Was it a trick of the light that had turned him into a monster?

All questions slipped from Camron’s mind as he spied the body at the man’s feet. The green robe, the gray hair, the worn leather sandals: it was his father.

Camron’s throat closed. Breath turned to ice in his chest.

He fell upon the body. Tearing away his father’s tunic, he clamped his fist against the open wound. Blood pooled around his fingers as his hand sank into the unresisting muscle below. Scared, Camron pulled away and began pumping at his father’s chest, striking the rib cage with increasing force until one of the old bones snapped beneath his fist. Biting back a cry, Camron picked up the body and hugged it fast against his chest, smothering, shaking, then cradling—determined not to let his father go.

The figures by the fire began to move toward the door—heads bowed, their bloodied swords bounced light across their faces. Camron knew they wouldn’t touch him. The ritual slaying by the stairs had been meant as a marker. Someone wanted him to bear witness to this carnage. Someone had exacted revenge and issued a warning and left one man standing to tell the tale.

The armed figures filed out of the room. Just men now. Just a room.

The one who had laughed walked away. When he reached the door he threw something down upon the rug. By the time the object landed the man was gone.

Camron held his father’s head in his lap. With a small movement, he brushed the hair from his face. Such fine gray locks. Silver almost. Funny how he had never noticed just how bright his father’s hair was. Camron swallowed hard. Closing his eyes for a moment, he reached for his father’s hand. A childhood’s worth of memories pressed against his thoughts, and for one brief moment he expected his father to meet him halfway.

The body in his arms was unresponsive. A tight band of pain ringed Camron’s chest. The letter was a lead plate against his heart. “Dear father,” it read, “I am leaving Bay’Zell tonight. I can no longer honor your wish for peace. I must take action of my own against the Garizon king.”

Camron opened his eyes and saw a room sprayed red. He scanned the bodies of the three men he had known and respected before his gaze came home to his father. For the first time he noticed a knife in his father’s right hand. Bone-thin fingers were curled around a blade tipped with blood.

Seeing it, Camron clenched his fists so hard they shook. Berick of Thorn had gone down fighting. This great man, who had fought wars in his youth and long-held beliefs in his prime, had taken up a knife and defended himself against his attackers. He was almost seventy years old.

Camron nestled close to his father’s body, trying to press back the heat; he couldn’t bear the thought of him growing cold. Only hours earlier, in this same room, with the afternoon sun slanting obliquely through the rosewood shutters, Camron of Thorn had called his father a coward.
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“So where are you from, then, miss?” The woman, who had introduced herself as Widow Furbish, sister to the dockhand named Swigg, reached forward and touched the fabric of Tessa’s blouse. “Must have come from somewhere fancy, with linen as smooth as that.”

Tessa opened her mouth to say that the fabric was in fact cotton, not linen, then held her peace instead. She wasn’t sure if the woman would know what cotton was.

“You must be a mite cold with such a thin stretch of cloth on.” Widow Furbish walked over to the shutters and opened them wide. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to change into something warmer?”

A cool breeze cut through the room. Tessa shivered. She had been fine until the shutter was opened. “Do you have a shawl I could borrow?”

Widow Furbish shook her head emphatically. She was older and heavier than her brother. When Tessa had first met her, she was wearing an elaborately embroidered eyepatch over her left eye. Now the eyepatch was pushed up to her forehead, revealing a perfectly fine, if rather beady, eye beneath. “No shawl, miss. No. But I do have a warm woolen dress I could give you.” As she spoke, she opened the second set of shutters.

The smell of decaying vegetables, rotten meat, and urine wafted up from the river below. Tessa took shallow breaths. How could people live with such a stench?

“Of course, I’d need something of yours in return.” Widow Furbish waggled a fat finger. “Favor for a favor, as they say.”

Tessa frowned. She had figured out some time earlier that the woman wanted her blouse. Sky blue with white buttons and a single breast pocket, it really wasn’t much of a prize. “Very well,” she said. “You can have my clothes in exchange for a dress.”

Both of Widow Furbish’s eyes narrowed, though the one that had been under the patch shrank the most. “All of them?”

“Yes, all of them. But I want to see the dress first.”

Widow Furbish looked set to protest—her cheeks puffed out, her finger came up, and her lips shrunk ready for spitting—but after a moment she swallowed hard, made an odd pecking motion with her head, and left the room.

Tessa drew a huge sigh of relief. Alone at last.

She stood up and walked across the rush-strewn floor to the first of the windows. Her hands crisscrossed her body with every step: scratching, swatting, flicking. Mosquitoes buzzed past her collar and cuffs, and an acrobatic flea was busy hopping down the length of her arm. The place was crawling with vermin. Other creatures crawled up Tessa’s back and inside her jeans, their touch as light as dangling thread. Tessa slapped at her legs and shoulders, flattening. She hated bugs.

As she pulled her left hand off her blouse, she heard the fabric rip. Damn. It was the ring. Its barbed edges had caught on the shoulder seam. She had completely forgotten she was wearing it. Carefully she freed the ring from the cotton fibers, working the fabric over the gold until she could pull her hand free. Her palm was still caked with blood, but apart from a faint itching sensation at the base of her middle finger, she felt no pain.

The light in the room came from a smoking brass lantern, and Tessa moved toward it to better see the ring. Sulfurous fumes caught in her throat as the dim mustard flame cast its glow upon the gold. What would happen if she took it off? Would she return to the glade?

And if she could, did she want to?

The last thing Tessa remembered of the forest was the smell of dry grass. She remembered it clearly because it stayed with her through the journey—or whatever it was that had brought her here. The sound of the ocean and the smell of dry grass.

There was pain and darkness, then light. There were separate instances like dots upon a page: pain, anticipation, and fear. Tessa remembered moving through each state—stomach hollowing, rib cage pressing lung against lung, eyelids like heavy coins against her face. She remembered the exact instant when the stench of the alleyway replaced the smell of dry grass. And then the very sun itself changed angles.

From west to east it moved. Not in one quick shift, but in a gradual turn. Tessa felt the sunlight pass from her right cheek to her left in a continuous, slow-moving arc. In all her life she had never experienced anything like it. Her body, her soul, and most of all her skin reeled with the sheer force of the shock. The sun never moved that way. Never.

Then, as the sun settled into place and new sounds slipped in with the sea, she opened her eyes.

Everything had changed. Seagulls shrieked above her head. Dogs barked, pigs squealed, geese honked. The smell of the place was overpowering. The sweet, sickly odor of rotting vegetation vied with the smell of the sea. Sunlight blazed across her face and the wind ragged along her body, pushing her blouse against her chest. Rats scuttled and bluebottles hummed. Tessa’s head spun with all the new sensations. Her feet slipped in something that she hoped very much was mud, and as she tried to right herself two men approached. Seeing them, Tessa realized that everything hadn’t changed after all. Men were still men. And strangers were still dangerous.

She stepped from the sunlight running down the center of the alley into the shade of the wall. The two men—one large and fleshy and one just large—stepped with her. Tessa shivered. The shade was colder than she expected. Keeping her eye on the two men, she moved back, using her ankles to feel the way.

When her left ankle smashed into a wall she knew she was in trouble. Spinning around, she came face-to-face with a dead end. Even as she turned back, she heard the first man shout:

“Let’s have her.”

Tessa saw them coming for her. She saw them draw their knives. A fist of pure fear slammed down her spine, and in that instant she did something she hadn’t done for twenty-one years.

She screamed.

A note high and clear came from her lips. It rose like a battle cry, cutting through rival sounds as if it were a blade. With it came memories of warnings long given and well heeded. Tessa, remember the porter’s whistle. . . . Don’t get excited. . . . Stay clear of loud noises . . . and never, ever, scream.

The two men stopped in their tracks. Finished, Tessa pressed her lips together. She held her breath. Waiting. It took her a moment to realize what she was waiting for: the ringing to begin in her head. Seconds passed. The noise didn’t come. The only sound from inside was the rap of her heart. Something deep within her relaxed. There was no metal rasping. No punishment. There was silence where there should have been noise.

When the two men stepped closer, she screamed again. Words this time, loud and clear: “Get away from me!” There was power in her voice—she could feel it. Once again the two men hesitated. The fleshy man glanced sideways at his accomplice, waiting for a nod to carry on. Tessa had her eye on his knife, and when it swung toward her in a wavering curve, a short gasp of horror escaped from her lips. And then she scratched the knife-man’s face.

After that things moved too quickly to track. A stranger appeared out of nowhere and attacked both men. Wasting nothing of himself as he fought, the stranger took no breath that wasn’t needed, landed no blow that didn’t count. Tessa remembered feeling blood spray across her face as the stranger flicked his knife clean between stabbings. She heard his teeth grind together as he moved in for the kill. It took him less than two minutes to dispose of both men. Tessa didn’t want to remember the soft hiss of their flesh and last breaths.

When it was over and his knife was back at his waist, the stranger turned to her. His face was yet another surprise in a day brim full with them. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a full bottom lip with a scar cutting through to the left. He had the richest voice she had ever heard; low and soft, it seemed to come from the space directly behind his scar. Tessa had been about to tell him he sounded like an actor when she chose the word pirate instead. He sounded far more dangerous than any man on a stage.

A fact that was proven true only five minutes later when he threatened to kill the dockhand Swigg if his orders weren’t obeyed.

The hour that followed was the strangest one of her life. Swigg took them on a journey through the heart of the city and into the fringes beyond. Up until that point, Tessa hadn’t given any thought to her surroundings—fear liked a clean slate to work with—but as she walked down lanes piled high with refuse, pushing past small-eyed, angry hens and dogs nursing crusted wounds, the truth began to sink in.

She was somewhere else entirely.

Not in a different land, or a different time, but an altogether different place.

Bay’Zell, the man who called himself Ravis had said. Northernmost city in the kingdom of Rhaize, greatest port upon the Mettle Sea. Tessa thought at first she knew these names—they were oddly familiar and sounded right upon the tongue—yet when she tried to place them, her mind came up blank.

The city itself was a dense, narrow-streeted maze of buckled buildings. White and gray stone structures, sinking beneath their own weight, were propped up by huge black timbers that wept turpentine under the strain. Strings of mist escaped from covered wells, and piles of refuse smoked as they decomposed. High lichen-corroded walls cut down the light, and brightly painted doorways and shopfronts shone out of the dimness like lit signs.

Tessa was overwhelmed. She couldn’t take it all in. As Swigg led them through a series of increasingly busy streets, noises assaulted her senses. The jarring sound of metal hammered against metal rang in one street, the sound of sawing timber in the next, a huge market square was filled with the flapping and cawing of birds in bamboo cages, and on every other street corner young women wearing black lace hoods called out to passing men.

Nothing had any effect on Tessa’s hearing. She frowned. Here, in this strange city filled with a carnival of noises, she had finally found some peace.

Turning to Ravis, she had said, “Tell me about Bay’Zell.”

Ravis gave her a hard look. After glancing ahead at Swigg, he leaned close and murmured, “Bay’Zell is a beast marked for the kill.”

Tessa shivered. Ravis’ voice was cold. There was a glint of something hidden in his eyes. Unnerved, she pulled away. He made no move to stop her, and they walked the rest of the way in silence, feet apart.

Swigg led them down to the riverbank. Swarms of darting mayflies formed squalls across their path, while dragonflies and mosquitoes stalked beggars in the shade. The smell became unbearable. Even to Tessa’s untrained eye, the district seemed to have taken a turn for the worse. Houses squatted close to the ground, shutters rotting on the hinge, walls crumbling to dust.

The river itself was more mud than water. Banks of gray-brown silt flared wide to either side. A stone bridge arched across its width, and Swigg guided them toward it.


Buildings crowded along the bridge’s length, some leaning out over the river on stilts and others meeting in the middle to form tunnels. Swigg came to an abrupt stop by a door boasting the sign WIDOW FURBISH — FORTUNE - TELLER TO THE MERCHANT CLASSES AND SEAMSTRESS TO THE HOLY LEAGUE .


Widow Furbish promptly manifested her powers of foretelling by opening the door before them.

Tessa’s first instinct was to step back. The woman was large and heavy, with a network of broken veins across her nose and a gold, embroidered eyepatch over her left eye.

“You’re late,” she said to Swigg. “And you’ve been drinking.” Her voice was flatter than the floorboards she stood on.

Swigg shrugged magnificently, his shoulders reaching up to his ears. His gaze circled the sky like a vulture in mid-flight before coming to land on Ravis. “I have visitors, my little herring.”

Catching sight of Ravis, Widow Furbish underwent something close to a metamorphosis. Her thin lips fattened to cushions and her eyebrows parted like gates. After a quick scan around to ensure no one was looking, she pushed the eyepatch away from her eye. “Aah, guests. Come! Come! Swigg, hurry inside and pour some arlo for our friends.”

“The two-year?” asked Swigg.

Tessa, fearing the sight of slack eye sockets or sewn-up eyelids, had closed her eyes the moment the widow’s patch went up. When she opened them again, she not only saw that Widow Furbish did in fact have two perfectly good eyes, but also that both of them were now trained on Ravis’ kid-leather tunic.

Gaze rising from Ravis’ tunic to the gold medallion at his throat, the widow said, “Let’s open the seven-year flask.”

Just before Tessa walked over the threshold, Ravis caught hold of her arm. “Tell these people nothing about yourself,” he hissed.
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Arlo tasted vaguely of apples, and burned going down. Until she took a mouthful, Tessa hadn’t realized how much she needed a drink. Without a doubt it had been the strangest day of her life. Funny, but not once during the whole day had she thought she was imagining it all. Bay’Zell was real, Ravis was real, and arlo was so strong and biting that it could never have existed in a dream.

“My lady friend and I need shelter for a night or two, madam. And your worthy brother was good enough to offer us refuge.” Ravis bowed from brother to sister as he spoke.

They were sitting in Widow Furbish’s parlor, a gloomy room with many cupboards. Widow Furbish filled Ravis’ glass. Tessa’s was also empty, but the good lady chose to ignore that fact. “Swigg takes after our dear papa,” she said, fat fingers toying with the strings of her patch. “Hospitality nestles in the bosom of our family.”

“You are both very kind.”

Widow Furbish nodded with satisfaction, as if receiving the exact cue she had hoped for. “Just as you are generous.”

Ravis showed his teeth. “Madam, I have already given your brother my last gold crown as a deposit. Would you demand the rest up front like a bathkeeper or a bawd?”

Widow Furbish slapped a large hand to her chest. “Sir, I am seamstress to the Bay’Zell Holy League. My reputation is second to none.”

Tessa looked at Widow Furbish’s big-knuckled hands. Seamstress?

“Madam,” Ravis said smoothly, “I meant no offense. You are obviously a good woman who keeps a highly reputable house. Now, if you will excuse me, I must take my leave for a short while. I trust you will keep my companion entertained in my absence.” With that he rose and walked toward the door. “Think of her as a further deposit.”

As soon as Ravis left, the flask containing the seven-year-old arlo was returned to one of the many cupboards. Swigg mumbled something about seeing to his vats and scuttled out of the room before his sister had chance to object. Widow Furbish snorted but made no attempt to stop him. Having collected and counted all four arlo glasses and flicked an offending speck of dust from her sleeve, she turned her attention to Tessa.

“How long have you known Lord Ravis?” she asked, pulling up a high stool and sitting barely a foot away from Tessa’s knees.

“Oh, it seems as if we’ve known each other forever,” Tessa said with a dismissive wave of her hand. Dodging questions was a way of life for her—she had never felt comfortable talking about herself. There was so little to say.

The next hour passed with Widow Furbish questioning Tessa’s accent, her marital status, her occupation, her relationship with Ravis, and her age. When the good lady failed to get the answers she required, she moved on to the subject of Tessa’s clothing. For some reason she seemed especially interested in the blouse, and when she offered to swap one of her dresses for it, Tessa quickly accepted. She knew that if she was going to stay in this place, she needed to look like everyone else.

Which brought her straight back to the question of the ring. Tessa glanced at the gold strands glowing in the lamplight. Was she going to stay here? Did she want to? And, when it finally came down to it, did she have a choice?

Widow Furbish could be heard rummaging through chests in the next room, looking for a dress that would fit. Tessa had a feeling that the one she chose would be ugly, shapeless, and dull. Widow Furbish was not a woman’s woman.

Frowning, Tessa crossed to the window. She wasn’t sure what she felt about being here. Everything had happened so fast, she hadn’t had time to form opinions. Bay’Zell wasn’t some magical fairyland where everything was peaceful and pretty. It was a real place, with real people and real dangers. In the space of one day she had been attacked, rescued, marched through a city, and then left in a lodging house in lieu of a deposit. Events moved swiftly here, and Tessa had a feeling that she had somehow been thrown into the middle of them.

There seemed little for her to return home for. Her parents loved but didn’t need her. Living close to a golf course in Arizona, they were just settling down to enjoy their retirement. Whenever Tessa called they always seemed to be on their way out to play bridge or a round of golf or to visit with friends. Tessa was glad they were happy, secure in the knowledge they were safe.

She had no friends to worry about, she never had. There was always a distance between herself and other people. She found them hard to judge, got wary when they drew too close. People called her shy, but Tessa didn’t feel shy, just reserved. She had never felt free to make commitments.

Her possessions had never amounted to much. Her rented apartment contained only the barest amount of furniture. Her wardrobe contained just a minimum of clothes. Even her car was over ten years old. There was nothing and no one to draw her home.

Nothing and no one.

Tessa felt a prickling sensation at the back of her neck. Against her will, she remembered the journey through the forest. She remembered thinking how she never seemed to get where she wanted to go. She glanced through the window to the city beyond. Had she finally got here at last?

Slowly, very slowly, Tessa’s hand came up to grasp the ring. The outer barbs had lost their bite and her fingertips could press against them without fear of piercing the skin. Grasping the ring between thumb and index finger, she began to pull it off. Pain stung her bone as she twisted the band up toward the knuckle. Then, as the inner barbs broke free of the skin and the ring slid along her finger, Tessa felt a shearing sensation pass along her body. Noises, light as feathers, skimmed past her ears and a warm breath of air glided across her face.

As soon as the ring was free of her finger everything stopped. Tensed, ready for something she could neither name nor imagine, Tessa felt only relief when she found nothing had changed.

She was still in Widow Furbish’s parlor. Mosquitoes still pestered and the oil lamp still smoked.

Drops of dried blood were set within the latticework of the ring like jewels. Their presence changed the pattern, making it easier to follow with the eye. The gold threads now had markers.

“Here we are! Found the dress. The color’s a little wanting, but the quality of the fabric is second to none.” Widow Furbish burst in the room, brandishing something that looked like a horse blanket. “Here,” she said, thrusting the shapeless cloth into Tessa’s hands. “Feel the quality.”

Tessa closed her fist around the ring. Widow Furbish’s sharp eyes caught the movement. “Very nice,” said Tessa, speaking to distract her. “Very . . . er . . . durable.”

“Durable! Durable! Why, this is fine Taire wool. Worth more than any fancy linen blouse from overseas.” Widow Furbish looked pointedly at Tessa’s fist. “Worth over two gold crowns at market.”

“A deal is a deal, Widow Furbish. The dress in exchange for my clothes. Nothing more.”

Widow Furbish’s mouth hovered like a wasp contemplating a sting. Her left hand plucked at the strings of her eyepatch.

“However,” Tessa said, surprising herself with the shift of her thoughts, “if you can get me something to draw with and a clean sheet of paper, you can have one of these.” Reaching up, Tessa unclipped a gold earring from her ear. She held it out toward Widow Furbish.

“Paper?”

Tessa thought for a moment. “Parchment, slate—anything will do.”

“I’ve got a length of charcoal and a smoothed hide.” Widow Furbish took the earring. “Though the hide alone is worth the pair.”

Nodding, Tessa unclipped the second earring. “Bring them now while I try on the dress.”

As soon as the woman left the room, Tessa opened her fist. She didn’t know why, but all of a sudden she had a strong desire to try to copy the separate threads in the ring. It was the blood, she supposed. It gave the gold depth by adding contrast, made the whole thing easier to see. Tessa felt as if she could trace the lines to their source and discover the design behind the curves.

Quickly she shrugged off her clothes. With the shutters open the parlor was cold and she wasted no time pulling the dress over her head. The fabric was rough, but her skin had already been assaulted by fleas and dive-bombed by mosquitoes, so a little coarse wool was merely one irritation more. The dress didn’t come even close to fitting. It was made for a woman shorter, plumper, and—Tessa judged—more thick-skinned than she. Briefly it occurred to her to ask Widow Furbish to take it in, but she rejected that idea. Despite the sign outside the door, the lady of the house couldn’t look less like a seamstress.

“Charcoal. Bleached cow’s hide.” Widow Furbish reentered the room and handed over the items. Looking Tessa up and down, she sniffed with satisfaction. “Decent at last, I see.”

Tessa ran her fingers over the hide: it was very rough. “Is there anywhere I can be alone?”

“There’s the stock room—but I’m not lighting a fire, and I can only give you tallow, not a lamp.”

Not really sure what tallow was, Tessa nodded. “Sounds fine. I just want somewhere quiet to work.”

“Quiet? Why on earth would you want anywhere quiet?” Widow Furbish looked genuinely perplexed. She shrugged. “Ah well. Follow me.”

The stock room was filled with bolts of clothes, pincushions, reels of thread, and ribbons. As soon as Widow Furbish left—mumbling warnings about touching the wares and pilfering the trim—Tessa placed the hide on a chest and knelt beside it. Tallow turned out to be some kind of candle, only smokier, and she brought the flame forward to better inspect the ring.

Knees resting on floorboards covered in hay, eyes squinting from the smoke, and palms damp with sweat, Tessa began to draw. The charcoal was brittle and inclined to break. The hide was rough and knotted; odd hairs from the cow still clung to the underside, and the flesh side was creased with lines. Nothing mattered. Tessa sketched on and on. Tracing and retracing, studying, smudging, judging angles and curves: trying to copy the ring.

She drew for hours. At first she was tense, waiting for the first telltale signs of tinnitus to reappear, but after a while, when the only sounds reaching her ears were the distant hoot of an owl and the creaking of cooling wood, she began to relax, letting her newfound freedom work its way onto the page.



 

F O U R



A re both men dead?” Izgard of Garizon shrugged off his crown of gold. Some kings, it was said, had bled to death after wearing the Coil. Izgard’s skin wasn’t even broken.


The scribe Ederius looked tired and ill. The moment he hesitated, Izgard knew something was wrong. “Tell me, my friend,” Izgard said, bringing a hand up to rest on Ederius’ shoulder, “what happened?”

Ederius was old and thin and silver haired. His flesh shook beneath Izgard’s palm. “Sire, something went wrong—a miscalculation, a mistiming, a curve gone awry.”

Izgard’s fingers idled along the scribe’s collarbone. “You wouldn’t tell me they are both still alive.”

“No, sire,” Ederius said quickly, his whole body shrinking from the touch of his king. “One is dead. The raid on Castle Bess went as planned.”

“And the son?”

“The son was left alive.”

Izgard nodded, once. “Good.”

They were in Ederius’ makeshift scriptorium. Pots of powders, dyes, inks, and brushes huddled on trestle tables, scenting the air with a chemical tang. The largest windows in the fortress, cut barely a month ago to Ederius’ exact requirements, were shuttered for the night, and three custom-made candelabras blazed in place of the sun.

“It was the first killing that didn’t go as planned,” Ederius said, his feet scraping softly against the bare stone floor. Rushes were seldom spread in a scriptorium—the vermin they harbored could distract a scribe during a vital penstroke, causing a break in concentration that might take hours to rebuild.


“I thought everything was in place,” Ederius continued. “I was sure I’d done my part.”

“What went wrong?”

“Sire, I do not know. The harras turned up as planned, but the man wasn’t there.”

“You were supposed to ensure he was there.” Izgard’s voice was soft enough to soothe a fretful baby. His fingers continued drumming along the scribe’s left collarbone.

“I made the illumination . . . I felt it working. I thought all was going well.” Ederius attempted to shrug, but Izgard pressed hard on his bone and wouldn’t let him. “I was weary, and I had to draw a second illumination to strengthen the harras—we had to be sure they would defeat the guards at Castle Bess.”

“So you rushed the first illumination?”

“No, sire. No.” Ederius actually managed to sound indignant. “The pattern was a simple one. There was no need to rush it.”

Izgard took a thin breath and said, “Let me understand this: you are telling me that you did your part and the harras did theirs? So how then did our old friend escape?”

“I do not think escape is the right word, sire. Just as I began the second pattern I felt something—what I can’t be sure—but someone or something intervened on his behalf.”

“Why then did you not take measures to stop it?” Izgard’s voice was a whisper now. His fingers pitter-pattered along the scribe’s shoulder.

“At the time I wasn’t sure, I—”

Izgard slammed the heel of his hand into Ederius’ collar. The bone split as easily as rotten timber, and it made the same damp, muffled crack. The scribe screamed. His hand shot up to his collar. Fingertips black with ink grasped at the knot of bone. Pigment pots rolled along the desk, some smashing to the floor.

Izgard drew his fist to his chest and held it there. He wanted to strike Ederius again. The desire was strong—stronger than the times before—and for a moment his whole body shook as he fought it.

The scribe collapsed downward in his chair, shuddering and crying softly. Watching him, Izgard was struck by the way the light from the candles shone upon the old man’s skin. Ederius looked like a painting by one of the great Veizach masters. This observation calmed Izgard, and after a moment he trusted himself enough to reach out and touch the scribe. “Ssh, Ederius. Ssh.”

The bone was broken. A jagged point pressed against the coarse wool of Ederius’ tunic. Even as the scribe’s eyes filled with tears, he let himself be calmed by his king, nuzzling his cheek against Izgard’s palm and pressing his lips together to hold back cries of pain.

Izgard fought back a stab of regret, reminding himself that the man had deserved the blow. “The pain will pass,” he said after a moment, touching Ederius’ jaw to force him to look up. “You should know enough about my position by now to realize that I cannot afford to let anyone who fails me go unpunished.” He waited for Ederius to nod. “Good. I will send the surgeon to you at once.”

Izgard ran his finger down Ederius’ throat, pausing to smooth a flap of loose skin that hung from the scribe’s jaw like a yellowing leaf, and then walked across the room. The man’s muffled whimpering accompanied him to the door. “By the way,” Izgard said, spinning around upon the threshold, “I expect you to be back at your scribing desk by dawn.”

He didn’t bother to wait upon an answer. His point was made.

Izgard took a deep breath as soon as the door clicked shut. He was surprised to find himself trembling. When he first struck the scribe there had been a moment when he felt out of control. Something inside of him had not wanted to stop.

Letting the air roll out of his lungs, Izgard forced himself to shrug. His anger had been justified. Ederius needed to realize that things were different now. They were no longer friends. The time when the Barbed Coil drove them closer had passed. All those years spent planning, struggling, and fighting had finally paid off. They had both got what they wanted: Ederius had exclusive rights to study the Coil; and he had exclusive rights to wear it. Whatever happened in the months to come, neither could claim the other had stepped forward blindly.


Not liking where his thoughts were heading, Izgard swept them away with a snap of his wrist. He was king now. And kings had no friends, only servants.

Besides, Ederius would recover soon enough. Izgard had made sure of that: he seldom struck a blow that wasn’t planned. A broken collarbone was painful in the extreme, but it wasn’t seriously debilitating. In choosing the left side, Izgard had ensured the scribe would still be able to use his right hand to lean on and scribe as normal. The pain might bother him. Drugs were out of the question; they might slow his mind and impair his work, endangering long-term plans and sudden strikes.

Walking through the low, barreled passages of Sern Fortress, Izgard turned his thoughts to his coronation. It had been a simple affair: no processions, no fanfares, no show. Only those whose presence was absolutely necessary had attended. Lecturs, warlords, counselors, and enemies: everyone who held power was kept close. The ceremony itself was brief. The choir sung their prayers over the rumble of supply carts, the clerics chanted their blessings to the hammering of nails. Even the sacred oil had been anointed with haste.

Until ten days ago everyone had thought the coronation would take place in Veizach. The capital was the usual site for such stately affairs. Not this time, though. Matters of war took precedence over pomp.

Sern was a mountain castle. Hard as rock, plain as stone, impenetrable as the very mountain it clung to. Its walls had been standing for over five hundred years, and not once in that time had an invading force managed to breach them. The fortress itself had been hewn from the face of Mount Iviss. The ramparts had been known to sheet with ice in midwinter, but the north wind always passed them right by. No one could build a fortress like a Garizon.

Izgard permitted himself a small, satisfied smile. Useful though Sern’s defenses were, it was its position at the foot of the Vorce Mountains that had lured him here for his king-making. Half a day’s march from the Rhaize border, two days’ march to Mount Creed: it was the perfect position from which to mount an attack.

It wasn’t enough to be crowned king of Garizon—one had to spill the blood of one’s enemy to keep the throne. The thorns on the Barbed Coil bit outward as well as in.

And Ederius, old man and mystic, illuminator and scribe, was the one who would ensure each barb dealt only mortal blows.

“My lord,” came a high, breathless voice from behind.

Izgard tensed. He was not in the mood for tears and childish tantrums tonight. He had meetings to attend, battle plans to finalize: war and the Garizon crown walked hand in hand. Without looking around, he said, “Go to your chamber, Angeline.”

Light footsteps tapped a path to his heels. “Can’t I come with you?”

Izgard felt a hand grasping for his. Pulling his own hand away, he hissed, “I want to be alone tonight.”

“But, Izgard, Gerta said—”

“I don’t care what that old maid of yours said. Leave me now.” Izgard spun around to face his wife. Her pale child’s mouth was trembling. Her pale blue eyes were already filling with tears. She was as exquisite and transparent as a jewel, and without her he could not have taken the throne.

Angeline of Halmac owned a third of Garizon land. This past year her family had been hounded by tragedy, and now only the womenfolk were left.

Last summer her father, the great land baron Willem of Halmac, had burned to death. Like many foolish men who spent their youths in the lower south fighting the Shrine Wars, Halmac suffered from periodic bouts of wet fever. During a particularly bad attack, his physician had ordered that Halmac be closely bound in brandy-soaked cloth to encourage sweating. Every night a cleric came and bound him, sewing the linen strips around his torso and his limbs. One night the poor man drew his candle too close and a lick of flame caught the cloth. The bandages ignited and Willem of Halmac was engulfed by flames. As the cleric tore off the bindings, Halmac’s skin came with it.

Both men perished that night. Halmac died screaming in agony, while the cleric wisely killed himself, jumping off old Banas Bridge into the cold black water of the Veize.

Most said he got off lightly. In this country, where the forests ran like rivers and the pastures curved more gently than a thousand open palms, land barons were second only to God.

Angeline’s brother had died two months later. Blind, stinking drunk, he’d choked on his own vomit in a tavern in Veizach’s Arlish Quarter.

The physicians called it a terrible tragedy.

Izgard called it fate.

A soft sob escaped Angeline’s lips, stirring Izgard from his memories. She held out a plump hand, hesitant, like a child touching something she thought might bite. “Don’t send me away,” she said. “I get so lonely here on my own.”

Despite everything, Izgard felt himself weakening. Sickened, he pushed her from him. Angeline’s bottom lip trembled as she tried, very hard, not to cry.

Shadows flickered in the far corridor. People were heading toward them. Izgard’s gaze shot from the shadows to his wife. He had no choice but to play the part of a loving husband. Even here, a hundred leagues west of Veizach and its ever-vigilant court, in a mountain fortress designed to let in neither enemies nor light, certain appearances had to be maintained.

“Come, my love,” Izgard murmured, offering Angeline his arm. “Let us share a cup of wine before we retire.” The words burned as they slid down his throat. He could no longer understand what he had once seen in his wife. What at one time he had admired as childlike innocence, he now realized was plain simple-mindedness, nothing more. Gaining possession of the Coil had helped him see that more clearly.

Izgard marched Angeline to his chambers, his fingers bearing down upon her arm. They crossed paths with two lords who knelt before them, yet Izgard spared them not a passing glance. Anger beat at the pulse points in his jaw as his eyes focused directly ahead.

Today he had been crowned a king, yet his queen was no more than a childish little girl. He wished he could be rid of her, but a suspicious death too soon after a marriage might result in the loss of both the Halmac lands and his crown. And he had worked far too long and hard bringing his country together to let one small act of personal satisfaction get in his way. Only when old scores were settled and new victories were won could he safely turn a dagger to her throat.

“You have to kiss me, Izgard,” Angeline murmured as they approached the entrance to his chamber. “Gerta says we don’t kiss nearly as much as we used to.” Her breath plumed hot on his cheek and her breasts pushed hard against his side. Izgard felt his body respond to her touch and was powerless to stop it. Briefly he found himself thinking back to their betrothment. Had there actually been a time when he’d wanted her as much as her land?

Although the two sentries who guarded the door looked away, Izgard did not prevent his wife’s tongue from curling down his neck.

By the time they were in his chamber, Izgard’s anger was mixed with desire—Angeline still had that over him. Her hands cupped and caressed, assuming countless subtle forms. Her neck arched backward and her chest came up, and all the while, as her body twined around his like a vine around a tree, she whispered words of encouragement in her soft, little girl’s voice.

When finally she drew him to the bed, her skirts up around her waist, her tongue darting across his throat, he was torn between the desire to crush the life right out of her and begging her never to stop.
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“I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Ravis,” Marcel said. “But I had some business to attend to in Fale.”

Ravis raised an eyebrow. “Fale? Last time you left Bay’Zell was when the Great Fire razed the entire banking quarter to the ground. And even then you stayed within sight of the walls.” Although Ravis had been waiting in Marcel’s town house for over two hours, he kept his tone light. “Tell me, what business could possibly be pressing enough to drag you away from the city?”

The Bay’Zell banker filled two small glasses with berriac. Judging from the way the pale coppery fluid clung to the side of the glass, it was at least an eighteen-year-vintage. Well fed, well dressed, and well heeled, Marcel liked his creature comforts.

Just how much he liked those comforts could be seen in the furnishings of his study. Glossy bookcases and richly colored tapestries lined the walls, silver oil lamps shone from satinwood chests, and hide-bound benches strained under the weight of enameled boxes, gold-bound primers, and ivory figurines. It was well after midnight now, but even so Marcel traveled around the oak-paneled room, systematically checking that all the shutters were closed and bolted. He was a man who valued safety and privacy in equal measure.

“An old friend of mine died this morning.”

“You have no old friends, Marcel. Only clients.”

Marcel’s mouth tightened only for the briefest instant. “Then we have a lot in common, you and I.”

Ravis laughed: he wanted something from this man. “So, my friend, who died?”

Once, in a bout of maudlin brought on by the aftermath of heavy drinking, Marcel had confessed that he had yearned to be an actor in his youth, and watching him now, Ravis could well believe him. The banker put on a fine show of bankerly reticence, shaking his head slowly as he sucked in his breath.

“It might be a little indelicate for me to say.”

So it was someone important. Ravis knew better than to betray his interest—Marcel would work himself round to a revelation soon enough. As long as his own plump neck wasn’t in danger, of course. In matters of personal safety or enrichment, no one could be as discreet as Marcel of Vailing.

“Well,” Marcel said, stretching the word into a dramatic introduction, “you know that old scribe who used to be the late sire’s chief counselor before he fell out of grace?”

“Deveric?”

Marcel nodded. “He had a seizure at dawn. Terrible tragedy. He died right at his scribing desk. No one was expecting it—his wife said he had been in excellent health prior to the attack.” The banker took a sip of berriac. “Of course the first thing his eldest son did was send a messenger into the city to fetch me.”


“You hold his will?” The question was merely cursory. If you were a man of substance in Bay’Zell or its surrounding towns, you banked and litigated via Marcel of Vailing.

“Yes. He left his estate in a terrible mess,” Marcel said. “Sentimental men always write the most preposterous wills. They make the mistake of trying to be fair, of leaving everyone something of value. Of course all that happens is that everybody begins to resent everybody else. One son gets a south-facing meadow, while another is stuck with a field that won’t drain. The Holy League is bequeathed the family home, while the widow retains the contents. Squabbles start over land and property, and then, before one knows it, grown men are busy fighting over belt buckles and spoons.” Marcel shuddered in mock distaste. “And it’s all so unnecessary. A man should leave his property to one person and one person alone. Family fortunes can flourish only as long as they remain undivided.”

Ravis clipped the base of his glass against the table. The words were too true for his liking. “So,” he said, working to change the subject as smoothly as he could. “What did you bring back from your trip?” He indicated the square-shaped wooden frame that Marcel had been carrying as he’d entered the room.

The banker reached over his desk and patted the object. “Illuminations. The press prevents the parchment from being damaged.”

Something half-forgotten turned over in Ravis’ brain. He leaned forward, suddenly interested. “Illuminations, you say?”

“Yes. Deveric’s assistant—Emith is his name—slipped them to me as I left. Apparently Deveric left them to him in his will and he wanted to be sure they were kept safe.”

“Can I take a look at them?”

As a rule Marcel was hard to surprise, yet Ravis could tell from the subtle narrowing of his eyes that the banker had been caught off guard. “I don’t believe you came here to admire works of art, Ravis. In fact, now I come to think of it you shouldn’t be here at all. Wasn’t your ship due to sail this morning?”

Some people might make the mistake of falling for Marcel’s faltering memory act. Ravis knew the Bay’Zell banker never forgot a thing. He had over three hundred clients, and at any given time he could tell you the exact financial standing of all of them.

Ravis strolled over to the desk. Taking the wooden press in his hands, he said, “May I?”

Marcel shrugged. “Go ahead. See what you think. I intend to commission an appraisal of them as soon as possible. I have a feeling they may be worth something.”

Ravis began twisting the copper pins from the press. A labyrinth of spiraling snakes and birds was carved upon the heavily waxed frame.

“Did you decide to sail at a later date?” Marcel asked, pouring them both a second glass of berriac. “Or has something come up to keep you here?”

One by one the pins came out. “Something came up.”

“Business?” Marcel breathed a perfect mix of greed and fear into the word.

“No. I missed my ship.”

A short laugh escaped Marcel’s lips before he realized that Ravis wasn’t joking.

Ignoring him, Ravis removed the last pin from the press and pried apart the two wooden layers. The acrid smell of fresh pigment rose up from the parchment. Straight away, Ravis could see it was the finest calfskin, stripped from the newborn before the flesh was marred by age. Lightly colored to begin with, the vellum had been further whitened with chalk. It was smooth to the touch, so perfectly scraped that Ravis couldn’t tell whether he was looking at the flesh side or the hair side.

He flipped over the first leaf and looked upon the face of the illumination.

“In this day and age, Ravis, no one misses their ship. Why, the damn shrine bells alone are enough to wake the dead. Not to mention the cockerels.”

To Ravis, Marcel’s words were like so many buzzing flies. He was looking at something so complex, so exquisitely detailed, that his eyes couldn’t take it all in. Ribbons of color spread across the parchment, forming a skin of shape and light. Animals with grotesquely long tongues and tails twined around each other in an endless variety of ways. Threads of gold and blue and green wove through the pattern likes arteries and veins.

Ravis ran his tongue over the scar on his lip. He had seen patterns like this once before. Over two years ago now, in a certain well-built castle in the east.

“Very pretty,” Marcel said, taking the leaf from him. “Done in the old Anointed style if I’m not mistaken. Of course there’s little market for this sort of thing today. Nowadays collectors want to see people, not patterns.”

Just as Marcel took the vellum from him, Ravis spotted several dark drops on the bottom left-hand corner of the pattern. It looked like blood. Something cold, like a freezing splinter, worked its way down Ravis’ spine. Unsettled, he pushed away the rest of the illuminations, unseen.

Ravis decided it was time to state why he’d come here—he no longer had the stomach for small talk and games. He took a deep draft of berriac and then said, “Marcel, I need your help.”

A smile so quick Ravis would have missed it if he’d blinked flitted across Marcel’s face. The banker let the illumination fall onto the desk. “What can I do for you?”

Hearing those words, Ravis suddenly wished he were anywhere but here. “I need cash,” he said. “A lot of it. Clover’s Fourth set sail with all my gold on board.”

Marcel nodded like a doctor listening to symptoms. “I see.”

“Until I catch up with Crivit and force him to repay me, I have nothing to my name.”

“Most unfortunate.” Marcel’s smooth finger rimmed the berriac glass. “However, it was a little naive of you to take the gold straight to the ship.”

“No more so than if I’d taken it to the place where I chose to spend the night.” Ravis abandoned all attempts at good humor. “I need no lessons in asset management from you, Marcel. I just need a loan.”

“Yes. A loan.” Marcel sat back in his chair. “What collateral can you give me?”

“I have just told you I have nothing.” Ravis’ voice was very low now. His hands sought out the manuscript press.


“What about Mizerico? Surely you must have another contract awaiting you there?”

Ravis shook his head.

“Friends? Lady friends? Savings?”

In one fluid movement, Ravis slammed the wooden press onto the desk. It landed just short of the banker’s plump fingers. “Look, Marcel, I need cash, and either you’re going to loan it to me or not. Now which is it going to be?”

Marcel’s eyes hardened, but his voice remained calm. “How much are you looking for?”

“A hundred crowns.”

Shaking his head, Marcel pushed away the wooden press. “Can’t be done.”

“I think it can.” Ravis ran his tongue over his scar. The thick knot of skin burned cold in the warmth of the chamber. “You owe me, Marcel.”

“Owe? I owe you nothing, my friend. I received and banked your payments while you worked in the city this past year, and that’s as far as our relationship goes.”

“I don’t think the city fathers of Bay’Zell would excuse our relationship so lightly. They’d see your part as treason.”

Marcel stood up. He walked over to the door and opened it. “I don’t think either of us would benefit from the truth coming to light.”

Ravis showed his teeth. “How many locks do you need to turn before you rest easy at night, Marcel?”

His words had the desired effect. The banker looked him straight in the eye, and although he tried to hide it, Ravis could tell he was afraid. It was obvious what Marcel was thinking: he was weighing up his risks, deciding whether or not he could trust Ravis to keep his silence. Moments passed, and then finally he said, “You have no future contracts, you say?”

“No.”

“So I can presume you are looking for employment?” Marcel looked to Ravis for an answer. When one didn’t come he said, “Of course, I could always initiate inquiries on your behalf, contact certain associates, make appropriate overtures—”

“You are not my pimp, Marcel.”

“You can hardly expect me to loan you money without surety. I must have some sort of undertaking from you that the amount will be repaid.”

Ravis decided it was time to move toward the door. “You will get your hundred crowns back before the year is out.”

Marcel made a hard sound in his throat. “If you live that long.”

Reaching forward, Ravis flicked a stray hair from Marcel’s tunic. As he moved, he had the satisfaction of seeing the banker flinch. “If you need to worry about anyone’s neck, Marcel, I’d suggest you worry about your own.”

Marcel’s throat quivered as he swallowed. The door was already open, but he forced it even wider. “I think you should leave now. I’ll see what I can do. Contact me in the morning.”

Ravis nodded. It was never a good idea to push a man too far. “Until the morning, then,” he said, stepping past Marcel and over the threshold. “I know your conscience won’t stop you from getting a good night’s rest.”

Marcel opened his mouth to issue a reply, but a servant appeared in the hallway, so he kept his peace instead.

Ravis bowed and walked away.

There was not a corridor or wall in Marcel’s house that wasn’t lined with silk, and as Ravis made his way down to street level, his feet barely made a noise. Approaching the main hallway, Ravis heard voices: a servant girl asking a visitor if he’d like a drop of brandy to warm his blood and then the visitor’s low-spoken reply.

Uneasy for many different reasons, Ravis checked for his knife.

He need not have bothered. As he took the last steps and the two people came into view, the stranger turned his face to the wall. Ravis had slipped in and out of Marcel’s town house enough times to recognize the behavior of a genuine client when he saw one. Marcel was well-known for receiving attention-shy midnight guests.

Ravis waved away the maid and let himself out of the door. He was eager to be gone. Deep in thought, he made his way back to the river. His every instinct warned him not to trust Marcel, but he didn’t really have a choice.



 

F I V E



T essa first became aware of an itch on her right leg. She ignored it successfully until it began to move. Her eyes snapped open and her head sprang up. Throwing off the blanket, she slapped at her thigh. Something black and shiny was crawling up her leg. Horrified, she sent it flying toward the wall.


A soft laugh caused her to whip her head around. Ravis stood in the corner of the room, his face half-covered by shadow. He gestured to her thigh. “You’d make a fine pikesman with reflexes like that.”

Tessa drew the blanket over her leg. Her mind was still heavy from sleep, and the right half of her face was numb from being pressed against a floorboard all night. Blinking hard wake-up blinks, she tried to think of something scathing to say. Nothing clever came to mind, so she settled on an indignant snort instead. A bell began to toll at exactly the same instant as she made the noise, robbing it of any impact she’d intended.

Church bells. Her thoughts skipped from Ravis and how he came to be standing over her, to the stark reality of where she was: in a oak-timbered house built on a bridge that spanned a muddy river, in a city named Bay’Zell.

Tessa rubbed the sleep from her eyes, half expecting when she opened them again to find herself back in her bedroom at home. Instead she found herself looking at Ravis once more. Her stomach fluttered. It felt as light and hollow as a paper bag. All that had happened yesterday came back to her: the tinnitus attack, the safety deposit boxes, the alleyway, the fight . . . the ring. Tessa brought her left hand up to her face. The ring wasn’t there. Panicking, she looked around the room. What had she done with it? Where had she worn it last?

“Is this what you’re looking for?” asked Ravis, uncurling his fist to reveal the jagged golden band. One of the barbs had cut into the meat of his palm, and a fat bead of blood rolled between his fingers.

Tessa’s jaw snapped shut. Hardly aware of what she was doing, she flew off the bench and snatched the ring from Ravis’ hand. It was hers. No one else had a right to handle it. No one’s blood should be upon it, only her own.

As soon as the ring was in her possession, its weight reassuringly familiar in her hand, Tessa began to feel foolish. Her breathing was accelerated and her cheeks were flushed. What had she been thinking? Embarrassed, she stole a quick glance at Ravis.

He caught her gaze and smiled, the scar on his lip growing taut and pale. “That’s a very interesting trinket you have there. You caught its likeness well.”

Likeness? Tessa was confused until she saw what Ravis held in his other hand. It was the sketch she had worked on last night. The patterns within the ring. For a moment she was overcome with the desire to snatch the sketch away from him too. Scared by an impulse she didn’t understand, she forced herself to hold back. The act of holding back, of restraining herself, was so ingrained within Tessa that it was almost a reflex action. Don’t scream. . . . Don’t get excited. . . . Always think before you act.

Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Tessa dropped both hands to her side. What had she been thinking? What difference did it make if Ravis saw the sketch or held the ring? She was acting irrationally.

“There’s something about this drawing that reminds me . . .” Ravis’ words trailed away as he raised the sketch into the band of sunlight cutting into the room.

“Of what?” Tessa asked, taking the opportunity to smooth her dress and hair while Ravis’ attention was elsewhere.

“Of something I saw last night.” Ravis looked at her sharply. After a moment of silent scrutiny, he turned, rolled up the sketch in his fist, and handed it to Tessa with a bow. “Make yourself ready. You’re coming with me this morning. I’ll wait for you outside on the bridge.”

Tessa opened her mouth to object, but Ravis was already at the door.

“Don’t be long,” he said. “I have neither the time nor patience to wait upon a woman preening.” With that he stepped smartly out of the room, letting the door bang shut behind him.

Annoyed at being ordered around in such a manner, Tessa glared at the door. No one had spoken to her that way in years, and she didn’t like it one bit. What could she do about it, though? Besides Widow Furbish and Swigg, Ravis was the only person she knew in this place. He was certainly the only one who would help her. And at the end of the day, she did need help. She had to find out more about the city, discover where she was, how she had got here, and if there was any reason behind it. She needed Ravis for that.

As she thought, Tessa toyed with the ring, turning it in her hand and tracing her fingertips over the barbs. Although taking it off last night hadn’t changed anything, it was still her sole contact with home. She couldn’t let anyone else handle or even see it. She had to keep it safe. That decided, Tessa looked around the room for a suitable piece of ribbon or string. The best thing she could do would be to keep it tied around her neck, out of sight.

She had spent the night in the stock room, among all of Widow Furbish’s embroidery paraphernalia, falling asleep on the floor amid a nest of rough blankets and thinly stuffed cushions. The blankets smelled vaguely of camphor and old dried goods, and the entire room had the dry, woody feel of an attic. Shelves crammed with all manner of materials lined the walls: bolts of cloth, reels of thread, wooden frames, and other odd-shaped things that Tessa had no name for.

Spying what looked to be a loose length of ribbon hanging down from a work top, Tessa yanked on the end, attempting to pull it out from the papers that were piled high on top of it.

The moment she pulled, Tessa knew she had made a mistake. The layers of boards, cloth, and parchment that lay on top of the ribbon slid off the table and went crashing to the floor. Black dust, lots of it, wafted up from the odd stack of materials, billowing over her dress and catching in her nose and her throat.

“Damn,” she hissed, eyes closed, hands fanning the dust cloud away from her face. What was this stuff? Mister Furbish’s remains?

“The pounces!”

Tessa spun round in time to see Widow Furbish burst into the room. Ignoring Tessa, the woman dashed over to the pile of papers on the floor, knelt, and began dusting them off. “You stupid girl!” she hissed, gathering a pile of the papers in her arms. “Don’t you know better than to upset the powder?” Knees cracking, she stood upright and began laying the boards and parchment on the table. She shook her head savagely. “It will cost you, you know. I’ll have to bring Bernice in to spread them again, not to mention the originals—looks like one of them’s been cracked to me.”

“What are you talking about?” Tessa brushed down her dress with venom. She was beginning to get tired of being ordered around and scolded.

Widow Furbish snorted. “The pounces, girl. For copying the embroidery patterns. Some of these originals are years old—cost the late Mister Furbish a fortune, they did.”

Tessa, still unclear about what the widow was talking about, went to touch one of the thickly painted patterns. The widow slapped her away. “Get out!” she cried. “Get out before you do any more damage.”

As a reflex action, Tessa raised her own hand to retaliate, but she willed herself to stop before returning the blow. Slapping the woman back would only make everything worse. “I’m sorry,” she said, teeth grated. “I’ll be on my way.”

“You just be sure to tell Lord Ravis that he’ll be paying for the damage.” Widow Furbish shook her head some more. “The gods only know what replacing an original will cost.”

Despite everything, Tessa could not resist issuing a huff of disbelief as she walked toward the door. Widow Furbish was just the type to exaggerate the cost of any damage. She was probably cracking the originals herself right now—whatever that meant. Just as she stepped from the room, Tessa remembered the sketch. For some reason she didn’t want to leave it where Widow Furbish might find it. Bending, she scooped up the scrap of parchment, folded it in half, and tucked it away down her bodice. If Widow Furbish saw the action, she didn’t say a word.

As Tessa crossed into the main room, she was forced to dodge Swigg to get the door. The man smelled of booze, and his eyes were watering. The vats he’d seen to last night were obviously something to do with brewing. And from the look of him, he’d been sampling his wares. Either that or he’d fallen into them headfirst.

As she went to raise the latch on the door, Tessa realized she still had the ribbon in her hand. Turning her back on Swigg, she threaded the ribbon through the ring and tied it around her neck, slipping the slack beneath her bodice. It was getting quite crowded down there. Feeling rather pleased with herself, she stepped onto the bridge.

The early morning sun dazzled her, and it took her eyes a moment to adjust. Blinking, she focused on a dark form moving toward her.

“Well, I must say you’re the first woman I’ve ever met who looks worse after freshening herself up.” Smiling, Ravis took her arm. “Tell me, is black dust on one’s face considered a beauty enhancement where you are from?”

The powder! Tessa rubbed a hand against her face: it came back black. Seeing her look of horror, Ravis laughed. Tessa felt herself blushing. She must look terrible.

“Here,” Ravis said, handing her a silk square pulled smoothly from his tunic. “Use this.”

Tessa took it, turned her head away, spit on it, then scoured her face. Ravis had the decency to look out over the bridge while she cleaned herself up.

“Did the widow give you that dress?” Ravis asked as they came to the section of the bridge that curved down to the bank.

“No, I exchanged it for my clothes.”

“Aah.”

The skeptical syllable turned Tessa’s head. “What do you mean, aah?”


“I mean you struck a poor deal.” They reached the end of the bridge and took a path down a narrow street. Ravis carried on talking as normal, but his eyes flicked in all directions, as if he were expecting trouble or worse. Tessa suddenly felt nervous. She became aware of a bitter taste in her mouth: the powder from the pounces.

Ravis continued speaking, his light tone and manner in direct contrast with his bearing. “The dye used to color your undershirt is the most precious to be had on the continent. Women spend years saving up just to buy a stretch of cloth that shade of blue.”

Tessa’s eyes narrowed. So that was why Widow Furbish was so eager to get her hands on the blouse. But sky blue? “Surely gold or purple or some other royal color would be more precious?”

Ravis shook his head. “No. Light blue dyes are made from lapis lazuli, which is mined from the foothills beyond the Azhensas. It takes a full year for the raw stone to reach Rhaize by cart.” As he spoke, Ravis guided Tessa down a wide street and into the shade cast by west-facing buildings.

“Azhensas?”

Ravis gave her a hard look. “They are a range of mountains far to the east.”

Tessa looked quickly away. From Ravis’ tone she guessed she’d just made a glaring error. For all she knew the Azhensas were as well-known here as the Himalayas were at home. To cover her mistake, she said quickly, “Have you ever seen them?”

“I have been to many places and seen many things, none of which are fitting discourse for daylight hours in Bay’Zell.”

The hairs on Tessa’s arms stood up. Ravis’ voice was cold, hard, and unpleasant. What had she said to change his mood so quickly? Breathless from the pace Ravis was setting, and shaking from his tone of voice, Tessa stopped in her tracks. She didn’t care for Ravis’ company anymore.

Ravis pulled at her arm. “Come,” he hissed. “We can’t be caught idling on the streets.”

“You mean you can’t,” Tessa said very precisely. “I can idle all I want. In fact, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” With that she snatched her arm from Ravis’ hold and set back in the direction they’d just come from.

Ravis was upon her in an instant. “You fool!” he hissed, his fingers biting into the flesh of her upper arm. “You won’t last till midday on your own in this city.”

“You don’t know me. You don’t know what I’m capable of.” Again, Tessa went to walk away.

“I know you’re not from here.” Ravis made no move to stop her this time. He stood his ground. His voice was very low as he spoke, but it carried well all the same. “You’re not from this city or this kingdom or even this continent. Any child on the street knows more about the world than you do.”

Tessa stopped in midstep. Spinning around, she looked at Ravis. How much did he know or guess about how she had come to be here?

Ravis’ smile gave nothing away. “And you may have forgotten, but when I found you yesterday morning you were in no fit state to look after yourself.” He shrugged. “Then again, I may have misinterpreted the whole situation: those two men I found you with may have been about to proposition, not murder you. I’ve killed men before now for more foolish mistakes than that.”

Even though Tessa hated his sarcasm, she knew he was right. She was in no position to go storming off on her own. Where would she go? Back to Widow Furbish’s parlor? She glanced down at her dust-covered dress. She would hardly be welcome there at the moment.

The truth was she was alone in a city she didn’t know. A foreign city with narrow-shuttered buildings harboring lots of shade and thin streets winding past dark doorways, crumbling arches, and dead ends. She already knew the alleys were dangerous. And judging from the look on Ravis’ face, wide-open streets like this one were too.

No. Going off on her own wasn’t a good idea. Yet, she thought, gaze dropping from Ravis’ face to his white-knuckled hands, there were advantages to be gained by pretending she was still considering stalking off. Ravis ill liked standing here in the street where anyone could see him. The desire to move on was so strong, it could be seen as a palpable force in his face. His teeth scored away at his scar.

Looking at Ravis, seeing his gaze darting from an old man pulling a cart, to two stout-hipped women balancing a tray laden with pies between them, to a young man standing in a shop doorway doing nothing at all, Tessa guessed he could be persuaded to make a concession or two.

Toe tracing a figure eight in the dirt, she said, “I’ll come with you only if you agree to answer some questions.”

“What questions?”

Gaze carefully on the ground, Tessa tried to think of some questions she needed answered. She didn’t want Ravis guessing she had none ready to ask. “Very well, tell me where you’re taking me. And why.”

Ravis bit at his lip. “Walk with me, and I will answer your questions.”

Hearing the tone of his voice, Tessa could tell he was running out of patience, so she let herself be led along the street. There was little to be gained from pushing him further. Besides, Ravis’ nervousness was catching, and Tessa found herself eyeing everyone who crossed her path with the same suspicious glances.

The street they were on was lined with shops. Tables laden with carved boxes, bolts of cloth, wheels of cheese, pyramids of fruit, and bundles of spices jutted out onto the road. Shopkeepers stood guard by their wares; some carried brass scales, others pewter scoops, bone spoons, lead weights, or coiled wire. All had a club or stick tucked in their belts.

Morning was passing, and the shade provided by the buildings slimmed to a dark line. Seagulls shrieked overhead and a sharp breeze sent shop signs creaking back and forth. Tessa’s hair blew in her face.

“You were about to tell me where we are going?” she prompted as they turned into another, less populated street.

“I’m taking you to a frie—” Ravis caught himself. “A business associate of mine. I expect him to loan me some money so I can leave Rhaize.”

“So why take me?”

Ravis raised an eyebrow but didn’t deign to look Tessa’s way. “You are here purely so I can keep an eye on you.”

The arrogance of this statement annoyed Tessa, yet she said nothing, preferring to ask more questions before Ravis grew tired of the game. “Why are you so anxious to leave Rhaize? It seems like a perfectly fine place to me.”


Ravis turned on her. “By all the gods, woman! I will not be questioned like a prisoner dog-hooked to a wall. My private affairs are just that: private.” Having reached a fork in the road, he cut sharply to the left, his fingers bearing down on her arm much harder than was necessary. “This way.”

Tessa felt a flutter of fear. At five feet three and a hundred and twelve pounds, she couldn’t put up much of a fight if things came to it. Certainly not enough to overpower this tall and powerful man at her side. She’d have to settle for a swift kick to his shins, followed by an even quicker retreat. Tessa smiled despite herself. The idea of kicking Ravis appealed to her.

The district was gradually changing. The farther away they got from the river, the better the buildings and the people looked. Dirt roads gave way to cobbled streets, and the smell of baking bread and woodsmoke mixed with, then overpowered, the stench of rotting waste. Tessa’s stomach rumbled. For the first time in over twenty-four hours she thought of food. Breakfast: bacon, eggs—not scrambled—mushrooms, tomatoes, and toast. Tessa’s stomach rumbled again. Plenty of hot buttered toast.

To stop her mind from torturing her stomach, she asked the first question that popped into her head. “You said ‘by all the gods’ before. Does that mean you have more than one god here in Rhaize?”

Ravis made no move to answer the question, didn’t even acknowledge hearing it, so Tessa followed his gaze to see what was distracting him. His attention was focused on a group of young men blocking the pathway ahead. “Keep your eyes down,” he ordered.

Tessa felt her face coloring. “But I was just looking—”

“Women don’t just look in Rhaize. Women hold their peace and know their place and open their legs when needed. Now be quiet and do as I say.” Ravis pulled her arm to the right. “Follow me.” He steered her to the far side of the street, away from the group of men.

Even though Tessa was looking down, she saw Ravis’ free hand stray to the knife at his belt. She smelled his sweat.

A second later one of the men called out. “Hey, mate! Fancy sharing your good fortune? She looks more than woman enough for two.”


One of his companions, a stocky man with a broken nose, cried out in agreement. Another man whispered something that Tessa couldn’t quite catch, and then all five men laughed at once.

Tessa felt Ravis tense. “Ignore them,” he told her quietly, fingers closing around the hilt of his knife.

Tessa felt her heart pumping in her chest. Despite Ravis’ warning, she risked another glance at the men. “Are you going to fight them?”

Ravis made a hard sound in his throat. “For both our sakes I hope not. Odds of five to one are a little too high for my liking.”

Tessa shuddered. Why did he have to sound so brutal? Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two of the men moving toward them. A third man, the tallest, held his position against the wall, a fourth was slapping a club into the palm of his hand, and a fifth was making crude gestures with his hips.

Ravis didn’t take his eyes off them. Looking at the expression on his face, Tessa felt her stomach clench. A hot flush of panic rolled up her chest. Things were getting too much. Ravis’ brutal words jarred in her thoughts. The fourth man slapped the club loudly. The fifth man shouted an obscenity. Tessa felt herself becoming stiff. She knew from experience that tinnitus would soon follow. There were too many noises, too many things happening all at once.

The sun slipped behind a bank of clouds, plunging the street into shade. The sound of wood cracking against wood filled the air as a street full of vendors decided that now was exactly the right time to close shop. People scuttled into doorways or took the fastest, shortest turnoff they could find.

“On my word run back the way we came. Don’t stop until you get to Parso Bridge.” Ravis spoke between clenched teeth. His scar was white.

Tessa was rigid. She could barely move her legs. The pulse points around her temples began to throb. Any minute now the ringing would start.

“Did you hear what I said?” Ravis’ voice was harsh.

Dazed, Tessa nodded. “Run back the way we came.”

The two men were feet away now. The other three were on the move, gravitating inward to form a wall across the path. The man who had first shouted out drew a knife. His companion rolled up his sleeves.

Tessa swallowed, looked down.

“Come on, bitch. Show us what you’ve got.”

“Get rid of the foreign bastard, and we’ll show you what real men can do.”

The words were addressed to Tessa, but she could tell they were really meant for Ravis. This wasn’t about her now.

Blood rushed through Tessa’s ears. This place wasn’t safe. Two days. Two attacks. She wanted to go home. Without thinking, she brought her hand up to finger the ring. Even through the rough fabric of her dress, the barbs bit into her finger. Strangely, the pain helped her relax. Without realizing it, she had been holding her breath: waiting for the tinnitus to start. The sun appeared from behind the clouds, shining directly on her face.

In a movement so swift, Tessa’s sun-dazzled eyes couldn’t follow it, Ravis drew his knife. With one mighty thrust he pushed her away.

“Run!”

Tessa felt herself falling back. As she struggled to keep her footing, three of the men rushed toward Ravis. The man with the club raised his weapon above his head. Tessa flung out her right arm to steady herself. As she brought up her left arm to shield her face, she felt something wet on her lips. Just as she realized it was blood drawn by the ring, a voice rang out in the street.

“Everyone stay where you are.” A cold voice. A deadly voice.

Automatically Tessa found herself responding to it. Her footing regained, she looked up in time to see the man with the club slowly fall forward onto his face. There was something comical about the sight of him keeling over, and Tessa was struck with a mad desire to laugh. Something that might have been his nose or jaw cracked as he hit the ground. Then she saw the arrow shaft quivering in his back. He had been shot.

Suddenly Tessa didn’t feel like laughing anymore.

Everyone, including Ravis, stood still.

Tessa’s gaze followed the line of the arrow back in the direction it had come from. A man stepped out from the splinter of shade remaining on the west side of the street. He was hooded, the fabric forming a dark eyelet around an even darker face. His left arm was extended, the bar of a crossbow resting on the crook. His free hand was on the trigger.

Out of the corner of her eye, Tessa saw more men step forward into the street. She counted three. There might have been others. All had crossbows.

Ravis’ knuckles formed a bracelet of bone around the hilt of his blade. The only thing that moved were his eyelids. They dropped slowly, reducing his eyes to black-and-white strips.

The hooded man made a minute gesture with the crossbow. His head turned toward Ravis. “Walk on, sir,” he said, his voice softer but infinitely more compelling than before. “Go about your business with your lady. I will see these men bother you no more.”

Tessa didn’t doubt him for an instant. His fingers slid over the trigger.

Ravis remained where he stood. Minutes passed. The two men faced each other; one with his features hooded by shadow, the other with his eyes hooded by flesh. Finally Ravis moved. Tessa released a pent-up breath as his shoulders relaxed and his back curved into a softly mocking bow.

“It would seem that I am in your debt, stranger,” he said, rising to his full height. “Show yourself so I may know the face of my creditor.”

The crossbow shifted in the hooded man’s hands. It was now pointed directly at Ravis. “You owe me nothing, my friend. I saved you purely for my own ends. Now begone before I change my mind and shoot you in cold blood instead.”

Tessa shuddered. The stranger’s voice had an edge of madness to it.

Suddenly one of the four men in the middle let out a cry and dropped to his knees by the corpse. Even as Tessa’s gaze sped back to the hooded man, she heard the soft thuc of the bolt.

The kneeling man screamed.

Tessa closed her eyes. Her stomach turned to liquid. The urge to retch was overpowering. She couldn’t understand why she felt so sick: one man had already died within her sights today.

Ravis seized her arm. He grabbed her so hard, the ground seemed to fall from under her feet. Off balance, gorge rising, she was dragged away like a naughty child. They flew past the three remaining assailants and then past two men with crossbows. Although Ravis had his eyes on the hooded man, his feet never misstepped. He knew exactly where he wanted to go. In the whole street they were the only things that moved. No shutters rattled, no gulls swooped, no dogs fought over scraps.

A sickening burn rose up Tessa’s throat. Her saliva tasted sharp and sweet, like milk gone slowly sour. Jabbing her tongue against the roof of her mouth, she swallowed as hard as she could. For some insane reason that she couldn’t begin to fathom, she began to count as fast as she could. One two three four five six seven eight nine . . . one two three four five six seven eight nine. Over and over again, under her breath.

It seemed to work. By the time Ravis spun her round the corner, her stomach was settling down. She didn’t risk unclenching her jaw, though; despite the counting, her mind was still replaying the dying man’s scream.

Once they turned onto a new street, Tessa expected Ravis to slow down. He didn’t. His grip didn’t let up, either. He seemed full of fury. The scar on his lip was white and knotted like a fossil. His heavy-lidded eyes carried a look just short of murderous.

After marching to the end of the street, taking a quick turn, and then another one, they came to a halt by a well-kept three-story building. White stone steps led up to a gleaming black door. Without a word, Ravis rapped against the wood. Fewer than five seconds passed before the door swung open. Ravis went to walk in first, then stopped himself at the last minute. With a sharp bow, he indicated that Tessa should go ahead of him.

Only as Tessa walked into the cool, dark interior of the house did she remember about her tinnitus. The attack hadn’t started after all.
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“Pear liqueur,” said the man named Marcel as his eyes flicked from the glass to Tessa’s breasts. “I find it most . . . invigorating when one has had a minor upset.”

Tessa took the proffered drink, intending to down it in one. Something stopped her, though. Perhaps the look that passed between Marcel and Ravis as they watched the glass pivot upward to her lips. So she took a cat lick instead, letting the thick and perfumed liquid merely scald along her tongue. From the taste of it, it was a close relation of arlo. And from the look of the flask it came in, not a poor one at that.

Tessa liked Marcel’s house. She liked the silk rugs, the fragrant woods, the cushions stuffed to bursting, and the shiny, bony, grainy, artifacts that were scattered from room to room. She didn’t like Marcel, but he had given her refuge, and she was so relieved because her tinnitus hadn’t reappeared that she was inclined to treat him benignly.

Ravis leaned against the broad white-stoned fireplace, drink in hand, lips curved to half a smile, eyes firmly on Marcel. In the six paces it had taken him to mount the steps and walk through the man’s door, Ravis had changed entirely. The angry look, the flashing eyes, the crisscrossed brow: all gone. Even his scar had receded. Watching him shrug off his mood as casually as others shrugged their shoulders made Tessa uneasy. She made a mental note not to forget it.

A soft knock came upon the door, and a beautiful dark-haired girl entered the room. “Sir,” she said gently, gaze cast down to the floor, “may I have a word?” Marcel nodded once and left the room. He closed the door behind him.

“Are you feeling better now?” Ravis asked, turning his lazy smile upon Tessa. “Your color has certainly improved.”

“My color didn’t improve as quickly as your mood.” Tessa was beginning to feel in control of her day at last. From the very instant she awoke she had been ordered around, shouted at, dragged about. She wasn’t used to such treatment, and somewhere along the line, instead of taking a stand and protesting, she had simply given in to it. This might be a new place, but she was still Tessa McCamfrey.

Or was she?

Tessa’s hand flitted to her temple. Two days she had been here. Two instances where she was sure the tinnitus would come on. Loud noises and extreme stress were the main precursors to an attack. In the past forty-eight hours she had been subject to both of them, yet nothing had happened. The first time didn’t mean anything—it was a fluke. But today . . . Tessa shook her head. Today she had been sick with fear and still nothing had happened.

It didn’t make any sense, but then neither did anything that had happened since yesterday morning. No sense at all.

Tessa stood up. She needed to make sense of everything; find the design behind seemingly arbitrary events. She knew from years of studying patterns that if you looked at them too closely, you saw nothing but so many lines and curves. You had to stand back to see the whole.

Which meant she had to find out all she could about this place called Rhaize. “You never answered my question from earlier,” she said to Ravis. “How many gods do you worship here?”

To her disappointment, Ravis’ face didn’t register even a flicker of surprise at being asked such an abrupt and arbitrary question. “Only one,” he said with a small shrug. “A thousand years ago we used to worship the four old gods, but counting the devil himself, that added up to five.” He smiled. “So now we just have the one.”

Nodding, Tessa tried to understand what Ravis said: four gods and one devil? “What’s wrong with having five gods?” There was little point in pretending she knew any of this now. Establishing the background detail of the pattern was more important than keeping up lies. Besides, Ravis had already guessed that she wasn’t what she seemed.

Ravis took a sip from his glass. “Old superstition. Many people believe that five was the first number ever named. They say there were no sorrows in the world until the one true God had his fifth son and the child’s mother died upon the birthing. Now all sorrows, deaths, and misfortunes are counted in fives. Pregnant women once cut their growing babies from their wombs rather than risk giving birth in the fifth month of the year, and fathers smothered their fifth-born children, lest they bring bad fortune upon the families who raised them. Even today, scholars still hold that more calamities occur on dates with the number five in them, and that more wars are won and lost.”


“But none of this is true?”

Ravis made a hard sound in his throat. “Tell that to the men who fought the Shrine Wars—they spent most of their lives in the lower south destroying all the temples and shrines built to honor the old gods. Tell that also to Izgard of Garizon. He likes to plan his military campaigns in fives: five battalions, five warlords, five of anything he can think of.” A tooth scored over his scar. “He believes there’s power in it. A lot of people do.”

Struggling to keep up, Tessa said, “So the devil was the fifth god?”

“That’s what the Holy League came to believe, anyway, so they forbade all worship of the old gods and made everyone worship the one true God instead.” Ravis drained his glass. “They sought to rob the devil of his due.”

Tessa plucked at the rough fabric of her skirt. Her own world seemed very far away. “And who is Izgard of Garizon?”

“Izgard of Garizon is a man who takes what he wants.”

Ravis’ voice was so cold when he spoke, Tessa felt the words on her cheek like ice smoke. “Where is Garizon?”

Just then the door swung open. Marcel walked into the room. The elegantly dressed banker looked slightly rumpled. A lock of his hair had fallen onto his face, and there was a red mark circling his wrist.

Ravis shot Tessa a warning glance. “When next we see a map, my love, I’ll be sure to point it out.”

“Map?” echoed Marcel.

Ravis yawned. “Yes. Our lovely Tessa here is developing quite an interest in the lapis mines in Azhenestan.”

Marcel smiled at Tessa. His gaze alighted on her breasts, then quickly shifted away. “Beauty and a thirst for knowledge. Ravis is a lucky man indeed.” He bowed. “Now if you will excuse us, my dear lady, Ravis and I have business to discuss.” And then to Ravis: “I have a new case of berriac in the cellar. Would you care to step down and take a look?”

While Marcel was speaking, Ravis rubbed a bony knuckle over the pink flesh of his scar. When the banker had finished, he turned to Tessa and smiled. It was a mischievous smile, and the first one she had seen that actually reached his eyes.

“Marcel,” he said, “Tessa has lived in Taire for the past five years—and there’s no need to tell you just how uncivilized that sheep dip of a town is. I’d wager my last silver that she’d like to join us for a sip.”

Hearing him speak, Tessa couldn’t help but return his smile. This was a new and charming side of Ravis, and a rather crafty one as well. How could Marcel refuse such a genial request?

He didn’t. “Very well, Ravis, if you insist.” A long glance was exchanged between the two men. Marcel was the first to look away. “Follow me.”

Marcel led them down a narrow flight of stairs. Tessa descended three steps behind him, eyes firmly on his bald patch, nose inhaling his soft bookish scent. The temperature dropped with the light. Wooden panels gave way to flaking plaster, which in turn gave way to naked stone. Tessa shivered. She was suddenly very aware that her stomach was empty, though she didn’t feel hungry at all. Behind her, Ravis’ steps sounded as light and weightless as leaves rustling against a window in a breeze.

Marcel was carrying a lamp that burned with a steady, almost smokeless flame. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he handed it to Tessa as he patted his waistcoat for the key. The key went in the lock, and it rattled against the barrel, but Tessa had her eye on Marcel’s red-wealed wrist, and she saw neither bone nor tendon turn.

“Here we are,” he said, swinging open the door. “My personal little treasure trove. The heart of my humble abode.”

Tessa glanced at Ravis. Surely he could see that something wasn’t right? Ravis inclined his head slightly, an indication that she move forward straight away.

Marcel disappeared quickly, taking the light with him and leaving Tessa and Ravis in the dark. A moment later a large wall lantern came to life, flooding the cellar with light. Tessa looked around. Row upon row of crossed shelves dissected the room into squares. The shelves were cut into V’s and small casks, bottles, and earthenware jars were piled at varying heights within the slats. The floor was formed from diamond-cut stone that didn’t quite match the lines of the shelves. The disparity jarred in Tessa’s sights: the cellar was a pattern with a noticeable flaw.

True to his word, Marcel tapped a barrel and filled three wooden cups to the brim. In an unspoken agreement, neither Tessa nor Ravis drank until the tendons in Marcel’s throat pulsed, indicating liquid had been swallowed. Tessa took a sip of her berriac. Ravis emptied his cup.

“So,” he said, handing the cup to the banker to be refilled. “Have you had any thoughts on our conversation of last night?”

Marcel’s gaze flicked to Tessa. Raising her cup so that it rested against her chin, Tessa attempted to cover her breasts. She needn’t have bothered. Marcel was already looking away, his pale eyes focused firmly on Ravis. It was just the same as earlier in the street: she no longer mattered. Slowly Tessa backed away from the two men, putting a hand out behind her to feel for a shelf she could lean against.

“I have given our conversation my deepest consideration, Ravis,” Marcel said. “Nothing else has been on my mind since.”

“Nothing?” Ravis’ tone was light. Did he glance at Marcel’s wrist? Tessa couldn’t tell from where she stood. “So, will you make the loan?”

“Yes.” Marcel’s voice was a tapering line.

“Hand it over.”

“It’s not as easy as that. I—”

“You what, Marcel?” Ravis’ tongue lashed against his scar like a whip.

“I need surety.” Marcel’s eyes flicked to his left. Tessa followed his gaze. A tall block of shelves that might, or might not, have been resting against the back wall. “I need to be sure I won’t be cheated.”

Ravis took a step toward Marcel. “And what do you have in mind?”

The banker looked frightened. Just as he opened his mouth to reply, a voice echoed through the cellar:

“I will act as underwriter to your loan.”

Tessa gasped. She had heard that voice before. This morning. On the street.

A man stepped out from behind the far shelf. He was wearing a hood, and as he stepped into the lantern’s halo, he drew it back to reveal his face.
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