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      ONCE, A KING ADORED HER…
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      He stepped forward. “You know who I am?”


      The black-garbed figure crouched like a spider before a blazing hearth. Roderic could hear the wind howl outside the building.

         “Who would not know the Heir of all Meriga?”

      


      “I do not know you, Lady.”


      She laughed, a hoarse, pitiful laugh. “You are the first to call me that in an age, Prince. I am Nydia, and this dark place

         is my home.” Her arms extended in a wide sweep. Where fingers should be, three curved digits ended in long claws.
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      Prologue
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      Gost, 74th Year in the reign of the Ridenau Kings (2746 Muten Old Calendar)


      The girl hovered, hesitant, behind the oak tree at the edge of the forest glade. Her patched tunic, all shades of green and

         brown and black, and bare, tanned legs rendered her nearly invisible in the shadows. She watched the wounded man lean his

         head wearily against the ribbed trunk of another ancient tree, his shattered leg at a rigid angle to his body.

      


      The barest breeze ruffled his hair, gray as the steel of the dagger he clutched in one white-knuckled hand. Despite his age,

         which must be more than sixty, his back was as straight as the broadsword strapped across it. His leathery cheeks were pale,

         his lips thinned in a grimace, and he clenched his teeth to hold back another moan. It had been some time since his companion

         had ridden off in the direction of the fortress called Minnis Saul.

      


      A black-and-yellow bee buzzed close to her ear. Thin needles of light penetrated the leafy canopy overhead, suffusing the

         whole glade with a green glow. A bird trilled once, twice, and was silent. Annandale gripped the rough bark. Life pulsed beneath

         her fingertips in steady, sweeping waves, and her heart slowed of its own accord as it adjusted to the tree’s rhythm. She

         breathed in the sweet scent of the sap and clung to the tree’s deep-rooted strength.

      


      The man groaned, a low, animal sound deep in his chest, his brow furrowed with age and pain. She knew who he was. He was the

         King—the King of all Meriga. Abelard Ridenau. She had often watched him riding through the forest at the hunt. But this day,

         his horse had stumbled into a hidden sinkhole left by an uprooted tree, and the animal lay dead some feet away from the King,

         its neck broken in the fall.

      


      She shifted uneasily as the echo of his anguish reached across the glade, licking at her like the tendrils of ghostly flames.

         A twig snapped beneath her foot and instantly he was alert.

      


      “Who is it?” He pulled himself straighter and raised his dagger, the other hand reaching behind his head for the hilt of his

         sword. “Show yourself.”

      


      She flattened against the trunk. Now what? Her mother had forbidden her to speak to anyone who might invade the forest. She

         could try to run, but she had often seen the King throw his dagger with frightening accuracy at even the smallest prey.

      


      “Go on, child.” The rasp startled her even more than the King’s realization of her presence. She turned, back pinned to the

         tree, and gasped at the sight of her mother’s squat figure wrapped, as always, in dense layers of black veiling despite the

         late summer heat. Her mother never ventured so far from the safety of their remote tower.

      


      “Mother?” she mouthed.


      “Go on.” The figure gestured awkwardly beneath her wraps. “You’re eighteen. The time has come for you to meet your father,

         and for him to understand what you are.”

      


      Annandale peered around the tree. The King had risen into a partial crouch on his uninjured leg. His eyes darted back and

         forth.

      


      “My father? The King is my father?” This time she spoke more loudly, and beneath Abelard’s repeated command to show herself,

         her mother answered.

      


      “You know he needs you.”


      Annandale swallowed hard. Questions swirled through her mind and were discarded, meaningless, as the tendrils of pain twined

         ever more insistently about her, as if she were caught in a spider’s web. Uncertainly, she sidled around the sheltering tree.

         She glanced back at her mother, her heart pounding in expectation. Only once before had she healed—a messenger, riding hard

         and alone, who had begged for a drink of water, and a bandage to bind his arm. She would never forget how she had been drawn

         to that man, just as she was now to this one, not simply by the pain, but by the sense of brokenness, the overwhelming knowledge

         that something was out of order and the certainty that she, and she alone, had the power to set things right. But at what cost? whispered a voice in her mind. At what cost to you? Her gaze dropped from the King’s rigid face to his leg, where the broken bones gleamed whitely through the torn skin and

         the fabric of his riding breeches was dark with clotting blood.

      


      Abelard frowned as she appeared. Wary amazement washed over his face, but he did not relax his guard. “Girl. Who are you?

         Where did you come from?”

      


      She pushed a lock of her long, dark hair back from her face, wishing suddenly she was dressed like her mother in protective

         wraps, or anything more substantial than her ragged, shapeless tunic. “From our tower in the forest.”

      


      “Put down your dagger, Lord King. He who lives by the sword, dies by it.” Her mother’s voice was a guttural croak. She stepped

         into the center of the glade, her black draperies slithering through the underbrush. “Would you cut your own daughter’s throat,

         Lord King?”

      


      At that, Abelard fell back, but he still clutched the dagger defensively. “This is my daughter? Who are you?”


      “Don’t you remember me, Lord King? You knew me well enough, once.”


      “Nydia?” he whispered. “Is it you?” The dagger fell to the ground as he extended his hand. “Why are you veiled so?”


      “To spare my daughter—our daughter, Lord King—from the pain of what I’ve become. But no matter. I thought it time you learned

         what she is.”

      


      “Have you forgotten my name in all these years, Nydia?” Regret and something that might have been hope flickered across his

         face.

      


      “Your name? Your name’s nothing but a curse. Annandale will help you, and then we’ll be on our way.”


      “Help me?” he repeated. He looked at Annandale. “Come closer, child. Let me see you.” He spoke more gently this time, but

         his authority was clear.

      


      Annandale advanced. The strands of pain felt as if they had turned to shards of glass, which burrowed deeper the closer she

         came. Her own leg began to throb; her own bones seemed to be perilously close to splintering beneath the fragile skin, where

         it seemed her own blood bubbled at the bursting point. Part of her recoiled from the pain, scrabbling back like a hunted animal.

         Mother, let this pass, she screamed silently, let me turn away, let me go home. What is this man to me?

      


      But something else kept her walking forward, her shoulders squared, her chin high. It didn’t matter that he was the King,

         or her father. Misery was stamped in every line of his body, and she could feel that misery, that pain, as though it were

         her own.

      


      She sank to her knees beside him, more from need than from choice, and scarcely noted his reaction, though she thought he

         studied her face. He glanced up at Nydia and brushed one finger down the curve of Annandale’s cheek.

      


      She never knew what he meant to say. The agony overtook her instantly at his touch, racing through her body from her face

         to her leg. The pain was a communion more intimate than anything else she had ever experienced. She gasped and clutched for

         his hand. A thin blue light flared between them, clearer and purer than starlight, and in that momcnt, she knew her leg shattered,

         and her skin split. Her blood spilled out onto the mossy ground, even as his bones knit and his sinews healed and his leg

         was once again made whole.

      


      As the light faded, her pain ebbed.


      The King sagged against the tree, breathing hard, and Annandale released his hand. She rocked back on her knees, testing her

         leg, and found it, too, was whole. She felt curiously lightened, purified, as though she had walked unscathed through searing

         flames. The pain was truly gone, and with that knowledge came an exuberance so great, she looked at the King, her father,

         and laughed.

      


      “Child,” he whispered, tears gathering in his eyes. “What did you do?”


      At once, she felt another pain, but this time a different sort. This time it was like a thin stream of water leading to a

         great pool. It tantalized her, unmistakably seductive, and slowly, she reached out to take his hand.

      


      “Stop!” Nydia stood over them poised like a hawk. “You cannot, child. You’re too young yet. Such a thing would kill you. His

         grief goes too deep.” With her black-wrapped hands, she pushed Annandale back from the King.

      


      Annandalc scrambled to her feet, while Abelard and Nydia faced each other like a pair of old adversaries.


      “Now do you have some idea of her worth?” Even muffled by the black shrouds of her draperies, Nydia’s voice was venomous.


      “Let me take her with me.” Although the words themselves were a request, his tone shaped them into a command.


      “The time is not yet.”


      “Then why did you allow her to help me?”


      “I wanted you to understand.”


      The King rose, cautiously testing his weight on his now-sound leg. Annandale was struck by his height, by the breadth of his

         shoulders, undiminished by age. Only the wrinkles which ringed his eyes and the lines which extended from his hawkish nose

         down the sides of his mouth betrayed that the King was long past his prime. “What will I tell my men? A rescue party should

         be coming along quite soon now.”

      


      “Tell them anything you like.”


      “Any suggestions?”


      “Tell them you met the witch.”


      “I asked you all those years ago if you were a witch.” His smile reminded Annandale of an old lycat she’d seen once, set upon

         by a younger male, too weakened by age to defend itself, too battlescarred not to try.

      


      “I never lied to you.” It was as much an accusation as a statement.


      “When will you send her to marry my heir?”


      “You won’t be there to see it.”


      At that, he raised his head. “Will you tell me what you can?”


      Nydia threw back her head and stared just over Abelard’s shoulder. The glade darkened imperceptibly as a stray cloud wandered

         across the sun. “You’re planning a journey south.”

      


      “Yes. Next month. First to Arkan, then on to Ithan Ford in Tennessey Fall. There’re rumors of rebellion among the Mutens in

         Atland—I intend to cement certain alliances.”

      


      Another long moment passed, and finally Nydia shrugged. “I see nothing. Nothing you don’t already know. Come, daughter.”


      “Wait.” The King’s voice was hoarse with emotion. “Tell me how it will end.”


      Nydia shook her head. “It ended nineteen years ago, with the choices you—we all—made then.” Decisively Nydia turned her back

         and grabbed Annandale’s wrist.

      


      “What happened to you?” he called when they were just at the edge of the clearing.


      Nydia paused, and Annandale thought she might turn to face the King and throw back her ragged veils. Instead she spoke over

         her shoulder, and her muffled voice was thick with unshed tears. “I’ve but paid the price of the Magic, Lord King. As did

         your Queen. As did Phineas. As will you.”

      


   

      Chapter One
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      Sember, 74th Year in the Reign of the Ridenau Kings (2746 Muten Old Calendar)


      Snow fell, white as the wings of the gulls which huddled beneath the gray stone battlements of Ahga Castle, steady as the measured

         paces of the guards who kept the watch. Bounded by walls of crushed rubble, five towers rose twenty-five stories above the

         cobbled courtyards, black against the pale gray sky, their squared precision testimony to an age and a knowledge long lost.

         Within the wide inner wards, the sound of the sea as it washed against the foundations was only a muted roar, and even the

         wind was still.

      


      Peregrine Anuriel eased her way through the massive doors of ancient steel and stepped out onto the terrace of the central

         tower. With a deep sigh as the air cooled her hot cheeks, she ripped the white linen coif off her head, revealing her dark

         brown braids. She mopped at her forehead, then let the cloth flutter heedlessly to the pavement. Sweat stung her armpits,

         and her green woolen dress itched through her chemise. She balled both fists into the small of her back and arched backward.

         The low swell of her belly was thrust forward, and her pregnancy was abruptly more obvious. She stared up at the structure

         looming overhead, the downy flakes of snow feathering her dark lashes and thick black brows. The twelve days of New Year’s

         were less than ten days away, and it seemed as if every resident of the castle, like a hive of mindless hornets, swarmed through

         the great hall at the bidding of Gartred, King’s Consort and the First Lady of the household.

      


      A sudden gust made the snow swirl about her. Its fresh salt tang was a welcome relief from the cloying odors of the evergreen

         boughs, the bayberry candles, and the dried herbs used to decorate the hall, the rancid smell of sweat and manure which clung

         to the grooms who had been pressed into service, and the heavy aroma of the roasting meats and baking breads which wafted

         up from the kitchens. Under ordinary circumstances, the sights and sounds and smells of the preparations would not have bothered

         her at all. But this year was different. She was five months gone with child, and the baby was not her only burden. Gartred

         cared only that the work be done.

      


      It mattered nothing to Gartred that the child Peregrine carried had been fathered by Roderic, Abelard’s only legitimate son,

         the child of his dead Queen and the King’s acknowledged heir. It mattered nothing to Gartred that the child, if a boy, could,

         quite possibly, one day reign in Ahga. And it certainly mattered nothing that Peregrine herself might one day enjoy the very

         same honor Gartred enjoyed now. Gartred only cared about the King and the power her position enabled her to exercise over

         everyone in the castle.

      


      “Peregrine? Lady Peregrine?” The stealthy voice pierced the quiet twilight, and Peregrine jumped, feeling a stab of guilt.

         If Gartred had noticed her absence, someone else had suffered the bitter side of the First Lady’s tongue.

      


      The door swung open smoothly on well-oiled hinges. An older woman peered out, her furrowed brow wrinkled, her round cheeks

         flushed, her hair swathed in a white coif and a pale blue shawl held close to her throat. Peregrine breathed a sigh of relief

         as she recognized Jaboa Ridenau, wife of the King’s eldest son, Brand. With the exception of the Consort, Jaboa was the lady

         of highest rank at court. When she caught sight of Peregrine, she beckoned with one hand. “Whatever are you doing out here,

         child? You’ll catch your death, and Lady Gartred—“

      


      “—is not likely to consider that any excuse to shirk my duties,” Peregrine finished the sentence. “Come stand a moment, Jaboa.

         It’s so blessedly quiet out here, and calm.”

      


      With a backward glance over her shoulder, Jaboa stepped out onto the terrace, letting the door swing silently shut behind

         her. “It’s cold.”

      


      “But so peaceful. Here.” Peregrine wiped away the snow on the stone guard rails of the terrace. “Let’s sit a moment.”


      Jaboa glanced around again, as though she expected the Consort to appear at the door, and reluctantly perched on the edge

         of the rail. Her cheeks were damp and little curls of graying hair stuck out from beneath her coif. Pine needles were caught

         in the folds of her clothes, and a twist of red ribbon was twined about her wrist. Jaboa closed her eyes and sighed. “You’d

         think that with the King gone to Tennessey Fall and Roderic away fighting this year, she wouldn’t go to so much trouble. But

         no, the lady must have things just so. This is how the New Year’s always been celebrated in Ahga, she says, and so that’s

         the way it’s going to be.”

      


      “As if she’d know,” mused Peregrine. “She’s only been here—four years? Five?”


      “She’s been here much longer, my dear. It will be sixteen years in the spring. It was the year Captain—well, now he’s Lord

         Phineas—was wounded. I remember how upset the King was when he brought Phineas home, blinded—lamed— it was so clear he’d never

         ride to war again. And then a few months later, just when everything had begun to settle, he brought her.”

      


      “What could the King ever have seen in her?” asked Peregrine, holding out her hand to catch the snow.


      “Who knows what men see? She was carrying his child—little Lady Elsemone. Gartred was, and still is, very beautiful. The King’s

         eye for women—some say it will be his downfall.” Jaboa shook her head and chuckled. “As if anything could bring him down.”

      


      Peregrine did not answer. In the time she’d been in Ahga, she’d had very little to do with the King. This year, the court

         had not even been back from the summer residence at Minnis Saul two weeks when Abelard had left on his journey south. She

         couldn’t remember the last time she had spoken to him.

      


      The King was her guardian of necessity, nothing more. If only the Consort could be the same. She watched the flakes drift

         onto her upturned palm, soft as a lover’s kiss. She thought of Roderic again and brushed the snow away. Where was he? she

         wondered. Was it snowing in Atland? Was he warm and safe and dry? Or even now, was he in the midst of some battle, dodging

         razor spears, fighting the hideously deformed Muten hordes?

      


      Peregrine shuddered. She had never seen a Muten, and she hoped she never would. She had heard the stories told around the

         hearths in Ahga since she had come to live there three years ago as a sixteen-year-old orphan, her father’s lands and title

         forfeit as dictated by the terms of surrender imposed by the King after Mortmain’s Rebellion so many years ago. If she had

         been a boy, Abelard would have allowed her to return to the fog-bound coast and gently shivering sands of her father’s tiny

         estate on the very edges of the Vada Valley when she turned eighteen. She had thought when she had come here that the best

         she could hope for was marriage with some retainer of the King, her hand and her father’s title reward for some service well

         rendered.

      


      But now, she thought as she shifted her weight on the cold stone, now she’d had these last few months with Roderic, and she

         preferred not to think about the distant future. It was possible that the King might look favorably on a marriage with his

         heir—what need did Roderic have of great estates? And if this baby were a boy … ? Only let him come home safe and whole, she

         prayed to the One and the Three. Let him see his child’s face. Let me lie with him once more. If only he’d send some word.

         But although messengers came and went from distant Atland with some regularity, there had been no message at all for her.

      


      “Are you cold, child? We ought to go in.” Jaboa stood up, brushing the snow off her gray skirts, flapping her shawl so that

         she reminded Peregrine of a fat, full-breasted pigeon.

      


      Peregrine heaved herself to her feet, wondering if Jaboa, so long married, had learned not to miss Brand. “I suppose we must.”

         She would have preferred to freeze in the still evening than return to the hot chaos of the great hall, where Gartred strode

         back and forth across the dais, blaring orders to anyone hapless enough to stray within hearing, no matter what their duties

         or their rank. Even Roderic’s old tutor, iron-bearded General Garrick, had been pressed into service, forced to raise and

         lower the garlands decorating the mantels as Gartred snapped her fingers impatiently. Garrick had never looked submissive

         when he dealt with Roderic. Sudden tears stung her eyes. Why must everything remind her of Roderic? Even this courtyard—this

         was the very place she had stood on the day he had first noticed her. “I wish—” she began, and broke off with a little catch

         in her throat.

      


      “Now, now. There, there. He’ll come home. Don’t you worry.” Jaboa reached over and squeezed Peregrine’s hand.


      “If he’d only send me a letter—something, anything. Even just a line or two, to let me know he’s all right.”


      “Tsk, tsk. Don’t fret. That’s the way they all are, even my Brand. Why do you suppose our high and mighty lady is so out of

         sorts? It’s been weeks since she’s had word from the King. Never you mind. Your prince will come home, and when he does, everything

         will be just fine.”

      


      “But, Jaboa—” Peregrine turned to face the older woman “—what if she sends me away like—“


      “Oh, child, don’t believe those tales.”


      “But it’s not a tale, Jaboa, you know it isn’t. She could send me away—me and my baby, both. What if she convinces the King

         to marry me off before Roderic comes home? Then we might never see—“

      


      “Don’t you think he’d come looking for you? And the baby? He’s none too fond of her. You know that as well as I.”


      “But he doesn’t know, you see. I wasn’t sure—before he left. So I didn’t tell him about the baby. And now—“


      Jaboa’s faded blue eyes were soft with sympathy, and Peregrine remembered that, throughout the years, the maintenance of Meriga’s

         fragile peace required Brand’s absence from Ahga far more often than his presence. “And now Roderic has other things to think

         about. But, really, you mustn’t fret. Brand will bring him home. I promise.” She gave Peregrine’s hand another gentle squeeze.

         “Now come along. It’s getting much too cold out here.”

      


      Peregrine met Jaboa’s eyes and was startled to see the merry expression.


      “Besides,” Jaboa said, leaning forward to whisper in Peregrine’s ear, even though no one was about, “you don’t want to miss

         the surprise we’ve brewed for my lady. Old Mag put—“

      


      Sudden shouts drowned out the secret. Peregrine looked up and frowned. In the outer ward, men were calling for grooms, for

         a doctor, and before she could move, a horse and rider burst through the opened gate which led into the outer ward, followed

         by at least half a dozen of the guards on duty.

      


      The rider slid off the horse and stumbled as his leather boots slipped in the snow. A groom dashed forward to catch the animal’s

         bridle. Blood-streaked foam flecked the horse’s mouth, as it shied and tried to rear, slipping and sliding on the snow-slick

         cobbles. With a curse, the man waved away the others who offered aid or escort, and Peregrine saw that he wore the uniform

         of the King’s Guard. The lower half of his face was obscured by a matted beard, and his hair was plastered against his skull.

         His cloak was torn and splattered with mud, and he looked as if he had been in the saddle for many days.

      


      He staggered toward them, ignoring the guards who called for the sergeant of the watch.


      “Lord Phineas,” the man cried, his face red and raw with windburn. Peregrine glanced at Jaboa. Was the man insane?


      “Take me—Lord Phineas—at once,” panted the soldier. “Take me, lady—must speak with him—“


      Peregrine’s heart seemed to stop in her chest. Was it Roderic? Was the messenger from him? She sprang to the door. “Come,

         soldier. I’ll take you there myself.”

      


      “But—” began Jaboa. One look from Peregrine stopped her protest. “I’ll—I’ll just let Gartred know a messenger’s come.”


      Peregrine caught at the soldier’s arm as he heaved himself up the shallow steps, breathing hard, snow frosting his brows and

         beard. “Please, just tell me, is it the Prince? Does he live?”

      


      The man paused, narrowing his eyes as if he’d not quite understood. “The Prince? I know nothing of the Prince, lady. It’s

         the King. King Abelard has disappeared.”

      


   

      Chapter Two


[image: art]


      Janry, 75th Year in the Reign of the Ridenau Kings (2747 Muten Old Calendar)


      “Lost? My father is lost?” The parchment scroll fell to the floor unheeded as Roderic Ridenau, eighteen-year-old heir to the

         throne of Meriga, stared at the messenger in disbelief. An unruly shock of light brown hair, silky as a tassel of wheat, fell

         across his forehead, and he swiped it back automatically. “Phineas expects me to believe that the King has just disappeared?”

      


      The messenger, one of the special corps who rode the length and breadth of Meriga in the service of the King, twisted his

         gloved hands together, his shoulders shifting beneath his dark blue cloak. “Lord Phineas has sent out three regiments of the

         King’s Guard to search.”

      


      Roderic sank onto one of the long wooden benches beside the rough-hewn council table, feeling as if the air had been punched

         from his lungs. He stared at the hide map of Atland pinned to the surface, as though it might hold a clue to the King’s whereabouts.

      


      On the opposite side of the room, his eldest half-brother, Brand, stood with arms crossed over the insignia of the King’s

         Guard emblazoned on his tunic. “When exactly was it realized that the King was missing?”

      


      “He was expected at Ithan Ford by Thanksgiven Day, Captain. When he didn’t arrive by the fifth of Sember, Lord Senador Miles

         sent word to Lord Phineas in Ahga and Lord Senador Gredahl in Arkan.”

      


      “And?” asked Roderic.


      “The King had left Lord Gredahl’s holding in Arkan at the beginning of Vember, Lord Prince. He should have arrived in Ithan

         in plenty of time for Thanksgiven.”

      


      Brand gestured a dismissal. “That will be all for now. Tell the master of supplies to give you dry clothes and a place to

         sleep. We may need to talk to you again before we send you back to Phineas.”

      


      As the messenger bowed out of the door, Roderic looked up, the dismay plain on his narrow face, with its high, slanting cheekbones,

         his light brown brows furrowed above his gray-green eyes. Brand walked around the table, and stooped to pick up the discarded

         scroll. “Well, little brother. It’s a fine coil we have here.”

      


      “What are we to do?” Roderic twisted restlessly on the bench and stared over Brand’s head at the narrow window. Outside, sleet

         spattered the rippled panes of smoky glass, and the wind howled between the low stone buildings of Atland garrison.

      


      Brand paused in his reading, his lips pressed tight in an expression which reminded Roderic of their father. Finally, Brand

         looked up, and concern flickered in the depths of his dark eyes. “We don’t have a choice.” He shook his head, and the protest

         died in Roderic’s throat. “Right now, we don’t have a choice.”

      


      Roderic stared at his brother. At forty-five, Brand was not only the eldest of all of the King’s illegitimate children, but

         the Captain of the King’s Guard as well. The King’s Guard were the elite troops charged with the responsibility for the King’s

         safety, and the Captain of the King’s Guard outranked every other soldier in all the Armies of the King. Abelard trusted Brand

         as he trusted few others. Only Abelard’s insistence that Brand accompany his heir had prevented Brand from going with their

         father on what should have been a routine tour of the Arkan Estates. Now, in the orange glow of the fire, Brand’s face was

         closed and grim, his jutting hawk nose so like Abelard’s looking pinched in his square-jawed face. His hair, clipped close

         about his temples, was more silver than black, and the stubble on his chin was nearly all gray.

      


      He blames himself, thought Roderic. He got up with a sigh, hooked his thumbs in his belt and paced to the window.


      The rain was falling in fat, steady drops, regular as the muffled beat of a funeral drum. The guards huddled at their posts,

         wrapped against the weather in heavy cloaks of olive drab, crouched over low braziers of smoking charcoal. He gazed over the

         walls into the dark mountains rising up, stretching off into the distance as far as he could see. Beyond the garrison walls,

         the land lay ravaged beneath the lowering sky. Here and there, the black, bare trees rose like twisted skeletons, reminding

         him of the charred bodies he’d seen too often in the course of this wretched campaign.

      


      This was his first command, and he had hoped to make his father proud. Now, he wondered bitterly if Abelard would ever know.

         And what would Abelard’s disappearance mean for him? He was the heir of Meriga, the only child of Abelard’s dead Queen. So

         far, he’d yet to prove himself on the battlefield. How could he rule all Meriga?

      


      He turned away from the window with another sigh and paced to the hearth, where the fire snapped and hissed.


      “Stop that, damn it,” Brand spoke over his shoulder.


      “Stop what?” Roderic threw another log into the middle of the fire.


      “That pacing. It reminds me of Dad.”


      Roderic swung his long, gangly legs over the bench beside his brother and tapped the scroll. “What do you think?”


      “I don’t know what to think. I suppose Dad could have been ambushed by Harleyriders—though they’ve usually retreated to the

         deserts south of Dlas by Vember. Maybe he met a Muten war party as he crossed into Tennessey on his way to Ithan, or maybe

         there was some sort of accident.” He looked at Roderic and shook his head again. “I just don’t know.”

      


      “Phineas says he’s called an emergency Convening of the Congress. Shouldn’t I be there?”


      Brand shrugged. “In theory, of course. The Congress will acclaim you Regent—which I suppose you already are. But in reality—you

         can’t leave Atland, Roderic. Not now. Not until we get the upper hand in this revolt.” The brothers lapsed into silence, both

         thinking the same thing.

      


      The war in Atland was not going well. Roderic was charged with what he increasingly thought of as an impossible task—the defeat

         of the Muten rebels once and for all. The King had managed to quell the last rebellion, a dozen years ago, by a combination

         of diplomacy, tactical genius, and luck, when a particularly virulent form of plague swept through the Muten ranks. Impervious

         to all the diseases which afflicted the Mutens, the King’s Army had easily overrun the enemy.

      


      But both brothers knew that so far, his heir was not so lucky. It was simply that terrain and weather, as well as sheer numbers,

         were against them. The Mutens bred like rats, producing six and seven and eight offspring, and those who did not starve or

         die from disease, went on to reproduce the same way. They were vermin, and like vermin, impossible to eradicate.

      


      A log split with a loud hiss, and Roderic was reminded of their last encounter, only a few days ago. The driving rain had

         turned the ground to a soupy sea of red mud, and his horse had slipped and scrambled for purchase, even as he shouted the

         order to retreat. Once again they had underestimated the number of the Muten forces, underestimated the ferocity with which

         the Mutens fought. He had clung to his stallion’s neck, watching the foot soldiers scramble for safety beneath a volley of

         razor-sharp spears that whined above the wind. From his perch on a rocky promontory, he had counted the bodies, slick with

         gore, heaped upon the battlefield. Most of those bodies wore the colors of the Armies of the King. The cries of the wounded

         and the dying, the horns which signaled the retreat, joined in an eerie chorus, punctuated with the shouts of officers as

         they tried to marshal the survivors into some semblance of order. The memory of that sound made his blood run cold, and the

         realization that he was ultimately responsible for those deaths made his sleep restless. They had left Ahga four months ago,

         but it felt like four years.

      


      Finally Brand spoke, and his voice was heavy with regret and self-reproach. “We’ve got to get you back to Ahga in time for

         that Convening, if we can. I reckon we’ve three months—at the most.”

      


      “Three months?” Roderic repeated. “That long?”


      “If Phineas sent word to the estates when he sent the messenger to us, some of the Senadors haven’t even heard the news yet.

         And with the weather, and this rebellion, there’re too many Scnadors that can’t leave their estates. For example, Kora-lado

         can’t get out of the Saranevas until spring. The Senadors on the eastern coast would be fools to try to cross the Pulatchians

         in the middle of a Muten revolt. We have time. But not much.”

      


      “Not much of what?” The door from the outer room slammed open and shut, and Reginald, another of Roderic’s half-brothers,

         stood shaking the water off his cloak. He threw back his head and ran his fingers through his long, lank strands of sandy

         hair. His watery blue eyes were the only feature which reminded Roderic that Reginald was Abelard’s son. “Not much chance

         of finding a woman to come out in this weather. Hell of a way to keep New Year’s.” He scratched his armpit and yawned. His

         clothes reeked of old sweat and damp wool.

      


      Reginald had commanded the garrison in Atland for years, charged with keeping the peace between the Pulatchian Highlanders,

         the lowland farmers, and the Mutens who lived in the inaccessible mountain hollows of the Pulatchian Mountains. Roderic knew

         his father had never questioned Reginald’s abilities as the commander of the largest garrison in southeast Meriga. But in

         the last months, Roderic had begun to regard Reginald’s slovenly habits and sloppy person with disgust, and he was beginning

         to think that perhaps Abelard had never really known what sort of man Reginald was.

      


      Now Reginald reached across Brand for the flagon of wine leftover from the noon meal. “There anything left in here? Not much.

         Let’s send for more.”

      


      “Sit down.” Brand’s voice brooked no disobedience.


      “As you say, Captain,” Reginald replied sarcastically. “Why the long faces? What in the name of the One’s wrong with you two?”


      Before either Roderic or Brand could reply, there was a loud shriek and the muffled sounds of a scuffle from the outer room.

         Brand rose with a curse and was across the room in a few long strides. He flung open the door. “What’s going on out here,

         Sergeant?”

      


      “What’s wrong now?” Roderic hastened to his brother’s side and looked over Brand’s shoulder. Six or seven men-at-arms, brandishing

         weapons, all hovered around the farthest corner of the room. Warily, he slipped past Brand. “What is it?”

      


      The duty officer pulled himself straighter and saluted. “Caught one of them, Lord Roderic.”


      Roderic tried to get a better look at the intruder, but in the shadowy corner all he could see was what looked like a pile

         of old clothes. “Stand aside.”

      


      “Careful, Lord Roderic! These things are dangerous,” the sergeant warned, but he motioned to the men to step away. The soldiers

         obeyed, but they did not lower their swords.

      


      Roderic peered through the tangle of legs and weapons and realized that the intruder was in fact no larger than a child. “Come

         here.”

      


      The bundle of rags shook itself like a puppy, and a clay-colored face emerged.


      “It’s one of them, all right,” muttered the sergeant as the other men made noises of disgust.


      “Shall I kill it, Lord Roderic?” One of the men-at-arms raised his sword.


      “Hold!” Roderic stooped, gazing at the little face peering back at his from the shadows. One dark eye, above and centered

         between the other two, stared back unblinkingly, and he shuddered with revulsion. But the rest of the face was thin, too thin,

         the reddish skin stretched tight across the delicate bones, and Roderic realized that this was, indeed, a child. A Muten child.

      


      He motioned the soldiers back. “Where did you say you found him?”


      “Kitchens, Lord Roderic,” was the reply. “Trying to steal food, filthy thing. We nearly cornered it there, but it was too

         fast. Led us all the way through the garrison, it did.”

      


      “Do you understand me?” Roderic spoke slowly to the child, who had not taken its eyes off Roderic’s face.


      The Muten gobbled a response and nodded.


      “Why were you in our kitchens?”


      The child made another series of noises and held out a thick crust of bread and rubbed its stomach with the other hand. Beneath

         the ragged clothes, its two secondary arms emerged and twitched involuntarily, the tiny appendages smaller than a human infant’s.

      


      “You’re hungry.” Roderic stared at the hand that clutched the bread. The fingers were bony claws, the skin dry and flaking

         across the swollen joints. He raised his hand without thinking, and instantly the child stuffed the bread in its mouth.

      


      “It’s got into the food!” cried Reginald. “Kill it.”


      “No!” Roderic turned furious eyes on his brother. “Can’t you see it’s starving? Let it—him—whatever it is—go.” He turned away,

         feeling sick and sad. “Let it go.”

      


      “But, Lord Roderic—” began the sergeant.


      “I said, let it go. I don’t make war on children. Starving children, at that. Increase the guards around the food stores.

         But take this one to the gates of the garrison, and if any harm comes to it, the man responsible will answer to me.” Roderic

         met the shocked expressions of the soldiers evenly. If he were ever to assume his father’s position, he’d better start playing

         the role. He knew Abelard wouldn’t have cared whether the child lived or died, but he was certain his father never let anyone

         forget who was King. Brand watched from the doorway. He pushed past the soldiers, who snapped to attention, and Brand gave

         a little nod of approval. “Come in here, Reginald. We need to talk to you.”

      


      “About what?” Reginald clumped into the room behind Brand, who shut the door as the child was led away.


      Brand resumed his place at the table. “If you’d been here, Reginald, instead of in pursuit of a woman, you’d have seen the

         King’s messenger come in—“

      


      “From Ahga?” Reginald’s raised brows were pale against his reddened skin.


      “From Phineas.”


      “And what’s he want? Updated body counts?”


      “Be quiet, Reginald.” Roderic leaned across the table.


      “Ho! The kitten shows his claws. Old man’s not pleased with the way things are going?”


      “Dad’s missing.” Brand’s glare expressed more clearly than words what he thought of Reginald.


      Reginald’s little eyes darted from Roderic to Brand and back again. “What do you mean, missing?”


      “Lost,” said Roderic. “Disappeared without a trace. Here—” He shoved the parchment across the tabletop. “Read it yourself.”

         If you can, he added silently.

      


      Reginald took the scroll and scanned it. When he finally looked up, his expression was serious. “So what should we do?” He

         spoke to Brand, but it was Roderic who answered.

      


      “Get this situation under control, so I can return to Ahga as soon as possible.”


      Reginald snorted. “You’re going to ‘get the situation under control’? How?”


      Brand cleared his throat. “We’ll call for reinforcements.”


      “From where?” Reginald drained the dregs of the wine into a clay goblet. “Everyone’s got their hands full—just who—“


      “Amanander,” answered Roderic, looking at the map.


      Even Brand looked surprised. Roderic tapped the map. “You’re right, Reginald. Everyone north and west is tied up in this rebellion.

         But Amanander has a full garrison at Dlas-for’-Torth and a clear march through Missiluse.”

      


      “And you think he’ll come?” Reginald leaned back in his chair, swirling the wine in the goblet.


      Roderic raised his head. His father had always relied upon his brothers; he would have to rely upon them as well. “What choice

         will he have? The kingdom is in jeopardy. He swore the same Pledge of Allegiance the rest of us have.” A memory flashed through

         his mind, of his father’s steady blue gaze and strong grip on his shoulder on the day that he, too, had knelt and sworn to

         uphold the kingdom and the King unto death. The words ran through his mind: I pledge allegiance to the King of the United

         Estates of Meriga and to the kingdom for which he stands, one nation, indivisible … Indivisible. With blood and sweat and

         sheer determination, the Ridenau Kings had forged Meriga into one nation after generations of chaos. And now the task had

         fallen to him. He met the eyes of both his brothers with squared shoulders. “What choice do any of us have?”

      


   

      Chapter Three
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      The cold Janry wind wailed across the ocher sands of Dlas-For’Torth, whipping at stunted cacti. Even to the unaccustomed eye,

         the weathered rocks appeared to lie in long lines and right angles across the desert floor. In the eastern sky, the sun was

         a thin red crescent curving over the flat horizon, and the first streaks of gray and violet light blotted out the last stars.

      


      Sand shifted across forgotten highways, blew relentlessly against the high, crushed-rubble walls of the desert garrison. It

         made a sound like the hollow rustle of dead leaves. Above the rooftops, white smoke spiraled in thin lines, then dissipated

         in the gusty updrafts. It was the only sign of human habitation at this lonely outpost established to protect the borders

         of the Southern Estates against the incursions of the Harleyriders.

      


      In the middle of the dusty yard, two sentries rubbed their hands over a small watchfire and tucked the ends of their cloaks

         more securely against the cold. The watch was nearly over.

      


      “Cold last night,” commented the taller of the two as he laid his spear upon the ground and blew on his fingers.


      The other nodded. “Messenger come in late, did you see?”


      “I was patrolling the eastern perimeter all night, you know that. Where from?”


      “Hard to tell. But I saw he wore the King’s colors.”


      “Kingdom messenger, then. From Ahga?”


      His companion’s shrug was interrupted by the sudden pounding of hooves from the direction of the stables. A horse, nothing

         more than a black shape in the predawn light, burst into the courtyard, screamed in protest as his rider drew hard on the

         reins. “You, at the gate—open it!” The voice was imperious, impatient.

      


      On the other side of the wide yard, the sleepy gatekeepers jumped to attention, tugged down the heavy crossbars, and pulled

         open the high, massive gates to let the dark rider out. A low cloud of dust was all that remained of his passing. “Wasn’t

         that—?” The grizzled sentry turned incredulous eyes to the other.

      


      “Lord Amanander. Riding as though the wrath of the One were behind him.”


      The ruddy light cast by the rising sun brought little warmth. Amanander flexed his hands in the black leather gloves, the

         fur lining soft and warm against his skin. The stallion rode hard at his urging, hoofbeats muffled by the sand. He followed

         the straight line of an ancient roadbed, due south, his shadow growing darker as the red sun rose. His dark blue cloak billowed

         out behind him. He wore his black hair long, knotted at his neck in an intricate braid, and his face was shaved smooth despite

         the early hour. His square jaw and high cheekbones bore the unmistakable stamp of his father the King, but his eyes were so

         dark they were nearly black, and his brows swooped like crow’s wings across his forehead.

      


      An hour from the garrison he pulled the horse to a stop. The road lay in ruins: great chunks of ancient stone lay piled haphazardly

         like some giant’s discarded toys, and here and there metal sheets, scoured free of paint and corrosion by the relentless sand,

         stood at twisted angles from rusted poles.

      


      The wind tugged at his cloak. His horse whickered and stamped, its breath a great white plume in the dawn light. A barely

         discernible shimmer hovered just a foot off the ground. Amanander closed his eyes, and a thin line appeared between his brows.

         His lips moved silently, and the shimmer subsided. He touched his knees to the stallion’s sides and flapped the reins. The

         horse moved slowly off the road.

      


      At the base of a great pile of ancient brick, Amanander paused once more. He swung out of the saddle with practiced grace

         and tethered the horse’s reins to a twisted metal staff sticking out of the sand. He gathered his cloak and bent his back

         to enter the concealed cavern. No one would have noticed it without knowing it was there. Once inside, he stood straight,

         his head nearly touching the low ceiling. His boots scraped across a tilted floor of a material which had not been made in

         Meriga in centuries. Insects scuttled out of the dust raised by his passing, and in the dark corners, bats stirred with a

         leathery whisper of black wings. A lone torch burned in a crude bracket.

      


      In the far wall of the cavern, he pushed on a metal bar, and a heavy door shrieked open. Preserved by the climate, protected

         from the wind, faded white letters proclaimed in a language half-forgotten: RESTRICTED ACCESS. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. Amanander did not hesitate. A long corridor lay before him: the low roof and squared walls gave evidence that this was no

         natural corridor. Clumsy brackets set at intervals three-quarters of the way up the wall held torches which cast an orange

         light. “Ferad!” His voice echoed down the length of the corridor. “Ferad?”

      


      With a sigh, he started down the corridor. Other doors were set in the walls; these he ignored. At last the corridor turned

         right. At the end of the hall he pushed against another door. It opened silently, smoothly on well-oiled hinges. A draft from

         some unseen crack in the ceiling brushed across his face. “Ferad?”

      


      A figure hunched on a high wooden stool beside a rusted metal desk looked up. “I was not expecting you, my Prince. At such

         an early hour.” A lone lantern flickered on a surface dull with the dust of centuries, the flame drawn back and forth by the

         invisible, nearly indiscernible breeze which filtered down from above.

      


      “I had a message last night.” Amanander drew the gloves from his hands, smoothed the supple leather and tucked them into his

         belt. His boots made almost no noise at all as he crossed the floor. He took another rudely carved stool and sat down on the

         opposite side of the desk.

      


      The other looked up, and in the candlelight, three black eyes gleamed flatly like a lizard’s. Amanander suppressed a shudder.

         He was used to the Muten, had known him more than fifteen years, but his initial reaction to Ferad’s deformities was always

         repulsion.

      


      “Well?”


      “Things aren’t going so well for my little brother in Atland. He requests aid. From me, of all people.”


      Ferad’s third eye, set in the center of his forehead, stared fixed and unblinking. He had no sight in it, of course, none

         of them did, although the ruling families of the Tribes did have full use of the small pair of secondary arms which in Ferad’s

         case dangled limply from his shoulders, lost in the folds of his robe. He set down his pen in the center of his parchment

         scrolls and shrugged. “So?”

      


      “I want you to keep my father alive in my absence.”


      Ferad glanced at a low door in a dark corner of the room.


      “Alive, Abelard Ridenau remains a formidable threat.”


      “I don’t want him dead yet.”


      Ferad’s smaller arms quivered in involuntary response. “And if Phineas sends the Armies of the King to search? Ten thousand,

         twenty thousand men will take the field, with twice that number in reserve. Are you so sure you want to take that risk? Is

         revenge worth it?”

      


      “Yes.” The word was a hiss. “I heard him say I would never be King—not with Magic or without it—and I swear I’ll make him

         live to see the day he regrets those words. I’ll kill him with his own sword and I’ll wear his own crown when I do it. But

         think of the confusion. No one knows whether he’s dead or alive. There will have to be a regency. Roderic’s just eighteen

         years old and he’s surrounded by old men like Phineas, who’ve grown soft in the peace of the last twenty years or more. He’s

         already run into trouble in Atland. What if the Senadors fail to support him? And there’s my twin—“

      


      “Are you so certain of Alexander?”


      “We are one. I don’t expect you to understand. From the beginning, we were one flesh. It was always so with us. Why do you

         think my father sent me to this godforsaken outpost, and him all the way to the Settle Islands? He thought to put the length

         of Meriga between us—“

      


      “Timing will be all, my Prince.” The Muten’s voice was soft. “Don’t forget the lessons Senadors like Owen Mortmain learned

         to their detriment—“

      


      “My father had the witch-woman by his side then, did he not? She used her Magic for him. She even used it to ensure he’d have

         a son by his Queen when all of Meriga knew she was barren. If he can use the Magic to disinherit me, what’s to stop me from

         using it against him?”

      


      The Muten’s face was inscrutable in the shadows. “And if you go to Atland, my Prince? What then?”


      “It will enable me to take Roderic’s measure. I’ve learned enough of the Magic for that. There’s Reginald—I have good reason

         to think that he will be more than sympathetic for the right price. Once I’m there, I’ll be able to gauge how much assistance

         he’s likely to be. And then what would be more natural than that I accompany my little brother back to the ancestral home?

         When the Congress convenes, the Senadors—“

      


      “Bah!” Ferad cut him off with a snort. “There is another way.”


      Amanander leaned across the desk. His eyes were like pools of water beneath a night sky, so black that light seemed trapped

         within their depths. “What are you talking about?”

      


      “Intrigue is all well and fine, my Prince. And you may be successful—who am I to judge? But the West was beaten long ago,

         and even though certain factions may rise against the young Regent, there is no reason why any of them should support you

         over him. Let Roderic have the regency. For a time. There’s something else you can discover in Ahga. You must find out Nydia

         Farhallen’s fate.”

      


      “My father’s witch? She’s been dead for years.”


      “And you believe that?”


      “He certainly had nothing to do with her since before Roderic was born. They say she used her Magic to help the Queen conceive

         a son, and then, consumed by jealousy, she took her own life. Personally, I think it killed her. That’s possible, isn’t it?

         Couldn’t that have been the result of causing a life to come into existence?”

      


      Ferad didn’t answer.


      “So you think Nydia may be alive?”


      “There were many rumors concerning her fate, my Prince.”


      “I’m not so naive I believe those stories about Phineas getting a child on her. Do you?”


      Ferad was silent. Finally he said, “She either died or disappeared before Roderic was born. Besides the Magic she had other

         gifts which made her invaluable to Abelard. They say he never looked at another woman from the day she walked into his court.”

      


      It was Amanander’s turn to shrug. “He looked at Melisande Mortmain, didn’t he? Long enough to get a son off her. And while

         Roderic may be grandson to the old Senador in Vada, I’d wager half this kingdom Owen’ll not lift a finger to help.”

      


      “Forget Vada. Listen to me. You must find out if Nydia Farhallen bore a child. In all probability, that child would have been

         a daughter. And you must find that daughter and bring her to me.”

      


      “Why?”


      “Nydia was a prescient. She could see the future. Why do you think Abelard was so successful? So long as he had her, none

         of his enemies could ever surprise him. But something must have happened between them. Abelard would never have sent her away

         voluntarily.”

      


      “So that makes it likely that she died.”


      “But if she did not—if she bore another’s child—surely you know your father well enough to imagine his reaction to that?”


      “Well, what if she did?”


      “Listen, you fool. You play for high stakes at long odds, but there may be a way to even them. If you can find the daughter

         Nydia Farhallen bore, we will have the key to control the Magic—all Magic. We will have the power to do what even the men

         of Old Meriga couldn’t with their toys and their machines and their technologies which very nearly destroyed the whole world.

      


      “For the problem is not with the Magic. It is in the reaction caused by the Magic as the universe seeks to right itself. If

         we can find Nydia’s daughter, our victory will be assured, for the child of a prescient is always an empath. By an empath’s

         very nature, the imbalance caused by the Magic is corrected, even as it occurs. The empath need not know the Magic. One only

         need touch her. Think of what that would mean for both of us.”

      


      Amanander sat back. “So if we find this empath—“


      “We will have the means to realize everything we’ve ever wanted. Anything the Magic can be made to do… anything you or I can

         think of will be within our grasp. We need but think it… I will drag those sanctimonious fools of the College to their knees,

         and you, my Prince—you will reign in Ahga more securely than any Ridenau before or since.”

      


      Amanander listened, eyes fastened on Ferad’s face. An ugly flush darkened Ferad’s deformed features. He had never seen the

         Muten so animated.

      


      “But you must find her, Prince,” Ferad went on in his whispery rasp. “I’ve worked all these years to discover another way

         to control the consequences of the Magic and it eludes me still. And now, with your father in our hands, every day which dawns

         is another risk.”

      


      “Then I have much work to do, if I’m to reach the point where I can use the Magic as I please.”


      “Are you suggesting I’m not to be trusted?”


      “You would be content to be a tool, Ferad? I don’t believe that. After all, tools break.” There was something in the tone

         of Amanander’s voice, something in the way he stared at the Muten, that made Ferad drop his eyes.

      


      “I know you wish to use the Magic yourself, my Prince.” Ferad’s voice had a silky lilt. “But you realize it may take years

         before you know enough to challenge Roderic? Before this empath, if she exists, will do you any good?”

      


      “Roderic will have more than enough to keep him busy. The country will be thrown into chaos. He can’t be King—only Regent.

         And the pledges of allegiance are all sworn to my father. It’s quite possible that more than a few of the Senadors can be

         persuaded that in order to keep the pledge they swore to my father, they should not support Roderic. And if he survives the

         Mutens, the Chiefs in the Settle Islands are always ripe for war against the mainlanders, and the Harleyriders will surely

         use my father’s absence to try to settle old scores in Arkan. I do have time. If there’s anything I’ve learned in all my years

         in this wasteland, it’s how to wait.”

      


      “You like to think of yourself as patient, my Prince. But I still say this move against the King was precipitous and may in

         the end prove our undoing. When will you leave for At-land?”

      


      “One week.”


      “You must not linger in Atland long. You must go to Ahga as quickly as you can. I will see that my brothers who support our

         cause give you information which will enable you to bring this rebellion to a speedy conclusion.”

      


      “Why not simply ask my father?”


      The Muten’s eyes darted to the shadowed corner. For the briefest moment, something like fear flickered across the twisted

         features. Then it was replaced by something else, something hard and cruel, and Amanander narrowed his eyes, suddenly wary.

         “You don’t think that’s wise, Ferad?”

      


      Ferad shrugged with calculated indifference not lost on Amanander. “See for yourself, my Prince.”


      Amanander drew a deep breath and rose to his feet. Without taking his eyes off the Muten, he crossed to the door and paused.

         “Not coming?”

      


      “As my Prince commands.” Ferad gathered the folds of his robe around his shoulders and scuttled across the floor, his uneven

         gait the result of old injuries.

      


      The door creaked as together they stepped into a dimly lit cell. The long form wrapped in a dark cloak stirred as their shadows

         fell across the battered cot. Amanander hesitated on the threshold.

      


      “What do you want?”


      The power of that voice, the ring of absolute authority, startled Amanander. No one ever questioned Abelard Ridenau and no

         one ever thwarted him. Involuntarily, Amanander stepped backward and collided with Ferad.

      


      “I want to talk to you.”


      “YOU!” Abelard leaped into a sitting position, turning and twisting with a heavy clatter of chains.


      “Welcome to Dlas, Dad.”


      “And what do you think you’ll get from me?”


      Even in captivity, stripped of weapons and every friend, Abelard’s vitality was palpable. Amanander forced himself to step

         closer.

      


      “Right now I want information.”


      “If you think to force me to make you heir…”


      Amanander laughed. “That’s an old story, Dad, and one told too long ago. I’ve no interest in being your heir.”


      “You’ll never reign in Ahga.” Anger simmered through the King’s voice like summer heat. “Nydia said—“
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