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One


      
      He was weary.

      
      Orrin Blackhart strode through the great kitchen, past the cold hearths and scullery boys, past the cooks with their stained
         aprons, cold kettles and wide eyes. Silence followed him as he emerged to march across the small courtyard, scattering the
         geese and chickens before him. His stride was long, his steps strong and steady, an old habit not to show exhaustion or pain.
         He was soul-weary, truth to tell, although his lips curled in derision at the thought.
      

      
      As if he had a soul.

      
      Men watched as he crossed the yard and angled towards the door to the dungeons beneath. He could have avoided their gaze,
         for there were other ways into the depths of the keep of the Black Hills, but those were dark, filthy and guarded by the Odium.
         They were the undead guardians of this place and though he appreciated them as a weapon, he could do without the stench. He’d
         wanted a bit of air before plunging into the depths of the prison, where light and breath were precious and rare.
      

      
      A puddle of something foul lay in his way, but he stepped square into it with his black boots, determined to take the straightest
         route. After all, the Scourge of Palins never wavered in his duty: to protect his Baroness and his people. He took whatever
         means was necessary, used whatever weapon was at hand, to accomplish that goal.
      

      
      Hadn’t he?

      
      Pah. He was weary of the filth. Weary of stupidity, weary of trying to preserve the lives of his men. Bone-deep weary, that was the worst of it. No amount of sleep brought him rest or ease.
      

      
      Orrin set his jaw and kept walking.

      
      They knew where he went, his men. They knew full well what lay in the depths beneath the courtyard. Word would have flashed
         through the keep, from the lowest scullery to the highest tower. He could almost feel their questions on his skin. Why had
         High Baroness Elanore left with a small force when the men were needed on their borders? What use would this prisoner be for
         their cause?
      

      
      They looked to him, Orrin Blackhart, Lord Marshal of the Black Hills.

      
      Pity he had no answers.

      
      He strode to the door, bearing the burden of their regard. He’d served Lady Elanore, Baroness of the Black Hills, for years
         now, but the weight was heavier with each passing day. Each passing hour. It didn’t help that since her injury, Elanore had
         grown obsessed with her power and the undead Odium that she could create with it.
      

      
      Orrin scowled. Of late she’d grown even more focused and secretive. The Baroness had come up with this scheme to take one
         of the leaders of the rebellion prisoner. Once that had been set into motion, she’d used her magic to make even more of the
         Odium than he’d thought possible. Then she’d left, with men and Odium he needed for defence. Left, damn her, against his advice,
         and no reasoning would convince her otherwise.
      

      
      His fist was hard clenched before he even raised it to pound on the door. Three blows, then a swift turn to sweep the yard
         with a stern glance.
      

      
      Men turned quickly back to their tasks and the normal business of the keep resumed. Weary he might be, but he was Lord Marshal.
         None would challenge or question.
      

      
      For now.

      
      Reader looked up from his book. ‘That’s him coming.’

      
      As Archer lifted his head from his work, he saw Sidian raise one of his bushy white eyebrows, a move Archer always watched with quiet amusement. Sidian was black-skinned, his face, chest and arms covered with ritual scars, and so dark that
         his bald head and thick white eyebrows were startling. When one brow moved like that, it was as if a fuzzy bug had crawled
         over his eye.
      

      
      ‘How so?’ Sidian asked in his clipped accent. ‘You’ve no way of—’

      
      The pounding at the door cut him off.

      
      ‘Why do you doubt, friend?’ Archer asked quietly. ‘He’s always right.’

      
      Sidian snorted as Reader jumped up, thrusting his book into his pack. The small man wiped his palms on his pants as he darted
         to the door and jerked it open.
      

      
      Blackhart stood framed in the doorway, silhouetted against the day. As he stepped in, his hazel eyes pierced the room.

      
      Archer was unmoved by Blackhart’s glare. True enough, the darkness of this place was no match for Orrin Blackhart, Lord Farentell
         to Lady High Baroness Elanore and death incarnate to her enemies. But Archer had known the man and been part of his hearth-band
         for years, and the impact of that glare had worn a bit around the edges. It had been aimed in his direction a fair number
         of times over the years. Not that he was used to it. Not that at all.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ Blackhart growled.

      
      ‘Very well,’ Archer replied calmly. ‘She walked right into our trap. Your information was good.’

      
      Blackhart grunted. ‘Should be, considering the source. Anyone hurt?’ He looked at the other men.

      
      ‘No.’ Archer gave the man the reassurance he needed. ‘Timothy and Thomas are taking care of the horses. There wasn’t even
         a fight, it was that easy. There was another priest with her, but she pushed him back through the portal before we could grab
         him, too. It closed before we could blink.’
      

      
      ‘Blackhart’s shoulders relaxed a bit. ‘We’ve got her. That’s all that matters.’

      
      ‘Sidian probably scared her,’ Reader piped up, ‘what with them scars and all.’

      
      Sidian raised that eyebrow again, but didn’t rise to the bait.
      

      
      ‘Where is she?’ Blackhart moved farther into the room.

      
      ‘Below. Mage is keeping an eye on her.’ Archer nodded towards the door that led below.

      
      Blackhart frowned again. ‘The spell chains are—’

      
      ‘Working fine,’ Archer assured him. ‘But she’s prayin’, and that’s got Mage nervous.’

      
      Blackhart grunted and grabbed a torch. ‘For all the good praying will do …’ He opened the door that led to the cells and headed
         down the stairs. Archer settled back and returned to work on the arrow in his hands. The dungeon was a mite close for his
         taste. Besides, Blackhart could handle one small priestess by himself, now couldn’t he?
      

      
      Torchlight danced on the walls as Orrin stomped down the narrow staircase. The heels of his boots clicked on the stones, echoing
         in the spiral that descended into the depths. The stench filled his nose, leaving an acrid taste in the back of his throat.
         The men posted to duty in these tunnels claimed that the damp cut clear to the bone.
      

      
      They were right.

      
      The guard at the bottom nodded him towards the right passage. The dungeon was a warren filled with tunnels and cells. One
         could wander lost if one wasn’t careful. Done by design at some point, Orrin was sure. Hard to rescue someone when you can’t
         find yourself, much less their cell.
      

      
      One of the warders led him to the very end of one of the corridors and there, in a niche in the wall, sat Mage, wrapped in
         his cloak against the cold and damp. Mage jumped to his feet with a youthful vigor Orrin envied.
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ Mage said softly.

      
      ‘Which cell?’

      
      Mage gestured and Orrin moved to look through the tiny barred window. The cell held a small candle, and in the centre of the
         pool of light knelt a woman dressed all in white, her head bowed, her white hair glowing in the light.
      

      
      Orrin stepped back and kept his voice down. ‘The spell chains working?’
      

      
      Mage nodded. ‘I used fresh ones, just to be sure. She can’t use any magic. Been praying since we put her in there. Thought
         maybe I’d keep watch, her being a high priestess and all. I mean, so far she’s not trying to cast magic. But the praying …’
         The youngster shrugged. ‘Not sure what I’d do if her gods appeared, but I thought—’
      

      
      Orrin rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘A good thought.’

      
      Mage lifted his head and straightened his shoulders. Orrin suppressed a chuckle, then turned to the warder. ‘Open it.’

      
      The warder moved quickly, fumbling with his keys. Orrin eased back to give the man room and waited patiently. Once the door
         was opened, he handed the torch to Mage and bent down to enter the cell.
      

      
      The woman looked up as he entered, regarding him calmly. Her hands were folded before her. The manacles were tight on her
         wrists and the chains that linked them dangled before her robes. Orrin noted the chain that ran along the floor and secured
         her ankle to the wall.
      

      
      He’d heard the tales, of course, but it was a surprise to find her hair thick and white, and her eyes the barest blue. She
         was younger than he’d expected, maybe a few years younger than himself.
      

      
      She seemed to magnify the glow of the candle, but he was sure that was a contrast to the darkness about her and not her innate
         goodness. Not that it mattered, either way. Innocence would be no protection here.
      

      
      She endured his scrutiny, studying him at the same time. He knew full well there was a contrast, with him dressed all in black
         and towering over her.
      

      
      ‘Lady High Priestess Evelyn.’ Orrin’s voice grated as he broke the silence. ‘The Baroness will dance when she learns of your
         capture.’
      

      
      ‘No doubt.’ Her voice was soft, yet stronger than he expected.

      
      He was caught off guard by the blue of her eyes and the life that sparked there. No despair or fear, just calm, light blue eyes like a clear sky. Uneasy, he continued, ‘She will
         return to the keep, and then your fate will be determined. Do you know what to expect?’
      

      
      The Lady High Priestess lowered her eyes and Orrin noted that the clasped hands were trembling ever so slightly.

      
      ‘Rape, torture.’ She paused for the barest moment. ‘Death.’

      
      ‘Yet you do not fear,’ Orrin said.

      
      ‘I fear.’ Her voice was quiet. ‘I fear the pain and rape. As all do.’ Orrin caught a glimpse of her blue eyes and a flash
         of humour in them. ‘I do not fear death. I suspect I will welcome it.’
      

      
      Orrin frowned. ‘There will be no rescue, Priestess.’

      
      Her head came up, her eyes widened and she laughed, a clear sound that rang against the stones. ‘Well do I know that, sir.’

      
      Orrin stared at her, still hearing the echoes of the laughter from the surrounding walls, the first honest laugh he’d heard
         in many years.
      

      
      The prisoner made as if to rise, but had some difficulty. Without thinking, Orrin extended his hand in its black leather glove.
         She looked up in surprise, but accepted his hand and assistance. She wasn’t tall; the top of her head came to the level of
         his eyes.
      

      
      As she stood, Orrin saw that her white robes were stained where she had knelt on the damp floor. The robes were heavy ones,
         thick and white with gold trim. There was a flicker of silver on the woman’s hand, a ring of some kind.
      

      
      She stepped back from him and clasped her hands together again, her face composed. The brief glimpse of humour was gone. ‘I
         take it, then, that you are Blackhart, Scourge of Palins?’
      

      
      ‘I am.’ Orrin gave her a nod. ‘As you are the leader of the rebellion and the creator of the false prophecy.’

      
      Ah, that made her eyes narrow. ‘Hardly as false as the Usurper and his promises.’

      
      ‘His title is Regent.’ Orrin gave her a grim look. ‘I’ll not argue the point, Lady High Priestess. I have you, and I’ll use you to whatever advantage I can.’
      

      
      The lady gave him a thoughtful look. ‘What advantage can there be to my torture and death?’

      
      He frowned, angry that he’d given away too much. ‘We’ll see, when the Baroness returns.’

      
      The priestess sighed, looking around at the rough cell. ‘I half hope it’s sooner, rather than later.’

      
      She looked at him then and met his gaze, and somehow he knew that for all her calm appearance, she was doing all she could
         to hold the terror at bay. He frowned again, suddenly uncomfortable. ‘Warder!’
      

      
      The door opened and Orrin once again bent down to emerge from the cell. He waited for the door to close before he spoke. ‘This
         prisoner is to be moved.’
      

      
      ‘Moved?’ Mage asked. His uncertainty was to be expected, since Orrin himself was surprised at his snap decision. He wasn’t
         sure where the impulse had come from.
      

      
      ‘Am I bewitched?’ Orrin asked the lad sharply.

      
      Mage opened his eyes wide, then muttered a few words, casting his spell. His eyes glowed for an instant. ‘No, Lord Blackhart.’

      
      Orrin grunted. ‘It makes no sense to keep you down here, watching her. Have her taken to one of the tower bedrooms and secure
         her there.’ Orrin turned and leaned in, nose to nose with the warder. ‘The prisoner is not to be touched, and nothing is to
         be removed from her person. That privilege belongs to the Baroness. Am I understood?’
      

      
      The warder jerked his head, clearly aware of Orrin’s reputation as a killer. Orrin spun on his heel, satisfied that he would
         be obeyed, and left the cell, climbing the stairs out of the darkness. Elanore would be pleased, and upon her return the Priestess
         would die. But in the meantime, she could be housed in a better location, easier for his men to guard. Made no sense to go
         to great length to capture her then lose her to illness. No telling when the Baroness would return from her little jaunt.
      

      
      As he climbed the stairs, back towards the air and the light, he admitted to himself that he felt odd. Suddenly, he longed
         for something he had not wanted or thought about in a long time.
      

      
      He wanted to hear that laugh again.

   
      
      
Two


      
      She was terrified.

      
      Evelyn’s hands clenched tight as she watched Blackhart leave. It was all she could do not to fling herself at the door and
         pound on it, begging for her freedom.
      

      
      She closed her eyes and forced herself to hold still as muffled voices came through the door. With any luck her captor hadn’t
         seen her terror. Her heart was pounding in her chest and her mouth was so dry it was a miracle she’d been able to form words
         at all.
      

      
      She was exhausted, which made it harder to keep the fear at bay. At the very least, she could die with dignity. After all,
         she was a priestess, wasn’t she? A high priestess, for all that.
      

      
      Little good that did her now.

      
      She licked her lips and made herself take in a slow, shuddering breath. Lord of Light, this place stank. Of fear, of the undead
         these people had raised, of foul fluids and rot. She let the air out slowly and took another breath, trying to relax her tight
         shoulders. With a grimace, she knelt on the damp floor. Prayer would help.
      

      
      Not that she truly expected aid, divine or otherwise. She’d brought this on herself. The Chosen had warned her of the danger,
         but she’d blithely continued on, sure of her path. Evelyn could see her own arrogance now, to her shame. She could only pray
         that it would not harm their cause, would not prevent the Chosen from claiming her rightful throne.
      

      
      Blackhart had surprised her with his talk of a rescue. The look on his face when she’d laughed right out loud – nonplussed
         was the best way to describe it. There was some degree of satisfaction to that, if a prisoner could be said to have any.
      

      
      Evelyn rolled her shoulders, trying to relax them, and took another conscious breath. She swallowed too, to wet her mouth.
         ‘Prayer focuses our thought on the Gods, and opens our minds to their will and their wishes,’ she whispered, reciting an old
         lesson her mother had taught her, trying to regain her calm. ‘Give your heart and mind to the Lord of Light and the Lady of
         Laughter and they will answer, in ways seen and unseen.’
      

      
      Focus on the Gods. Easy to say, but hard to do when the clawing fear in her gut threatened to take her by the throat.

      
      Nonetheless she closed her eyes and tried to pray.

      
      ‘Hail, gracious Lord of the Sun and Sky, Giver of Light …’

      
      Evelyn opened her eyes just enough to see the flame of the candle they’d left with her. The tiny thing barely held back the
         darkness of these depths. Of course, it was more for their convenience than her comfort, so they could keep an eye on their
         prisoner.
      

      
      Not that she could do anything. Her gaze fell to the manacles around her wrists, grey and tight. Whatever they were, they
         somehow drained her magic away, leaving her helpless to cast any spell. She had never heard of such a thing, but any power
         she could summon was gone in an instant, as if pulled into the metal. Its effect could also explain the sick feeling in her
         stomach, and the headache. Maybe it wasn’t just her fear.
      

      
      If they removed the chains, it was possible that she might be able …

      
      She was fooling herself and she needed to admit it. Even if she could win free of the chains, there were guards, both human
         and Odium, between her and freedom. It would take precious seconds to cast a spell and open a portal, and they’d probably
         be upon her before she could escape.
      

      
      Odium. Her stomach clenched at the thought. She’d never fought them, but she’d seen what they could do to a man: seen men rendered, their flesh torn, seen the horrible gaping wounds that the Odium inflicted with tooth and nail.
      

      
      Soulless ones, the Odium were, made worse because they were created from the living, their souls stripped from their bodies.
         They fought with no need for food or rest. Worse, their filthy hands and rotting flesh left corruption behind in the wounds
         that they made. A man could survive a battle with but a scratch and be dead in days when the wound soured and spoiled.
      

      
      Odium could be stopped only by severing the neck or chopping the limbs. Or killing the one who created it. She shivered. These
         people created and used them. What would they do to her?
      

      
      The gnawing fear rose once more, and she looked at the candle again. Her father had taught her the first of her spells with
         a candle. The old lessons helped her to concentrate and she closed her eyes once more. ‘Hail, gracious Lord of the Sun and Sky, Giver of Light and Grantor of Health. Your priestess beseeches you for forgiveness
            …’

      
      For her pride, her arrogance, her stupidity. For putting five years of work and toil at risk by allowing herself to be captured.
         The fear in her stomach turned to sick worry. Did her fellow rebels know she had been taken? Would any of the High Barons
         withdraw their support of the Chosen? Their forces were in the field and there was no turning back now …
      

      
      ‘Hail, gracious Lord of the Sun and Sky, Giver of Light and Grantor of Health. Your priestess beseeches you for mercy …’

      
      For High Baroness Elanore would have none. She had plotted with the Usurper to ambush the other High Barons and, in the confusion,
         attack the Barony of Farentell, laying waste to the land and taking its people as slaves, or worse. For the Baroness had turned
         to necromancy, had raised the Odium, using slaves and prisoners that Blackhart and her armies had brought her.
      

      
      With Farentell destroyed, they had turned their attentions to Summerford and Athelbryght. Lord Fael of Summerford had fought them off, with the assistance of the armies of Lady Helene of Wyethe.
      

      
      Athelbryght had been destroyed, its baron left dying in the ruin of his farmstead. The memory of finding her cousin, Lord
         Josiah, there in the mud, swept over Evelyn. She’d decided there and then that she’d find a way to restore the throne.
      

      
      So many years of work, so much effort. They were so close.

      
      Evelyn should have known that the talk of plague in the hills had been a lure to trap her, but she’d felt compelled to aid
         those she’d thought in need. The Archbishop had sent her …
      

      
      Who had betrayed her?

      
      There was a scrabbling sound in one of the corners. Evelyn flinched, darting a glance to the side. Rats, probably.

      
      She shuddered and licked her dry lips.

      
      ‘Hail, gracious Lord of the Sun and Sky, Giver of Light and Grantor of Health. Your priestess beseeches you for aid …’

      
      For the cause, for the warriors, but especially for the children she’d rescued from the Usurper’s schemes. They were safe,
         hidden in Soccia. She’d protected them, loved them these last five years, and she could see their grief as she tasted her
         own in the back of her throat. They’d be devastated, and had she thought of that? Had she given a moment’s thought to …
      

      
      ‘Hail, gracious Lord of the Sun and Sky, Giver of Light and Grantor of Health. Your priestess beseeches you for courage …’

      
      Courage for all. For every man taking up arms against the Usurper. For the children, for the Chosen, for herself. She swallowed
         hard as pictures of what they’d do to her flashed through her mind. And truth be told, what she feared most was the waiting.
         It was one thing to face death. It was another thing entirely to kneel in a cell with nothing to do but anticipate what was
         to come.
      

      
      She brought herself back, focused on her breathing, tried to ease tense muscles, tried to let the fear go. Tried to pray …

      
      ‘Hail, gracious Lord of the Sun and Sky, Giver of Light and Grantor of Health. Your priestess beseeches you for grace …’

      
      For the grace to wait, and endure. As long as she had to. For the grace to hide her fears from that man. Lord Blackhart, Scourge
         of Palins, who’d aided the High Baroness and the Usurper.
      

      
      Odd. She’d expected him to be tall and brooding when he’d filled the door of her cell. But for the inhuman monster he was
         reported to be, his eyes held a weariness that she hadn’t expected. Those eyes had been dark, grim … she’d seen no hint of
         colour in the dim light, other than the black he wore. Still, it was … unsettling. She’d expected cruelty and hate. How odd
         to think such a monster might have feelings beyond a lust for power.
      

      
      Was she guilty of that as well? Of assuming that all of her enemies were monsters?

      
      Evelyn’s face grew warm. She’d worked so long to unseat the Usurper, to bring the prophecy to fruition, had she fallen into
         the trap of blind hatred of an enemy? Was that what took Blackhart down his path of darkness?
      

      
      As she was lost in thought, the grating of the door took her by surprise. Her head snapped up. Two men with torches stood
         in the doorway.
      

      
      ‘On your feet.’

   
      
      
Three


      
      ‘Have your way with her, then and be done.’ Archer huffed out an exasperated breath.

      
      ‘No,’ Blackhart snapped, ‘no rape.’

      
      ‘Who said anything about rape?’ Archer growled. ‘I’m thinking she’s as interested as you are.’

      
      Blackhart turned on him, his face filled with anger. ‘She’s no common whore, to be used for a moment’s pleasure,’ he lashed
         out before turning to stomp off.
      

      
      Archer rolled his eyes as Blackhart walked away from him along the battlements. Since he’d ordered the prisoner moved the
         day before, Blackhart had been snapping heads off and growling like a bear at everyone and everything. Archer gave the man’s
         back a thoughtful look as he followed. ‘You sure you ain’t bewitched?’
      

      
      ‘Mage says not,’ Blackhart said. ‘I’m not stupid.’

      
      ‘Depends on which head you’re thinking with.’ Archer chuckled, then fell silent as they passed a sentry. Blackhart paused
         long enough to look the man in the eye and receive a nod in return.
      

      
      They moved on and after a few steps Archer pressed his point in a soft voice. ‘There’s none to say you nay, with the Baroness
         gone,’ he pointed out. ‘More than like she’ll wonder that you didn’t when she gets back.’
      

      
      ‘If she gets back,’ Blackhart growled. He stopped for a moment and looked out over the battlements. ‘Where the hell is she?’
      

      
      Archer moved to stand beside him. ‘No word, I take it.’

      
      ‘None,’ Blackhart said. His face was as grim as his tone.

      
      ‘Any movement on the border?’ Archer asked.
      

      
      ‘The rebels are harassing the troops, but nothing else so far. If the Baroness wants us to move in support of Edenrich she’d
         better get back here fast.’
      

      
      ‘Not that we can offer much support,’ Archer pointed out. ‘We don’t have much left in the way of men.’

      
      Blackhart grunted, but made no response as they moved off. Archer didn’t blame him. It was a mess, and they both knew it.

      
      Archer stayed silent as they walked. Didn’t matter how bad things got; he’d made his decision a long time ago.

      
      They made their way around, checking the walls and the sentries. Blackhart allowed only humans up here, living men smart enough
         to use their eyes and their brains to spot trouble at a distance – unlike the undead that guarded the rest of the keep. Blackhart
         tended to take these little strolls at random, keeping everyone on their toes.
      

      
      Blackhart hesitated only once, when Archer caught him staring at the central tower, up towards the window of the room where
         the priestess was kept. Archer chuckled.
      

      
      Blackhart’s back stiffened for an instant, then with a swirl of his black cloak he moved on, yanking open the door that let
         them back into the keep. Archer followed as Blackhart strode down the hall towards his private chambers.
      

      
      Archer shook his head in mock despair. ‘You might as well have her, seein’ as you can’t stop thinking about her. Not that
         she’s much to look at, to my way of thinking, with that white hair and all. Not to my taste.’
      

      
      ‘What with your taste running to men and all,’ Blackhart pointed out.

      
      ‘There is that.’ Archer gave him a grin. ‘Use her and get her out of your blood, Blackhart. This is getting old. There’s a
         nice bed up there – hell, ya chained her to it. She’s probably expecting ya, and wondering why ya haven’t shown up. Hell,
         we all are.’
      

      
      ‘Your sense of humour is going to get you killed.’

      
      ‘You been saying that for years,’ Archer said, ‘and so far—’

      
      Blackhart yanked open the door, stomped into his sitting area and strode over to the fireplace. There was a fire keeping back
         the chill of the black stone walls and floors.
      

      
      Archer followed silently. The chairs were old wooden ones, the padding worn around the edges, the wood scratched and nicked.
         Comfortable and strong. He set his bow to one side, the quiver next to it, and sat, stretching out his long legs.
      

      
      Blackhart went to the mantel and took down two cups and a large ceramic jug before settling in his own chair. He splashed
         a generous amount of wine into one cup and held it out. Archer took the cup with a nod of thanks and relaxed as the familiar
         dryness filled his throat.
      

      
      Blackhart settled in the chair next to him and took a sip from his own cup. ‘We’re going to die. All of us.’

      
      Archer jerked around, caught off guard by that brutal statement. He gave Blackhart a startled glance, only to see those hazel
         eyes narrow in satisfaction.
      

      
      ‘You’ve been lying to me,’ Blackhart growled.

      
      ‘No more than you’ve been lying to yourself,’ Archer hedged.

      
      ‘So we’ve been lying to each other.’ Blackhart stared into his cup. ‘I want your honest assessment.’

      
      Archer sighed and watched as Blackhart took another sip. The look on his face made it clear he wasn’t going to be the first
         to speak.
      

      
      Archer put his head back against the chair. ‘If we’re being honest, I’m not sure I realised how bad things were until the
         last few weeks. Then wasn’t sure I was right, and then wasn’t sure how to tell ya.’
      

      
      ‘All these years and you were afraid to tell me.’ Blackhart scowled. ‘What kind of bastard does that make me?’

      
      ‘You’re trying to protect us, and what’s left of the living people of the Black Hills,’ Archer rasped.

      
      ‘The truth. Now.’

      
      Archer nodded and held out the cup.

      
      Blackhart splashed more wine into it.

      
      ‘Baroness ain’t been right for about five years, since she sent our mages and some of our forces into Athelbryght. We lost all those spell-casters in that attack, and the only reason
         Mage wasn’t in on it was ’cause you held him back.’
      

      
      Blackhart grunted his agreement.

      
      ‘At the start, Baroness used the prisoners to make Odium, to strengthen our forces. We all thought that was a good idea at
         the time. We needed the help. And it worked, for a while. But it takes power and energy to control them, and she’s been doing
         it all for a while now.’ Archer pulled his legs in and leaned forward. ‘I ain’t sure she can do it much longer. Her power
         over them seems to be getting weaker, like she’s trying to do too much. Besides’ – Archer looked over at Blackhart – ‘she
         keeps needing the living to feed the dead, and she’s started using our own people. Prisoners first. Lawbreakers. But now …’
         He sighed, rubbing his hand over his face, and took another drink before he spoke again. ‘That Chosen they got, she’s cagey
         smart. She’s not coming at us direct. She’s using Lord Fael’s men to hold us off while she goes for the Regent’s throat. Might
         work, too – if we don’t get moving to reinforce them.
      

      
      ‘You ain’t got enough control to order the Odium out on your own. And the Baroness ain’t here. And if the Chosen takes Edenrich,
         the first thing she and the other High Barons will do is come for us.’ Archer took another sip. ‘Ain’t good.’
      

      
      ‘Put extra men on the walls,’ Blackhart said. ‘If there’s no word by this time tomorrow, we’ll risk sending out messengers.’

      
      Which meant the talk, and the honesty, were over. Archer stood and picked up his gear without another word. But even as he
         closed the door, he caught the movement of Blackhart’s gaze towards the ceiling.
      

      
      Blackhart laid his head back on the chair and stared at the ceiling as Archer closed the door behind him.

      
      He could see no way out of this trap. His men, their families, the people he’d worked so hard to protect …

      
      And he couldn’t get the sound of her laughter out of his head.

      
      Blackhart took another drink and let the bitter wine lie on his tongue for a moment before he swallowed. It was dry, bitter
         – all the land could offer in these times.
      

      
      The Baroness would return, that bright light of a priestess would be extinguished, and he’d go on towards the end. There was
         no other way that he could see at this point. All the possible doors were closed, locked and barred from one such as he.
      

      
      And one such as she should curse his name. The attraction he felt … that was dangerous. He should just forget it – and her.
         He had other things to worry about.
      

      
      His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten. Orrin stood, deciding to go down to the kitchens rather than send
         for something. He could check on supplies that way – yet another concern. Then maybe some of Reader’s brew, to help him sleep.
      

      
      As he left his chambers, he found himself wondering if the Priestess had eaten.

      
      The tower bedroom was just as much a prison, but far more comfortable. There was light and air, for one thing. Evelyn sighed
         as she knelt on the rug by the fire. It was hard not to feel grateful, but she resisted the feeling. It was still a cell,
         for there was no way out other than down. The fetter on her ankle was attached to the wall with just enough chain to prevent
         a dramatic leap from a window.
      

      
      The flames of the fire licked at the wood and basked her face with its warmth. Warmth, light, air … and no rats.

      
      She was still afraid, but it was easier to concentrate now, easier to think. She tested the chain that ran between the manacles;
         it was strong, but not so short that it impeded her.
      

      
      Didn’t impede movement, that is. The manacles were still draining her of her magic. She could cast no spell; her hands might
         just as well have been tied. But the sick feeling had faded a bit. She still didn’t feel right, but she could at least move
         without wanting to throw up.
      

      
      If a chance came for freedom, she vowed to take it, whatever the risk. The Chosen would expect it of her, and she’d rather die fighting than not.
      

      
      Evelyn closed her eyes, bowed her head, clasped her hands and tried to pray.

      
      The door opened, but Evelyn didn’t bother to open her eyes. Her jailers made a habit of checking on her regularly, so the
         only precaution that Evelyn had taken was to cover the silver ring on her right hand with her other hand. So far, she’d been
         able to keep it, apparently at Blackhart’s command, but that would last only so long. She’d keep it no longer than she’d keep
         her life.
      

      
      She’d thought of destroying it; the idea that it might grace Elanore’s hand made her ill. But when she’d gone to pull it off,
         the star had appeared in the gemstone, and she’d stopped. Where there was life, there was hope …
      

      
      ‘Eat now. You can pray later.’

      
      Evelyn’s eyes snapped open. Blackheart was seated on a corner of the bed, a tray of food beside him. Evelyn rose slowly, looking
         at the plain fare. Bread and cheese, butter and dried apples, with a flagon of wine.
      

      
      ‘They tell me you aren’t eating.’ Blackhart pulled off a hunk of bread and spread it with butter.

      
      Evelyn said nothing, but her stomach grumbled.

      
      ‘You have my word that nothing is poisoned,’ Blackhart added.

      
      Evelyn looked at him.

      
      Blackhart gave her a sardonic look. ‘Not sure I’d take my word either.’

      
      ‘It has nothing to do with your word,’ Evelyn said softly. ‘If you wanted me dead, you’d have no need to use poison.’

      
      Blackhart nodded. ‘True enough. Still …’ There was a glint in his eye as he tore off a hunk of bread and took a bite. ‘Eat,’
         he commanded, offering her the remainder.
      

      
      Evelyn sat on the other side of the bed, the chain dragging across the rug behind her. She reached out and took the bread.
         She held it for a moment, hesitating. ‘There seems little point—’
      

      
      ‘You are hungry. There is food.’ Blackhart offered the cup of wine. ‘Stop thinking and eat.’
      

      
      Evelyn looked into the cup. ‘Is this wine looted from Athelbryght? I won’t—’

      
      ‘Those bottles are gone, or kept for the Baroness’s private use.’ Blackhart grimaced. ‘This is what passes for wine in the
         Black Hills.’
      

      
      There was bitterness in his voice, and Evelyn thought that odd. She took a sip, only to be taken aback by the taste. It was
         very dry and acidic.
      

      
      ‘And this may not be the fine white bread of Edenrich, but it fills the belly,’ Blackhart said.

      
      The bitterness was still in his voice. She made no comment, just started eating the bread. It was coarse and dark and chewy,
         but it tasted wonderful.
      

      
      They ate silently for a moment. Blackhart took a bite of everything, even going so far as to sample each piece of dried fruit.

      
      ‘Tell me of the ring.’ He gestured at Evelyn’s hand.

      
      ‘The ring?’ Evelyn blushed slightly. ‘It was a gift from a merchant. I healed his son’s high fever and he gifted it to me.
         I’m told that by keeping it, I am too vain, too materialistic, but it gives me joy.’ Evelyn extended her hand slightly. ‘It’s
         a white star sapphire. In certain kinds of light, there’s a star that shines within the stone.’
      

      
      Blackhart snorted. ‘Seems a small token for saving a man’s heir.’

      
      Evelyn smiled wryly. ‘A man who stole it told me that it’s worth only a few silvers at best. The stone is flawed. But I love
         to see that star shine.’
      

      
      ‘When did he tell you the value of the ring?’ Blackhart’s eyebrows went up. ‘As he removed it from your hand?’

      
      ‘When he returned it.’

      
      Blackhart gave her a long look, then stood and left the room without a word.

      
      Evelyn studied the door, but when Blackhart did not return, she finished the food in silence.

      
      *

      
      Orrin cursed under his breath as he descended the tower stairs. Archer was right, he should just take the woman and get her
         out of his system. Elanore would not mind, since the Priestess would surely be raped before she was killed anyway, but for
         some reason Orrin could not bring himself to do it. Because though he could perform the physical act – hell, he ached to perform the physical act – he’d destroy the laughter in those eyes.
      

      
      He’d made his choices long ago, and the darkness of his soul was a result of those choices. He’d commanded the human warriors
         for Elanore, and aided her to create undead abominations to use against her enemies. He’d watched a woman he had been intimate
         with turn into a monster, and had followed her down into the mire without hesitation. He cursed again, thinking of the woman
         in white.
      

      
      Archer waited at the bottom of the stairs, an eyebrow arched. ‘Did you—’

      
      ‘No,’ Orrin snapped, trying to step around him.

      
      Archer blocked his path. ‘You and the Baroness, both smitten fools. She’s being stupid, haring off to secure her Josiah in
         the midst of a war. And now you, with this priestess. You can’t afford to be distracted, especially—’
      

      
      ‘Was there something you wanted?’

      
      Archer stepped back. ‘Riders in the distance – coming hard. They’re ours, from the look of things.’

      
      Orrin hesitated for a heartbeat, a pang of regret filling his heart. But he clamped down hard on that and turned towards the
         main hall. He strode carefully at a set pace, making sure his steps were calm, strong and even. Finally, word had come. If
         Elanore was but a day or two behind, they could still make this work, protect his people. If she was close …
      

      
      The main doors were already open and men were gathering in the courtyard beyond. The Odium were there as well, lining the
         walls, their grey flesh falling from their bones. They would stand there and rot until commanded to move or attack. Orrin
         walked out to stand at the top of the stairs, grateful to feel a breeze. It would keep the stench down. He could see the riders passing the outer wall and spurring their
         horses forward.
      

      
      More noise and Orrin knew that Sidian, Mage and Reader had arrived, along with the brothers Timothy and Thomas. His hearth-band,
         ready to support him.
      

      
      Archer was a step behind, and a soft sound told Orrin that the lanky blond had nocked an arrow, ready for anything. A wise
         precaution, but not necessary; he recognised the lads.
      

      
      ‘Lord Blackhart!’ one of them called as he reined his horse to a stop.

      
      ‘How far behind you is she, lad?’ Orrin called, even as Archer eased his stance. The boy almost fell from his horse in his
         haste, scrambling to kneel on the black marble steps.
      

      
      ‘Lord Blackhart.’ The lad took a gasping breath, swallowing hard. His voice was the merest rasp. ‘The High Baroness is dead.’

   
      
      
Four


      
      Time froze. Orrin’s heart seemed to stop in his chest. His worst nightmare had come to pass, and for the barest instant he
         wanted to turn and run. But then the lad before him held out his fist and unclenched a filthy, blood-encrusted hand to show
         him Elanore’s golden signet ring.
      

      
      Behind him, Mage sucked in a breath. ‘How …’

      
      ‘Are you pursued?’ Orrin said, looking at the exhausted group milling in the courtyard.

      
      ‘No,’ the lad responded, ‘but Lord, we are all that are left.’

      
      Rage washed over Orrin. Elanore had taken thirty good men, and Odium on top of that. There were fewer than ten in the courtyard.
         Damn the bitch.
      

      
      He swallowed the rage. He looked at the ring, then scanned the courtyard with a rising dread.

      
      Archer stepped forward, hand extended to take the ring still displayed in the lad’s hand. ‘You look exhausted, warrior. Let’s
         see to your needs, and to the others’.’
      

      
      The lad flushed with pleasure as he stood with Archer’s help. Archer turned swiftly to put the ring in Orrin’s hand, then
         called out to the men in the yard, ‘Someone see to the horses. I’ll take these men to the kitchens for a meal and some of
         Reader’s brew.’
      

      
      Men nodded. Some turned to their tasks, others ran forward to lead the horses away. Archer had a hand on the lad’s shoulder
         as he guided him and the others towards the kitchens. He gave Orrin a look and Orrin knew Archer would get the full story
         out of the boy and then report. In the meantime …
      

      
      ‘Timothy, Thomas, get down to the main gates. Any other stragglers come in, you bring them to me. Don’t let them spread word
         of this.’
      

      
      The stocky brothers nodded and headed off at a trot.

      
      Sidian stood watching over the courtyard. Reader was there as well, looking very nervous. ‘This ain’t right,’ the little man
         said, ‘they’re still—’
      

      
      Orrin turned. ‘Let’s stay calm.’ He looked at the young apprentice. ‘Mage,’ he said softly, ‘how can the Odium still be—?’
         He stumbled over the words.
      

      
      ‘Odium are destroyed when the spell-caster who created them dies.’ Mage’s eyes were wide, but he met Orrin’s gaze without
         a flinch. ‘If she’s really dead—’
      

      
      ‘That’s the only way this came off her finger,’ Orrin said. He opened his hand again, checking the heavy gold ring with its
         blood-red stone. For a fleeting moment, a contrasting image of a slim silver ring with a flawed white stone flashed in his
         mind’s eye.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ Mage said, swallowing hard.

      
      ‘If she’s not controlling them, and I’m not controlling them, then who is?’ Orrin growled, clenching his fist over the ring.

      
      Mage trembled, but he didn’t move. ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘What if they turn on us?’ Sidian rumbled.

      
      The moment froze again as Orrin’s gaze went towards the tower where the Priestess was imprisoned. Elanore was dead, he felt
         that in his bones. The very tool she had made to gain her power would destroy her people. There were more Odium than living
         men in the keep. And if they started to go into the countryside …
      

      
      There was one chance … for his men … for his people. The cage doors had opened and he caught a glimpse of a way out. A chance
         for his men and their families to survive.
      

      
      ‘Sidian, Reader, summon my sergeants.’ Orrin stalked back into the keep. ‘Mage, you’re coming with me. We need to send a message.’

      
      Sidian and Reader were already moving, calling for the army leaders. Mage scrambled to stay beside Orrin as he strode off. ‘Where do you want the message to go, sir?’
      

      
      ‘To the Chosen,’ Orrin said.

      
      She’d been left alone for most of the day, alone with her thoughts. One would think a priestess of the Light would prepare
         for death with meditation and prayer. Evelyn sighed as she knelt by the fire, at the length of her chains. She was trying
         to pray, but her mind kept drifting to Orrin Blackhart.
      

      
      For a man who’d plotted her capture and death, he’d treated her decently enough. And though the Baroness would take great
         pleasure in Evelyn’s death, it seemed that Blackhart would not share in that joy. Odd. She’d spent only a few moments with
         him, but he … interested her.
      

      
      Orrin Blackhart, Scourge of Palins. A warrior, certainly. She tried to think of what little she knew of him. Mostly rumours.
         He bore the title of Lord Marshal, and people said he’d worked his way through the ranks to earn the position with a ruthlessness
         that all feared; that under his command, the people of Farentell had been slaughtered. Ezren Storyteller had said that the
         Baroness was using Odium, and that she’d used prisoners to create her army of undead with the support of the Usurper. Evelyn
         had denied it, but now she’d seen it with her own eyes.
      

      
      She shuddered. That anyone would engage in those black and evil practices was unthinkable. How could she be … interested … in a man who would—
      

      
      The crashing of the door brought Evelyn to her feet, heart pounding.

      
      Blackhart stood in the doorway, a ring of keys in hand. ‘Time to go, Priestess.’

      
      Startled, Evelyn watched as he moved around the bed to where her ankle chain was attached to the wall and reached to unlock
         it. She hadn’t heard any fanfare to announce the arrival of the Baroness, yet it seemed the time of her death had come. But
         if those keys opened the manacles on her wrists …
      

      
      She didn’t give herself time to think. She just moved as quietly as she could. Blackhart spoke as she stepped behind him.
         ‘I’m going to—’
      

      
      She threw the chain over his head, planted her knee in the middle of his back and yanked back hard. At best she might kill
         him, at worst …
      

      
      The chain caught in his mouth, cutting off his words. But he didn’t budge, even when she threw her full weight back, putting
         everything she had into it.
      

      
      It wasn’t enough.

      
      He moved then. Evelyn heard the keys fall to the floor as Blackhart’s hand gripped her wrist and pulled. He turned in her
         arms and she found herself facing a very angry man whose glare pierced her heart. She tried to step back, but the chain around
         his neck pulled her short.
      

      
      Blackhart’s free arm wrapped around her, pressing into the small of her back, forcing her against the length of his body.
         He took a step and the edge of the mattress hit the back of Evelyn’s knees. She cried out as he pushed her down, covering
         her with his body and pinning her wrists to the bed.
      

      
      Furious, she struggled, opening her mouth to curse him.

      
      ‘Stupid—’ Blackhart cut off his own words and covered her mouth with his own.

      
      She tasted like spring, like new green leaves and the scent of warm rain on the air.

      
      He kissed her, wanting more, demanding more. And she responded, exploring his mouth as he plundered hers. Her body softened
         under his, legs opening to cradle him. His hand drifted down to cup her breast. Even through the fabric of her robes, she
         filled his hand, and his fingers brushed over—
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