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      “Your life is forfeit, which means your life now belongs to me. Why did you climb Law Rock, Kellas? Up the cliff without a rope, at night, with only the moon to light your way.”

      Through the lattice Kellas sees an aura of light shifting as people move across a courtyard beyond. He hears women singing in a foreign language, their tone as melancholic as sailors dreaming of the lost harbor of their youth.

      “Look at me.”

      The king’s gaze is not petty or cruel but you would never turn away from it, not without permission. Kellas’s gut tells him this is a man who will not judge him for being a fool but rather for not admitting to it.

      “On a dare. To impress my friends. To make a girl sorry she’d scorned me. Because no one has ever climbed Law Rock unaided except in the tales. But now I have!”

      The king flicks a wrist. A pale spot flashes. Kellas catches a small, hard object. Opening his fingers, he discovers a carved horse.

      “Good reflexes, too,” says the king. “What you accomplished is a cursed impressive feat. Now that your life is mine, I have better ideas for how to make use of you than spilling your blood on Execution Rock and hanging your corpse from a pole. If you are interested in becoming a tough and loyal man who will dedicate his honor to protecting the Hundred. Your choice, Kellas.”
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      The whole business stank of rotting fish.

      From his position braced high in the branches of a sprawling lancewood tree that overlooked an unremarkable trail cutting through forested hills, Kellas felt the familiar warning itch between his shoulder blades. Something about this ambush wasn’t going to go right, and yet he had a job to do and a secret to hide and no choice except to stick it out to the end. If those cursed smugglers didn’t show up, he’d be no closer to the truth than he had been a month ago when he’d joined this company of Black Wolves on the hunt for a traitor in their ranks.

      A breeze blew into his face off the nearest height but he smelled nothing except the dense scent of vegetation and the memory of rain. Birds had long ago resumed their chatter and song, no longer disturbed by the presence of six men.

      The soldiers had set up an ambush point at dawn. They’d been slipped information that stolen goods would be smuggled down this specific trail under the guard of a demon and its armed confederates. The subcadre commander, Denni, had picked this spot because of the sprawling canopy of the lancewood tree and a flat patch of ground where they’d been able to dig a pit. By now it was midafternoon.

      Kellas’s vantage in the tree allowed him to study his companions hidden in the surrounding undergrowth. He was certain one of the other five was the disloyal Wolf leaking information to the very outlaws they were meant to capture.

      Which one?

      Crouched on a branch below Kellas, Ezan breathed noisily. On the stream side of the path, Oyard and Battas shifted around, brush rustling loud enough to almost drown out the gurgle of the distant stream. They were all so cursed loud.

      Maybe they were all in on it.

      On the mountain side, Aikar whispered to Denni. Idiot. Didn’t he know how voices carried on a still day? Maybe he hoped his words would carry a warning on the breeze. Kellas wanted to signal Aikar to be silent, but Denni was senior of this subcadre and thus in charge. Any initiative Kellas took might give away his cover of pretending to be a lowly tailman new to the Wolves.

      As if the restlessness of the others made him doubt their careful preparations, Denni tugged experimentally on the pit rope where it stretched across the path under cover of artfully layered ground litter. They hoped to trap a demon on one of the stakes set in the pit and cut off its skin. It was a good plan, if it worked.

      A new sound teased at the edge of Kellas’s hearing, a slapping that he identified as the thud of feet falling on dry leaves and dusty earth. A moment later a voice floated on the air.

      “Sure, the king claims he’s sending in his best troops to protect us, but then we’re the ones who have to feed and house them above what we already pay in taxes.”

      Two men strode into view. Both carried hunting spears.

      “He’s like a baker selling bread for what seems like a good price, only then you discover he’s been mixing sawdust in with the flour all along.”

      “Would the pair of you keep your mouths shut?” said a woman who was not yet quite visible beyond a bend in the path, although movement flashed through the dusty leaves. “You’ll warn off the pigs before we have a chance to strike.”

      As Kellas tried to estimate heads and bodies in an oncoming group that he still couldn’t really see through the leaves, a glimmer of pale cloth caught his eye.

      The hells!

      The most infamous demon of all wore a white cloak. Was she guiding the smugglers in person? He had accomplished a lot of things in the last eight years but he’d never tangled directly with a cloaked demon and its perilous magic. A racing clamor of excitement disturbed his concentration but he calmed it with slow, measured breaths.

      The two spearmen in the front passed over the pit without noticing the give in the ground and headed under the wide canopy of the lancewood tree.

      And there she was! Wearing a white cloak and armed with a bow and quiver, the demon strode into view and turned to signal to someone unseen behind her. Right on target, Battas and Oyard each loosed an arrow from their hiding place. Both arrows struck her in the chest just as a gaggle of fourteen youths carrying bows and spears appeared on the trail. They had the gawky eagerness of children out on a thrilling expedition, sacks slung over their backs. The ones in front stopped short as the demon choked out a warning. Their stunned, horrified expressions were so heartbreaking that a kick of fury made Kellas tremble even as he held his position in the tree.

      The demon was using adolescents to cover its tracks, exactly the kind of cold calculation that made cloaked demons the most dangerous creatures in the Hundred, the true threat to the peaceful rule of the king.

      A second woman appeared at the rear of the band. She was also wearing a white cloak.

      With a shock Kellas realized both women wore the braided headbands and ritual white capes common to acolytes of the Lady of Beasts, who was both hunter and healer.

      Neither of these women was a demon. They were priestesses dedicated to the goddess, leading a cursed practice hunt for training their youth.

      He shouted, “Halt! Halt where you are! Denni, pull the trap now before the kids fall in!”

      He grabbed for a rope he had strung from a higher branch of the lancewood, vaulted off the branch, and swung down, gauging distance and depth as he tucked up his legs. He planted the two men with a foot in each chest. The impact slammed him to a halt as they went down. He flipped in the air as he released the rope, and landed on his feet behind them.

      Denni snapped up the rope to release the trap. The ground gave way to reveal the pit and its deadly stakes. As the children cried out in confusion, the injured woman staggered like a drunk, then slipped into the pit. She screamed as a stake impaled her.

      One of the men Kellas had knocked over scrambled up, jabbing at him with his spear as he hissed out hoarse words. “Cursed cowards! Pissing dogs! You promised us no one would get hurt!”

      A pair of arrows – Aikar’s reds – slammed into the man’s back and he toppled forward.

      The wounded priestess was still bellowing, voice ripped raw by pain.

      “Run! Run!” shouted the woman at the rear, and the children scattered uphill.

      Denni shouted: “Round them all up! They’re all under arrest!”

      The other spearman rolled up to his feet and jabbed at Kellas’s back. Kellas sidestepped with a spin and in the same motion drew the sword from his back. The man thrust again. Kellas slapped away the haft, cut in, and struck with the pommel under the man’s chin. The man staggered back, then cut the point of the spear toward Kellas’s head. Kellas ducked under the haft and again stepped inside, striking the man in the throat with the hilt of his sword. With a grunt, the man sagged into him, toppling him back. Kellas let the weight carry him down and rolled sideways out from under as the spearman collapsed to the ground.

      Turning, Kellas saw Battas, Oyard, Aikar, and Ezan racing up the path after the children.

      He cut a length off the swinging rope and tied the prisoner’s feet and hands. Denni slid carefully down into the pit to the woman thrashing below. He stabbed her through the eye; a mercy, seeing how a stake had pierced her raggedly through the belly, a wound no one could heal. Then Denni grasped the cloth of her cloak in his hand and looked up with a shake of his head.

      “It’s just ordinary wool, not a demon’s skin,” he said to Kellas.

      The hunter shot by Aikar clawed at the dirt, hacking out an incomprehensible word before going limp. Kellas made himself watch as the man’s life drained away. Some demons could also see a person’s spirit rise out of the dying. Kellas saw nothing except red blood, withered leaves, and gathering flies.

      The other four tromped back into view, herding the frightened children, with the second woman trussed so tightly she could barely keep up as Aikar prodded her along. One youth was missing.

      “Heya, Kel!” shouted Ezan. “You can’t follow orders and help us capture these? What are you doing? Standing around looking pretty?”

      “What kind of heartless people march their children into harm’s way?” said Denni, which was exactly the question Kellas wanted to ask. Of all the awful things he had seen in his eight years in the king’s service, adults abusing their own children or callously using them as bait and bargaining chips disgusted him the most.

      Young Oyard scratched his smooth chin as he pursed his lips thoughtfully. He did not look much older than the youths they had just captured. “Someone passed us bad information.”

      “Throw all your bags to the ground,” said Kellas curtly, and of course the youths obeyed, too terrified to do otherwise. They were only carrying a few days’ stock of humble food: flat bread, cold rice wrapped in nai leaves, and sour balls of cheese.

      “What, you hungry again?” Ezan asked jokingly in his usual ass-witted way, ignoring the dead woman and the crying children as if their grief and pain were of no more interest than the trees.

      Kellas sniffed at the pungent, salty goat cheese. “Neh. Just checking to make sure they’re not smuggling valuable goods. I think the real smugglers are somewhere else. They purposefully sent this training group along this path guessing it was a good place for us to set up an ambush and figuring the king’s soldiers would not attack two priestesses and their pupils.”

      Ezan laughed mockingly. “Whsst! Where did a small-time criminal like you get so smart?”

      Kellas grinned, pretending sheepishness as he decided on a plausible lie that would deflect any suspicion that he knew more than he ought. “Eh, you’ve caught me out, me and my shameful ways. I got arrested for smuggling, me and a bunch of lads. We used to round up neighborhood children and have them carry the goods while the militia was searching us instead. It worked for a while until one of the kids got hurt and we got beaten up by the neighbors and turned in by them for endangering their little ones.”

      As he spoke he watched the eyes of the surviving man and woman, hoping they might betray their comrade with a glance, but they kept their gazes fixed to the ground. Both had the stunned look of people who haven’t yet made sense of what has just transpired. He had to wonder if they were actually ignorant and had been used as unsuspecting bait. Yet when Denni slapped them, asking what they knew about the smugglers and if they were part of a decoy plan, they stubbornly said nothing.

      “I can make them talk,” Ezan boasted.

      “Shut up, Ez,” said Denni. “Let’s go.”

      His words broke the surviving priestess’s silence. “What about our dead?”

      Denni gave her a glare that made her cower. “We leave them. Chief Jagi will decide what’s to be done and whether he’ll allow your people to come back and fetch them.”

      The youths began to cry again, and several, weeping copiously, wrapped the dead priestess in her cloak and arranged her hands on her chest in the traditional custom observed for the dead.

      They made an uneasy group as they hiked out of the steep upper valley with the sobbing youths and the two uncommunicative adults. In his capacity as tailman, the newest and supposedly least experienced and thus most expendable member of the cadre, Kellas took the rear guard. He was sure they were being watched and there was in fact still one youth unaccounted for, but he heard nothing and saw no one except, once, a crow perched on a fallen log in a clearing. Its black eyes were trained on them with the inhuman intelligence native to crows. When he swung around and took aim with his bow, it took wing and vanished over the treetops.

      He grinned briefly. He’d never have skewered it, as some men might who took pleasure in the killing rather than in the challenge. He allowed himself three breaths to savor the empty path, the fragrant air, and the peaceful forest. A pillar of sunlight cut down through an opening a fallen tree had made in the forest cover. Its lustrous brilliance illuminated a patch of the vivid flowers known as sunbright that had grasped this chance to bloom. Their simple beauty staggered him, like the kiss of an ineffable joy.

      A branch snapped, but when he looked that way he saw nothing moving among the trees. As the noise of the others faded, he left behind the sunlight and the flowers to follow them.

      After a while they passed a pair of upcountry farms ringed by stockades that protected against deer rather than armed marauders. Their commanding officer, Chief Jagi, waited with his command staff just beyond the village where the path forked in three directions. He took their report, then delegated a different subcadre to fetch the two bodies and haul them down to the crossroads at the market town of Sharra Crossing where the two dead people would be strung up as a warning to others not to break the king’s law and trouble the king’s peace.

      “You think they are in league with the smugglers, Chief?” Denni asked.

      Like all of the officers in charge of companies of Black Wolves, Jagi was Qin, a foreign soldier who had arrived in the Hundred sixteen years ago together with the man who had brought peace to the land. In his month with this company Kellas had not heard Chief Jagi raise his voice, not once. But beneath his pleasant voice and mild temper ran the steel of a man who got what he wanted by never slacking. He turned his gaze on the prisoners, who went as still as rabbits sensing the shadow of a hawk.

      “As it happens, I just received word that this morning, while we were up here setting our ambush, the king’s portion of hides and sinew being stored in a warehouse near Elegant Falls went missing. Someone stole the tithe set aside for the king while we waited for smugglers who never came. Those who participate in a decoy are part of the conspiracy and thus are criminals. Unless you are willing to speak and convince me otherwise I must assume this supposed hunting party was part of the plot, which therefore means the two who died today are guilty of crimes against the king. According to the law, the bodies of criminals shall be displayed after execution as an example to those who might think to follow them.”

      Kellas could not help but put in, “The local folk won’t like seeing one of their holy women hung from a post until her flesh rots away and her bones fall to the earth like so much rubbish. They’ll see it as disrespect.”

      “Then they shouldn’t have used holy women and innocent children as pawns in their game, should they? String the corpses up according to the law.” Chief Jagi ignored the stony stare of the surviving holy woman and the outraged gasp of the other spearman as he turned to Denni. “Escort the prisoners to the fort. The two adults shall be taken before the assizes, and judgment passed. Assign a steward to find the parents of the children. Tell the steward the parents must pay a fine to get them back. Afterward you and your subcadre can take liberty until your regular duty tomorrow.”

      They marched the prisoners to the fort and turned them over to the sentinel-guards – regular soldiers under the command of a Hundred-born captain, not Black Wolves under the command of a Qin chief – who were in charge of the cages. Instead of lying down to rest, they washed thoroughly in the tubs while the soldiers who had been stuck in the fort surrounded the washing planks to find out what happened.

      “Told you there’d be nothing up in the hills,” said one fellow who was engaged in an ongoing duel with Ezan. “But we got some news. Besides the stolen hides, a farmer up by Elegant Falls saw a ghost woman out walking in the night.”

      “Same as the other?” demanded Ezan. “Cloaked in a pale demon’s skin?”

      “Think you’ll get a chance to kill a demon, Ez?” Denni laughed as he rinsed off his sweaty, sodden hair. “For fifteen years Wolves have been chasing the last four cloaked demons, and never took one down. Heya, lads, what say we go down to that thrice-rotted inn and drink what passes for decent rice wine here in this cold-cursed valley?”

      Chief Jagi rarely offered spoken praise to the Wolves under his command, but he had other ways of showing that their performance had met with his approval. So Kellas swaggered out with the others – swaggering was necessary – and they put on their cold-weather cloaks and hurried down the main road to the village of Feather Vale. It was a thirsty walk with dusk sinking down over them.

      Chief Jagi had made an arrangement with an inn on the outskirts of the village. His men could take their liberty there as long as they did not fight with the locals and broke nothing, and his steward paid up the bill at the end of each week. The place was nothing special: It had a long porch where folk stowed their sandals and boots before going inside. The inn’s single room was floored with old rice-straw mats and made comfortable with low tables and threadbare pillows for seating. Here in the hills it actually got cold at night in the season of Shiver Sky, so the room was cunningly fitted with small, lidded iron pots that had vents and a grated bottom with a plate beneath to catch ash; in these, charcoal burned to warm a man’s legs.

      Aikar hadn’t bothered to wear a cloak. None of the locals gathered for an evening’s drink were wearing cloaks, either; it wasn’t cold to those accustomed to upcountry weather. The two women who worked in the tavern carried plain wooden trays and poured rice wine into crudely glazed cups, farmers’ ware. The smoke from the warming stoves stung Kellas’s eyes. Images from the skirmish in the forest flashed in his mind: A fern spattered with blood. Aikar shooting the man who had spoken. The missing youth. The way the spark of life vanished from once-living flesh. How did it leave? Where did it go?

      For a region plagued with smuggling and theft, the folk hereabouts were cursed casual about their security, not even building proper stockades or posting a guard at an inn that had a supply of liquor in the back room. He closed his eyes to listen.

      The locals at the table behind them were speaking in low voices. “… bad enough to have Wolves hunting in our woods. If they hear about Broken Ridge, they’ll never leave.”

      Broken Ridge. That was better. Now he just needed to figure out what and where Broken Ridge was.

      The rice wine had been heated to cure the cloying sweetness of a third-quality brew, and its drowsy flavor went to his head as the day and night he’d been awake caught up with him. He had the knack of dozing lightly, alert to any change in those around him. He could nod out, wake instantly to murmur a pointless comment – “Is that so, Ez? Did you really do that?” – and fade out again.

      The locals discussed an upcoming wedding. The door tapped shut once, twice, a third time. A man vomited. Water splashed over the porch outside, rinsing away the mess.

      Was that a horn’s cry, far in the distance?

      He stiffened to full wakefulness, but it had only been a sound chasing through his dream. Often a random sound or sight prompted a reminder of an earlier assignment. A year ago, after he had eliminated the hieros of a Devourer’s temple in the town of Seven for plotting sedition against the king, horn calls had chased him for days as he had been pursued by an angry band of locals.

      “So the wind came up, and mind you, when the wind comes up, it makes the water that much more dangerous.” Ezan was telling the story of a canoe chase across the Bay of Messalia, him in one canoe and a fugitive in another. Ez had a southern way of talking – his vowels twisted wrong and half of his b’s turned to soft v’s – and a braggart’s way of making more of the story than was likely there. But he sure as the hells was impressing the others, who were more drunk than they ought to be with black night to be traversed between here and the fort.

      “After ten mey out on the water they were getting tired, I’ll tell you.” Ezan mimed men panting and blowing as their arms and backs fatigued with the stroke of paddles. “Then we came around the cliffs of Sorry Island right into the swells of the open ocean. Cursed if their steersman didn’t lose his nerve and then his paddle. Their canoe flipped right over. Dumped them all into the ocean. Five were smashed onto the rocks before we could come up to the swamped boat. But the gods were with us, for the man we were chasing we fished right out of the water and hauled back to Sandy Port to stand at the assizes for his crimes.”

      “Hu! Ten mey out and ten mey back, and you never stopped for a rest or a drink? Paddling all that time?” asked Oyard with a snort of disbelief. Although the youngest Wolf in Third Company, he was always the quickest to question whatever everyone else assumed was true.

      “What? You don’t believe me?” demanded Ezan. He drained his cup of rice wine and thumped it down on the table, daring the others to match him.

      Kellas glanced around the tavern. It was very late, and the rest of the locals had gone home, but the two women who ran the inn had not yet worked up the courage to ask the soldiers to leave.

      “No one of you can match that feat, can you?” Ezan went on. “A sad day when they had to let your broken swords into the Black Wolves. Haven’t you done a single impressive thing beyond surviving training? Chief Jagi’s the kindest officer you’ll ever serve under, I promise you.”

      The other men considered this question so seriously that Ezan’s jutting chin relaxed as he contemplated his victory in the boasting stakes.

      “I grew up in the hills,” said Aikar.

      “What, like around here?” Kellas asked in the tone of a sloppy drunk.

      Aikar hunched up his shoulders. “Anyway, I never saw the ocean until I went to Nessumara for training.”

      Denni, Battas, and Oyard were plains-bred farm boys who had never done a cursed exciting thing before they’d joined the king’s army and then made the cut that elevated them out of the regular ranks into the king’s elite soldiers, the demon-hunting, bandit-killing, ruthlessly effective Black Wolves.

      “I’ll drink to such a hells impressive tale, Ez,” said Kellas. “I reckon you grew up there on the shore, neh? Got used to paddling such long distances.”

      “That I did. It’s what everyone does, go out to fishing spots, to the breaker islands to gather shellfish and birds’ nests.” Ezan was the kind who grew more pleasant the more he felt he had one up on you. “No reason any of you should have spent time on the water. How about you, Kel?”

      Kellas had once paddled and swum across half the Bay of Messalia in the dead of night to infiltrate a reeve hall, where he had stolen a pouch of dispatches while his compatriot had murdered the hall’s crippled marshal. Then they had swum and paddled back, no one the wiser. But he shook his head just as if he did not know that the distance from Sandy Port to Sorry Island was three mey, not ten.

      “I’m just a city boy from Toskala, Ez. You know me. Kicked around awhile, got arrested, was given the choice of joining the army or a work gang. Picked the army, got chosen to run with the Wolves, and they sent me here to serve as a tailman in Chief Jagi’s company.”

      “Aren’t you thirty?” asked Oyard, who was eighteen. “That’s old to be a tailman.”

      “He didn’t lie about his age to join up like you did, Oyard,” said Denni with a laugh.

      “I’m a slow learner,” allowed Kellas with a lazy smile that attracted the notice of the younger of the women. She came over, ignoring the other men in favor of offering a friendly look to Kellas.

      “Are you hoping for one more drink, lads?”

      “No cause to keep you up later than you’re accustomed to, verea,” he said as the others protested that they wanted another drink. “We’re the last ones here.”

      “If you’re willing to spend your chief’s coin on one more drink, I’ll bring it,” she said. “I’ll say this. Those Qin outlanders are so honest that a merchant could leave his entire chest of leya with any one of them and not have to count the coins when he got it back.”

      She gave another smile to Kellas and walked back to the counter.

      “What is it with you and women?” Denni muttered. “You’re not that good-looking.”

      “I show a little courtesy.” For once he was unable to keep a ribbon of contempt out of his tone. “Which you lads would think well on, rather than keeping these two women up all night for your own selfish pleasure.”

      “Tell me you aren’t eyeing the younger one and thinking of keeping her up all night for your own selfish pleasure,” Ezan said with a coarse laugh.

      “I can’t take what’s not offered.”

      Cursed if that didn’t start all but Oyard in on stories of women they had loved and lost, or temple hierodules who had taken their fancy and milked them dry. There were few things more tedious than arrogant young men bragging about sex, as he knew perfectly well. But there was an edge to their boasting that made him uneasy.

      The woman came back with a warmed vase as Ezan was speaking.

      “… and then she said, ‘No, ver, I don’t think I’ve a mind to,’ and I said, ‘We’ve come too far for me to hear no, don’t you think, lass?’ and so I…”

      The woman’s expression shaded from tired good humor to scarcely hidden disgust just as Ezan glanced up to see it. Kellas jarred the table with his legs.

      “Aui!” The table’s edge kicked into Ezan’s gut.

      “I’m going outside to piss,” Kellas said, too loudly, and he made a show of staggering to the door.

      As he’d hoped, the others followed, remembering their full bladders. Once they were outside, the stars and the rising half-moon made them consider the lateness of the night and the distance back to the fort, not to mention the rumors of a demon. They set off at a brisk march. He glanced back to see the younger woman standing on the porch of the inn watching them go. He knew that look. If he could slip away, he’d find a welcome.

      But the people who served in the secret auxiliary of the Black Wolves – the silent wolves – lived by three rules, the third of which was: No dalliance when you’re working. Never. Self-control before all else. It was drilled into them: self-control and the ability to endure pain.

      She pinched out the lamp’s burning wick and slid the door shut behind her. The men soon left behind the inn and village, Kellas sticking to the back to keep one eye on the man he was by now almost certain was the traitor.

      Perhaps whipped into competition by Ezan’s story, Denni began telling the tale of how he had earned his subcadre command in a long-running campaign against outlaws in the Soha Hills. Afterward the well-to-do landowners who had suffered most under the outlaws’ depredations had set out a three days’ feast. The rice wine flowed freely, the lovers were eager, the music ran like a mountain stream, as it said in the tale. Best of all, their company had gotten a commendation from King Anjihosh himself, who had ridden out with his officers and his son to meet with the local council.

      “I will say this,” said Denni, “Prince Atani has a shine to his face. The king is an impressive man, truly, but the gods themselves have touched the boy, for he has that look about him. A thoughtful gaze more like that of a full-grown man than a lad just sixteen.”

      “Never saw the king’s son myself,” Kellas lied. “Looks like his sire, does he?”

      Not much, the others agreed, except maybe about the eyes and hair. Maybe he resembled his mother, but since no one had ever seen her face in public, her being a Sirni outlander with her bizarre outlander custom of remaining behind the palace walls, it was impossible to say. But they all agreed the king’s son possessed an essence of special strength and brightness.

      “What is it the Sirniakans say of their god?” Denni said. “The Shining One? Like that.”

      Ezan waved a hand dismissively. “Those southerners can keep their Beltak god on the other side of the mountains. No call for an outlander god to come traveling here.”

      “I wouldn’t say so, not where Chief Jagi can hear you,” said Denni.

      “Aui! He’s not Sirni. He’s Qin. None of the Qin worship that shining god, do they? It’s those hidden palace women with their peculiar ways who brought Beltak to the Hundred. I’ve never heard Chief Jagi say one thing about gods, except setting flowers on a rock dedicated to the Merciful One one time, and then because he was with his wife. She is a proper Hundred woman and cursed pretty even for being a few years older than our elderly Kel here, if I may say so.”

      “I wouldn’t, and especially not where the chief can hear you,” said Denni.

      Having to pretend to be something so his own comrades would not suspect he was spying on them was getting cursed tangled. He changed the subject. “When I was a lad we never called Hasibal the Merciful One. Hasibal is the Formless One. I don’t know where this Merciful name came from. Do any of you?”

      Naturally Ezan had an opinion. “It comes from the south of the Hundred, from Olo’osson and Mar—”

      A horn’s cry split the quiet. Three blats, a long blast, three blats, a long blast, three blats. As one, they shifted to a run. Soon after they heard hooves and saw a gleam of lamplight off to their right. Riders were moving through the countryside.

      “The hells!” cried Aikar, stopping dead in his tracks.

      “A demon!” shouted Ezan. “Eihi! When I’m off duty! My chance for glory, spoiled!”

      Abruptly Ezan cut off the road to tear madly across a recently harvested field. Kellas hesitated for only one breath, then raced after him. Crop stubble scraped his calves and crunched under his boots. His eyes had adjusted. He measured the shadows that marked the irregularities of ground and thus kept to his feet when Ezan stumbled and crashed to his knees in a shallow ditch.

      A flutter of movement crossed before them like the pale wings of a bird trying desperately to get off the ground with an injured wing. A face flashed into view: a woman, running.

      A cloak flowed and rippled around her. The fabric bore a disturbingly bone-white sheen.

      With a grunt of effort, Ezan lunged up from his knees and grabbed for her ankle. His fingers grasped the hem of the long cloak. Blue sparks sizzled along the fabric as it wrapped over Ezan’s face. He screamed in agony and pitched forward.

      She staggered, dropped to a knee to steady herself, and looked up directly at Kellas.

      The hells!

      Her gaze devoured him, for that was the particular sorcery of cloaked demons. It was the same as being clouted over the head with a hammer and then having knives driven in through your eyes to leak your thoughts into the air.

      Her voice was cool and clear. “You are one of the king’s silent wolves. Let me see what you know.”

      So easily she tore through his mind to discover his secrets: the modest wine seller’s shop in Toskala where silent wolves like him went to get their orders; the face of the nameless man who had given him his orders for this assignment; Esisha, who had been his partner in several missions and died two years ago; a safe house on the Gold Rose Canal in Nessumara where he had slept for three days in hiding after sinking a ship laden with a cargo bound for Salya…

      As if Salya were a beacon and he a moth drawn to the light, his thoughts eddied and trawled him down into a memory from eight years ago. His pride recalled the admiring glance of a beautiful woman on the crowded streets of Salya’s busy port. His skin remembered the salty embrace of the warm waters of the Bay of Messalia as he swam to Bronze Hall on his first serious mission. He would never forget the hot pleasurable rush of triumph he’d felt when he pulled himself over the gunnel and into the waiting canoe with the dispatch pouch wrapped in oilcloth tied to his back, although he doubted he would recognize the beautiful woman now if he passed her on the road.

      At last he managed to blink, the effort a stab of pain in his head. The king’s Wolves were honed for exactly such an encounter, trained to fight demons. With the blink he ripped his gaze away from hers. To keep free of the power of her magic, he forced his gaze to follow the swells and eddies made by the demon’s skin, which looked like a cloak. Beneath she was wearing leather trousers and a vest, both garments splashed with mud. She had a body made strong through honest work. She might have been any ordinary woman who had just finished a hard day’s labor in a rice paddy somewhere in the Hundred where there was still water in the rice fields at this time of year. That was the glamor with which demons dazzled their prey before they ate out their hearts and stole all their secrets: They made you believe they were just like you.

      He drew his sword. The others were calling out, having lost sight of him and Ezan. The troop trotted past some distance away, lanterns swinging.

      Sweat broke freely on his brow as the breeze carried away the memories that had seemed so vivid moments before. “Begging your pardon, verea, but I have to kill you.”

      He thrust the short blade into her gut. It sank hard and swiftly right into the core of her flesh. She grabbed his arms and tugged him closer until they were face-to-face. The cloak whipped across his hair, lighting sparks of pain along his head that made him reel. For all that she had a sword in her belly, she was the one holding him up.

      Her eyes were dark with the grip of pain. Yet she mocked him. “Very polite, I am sure, ver. You were well brought up by your mother and aunties. But you will not kill me this night. You have already told me what I need to know. And you’ll find nothing at Broken Ridge because we’ve already cleared out the rice that was being stored there.”

      She shoved him back with more strength than any human could possibly muster. His sword was dragged out of her flesh. She slammed him across the chest with the palm of her hand. The blow lifted him off his feet, and he hit full on his back and lay there, stunned, as a vast cloud of wings filled his vision. Ez was still whimpering on the ground beside him, face and hands blistered with a fierce burn, but even so the young soldier was trying to roll over to stand.

      Kellas climbed laboriously to his feet, dizzy and stumbling, but it was already too late. The demon mounted a winged horse and flew off into the night.

      Hooves pounded. Men shouted. The lights swayed drunkenly. Soldiers approached.

      With a curse Ezan threw up on Kellas’s boots.

      The noise of his retching brought Denni, Battas, and Oyard racing up. After them came the mounted troops with lanterns bobbing and swaying. They converged as Ezan, doubled over, heaved out more bile. Kel took a step out of its way. As Chief Jagi himself arrived, Ezan straightened up with a grimace of pain that hurt to see.

      “This cursed hells-ridden limp noodle had the demon within his grasp after I took these cursed burns stopping her in her tracks. But she got away from him. Ass!”

      Chief Jagi glanced at Ezan, then at Kellas. Like all the outlander Qin soldiers who had ridden into the Hundred in the company of King Anjihosh, he rarely showed emotion. A narrowed gaze was brutal enough. Disappoint your Qin chief, and he’d simply deem you useless to him and cast you out of the Black Wolves.

      “Which way did she run?” Jagi asked.

      “She flew off on a horse,” said Kel, his head aching. Lantern light glittered on the blood and spew that streaked his sword. “I got my blade in her gut. It didn’t make a cursed bit of difference.”

      “Stupid fuckwit,” said Ezan, and then he fainted from the pain, thank the gods.

      Chief Jagi signaled. The troop broke into four groups and spread out to cover the ground all around, but they all knew they would find no trace of the creature.

      “You kept your wits about you,” said the chief to Kellas when they two were standing alone.

      “I still failed.”

      “Next time you’ll kill one. But you know the rules. Any man who speaks to a demon must return to Toskala to give full particulars to the king. Anything else you want to tell me?”

      “Yes. The traitor is Aikar.”
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      “And was the traitor Aikar?” asked King Anjihosh.

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “How did you come to single him out?”

      “He lied about being local to the area. I knew it from the way he spoke, the way he was easy with the local customs, and how he never got cold when we were all shivering. During the ambush he shot the man who started talking, and did it so quickly I guessed he was trying to shut him up before he revealed anything. In the confusion when Ezan and I encountered the demon, Aikar fled, which sealed it. It turned out that when Chief Jagi emptied most of the fort to chase that demon, two others flew into the fort and released the prisoners.”

      “So the demon you confronted was another decoy. Did Aikar get away?”

      “No. I was able to track him down and turn him over to Chief Jagi before I left Asharat to come here to give you my report.”

      “What did Chief Jagi do with him?”

      “Jagi executed him and hung his body at the crossroads.”

      “Very good.”

      The king stood with a sword sheathed at his belt and a knife held lightly in his right hand as if he hadn’t decided whom to use it on yet. No one who looked at this commanding middle-aged man would doubt he had spent his life as a soldier, even if he now spent most of his time as a wise administrator of the Hundred, a land he had saved from disorder and conflict.

      His gaze shifted briefly past Kellas’s face to the garden that surrounded the open pavilion in which the two men met. Walls surrounded the garden, beyond which lay the various wings and courtyards and buildings of the palace complex. Always cautious and alert, Anjihosh valued his security. From where he was seated, Kellas could see two reeves and their giant eagles circling above the palace; there were at least four on palace watch during the day. On the ground, the king’s personal guards were all Qin soldiers. Kellas had counted seven such guards stationed in and around the pavilion and garden. An eighth stood directly behind Kellas, who sat cross-legged on a pillow in front of the king. Given that Kellas had been required to relinquish his weapons and be strip-searched before entering the palace, he recognized the arrangement for the soldier’s tactic it was. Armed and standing, Anjihosh had an advantage over a seated, unarmed person, especially when his guards were armed as well.

      The king addressed the clerk seated at a low table, who had recorded Kellas’s report. “The village councils in the Asharat Valley will be dissolved and replaced with a military governor. Taxes will be tripled. The councils and a normal rate of taxation will be restored once the smuggling and theft are halted and those responsible turned over by the locals to the assizes. That is all. You are dismissed.”

      When Kellas made to rise, the king indicated the clerk, so Kellas sank back down and waited as the clerk gathered up his implements, stowed them in a box, and departed. Anjihosh waited as well. The king was not a pacer. He had the ability to stand with utter, focused stillness, as if all the pacing were going on in his mind, out of sight to all except demons.

      “So, Tailman Kellas, here you are,” said the king with a quirk of the lips whose flash of humor startled Kellas. “Ironic that you had to assume the lowest rank for this particular mission, considering that in the last eight years you have become my most efficient and productive silent wolf. I think a promotion is in order.”

      That Kellas managed not to grin ecstatically or clench his hands to fists in triumph, much less leap up in excitement, was testament to the hardened discipline of his training. He inclined his chin slightly to acknowledge the praise and blinked about five times to bleed off the surge of adrenaline.

      “Now that one cloaked demon can identify you, we must assume they all can. I will have to put you on different duty for a while.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” The flutter in his belly gradually eased as the king sheathed his knife and drew his captain’s whip, tapping it thoughtfully against a thigh.

      “I wonder what task you would be best suited for…” His intense gaze could not rip into people’s minds to expose their memories, but it seemed to Kellas that the king had such a canny understanding of the men under his command that he fathomed all the depths of Kellas’s heart and self regardless. “Not a desk job certainly, given my memory of our first meeting? Do you recall it?”

      Aui!

      Of course he remembered the rash argument eight years ago in a tavern with his equally bored and pathless friends, when he had boasted he could and would climb the promontory called Law Rock even though it was both impossible and against the law. He remembered his reckless disregard as he started up the cliff face where no one, not even the city militia, dared follow. Three times during the climb he had really believed he was about to lose his grip and plunge to a bloody death, but he hadn’t. When he had dragged himself over onto the top of the towering rock plateau that overlooked the city of Toskala, soldiers had surrounded him with bristling spears. For a moment he had thought they meant to force him back over the edge to his death. Instead they had marched him to a stone cell. He’d been too exhausted to resist when a sad-faced ordinand had shaved his head for execution. They had swept up the hair, tossed him a clean linen kilt and vest, and marched him out onto the wide plateau of Law Rock as it began to wake beneath the lifting veil of night. The memory had burned into his head so vividly he could taste and feel and smell it all over again.

       

      Air smoky with an oily residue threads up from lamps that illuminate their path. The stern profiles of the soldiers and the gleaming hilts of swords flank him. Wind teases along the stubble of his scalp, all that remains of his much-admired hair. Soon his spirit will be shorn from him in much the same way as his hair was.

      He thinks they are leading him to the assizes court for a dawn execution but instead they halt before an ironbound gate set into a whitewashed wall. A pair of soldiers with the foreign features of the outlander Qin take him down a corridor without windows, alcoves, or identifying markers.

      The corridor offers no escape route, not even for a young man as strong and agile as he has just proven himself to be. The foreign-born Qin soldiers, although married into the Hundred and living with wives and children just like anyone, have the most fearsome of reputations: It is said they are utterly fair and completely ruthless.

      They reach a bronze-plated door and cross a threshold into a simply furnished room whose ceiling is tented with draped fabric. A latticework wall screens one side of the chamber. Morning sunlight stripes gold over rugs piled four deep.

      A man sits cross-legged on a brocade pillow watching two children intent on a game involving a large marble square striped in pink and white stone, three bone dice, and a cadre of miniature animals carved to exquisite perfection out of ivory. Kellas does not recognize the specifics of the game they play, but the children’s expressions have a charm that can coax a smile even from a condemned man. The older is a handsome boy of about eight years whose smile lights his face like fire. The girl, a little younger, has piercingly intelligent eyes and a robust laugh. She is winning, but the boy finds the turn of play funny rather than upsetting.

      “The horse! I knew it would be the horse!” he chortles as she pushes a carved horse from a white stripe onto a pink stripe and crows to mark her victory.

      The seated man marks Kellas’s entrance before returning his attention to the children at play. The two soldiers halt Kellas beside the door.

      “Who is that, Papa?” asks the girl, looking up. “Is that the man who climbed Law Rock? Grandmother says you have to kill him because he broke the law and defied you. Mama says he should live for being bold.”

      “He is already dead,” says the man. He opens a small chest and collects the ivory figures, placing them into tiny silk-lined compartments carved to fit each piece’s contours.

      The boy’s eyes widen as he stares at Kellas. “Is he a ghost? But he can’t be a ghost because people can’t see ghosts. Only demons can see ghosts.”

      “Who told you that?” The man’s cool voice has a pleasant timbre, but its tone makes Kellas shudder.

      “Thinwit,” says the girl disdainfully to the boy. “You promised not to tell.” She turns an acute and fearless gaze on the man. “It isn’t fair if you get mad at someone else because Atani talks too much!”

      Trembling, the boy rises to stand as stiff as a spear. “I don’t want to tell you, Papa.”

      “Was it your mother the queen?” says the man, too evenly.

      “I will not speak.”

      The girl leaps to her feet. “Stupid!”

      “Dannarah. Sit down.” The man does not raise his voice.

      She sits.

      “Atani, sit down.”

      The boy plops down as if strings holding him up have been sliced through.

      “Enough.” The man does not sound angry, merely thoughtful. “Of course any words that pass between you and your mother remain private between you. A son remains loyal to his mother above all things, Atani.”

      “What about a daughter?” asks the girl.

      “Daughters love their mother, but daughters leave.”

      “I’ll never leave! I don’t want to leave you, Papa. You won’t make me, will you? Not like Mama’s brothers made her travel far away from her home.”

      “She traveled far away from her home in order to marry me. Had she not done so, you would not be here. So what are we to make of that?”

      “You won’t yell at her, will you, Papa?” asks the boy worriedly. He is really quite uncannily good-looking. His plea makes his features brighten with compassion.

      “I never yell at her, Atani. Surely you know that.”

      “You never yell,” agrees the girl. “But sometimes you don’t talk to her for days and days and days, and then she cries.”

      In a shocked tone, the boy murmurs, “Dannarah!”

      Kellas sucks in a sharp breath, waiting for the man to slap the girl for her impertinence, but the man merely closes the chest’s lid and fits the clasp to its hook. The Qin soldiers seem to be observing the fabric strung from the ceiling. How they manage to keep their faces devoid of emotion he cannot comprehend. For himself, adrenaline has pumped exhaustion out of his flesh. He wants to crawl out of his skin.

      But what would be the point? He is already dead.

      He marshals arguments, pleas, tears, cocky demands, but when the man rises, all thought flees. The king of the Hundred is a man of medium height and medium build, dressed to perfection in a plain-cut tunic of surpassingly beautiful blue silk whose subtle depths shade to green. He is not handsome like his son; his daughter resembles him, with the same texture of wavy black hair, and a hooked, prominent nose that gives both the look of proud eagles. But he draws the eye as if he has commanded the air and the light to pull every gaze to his person so his wishes may be obeyed without delay.

      “You are an observant daughter, Dannarah.” He gives her a kiss on each cheek, and a half smile almost indulgent but quickly stifled. He turns to the boy, who straightens expectantly. “And you are a loyal son, Atani. Now go on. Your mother will be expecting you.”

      “Will you eat with us?” demands the girl.

      “Dannarah!” whispers the boy in thrilled disbelief.

      The king’s narrowed gaze suggests he is turning over distaste at the prospect. Then he touches each child on the head, hands resting on their hair with obvious affection. “Perhaps I will, little eaglet. Do not wait on me, though.”

      A curtain is swept aside by a woman wearing the bronze bracelets of an outlander slave.

      “Take them to Queen Zayrah,” he says.

      She escorts the children out. The curtain, sewn with bells, tinkles down behind them.

      The king touches his own forehead as a man might probe to see if the pain is an encroaching headache or merely the brush of a difficult thought. Then he looks up.

      “What is your name?”

      An unexpected flare of hope carries off Kellas’s tongue, but with an effort he steals it back. “My mother gave me the name Kellas. Dedicated to the Fire Mother at birth. Given into the Herald’s service when I was fourteen, just before the war. You are the outlander who saved us.”

      “As it happens I remember the events of seven years ago. But let us discuss what brings you here today. To ascend Law Rock by the Thousand Steps you must have a pass. To climb the cliff without permission is punishable by death.”

      In the face of that steady gaze Kellas’s careful arguments skitter like mice from a house fire and he blurts out what is true instead of what is prudent. “Before you made yourself king, people rigged up ropes and aided climbers up the cliff face as a challenge in honor of the gods, at festival time. Anyone could ascend the Thousand Steps to visit Law Rock and the assizes at any time. That was the law carved on a holy pillar set atop Law Rock for all to honor.”

      One eyebrow arches.

      Blessed Ilu! This time he really has gone too far. “But I know the law has changed since the end of the war.”

      “That is correct. The law has changed. The Hundred is no longer under the rule of a hundred corrupt town and city councils and a thousand ineffective village conclaves, none of whom were able to stop the demons who with their atrocities almost destroyed this land. Peace is always preferable to war, is it not?”

      The king pauses. After a moment, realizing he is meant to respond, Kellas says, “Yes.”

      “It would behoove you to use a more formal address. Yes, my lord.”

      “We never had lords and kings in the Hundred before this.”

      “But you have them now, and with it order, prosperity, safe roads, secure harbors, and farmers who can grow crops and raise animals without fear their hard work will be trampled by outlaws and their children savaged and murdered. Do you want to go back to those times?”

      Kellas swallows. “No, my lord. No one would want that.”

      “This palace is the seat of my power and the home where I raise my children, who as my heirs will maintain my legacy. What belongs to me is mine to control. No one climbs Law Rock without my permission. Is that difficult to understand?”

      If he must die, he will cursed well die with dignity. “I make no excuse. I wanted to do it. So I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?” He winces, hearing how petulant and frightened he sounds.

      “Is a healthy young man like you not wanted for your clan’s work?”

      The familiar resentment swells. “Those ivory figures your children were playing with, Your Highness? That fine, delicate carving? That is my clan’s work. I’d recognize Auntie Gitla’s carving anywhere. It’s the horses’ manes. She always does them with the bows and flower ribbons. No one knows how she gets the detail so fine.”

      “They are remarkable for their skill and beauty. A respectable trade any man and woman can be proud of. Yet you say you were dedicated to the Herald’s temple at fourteen.”

      The man is a cursed good listener; he fishes words right out of you.

      “I could never sit for more than half a bell without becoming so restless it was like ants crawling on me. They knew I’d never have the patience for carving and they didn’t want to spend the coin to make a marriage for me, so they dumped me in Ilu’s temple. Sweeping the grounds and carrying messages about the city for the rest of my life! I would rather die falling from a cliff.”

      “So you climbed Law Rock. Perhaps hoping to fall in truth. Is that the only reason?”

      The truth will sound stupid because it is stupid. “I accept the punishment. No one will miss me.”

      “Not even your mother?”

      Shame flames up his cheeks. “What does it matter? You said I am already dead.”

      “Your life is forfeit, which means your life now belongs to me. Why did you climb Law Rock, Kellas? Up the cliff without a rope, at night, with only the moon to light your way.”

      Through the lattice Kellas sees an aura of light shifting as people move across a courtyard beyond. He hears women singing in a foreign language, their tone as melancholic as sailors dreaming of the lost harbor of their youth.

      “Look at me.”

      The king’s gaze is not petty or cruel but you would never turn away from it, not without permission. Kellas’s gut tells him this is a man who will not judge him for being a fool but rather for not admitting to it.

      “On a dare. To impress my friends. To make a girl sorry she’d scorned me. Because no one has ever climbed Law Rock unaided except in the tales. But now I have!”

      The king flicks a wrist. A pale spot flashes. Kellas catches a small, hard object. Opening his fingers, he discovers a carved horse.

      “Good reflexes, too,” says the king. “What you accomplished is a cursed impressive feat. Now that your life is mine, I have better ideas for how to make use of you than spilling your blood on Execution Rock and hanging your corpse from a pole. If you are interested in becoming a tough and loyal man who will dedicate his honor to protecting the Hundred. Your choice, Kellas.”

      He raises an open hand, expecting an answer.

      Imagine what adventures a man might grapple with under the command of the brilliant outlander who saved the Hundred from chaos and civil war! Kellas doesn’t hesitate before tossing the piece back.

       

      “No, Atani, you can go sit with Mama if you want, if her attendants will even let you in. I’m going to have supper with Papa like we were promised.”

      Kellas blinked as he shook away the memory of the encounter eight years ago and reminded himself he was standing in the king’s presence.

      The voice that had broken into his thoughts belonged to Lady Dannarah, now much older than the little girl he’d seen that long-ago day. With the brash energy of a person very confident in herself, she hurtled up the steps of the pavilion in advance of her brother, who was lagging behind to adjust the sash of his silk tunic.

      “Here we are, Papa! Stewards are behind us, bringing the food. Atani, no one but you cares if your sash is tied perfectly… Oh!”

      She registered Kellas seated to the left in a lattice of afternoon shadow. Her gaze lingered a little longer on him than was appropriate for a girl of fifteen being raised in a palace whose women followed the restrictive customs of the Sirniakan Empire where her mother the queen had been born and raised. With a jerk of her chin she snapped her head around to address her father. “You have heard the news, have you not, Papa?”

      The king’s calm demeanor did not even ripple. “That your mother’s birthing pains have begun, and the midwife has been called to attend her? Yes, Dannarah, I have been informed.”

      “I should wait with Mama,” said Prince Atani as he paused beside his younger sister. At sixteen he already had the graceful, assured carriage of a young man, nothing gawky about him. “She asked me to sit with her. She said the vultures are circling.”

      With a heavy sigh Dannarah glanced upward at the wheel of red poles that held up the felt roof as if she expected the gods to agree with her impatient scorn. “Mama means Grandmother is the vulture. They’ve never gotten along. Grandmother bullies her, and Mama cowers.”

      “Dannarah!” said Atani, then glanced at his father and closed his mouth.

      The king tucked the whip between his belt and tunic. His voice was sharper than usual. “Is your grandmother in the birthing chamber now? Does the midwife say Zayrah is to deliver soon?”

      “I don’t know, I don’t concern myself with things like that when I have so many more important skills to learn.” Dannarah’s color crept high in her cheeks as she sneaked another glance at Kellas. He kept his expression stolid. He could easily recognize that admiring look from girls of her tumultuous age, and it always signified trouble. “I’m never going to marry because I’m going to become a reeve and guard the Hundred from the sky.”

      Her brother snorted. “Just because you say so doesn’t make it true, Dannarah. People don’t choose to become reeves. The eagles choose the men and women who become jessed to them. We don’t choose for the eagles.” He looked at Kellas and switched from the Sirni language commonly spoken in the palace to the Hundred-speech that Kellas had grown up with. “Greetings of the day, Wolf Kellas. It is good to see you again.”

      Atani’s smile truly deserved the appellation shining. The boy who had laughed in delight when his little sister beat him at a game had grown into a youth whose serious demeanor could not conceal a genuine concern for the people around him.

      “Greetings of the day, Your Highness,” replied Kellas, and hastily added, “and to you, Lady Dannarah.”

      “Greetings of the day, Wolf Kellas,” she answered.

      “He is now Captain Kellas,” said the king, shifting easily to the Hundred-speech so they all were speaking it. “He has just received a promotion for loyal service in the hunting of demons and other dangerous rebels, outlaws, and malcontents who threaten the peace and order of the Hundred.”

      “Did Captain Kellas fight a demon?” Dannarah asked with a breathless intensity that caused her father to give her a measuring look.

      “Only my officers are privy to the information my silent wolves gather, Dannarah.”

      “You tell Atani!”

      “Atani will become king after me.”

      She clasped her hands behind her back and lifted her chin defiantly. “Maybe it would serve Atani well to have a sister who supports him in everything because she knows as much about running the kingdom as he does.”

      “It’s true, Papa.” Atani did not have his sister’s forceful personality, but his quiet manner masked a tranquil steadiness that Kellas admired even if others mistook it for weakness. “I tell Dannarah everything I’m allowed to. Why not treat her as my second in command?”

      She elbowed her brother hard enough that he had to take a step sideways to balance. “You don’t have to ask for me!”

      “I’m not asking for you,” he replied without the least sign of anger. “I’m asking for myself. There’s no one I trust more than you, Dannarah.”

      “Hu!” exclaimed the king, more to himself than to either of them. “I may as well tell you that we have begun discussions about betrothing Dannarah to a Sirniakan prince and sending her south to the empire as a seal to a treaty between the Sirniakan Empire and us —”

      “I won’t go! Atani, tell Papa I won’t go!”

      She nudged him again but he said nothing, only frowned.

      “We will discuss the matter another time when we aren’t waiting to eat. Captain Kellas, you will join us.”

      The king beckoned to a file of stewards who had paused outside the pavilion. They swiftly unfolded trays, set them beside cushions, and arranged platters of food along a thick embroidered cloth. Others hung unlit lamps around the circumference in preparation for dusk. Only a few things would have made Kellas more uncomfortable than the prospect of dining with the king and his two eldest children, as Anjihosh’s Qin officers often did, but of course having been given the order he could not excuse himself.

      King Anjihosh seated himself on a cushion with Atani on one side and Dannarah on the other. Each had a tray placed to one side arranged with particular delicacies. “Very well, Dannarah, let us see how well you have paid attention to your lessons. What is a demon?”

      Atani began to eat from a tray of freshly slip-fried noodles and vegetables with the air of a person who is both hungry and fairly certain he won’t be disturbed for a while.

      “There are two kinds of demons, ordinary demons and cloaked demons.” Dannarah had her father’s intensity of manner, although where his charisma was a contained and smooth vessel, hers always seemed on the verge of bursting out all over. “Demons look like people but they aren’t really human, not like we are. In the tales told in the Hundred, ordinary demons are also called demon-hearts to distinguish them from blind-hearts. Blind-hearts is what humans are called in the old songs that describe the Eight Children of the Four Mothers – these are the eight children of the Hundred, the dragonlings, the firelings, the delvings, the wildings, the lendings, the merlings, the demon-hearts, and the blind-hearts – which I will not relate to you at this moment even though I have learned all eight of their songs by heart.”

      “My thanks,” muttered Atani between mouthfuls. “You sound like a cat wailing when you sing.”

      “I do not, you pig!”

      Anjihosh coughed, and both children immediately fell silent. He looked at Kellas. “Is the food not agreeable, Captain? Are you not hungry?”

      “My apologies, Your Highness. I am honored to be asked to dine with you and to be honest rather overwhelmed.”

      “The chicken cooked in a sauce of ginger and pear is particularly flavorful today.” The king nodded as if giving an order, then turned back to his daughter. “Go on, Dannarah. But confine your recitation to information about demons.”

      She absorbed this mild criticism with a fierce nod, a soldier eager to gain mastery as she drills. “Ordinary demons are called demon-hearts because they have strange abilities. Some can see or hear the wandering ghosts of the newly dead before their spirits pass to the other side. Some can hear the whisper of the earth’s secret passageways or sense the changing patterns of the weather before the wind shifts. Some can understand the language of birds, and so on.”

      The pear-ginger sauce melted on Kellas’s tongue, and he finally began to relax.

      “Here in the Hundred these demon-hearts are called gods-touched and are granted wary respect. Usually they are dedicated to one of the temples of the seven gods. Some hide themselves, preferring to live an ordinary life. However, in the Sirniakan Empire, boys of twelve are tested for such sensitivities. Those who exhibit them are taken into the priesthood of Beltak the Shining One.”

      With a wry smile, the king considered the dumpling sitting plump on his spoon. “Although not every family wishes its sons to serve in that way. But that is neither here nor there, is it? Have you tried the custard buns, Captain? Go on, Dannarah.”

      The king signaled a steward to carry a platter heaped with warm buns over to Kellas.

      “There are only nine cloaked demons. They were once known as Guardians. In the Tale of the Guardians they are said to have been born in the distant past out of Indiyabu, a mysterious lake, during a time of endemic war. They ride winged horses, can walk on the magical labyrinths called demon’s coils, and can speak to other demons through the coils. The coils also give them nourishment, a liquid that is poisonous to humankind. The demon’s skin they wear appears to our eyes as a silk cloak. It makes them impossible to kill unless you can cut the cloak off their body, which is very perilous because the cloak burns human flesh. But that’s not what really makes them dangerous. People fear them because they can peer into the mind of any person and see their thoughts and dreams and memories. With their lies and lures they can coax people into any sort of terrible criminal act and rebellion. They hate your rule, Papa, because you have brought peace and prosperity and order to a land they once crushed under their evil gaze. But with patience and vigilance, and through harnessing the skill and loyalty of your Black Wolves, you have killed five, and driven the last four and their deluded followers into hiding.”

      When Kellas bit into the bun, custard gushed into his mouth and he had to close his eyes to savor the sensation.

      “They are excellent, are they not?” remarked the king.

      Kellas opened his eyes, embarrassed for feeling so out of place, and yet how could he not? Son of common artisans, he was eating with a man who was the exiled son of the previous Sirniakan emperor, now deceased, and also the nephew of the current ruler of the united Qin tribes and armies out in their grassland kingdom.

      “Please understand that it is Qin custom for a commander to consider his loyal officers as kin,” added the king, leaving Kellas with a sudden rarefied sense that his entire life had changed in a moment. If the king noticed his stunned expression he made no show of it, merely returned his attention to his daughter. “Now, Dannarah, is there anything else you wish to add? No? Atani?”

      “Oh,” said Atani, putting down his spoon, for he never disobeyed his father in the slightest particular. Over the years Kellas had come to consider the boy too determined to do everything without flaw in the hope of pleasing a daunting father whom everyone but the child could see doted on his son. “Let’s see. The cloaked demons were once called Guardians —”

      “I said that already,” remarked Dannarah.

      “But you didn’t state why they used to be called Guardians. It’s because they once claimed to be judges who flew a circuit of the Hundred on their winged horses, judging difficult criminal cases by means of looking into the hearts of the accused. That’s how they gained so much power. By digging secrets out of the minds of unwilling people they could control them, and by this means they ruled the Hundred. That is why Papa had to overthrow them, because they used their cruel insight to foster disorder and injustice rather than to impose order and justice. That is why the Black Wolves are always on alert, trying to hunt down and kill all of them so they can never rise again.”

      Atani glanced at his father, clearly hoping for an approving word, but the king was frowning at a sight outside of the pavilion. He rose as a boy of about the same age as Atani and Dannarah, half Qin by his features, ran up and handed a slip of paper to one of the guards. The man examined it, sniffed it, and brought it to the king.

      The king read its words. “It seems your mother’s childbirth is proceeding more quickly than anyone expected. Captain Kellas, guard my two eldest children.”

      He descended the steps and strode off with all eight of his guards. Two Qin soldiers lingered, the personal bodyguards of Prince Atani. Dannarah had managed to shed the Sirniakan eunuch from the women’s wing who was meant to attend her at all times. Yet the king had not left his children unguarded. It seemed that the disgraced young malcontent of eight years ago had, without intending to, climbed Law Rock into the very heart of the palace.
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      Atani covered the platters of uneaten food and got up. “I’m going, too.”

      Dannarah edged a glance toward Kellas, then shoved a dumpling around her tray with intense concentration.

      “We shall all go,” said Kellas, hoping he hadn’t smeared any custard on his chin. He turned away for long enough to eat the rest of the bun because it was so soft and so delicious.

      Shepherding the two young people out of the pavilion and across the spacious garden with its trimmed trees and blooming flowers put him in mind of being a cursed teacher at a temple filled with novices. This was a far cry from his recent mission in the western hills, but the king had elevated him to a position of trust Kellas could never betray.

      Guard my two eldest children. 

      The palace was a sprawling compound remodeled from a council hall, emergency grain storehouses, and militia barracks built atop Law Rock, the promontory that overlooked the prosperous city of Toskala. When Queen Zayrah had arrived as a young bride for King Anjihosh sixteen years ago, she had brought her Sirniakan customs with her, which meant the palace women lived in a separate wing. Men like Kellas could never advance into the women’s wing farther than the queen’s formal audience chamber. Here, palace women like Zayrah who followed the Sirniakan custom seated themselves behind a lattice screen to receive visitors and to pray with the Beltak priests.

      This chamber had been overrun by the children being raised in the palace, including the four younger daughters of King Anjihosh and Queen Zayrah. As soon as they entered, the three older of the girls swarmed Atani, calling his name, plucking at his sleeves, and talking all at once in Sirni. They were so close in age they seemed like triplets. Kellas found it difficult to tell their voices apart.

      “Mama is sick and crying and they won’t let us go in to see her. Is she going to die? Is the baby going to die like the other three did?”

      The littlest girl – the fifth of the king’s surviving daughters – wasn’t yet old enough to speak. She attached herself to Atani’s legs so tightly he couldn’t walk.

      “No, no, Mama is healthy. All will be well,” he said, touching each one on the head, but his gaze met Dannarah’s.

      She gritted her teeth, and when he kept that steady stare fixed on her she made a face and, with a final, cutting glare as if to say she would despise her brother for the rest of existence, scooped up the toddler and carried her toward a private courtyard reserved for women. “Come with me, girls. We will go outside and practice our recitation. That will make the time pass.”

      Kellas watched them go. She certainly took after her father in her ability to command. When he looked back around Atani was dodging around the other overexcited children to get to the closed doors that let into the inner rooms. Kellas followed in time to see the prince halted by two Sirniakan eunuchs on guard duty.

      “But I’m her son!” Atani was saying.

      “Your Highness, we obey King Anjihosh and his gracious mother, Lady Irlin, who rules the women’s quarters. The king himself gave us the order to allow no one in until the matter is resolved.”

      Atani opened his mouth to protest, noticed Kellas waiting at his elbow, and abruptly acquiesced. It was so typical of Atani. Dannarah would have pushed, but the young prince gave way.

      “Wait here for me,” he said to his two bodyguards. “Captain Kellas will walk me to the privy and I will return directly.”

      He walked back into the garden but instead of going to the privy he strolled along the perimeter with Kellas, walking a slow circuit as shadows crept over the ground. On their second round the prince halted where a stretch of hedge abutted a modest gate set into the garden wall.

      “I need your help,” he said in a low voice. “There’s a way to climb in that Dannarah figured out. I need you to lift me up.”

      Who would have ever expected such defiance from Atani? But Kellas knew his duty.

      “Your Highness, according to the custom of the palace you are a male who is now too old to walk in and out of the women’s wing without permission from your grandmother. Furthermore the king has closed access, so you must obey him and stay out.”

      With flushed cheeks Atani lifted his chin, his dark gaze stormy and determined. “Mama is the queen and it should be her permission I need, not Grandmother’s. Yet Grandmother rules the women’s quarters. Besides that she is rude and dismissive toward Mama. It isn’t right I’m not allowed in to give Mama support when neither Grandmother nor Papa love or respect her as they should. I am sorry to say such a thing, Captain Kellas. It is unfair to inflict on you my poor opinion of their affection. You know I love my father and admire and respect him above all other men. But it would be a lie to pretend my mother is not scorned by the very people who should care for and appreciate her the most. They believe her to be dull-witted because she is retiring and quiet, but anyone who studies the intricacy of her embroidery ought to be able to see the keen mind that lies beneath its patterns.”

      As this was the longest and most passionate speech Kellas had ever heard Atani give, he was too astounded to reply.

      Nor did the prince wait. “I command you to help me. No fault will fall on you.”

      “Unless the king discovers all.”

      “What you say afterward I leave to your discretion, but you cannot refuse a direct order from me. Dannarah and I know a hidden way to creep through the women’s wing. We do it all the time. You of all people should be able to sneak around where you aren’t allowed without being caught.”

      What hidden mischief lurked in the boy! Kellas’s resolve wavered. The hells! He could never resist a challenge, the more foolhardy the better.

      “Very well, Your Highness.”

      “Don’t worry, I will protect you,” said the boy with all the certitude of a youth who has never suffered more than a skinned knee. He glanced around the garden. With all the anticipation fluttering around the entry to the women’s wing, no one was looking their way. Besides that, he had cleverly delayed until twilight shadowed the garden.

      A puzzle lock bound the gate’s latch. Atani made quick work of it. They slipped into a large deserted square whose only building was a round four-story tower with windows shuttered and front doors chained shut: the old Assizes Tower. Next to it a long granary once used to store emergency rice had been converted into the women’s wing. Kellas gave Atani a boost up onto its lower roof, then easily pulled himself up after. It was almost dark but Kellas had infiltrated buildings so often by roof that he had no trouble edging after Atani’s dark form. Bars blocked the ventilation gaps between the eaves of the upper and lower roofs, but Atani shifted aside a set of bars and squirmed in. Feeling his way, Kellas followed him into a crawl space just high enough for a body to fit through.

      Voices murmured from all sides. The faint glow of lamplight drew horizons on the crawl space and the even narrower ventilation shafts. Warehouses had to be built with a good flow of air, but this easy security breach was outrageous.

      He bumped into a sandaled foot, and slid forward beside the prince. A barred gap gave them a view onto a lamplit chamber below. A set of doors opened onto a farther room, out of which Kellas heard a woman murmuring encouraging words and the occasional gasp and hoarse comment from the laboring queen.

      In the room below Anjihosh faced his mother, Lady Irlin. A princess of the Qin, she had survived over thirty years as a foreigner inside the Sirniakan palace with its deadly infighting among the emperor’s wives. She was the one person Kellas hoped he never, ever had to take orders from.

      “According to Qin custom, a father does not see his newborn child until seven days have passed,” she was saying in the Qin language. “You should not even be here, Anji.”

      “You have forced this breach of custom on me, Mother.”

      “How can you accuse me of misdoing?”

      “Because I have the right in this matter. Qin custom gives the father the obligation to judge if his children are whole and without blemish. On my head falls the burden of whether my children live or die. It is not yours to choose.”

      “You are too softhearted, Anji. It is a good thing you were away from the palace when the first boy was born or you might have let him live. Fortunately I was here and did what is necessary.”

      “I do what is necessary,” Anjihosh retorted in a defensive tone so unlike his cool and commanding demeanor that Kellas winced. “When the deformed girl child was born, I smothered her with my own hands as is a father’s obligation.”

      “And the second boy? Did you kill him, too, according to our agreement that any male child out of Zayrah has to die?”

      “Do not accuse me of weakness. Need I remind you I would be dead, or a wandering exile, if I had not carved a home here in the Hundred?”

      “Need I remind you that you are alive at all because I gave birth to you? Because I smuggled you out of the emperor’s palace when you were twelve, and sent you to be raised by my brother?”

      “Yes, Mother, I am alive because of you. That is why I did my duty in the matter of marriage, according to your command. That is why I gave up the finest and most valuable treasure I ever possessed, because I am an obedient son.”

      “As I recall the treasure insulted you most egregiously and took herself off.”

      “Because you refused to respect her and then tried to kill her. She would have stayed with me if you hadn’t interfered. I could have smoothed a path and worked it out. I could have made the marriage alliance with the empire and kept her.”

      “Believe the story you tell yourself if it soothes your pride. I wish I had destroyed that impertinent fruit seller when I had the chance.”

      “You certainly tried! The day I hear she has been tampered with in any way is the day I send you to live alone on a country estate. She will not be touched by you or anyone. No one but me determines death and life in the Hundred.”

      “Ah, I see it now. This is about your vanity, not your pride. You have decided that if you cannot have her then no man can.”

      An abrupt silence from the far chamber caused the king to turn and Lady Irlin to take a step toward the open doors, which the king blocked by moving in front of her. Atani’s hand came to rest on Kellas’s fingers, squeezing so hard the lad began trembling.

      Kellas had too much experience to be shocked, or at least not while he was in action. His training had kicked in, neatly sorting the conversation away to be considered later.

      A newborn wailed.

      The king hurried into the birthing chamber.

      In a ragged, frightened voice, a woman in the far chamber said, “It is a girl, is it not? Let me see her. Pray let it be healthy and a girl so you do not kill this one, too.”

      Lady Irlin turned to beckon to one of her eunuchs, a richly dressed man Kellas recognized as serving high in the palace hierarchy. The light fell full on her face. She was Qin through and through, unlike her son whose features blended his mother’s wide Qin cheekbones and distinctive eyes and his father’s Sirniakan complexion and curly black hair. Her face wore its lines of age easily, as if her seventy years dwelled restfully with her. She had square shoulders as yet unbent by care or age, a woman entirely sure of herself and her place in the world.

      She switched to Sirni, the language most often used in the palace, speaking in a low voice so as not to be heard in the birthing chamber.

      “I have wondered for years if that second boy-child born to Zayrah was really stillborn, or if Anji only said he was and instead had him smuggled out of the palace to escape his ordained fate. I have excused my son’s sentimental whims for long enough. They have become a danger to Atani. It is time to act. Send a trusted agent.”

      “The second boy was born eight years ago, Lady. How can we know where to look after so much time has passed?”

      “Start in Salya. If your agent finds the boy alive, kill it. But leave all else alone.”

      “A girl, by all appearances whole and without blemish,” said Anjihosh from the far chamber, and the queen began to weep with exhausted relief.

      Atani scraped backward, noisier than Kellas was as he cautiously followed. By the time they reached the garden it had fallen into full night illuminated by fragile beacons of lamplight. Atani tugged agitatedly at his rumpled clothing.

      “Did you hear what they said?” the prince hissed. “Everyone knows Mama has had three stillborn children. I remember the girl because I was nine that year. Father took me to look at her corpse. Her head looked wrong, and he told me it was merciful for such a child to die quickly rather than suffering. I thought that was what must have happened with the two boys, too, that I just wasn’t old enough when they were born to be allowed to see them. But Grandmother just said she killed the first boy only because it was a boy. She told her attendant she thinks the second boy is still alive. Isn’t that what you heard?”

      “I only learned to speak Sirni and Qin when I began training as a Wolf, Your Highness. I don’t always catch the nuances.”

      “They discussed a woman. I’ve never heard of there being another woman. Father called her his ‘treasure.’ ” Atani glared at the ground, hands clenched as he whispered indignantly, “Mother should be his treasure.”

      “Your Highness?”

      The boy rubbed his face, then looked up with an angry shake of his head. “Grandmother told her servant to send an agent to track down and murder this second boy if he’s found alive. Why would an eight-year-old boy be a danger to me? It’s not as if I’m the heir to the Sirniakan Empire and have to kill all the other contenders for the throne!”

      “Quietly, Your Highness.” Kellas had most of his attention on listening: Celebratory choral singing in the Qin style. A rumble of festive drums in the Hundred manner. A priest’s voice raised in a flowery hymn of praise to Beltak the Shining One in whose mercy the innocent and frail are sheltered, as the Sirniakans who had come with Queen Zayrah made their prayers. No sign of alarm about Atani. No one had noticed their brief disappearance. He temporized. “I don’t know these things. I am only a Wolf.”

      “That’s right, this is my responsibility and I will take care of it,” said the prince with a quiet assurance that made Kellas feel he had badly underestimated the youth. Atani met his gaze, held it. His dark eyes seemed as deep as oceans. “You will say nothing to my father of what just happened.”

      Before Kellas could think of what to reply, the prince’s Qin bodyguards trotted up, looking exactly as alarmed as they ought, having lost track of their charge in a most shocking way. Really, anything could have happened to Atani! Kellas was a captain now and had the right to say whatever he pleased to the lower ranks.

      “I have just conducted a test of how well you guard the prince. Both of you have failed.”

      Atani cast an unfathomable glance at Kellas before addressing his guards. “I was too nervous to remain inside with all the incense and chatter. Captain Kellas kept me occupied out here. I will go see my mother now, if they will deign to let me in. Captain Kellas, you have your orders.”

      He walked away, flanked by his guards.

      The hells! He admired Atani’s subtle reprimand, even if he could not agree with the prince’s leniency toward men charged with protecting him. He looked around the lit courtyard. Servants were laying tables with food and drink, and the celebration looked ready to go on all night. Surely he had not heard the king and his mother discussing the murder of innocent babies. Queen Zayrah had given birth to seven daughters and three sons, and it was in no way remarkable that three infants had not survived their early days. His own mother had lost two of her seven children.

      The many days of travel from Asharat Valley to Toskala had fatigued him. He was losing his edge, and needed to rest, but had no cursed idea who a newly coined officer reported to.

      “Captain Kellas?” A Qin officer who walked with a marked limp approached him. “I’m Chief Seren, quartermaster for the Black Wolves. You’re being assigned new quarters. You’ll be moving from the barracks to the palace.”

      “As captain will I be allowed a staff? There is a clever young Wolf named Oyard I would like to have assigned to me, if that’s possible.”

      “We’ll discuss it later. For now, come with me.”

      Kellas had so few possessions that the move to a tiny closet of a room all to himself was quickly managed. He slept deeply and without remembering his dreams.

      In the morning he sought out the on-duty officers’ mess, where the on-duty officers – all Qin – greeted him politely enough but with astounded disbelief when he informed them he was thirty and not yet married. Like Chief Jagi, the Qin who had come to the Hundred with Anjihosh had married local women, and they immediately began suggesting relatives of their wives who might be interested in a man elevated by the king himself to an officer’s rank.

      “The king likes his officers to be married,” said Chief Seren when Kellas met with him later that day to discuss Kellas’s interim duties. “But I know your Hundred customs are different.”

      “Given the nature of my work I have simply not had time to think about such matters.” He considered his next statement carefully, wanting to protect Atani and Dannarah without getting them into trouble. “If you don’t mind my saying so, Chief Seren, I would like to do a security check of every foundation, wall, and roof of each building in the palace complex to make sure there are no overlooked gaps.”

      Seren wasn’t that much older than Kellas, but his status as one of Anjihosh’s original Qin company made him a dangerous man to annoy.

      “Do you think we aren’t capable of protecting our commander, Captain Kellas?”

      Kellas favored him with his friendliest smile. “I’ll stake you a year of drink at your favorite tavern if you or your men can find a physical breach before I do. You can start – I don’t know – with the women’s wing since I’m not allowed there anyway, and I’ll start with the barracks.”

      “You’re very sure of yourself.”

      “I think I’ve earned that right.”

      Seren stared him down, then laughed and leaned over to slap him on the shoulder. “You are the man who climbed Law Rock without a rope and at night. Very well. I accept your wager.”

      Thus it was that a week later Kellas was buying drinks for Seren, and hearing the story of how he had gotten the wound that crippled his leg, when one of the king’s personal bodyguard approached their table.

      “Captain Kellas, the king wants you right now.”

      As night fell the two men climbed the Thousand Steps that led from the city up Law Rock to the palace. From the steps Kellas could see the cliff face he had climbed eight years ago, not that there was any trace of his effort. Guards descended to meet them, bearing lanterns. In the city below gleams of light flared to mark night-watch stations, and handheld lanterns bobbed along the streets as folk hurried about their early-evening business.

      King Anjihosh waited for him in the garden pavilion. His gaze would have struck an unprepared man dead.

      “My son and his two personal guards have gone missing. I understand that at your insistence we have discovered certain breaches in the security of the palace structures. Most specifically entry to a crawl space in the women’s wing. Lady Dannarah has confessed to me personally that she and her brother created the entry. How is it you suspected and did not tell me?”

      Kellas wondered if this was how death would come: He would tell Anjihosh what he should have told him seven days ago and then he would be executed and have his body hung from a post as a reminder that you did not disobey the king even at the order of his son. His cursed life belonged to the king regardless. The hells! Death would come, and then it would be over.

      “I was trying to protect Prince Atani and Princess Dannarah, Your Highness.”

      “From my wrath?”

      “Something like that. Once I discovered the breach I thought it best to close it without implicating the prince or his bodyguards. Do you think Prince Atani was abducted, Your Highness?”

      “Do you have any reason to believe he was not? You know who my enemies are.”

      Kellas checked his topknot, suddenly wondering if it was fixed correctly, no hair out of place, the way the king’s hair and clothing always were. The nervous gesture betrayed him.

      “If you think there is any chance Atani left for reasons that would cause him to hide his departure not only from me but also from his mother and his sister, let me know now. Because if he was abducted by demons, I will tear apart the Hundred to find my son, and I will not be merciful.”

      Kellas caught himself before he took a step back. “Atani and I overheard a conversation between you and Lady Irlin, and another afterward between her and her steward.”

      As he related the exchange, the king grew more still and more ominous.

      When Kellas finished, Anjihosh drew the whip from his belt and pulled it through his fingers as if each knot were a whisper of memory. Like all his Black Wolves, like Kellas, the king wore a ring formed into the shape of the head of a wolf.

      Touching his ring, Anjihosh gave a little nod, as to himself, then looked at Kellas.

      “Atani can be more persuasive than he realizes so I don’t fault you for obeying him, this time. From now on, come to me immediately. As for Atani, I know where he will end up. It’s likely he’s gone overland to the province of Mar, to a port town called Salya. Find Atani, and kill my mother’s agent before he has a chance to carry out her orders. I expect you will find those two matters can be achieved in the same place. Return here immediately. All that you learn you will share only with me.”

      He went on with the relentless cold dispassion of a man who is furious but will never let you see it until the moment he decides to kill you for crossing him.

      “Captain Kellas, I assign you now and permanently as captain of my son’s personal guard. We are never safe. Demons walk boldly among us, hiding in plain sight. Rebels and agitators work with those demons to overturn the peace and order we restored with so much blood and toil. As one of the Black Wolves you have devoted yourself not to glory but to maintaining order in the Hundred. Beyond that and most especially, I now command you to dedicate your life and indeed your honor to protecting my son.”
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      Dannarah endured her mother’s weeping until she was ready to scream with frustration. How she hated having to sit and wait as others took action!

      Queen Zayrah reclined on a couch with her daughters and attendants clustered around her while Dannarah stood poised by the door ready to take flight the instant she had a chance. From behind a screen, the queen’s favored priest chanted a prayer to Beltak, the Shining One Who Rules Alone.

      “Let all who pray to the Resplendent, the Glorious Beltak, discover the strength to walk the path of right action and the courage to stand upright for justice. We are humble before the Shining One’s gracious majesty. We are small yet each one held within the shelter of His righteous power. We are afraid but in His hands we are given courage.”

      The priest’s melodious voice faltered when the queen drew in a shuddering breath as prelude to a sob.

      Everyone tensed and looked at Mama, just as if she was the only one suffering the pain of Atani’s disappearance. Not one person had asked Dannarah how she felt or if she cried in her bed at night. No one thought she cried at all, but to contemplate the palace without Atani made tears sting in her eyes even here where anyone might see and comment. She didn’t want their sympathy!

      The queen did not sob after all. Instead, she gathered two-year-old Sadah and the newborn girl – still unnamed – to her breast and embraced them tenderly as the older girls knelt before her to pat her arms and kiss her face. Crying had turned her mother’s nose red, and her hair was tangled and unkempt like that of a mourner instead of elaborately coiffed and adorned by a tiered headdress appropriate to a noblewoman.

      Yet her mother’s disarray felt righteous to Dannarah. Every time she had seen Papa in the last three days he had looked exactly the same as always: clothes neat and tidy, hair perfectly done up in a topknot, face impassive. Whatever else she might be, Mama did not really care what people thought of her because she assumed they did not think of her at all.

      A sudden rush of affection surprised Dannarah. She took a step toward the couch but halted when the priest unexpectedly spoke.

      “Take heart, Gracious Queen. The prince will be found. I am sure of it.”

      His kind voice made Dannarah feel heartened for the first time since Atani had vanished. Papa would never let Atani be stolen from them.

      With every gaze fixed on the couch, Dannarah saw her opening. She slid sideways into the servants’ passage, mercifully empty at this moment, and ran along the narrow corridor to the entry into the bedchamber she shared with her sisters. Normally an attendant worked in the spacious chamber at all times, sewing or cleaning or ready to run errands, but the emergency had torn everyone’s attention to the queen for once. At fifteen, Dannarah was allowed a single small locked chest, a privacy her younger sisters had not yet earned. Mostly she kept her schoolbooks and writing implements there, away from the disapproving gaze of her mother and the other Sirni women. In Sirniaka, noblewomen did not learn to read and write, but Papa had allowed her to be tutored alongside Atani despite Mama’s endless complaints that such masculine learning would make Dannarah unsuitable for an advantageous marriage in the empire.

      As if she wanted to get married, hauled off like a cow to be bred to some tiresome bull of a man!

      She lifted out the books, then opened the cedarwood box nestled beneath them where she stored a set of exquisitely carved ivory playing pieces. She traced the tiny bows and ribbons and filigrees as her tears dripped onto the miniature animals she and Atani had once spent so many hours playing with. With a hard sniff, she roughly wiped her cheeks with the back of a hand and was about to close the box when she spotted a black braided cord wrapped around one of the carved horses. A flush warmed her cheeks. It was one of three cords that had come loose from Kellas’s formal uniform last year when he was making an official report to the king in the King’s Audience Hall. Papa had reprimanded Kellas for sartorial laxness while Dannarah, allowed to sit with Atani when Papa heard reports from his officers, had managed to sneak her slipper over one of the cords and slide it away with no one the wiser.

      No one but Atani, of course, but he knew everything and would never tell.

      She doubled over as if she had been kicked in the gut, her head coming to rest on the rim of the chest. She couldn’t find a way to breathe. If he had been kidnapped by demons she would stalk the Hundred until she had torn his murderers to pieces and scattered their bones to the four winds.

      Calm. Find calm. Draw a lesson from those who accomplished their work to her father’s exacting standards.

      She picked up the braided cord and touched it to her cheek as if it carried the essence of Kellas in its threads. But after only a moment, grimacing, she set it aside, angry at herself for having such a stupid infatuation with a man who never even looked at her except because he served Papa.

      A full set of servant’s clothing lay folded at the bottom of the chest together with one of the special brass tokens only the palace servants were allowed to carry. She stripped out of the long embroidered jacket and belled silk trousers that were everyday wear for palace women and pulled on the light servant’s garments: baggy cotton trousers and a knee-length muslin shift over which she bound a vest fitted for a woman that she was just beginning to fill out. She wrapped her hair under a scarf and kept its ends loose over her shoulders in case she needed to conceal her face.

      She picked up a hand mirror from a side table to look at herself, but a glance was enough to make her hastily set the mirror back down. At the last minute she looped the black cord onto her belt, like a woman might who was carrying a memento of her lover. She could pretend just for now, couldn’t she?

      After layering everything else back into the chest she locked it and hurried out the servants’ passage past the indoor kitchen, the outdoor kitchen, the weaving house, and the grain storage. Here she grabbed a basket from an unattended shed and stuffed it full of random items. Because she was dressed as a servant and few men ever saw the faces of the palace women, she had no trouble flashing the token and walking out the palace servants’ gate as if she were a commonplace girl about a commonplace delivery. Servant women could walk about as they wished. Down in the city women went about just like men. No one remarked on it at all. That was the custom of the Hundred.

      Everything was different in the palace because the women had to abide by Sirni tradition even though they all actually lived in the Hundred, not in the empire.

      After her father had saved the land known as the Hundred from the terrible demon war that had almost destroyed it, he had established his palace and thus his base of power atop the famously unclimbable Law Rock. Bounded by cliffs on all sides, Law Rock was a rocky promontory at the confluence of two rivers. Its flat plateau had long housed the city of Toskala’s Assizes Tower, council house, emergency grain warehouses, the actual rock stele on which the old laws of the Hundred were carved, and a reeve hall from which a chief marshal administered the six reeve halls spread throughout the land.

      The sun shone hot on the wide, dusty plaza at the center of all the buildings. Striding across the open space with the wind in her face and the sun in her eyes made her spirit swell. The air smelled better out here, fresh and new instead of dense with spicy fragrances that got into her nose and made her sneeze.

      In the distance, toward what everyone called the “prow” of the promontory, workmen were laying in stone patios and walkways in preparation for erecting a formal Beltak shrine, Papa’s gift to placate Mama. Over toward the broader “stern” end, near the gate to the Thousand Steps, a company of one hundred Black Wolves drilled, but she didn’t dare pause to watch for fear of drawing attention to herself. It wasn’t that she wanted to be a soldier, but every morning she woke up with a yearning. Why was it too much to ask that she be allowed the same choices Atani had? He trained, and in private showed her the drills he’d learned. How she hated living her life secondhand!

      As she approached the huge double gates to the reeve hall she gripped the basket more tightly against her hip. Her breathing came faster, and she bit her lower lip. She had sneaked out of the palace numerous times with Atani but never alone. Everything was easier with him because he knew how to smooth things over with people, how to guess their intentions and nudge them along the path he wanted them to go. Even Papa underestimated Atani’s skills because he was so quiet and thoughtful. A boastful, arrogant brother would have been unendurable on top of everything else.

      “Verea?” A guard at the reeve hall gate gestured to her, asking a question in the lift of his fingers.

      She smiled – that was simple! – and showed the token and the basket.

      “Delivery,” she said in the language people spoke in the Hundred, which she had insisted on learning even though Mama could still only speak Sirni after sixteen years living in the Hundred.

      The guard chuckled as at a shared joke. “Pass through, verea.”

      Victorious! She sauntered under the massive wooden lintel with its carved eagles and immediately cut right to a little passage she and Atani had discovered the second time they had sneaked into the reeve hall pretending to be servants. She ditched the basket in a closet and climbed a dusty ladder to a niche in the wall where she could crouch and look over the reeve hall’s parade ground.

      Several eagles circled high overhead. At least four reeves flew sentry duty at all times during the day. They soared so effortlessly, the way she wished she could, if only she had wings.

      Fortune was with her. Just as she settled more comfortably onto her haunches, prepared for a wait, one of the giant eagles descended for a landing. The speed with which the raptor dove caused the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end with excitement. At the last possible instant it spread its wings to brake and thumped down on a huge perch.

      Its reeve – a woman! – dangled below the eagle’s body in a harness that wrapped hips, torso, and shoulders. The reeve unhooked and dropped to the ground with practiced confidence. Fawkners – the brave people who helped care for the huge eagles – approached with whistles and signals from their batons, so the eagle wouldn’t be surprised and strike.

      The reeve had a pouch of dispatches buckled on her harness, bumping against her back beside a quiver packed with signal flags and reeve’s baton, and she hooded the eagle and traded words with the head fawkner before hurrying off to make her delivery to the hall marshal.

      “They are impressive creatures,” said her father in a low voice, settling cross-legged beside her where Atani usually sat.

      She jerked so hard he grabbed her arm reflexively, then let go.

      He went on. “But I believe the fawkners are the bravest of all. Reeves have a bond with their eagles —”

      “They are jessed to them,” she said eagerly. “That’s what they call it.”

      “I have seen enough of eagles and reeves to believe it is true some kind of intangible thread binds the one to the other. Fawkners have no such jess. They do the work even knowing an eagle might turn against them. It’s dangerous, as anyone can see by the scars most fawkners bear.”

      “Eagles never kill their reeves,” she added, forgetting her surprise over her father’s presence as she leaned forward to get a better look while a big door was shoved open in one of the tall buildings called lofts.

      Was there a hooded eagle at rest inside?

      “Sometimes eagles do kill their reeves, but it’s rare. Could you risk that, Dannarah?”

      “I want wings,” she breathed. “Can you make me a reeve, Papa?”

      When he did not reply she glanced at him. The way he wrinkled his brow made him look pensive, and that surprised her enough that she shifted, and accidentally bumped his knee with hers, and he shook himself.

      “Alas, no, little eaglet. Some things even the king cannot command. If an eagle jesses you, you will be a reeve. If one does not, then nothing I do can change that.”

      She sighed with a great heave of her shoulders. “How did you find me here?”

      He copied her sigh, and that made her smile just a little, and only when he saw the smile did he go on. “Dannarah, do you think I don’t know everything that goes on in the Hundred? What do you think my Wolves are for? I know about all the mischief you and Atani get up to.”

      “You didn’t know about the secret way Atani and I made into the roof of the women’s wing.”

      “That I did not, and I wish I had. I’ll have to be more alert.”

      “Did I outwit you, Papa?”

      His rare smile flashed. “That you did, little eaglet. Now I think we need to get back before your mother thinks you have also gone missing. She has enough to weep over.”

      “She doesn’t care about me!”

      “You are quite wrong about that, Dannarah. It’s just you are so different from her that she struggles to understand you.”

      “How am I different? I’m like you, Papa!”

      “Yes, you are.”

      He did not move to leave, though, instead watching the fawkners’ careful examination of the eagle’s feathers as they shucked the raptor out of its harness. So she did not move, either, savoring the unusual opportunity to sit with him alone, to be the sole center of his attention. He could bide in perfect silence, thinking about what she could not imagine, although right now by the frown that kept tugging down his lips she supposed he was thinking of Atani.

      In a low voice she said, “Maybe it would have been less cruel to refuse me all these things you’ve given me, Papa.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you had agreed to Mama’s strictures in all their measure then I wouldn’t dream of things I can’t have. Like you taking Atani on a circuit of the Hundred next season while I, as always, will be left behind and stuck here. I mean —”

      Suddenly she realized what an awful thing she had said. A miasma of dread seized her. She tried to swallow but it was like choking down rocks.

      “I mean… Atani… if Atani isn’t…”

      Dead. 

      Instead of replying his eyes narrowed with a look that always indicated his displeasure. He reached out and between two fingers caught the braided cord, tugged on it just hard enough to note how it was looped to her belt, and finally raised his eyes to meet hers.

      She flushed, a blaze of heat in her cheeks.

      He released the cord. “I’ve already let your mother know, and now I’ll tell you. I’ve sent Captain Kellas to track down Atani.”

      She clapped both hands to her chest. “Captain Kellas will find him!”

      His eyes were still narrowed. “If anyone can, he can, yes.”

      “Do you think he’ll find Atani?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “Let us never tempt fortune by claiming we know what the future holds. But I think it likely.”

      She covered her face with her hands so he wouldn’t see her tears, and he allowed her the silence to compose herself. But when at length she lowered her hands and sniffed, he did not wipe away the tears as Mama would have done. He considered her gravely.

      “Dannarah, never forget that a king wields many weapons, and some of them are men. The soldiers I command are sometimes kinsmen but most, however valuable, are expendable in the service of victory. Do not deploy them lightly, or incompetently. Do not waste them, because the best ones take far more time to train than they do to die. But never mistake them for something they are not. Do you understand me?”

      She stared at her hands and wondered how red her face was and if he was going to take the braided cord away and embarrass her even more.

      Instead he coughed slightly, as at a change of subject.

      “As for riding a circuit of the Hundred, yes, I think after all I will take you and Atani together. How would you like that?”

      “Papa!” She grabbed his hands and surprised another smile from him, then hated herself for being happy at such a time.

      “When Atani returns,” he added.

      Even her brave father would not say the word they all feared.

      If Atani returns.

      If. 
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      Even traveling at speed, carrying an official pass that allowed him to trade off for a new mount whenever he needed one, it took Kellas twenty days to ride south to the province of Mar. None of the way stations or village inns along the route revealed any trace of the prince and his guardsmen, but he collected stories of a solitary foreign traveler with a taciturn disposition and plenty of coin who might be Lady Irlin’s agent. Kellas was running seven, then six, then five days behind the man.

      Upon arriving in the port town of Salya, Kellas scouted the many inns along the waterfront. He wanted the agent to get wind someone was asking after him; it might flush him out or impel him to act precipitously and thus clumsily. By the time he had worked his way up and then down the main street, called Drunk’s Lane in honor of the sailors who frequented the town, he had identified and dismissed several suspects. Finally he settled on the spacious veranda of an inn overlooking the scenic harbor, considering his next move.

      The view over the Bay of Messalia had such a calming beauty that it distracted him when he ought to have been most alert. The wide waters shone with the vivid blue-green facets of a molten jewel. Scraps of clouds hung like tantalizing wisps on the horizon where they piled up over the outer islands, too far away to see with the naked eye. He had run his first assignment as a silent wolf here, eight years ago. Together with his senior comrade Esisha, he had paddled and swum across this bay to an island, unseen from here, where lay the reeve compound known as Bronze Hall. Then, after he had stolen a dispatch pouch and Esisha had murdered the marshal of Bronze Hall, they had swum and paddled back. Afterward on this very street he had noticed a woman…

      As if thoughts could summon substance – or as if his mind had registered her presence and caused his memory to alert him – she appeared.

      She wove confidently through the bustling crowds of people moving up and down the main thoroughfare that ran from the harbor up into the higher hill terraces of the town. Because she was an outlander her features stood out, but it was her striking beauty – the astonishing symmetry of her features, the perfect bow of her eyebrows and lustrous darkness of her eyelashes, the slim pillar of her neck – that fixed the eye.

      A passing string of pack mules cut her off from his view.

      Setting down his barely touched mug of ale, he passed a coin to the server, pulled a faded laborer’s cap low over his head, and descended steps from the veranda onto the street. King Anjihosh had given the mysterious woman no name; he had refused to give any details at all, only that he was certain Atani would by one means or another end up at her household, called Plum Blossom Clan.

      Until this unexpected glimpse of her Kellas had not fully put together the obvious fact that the woman he had glancingly met eight years ago was the same woman the king and his mother had been talking about, the finest and most valuable treasure Anjihosh had ever possessed if his claim was not merely an exaggeration meant to annoy Lady Irlin.

      When he considered his relationship with his own demanding mother, Kellas felt a fair bit of sympathy for the king. He’d been scalded by his mother’s blunt assessments of his failures more than once. No wonder he’d developed a habit of reckless risk taking.

      The treasure had been in the center of the street, headed uphill, and because she was walking with four companions who included two children they weren’t moving fast. Falling neatly in behind a man pulling a cart loaded with bolts of cloth, he got a better look at her from behind. Her thick black hair curled like a shell onto the back of her head, adorned with a cleverly woven five-petaled wheel of plum-colored ribbons. She wore the typical dress of Hundred women, called a taloos, a length of cloth wrapped with cunning twists and folds around a body to best emphasize the curves of the female form, or so he always thought. Certainly her hips twitched side-to-side in a pleasing way as she climbed the steepening avenue. The spectacular quality of the weave and its rich emerald-green hue suggested a woman who had the taste and coin to dress herself in expensive silk even for an everyday expedition to the market. Given the net bags filled with fruit and vegetables she and her companions carried, they had just been buying food for the day’s supper. With her walked a taller woman midway through pregnancy, and a boy and a girl each about eight years of age. The boy had curly black hair and an eagle’s nose; except for the laughing smile on his brightly cheerful face he looked a lot like Dannarah. The group was so cursedly vulnerable, walking along without the least idea someone was stalking them. Lady Irlin’s agent could leap out from the middle of the crowd and easily stab the boy.

      Only then did Kellas really look at the fifth person in the little group.

      Only then – so late! – did he recognize the youth who strode beside the woman, head bent toward her and listening in the intent way that endeared Prince Atani to so many.

      The hells!

      A single look at the youth and the woman, profiles side by side, revealed exactly what King Anjihosh had kept secret for so many years.

      As if the woman felt his gaze on their backs, she turned her head to glance behind. Kellas ducked down so the cartman’s stout form obscured him. He retreated to a side street and stood there on the shade side of the street trying to take slow, steadying breaths, but his heart still pounded and his pulse roared in his ears.

      The hells. 

      Unless he was badly mistaken, Atani was this woman’s child, not Queen Zayrah’s, even though everyone called Atani the eldest child of Anjihosh and Zayrah.

      Well, and after all, why did it matter? Anjihosh was king. His son would become king after him. As far as Kellas could make out, in the Sirniakan Empire a child’s father and his kinship line were of paramount importance, not like here in the Hundred where a person was known equally by kinship from both mother and father but a mother’s claim came first.

      When he thought about how calmly Lady Irlin had spoken of the need to murder any boy-child born out of Queen Zayrah, sweat broke down his neck and back. He had killed a few people on the king’s orders, but never children. What would he do the day the king ordered him to kill a child? How could he be sure he would never be given such an order by a man who had smothered his own newborn daughter, whatever excuse he had made?

      Who was to say he had not already been the agent of a child’s death? What happened to the children of the people he silently executed in the king’s name? How did their lives proceed afterward? Death was not the only way to destroy a life. He hadn’t bothered to think about it quite so directly before. Serving the king on behalf of order and prosperity had been enough.

      He gave up on the usual disciplines he used to focus and sought out a street vendor selling coconut milk flavored with cinnamon. The sweet, cool liquid drained the last of the rush out of him and he could at last breathe normally.

      Afterward he went to the market and from a stall that sold used clothing bought a pair of loose sailor’s trousers, faded, and a mended cotton sleeveless laborer’s vest. Laborers’ clothing in the city of Toskala had tiny differences from what men wore here in the south. Little details mattered. If Lady Irlin’s agent heard a man had been asking questions in the inns, he would be looking for a man dressed like a city man, not a sailor. People got stuck seeing what they expected to see and often did not look beyond hairstyle and garments. A good infiltrator disguised himself in plain sight.

      Returning to the inn he was actually staying at, he took an early meal of spicy fish and noodle soup in a tamarind broth garnished with mint. As he ate he struck up a conversation about his travels with the congenial server.

      “Cloudy today.”

      The old man gestured to the clouds pushing in from the east and inhaled deeply. “It’ll rain hard tonight, mark my words. Maybe high winds and a storm, too. Feel the pinch of that breeze?”

      “Last time we came into port we got caught in a storm out past the islands that tore our sails to ribbons.”

      Because it was midafternoon and custom was slow, the server lingered, clearly bored enough to find Kellas’s tale more engaging than washing dishes in the back.

      “We barely limped into port, and we were just fortunate our cargo chests held tight because we were carrying silk, and water getting in would have ruined the cloth. We sold the cargo to one of the merchant clans here… I can’t recall the name of the clan although I remember they flew a banner with flowers on it. I could scarcely forget the woman who did the negotiating because she was so young and pretty.”

      “Whsst! You must mean Plum Blossom Clan. That would be Mistress Mai. Mai. What kind of name is that for a woman, I ask you? Sounds more like the number ‘one’ in the trade language outlanders speak. I wouldn’t call her pretty, though.”

      Kellas blinked out of sheer surprise. “You wouldn’t?”

      “Neh. My granddaughters are pretty. Smart girls, too, I’m that proud of them. But that woman is beautiful. Not just in her face, in her spirit as well. The gods may favor any person with attractive features but what lies beneath is the true measure of them.”

      “True enough!” agreed Kellas, and used the opening to veer the conversation onto a girl he’d once fallen for who had turned out to only want his coin, a story he made so tedious that the old man excused himself.

      “I’ve got to get the awnings rolled out if there’s rain coming.”

      Kellas thoughtfully finished his soup. He spent coin for a bath, tied his hair up in a club, dressed in the sailor’s clothing, sheathed one knife at his belt and two more in his boots, and strapped on a pouch containing various small tools. At dusk he made his way up the main thoroughfare to the highest terraces, where the wealthier people had their homes. Like all residential streets in Salya the quiet lane where she lived had walled compounds on either side, the walls high enough to hide their buildings and gardens. The public face of each household was a long veranda where visitors could meet and visit without entering the intimate private chambers within. These verandas boasted splendid views over the lower city and the bay although no one was sitting out on them now. At dusk people were inside eating their last meal of the day.

      The only other piece of information the king had volunteered was that the compound was guarded day and night by special agents under personal order from the king, identifiable by their red caps. The first thing Kellas had done after arriving was to scout out the red caps: One kept watch over the alley that ran along the back walls of the compounds, while another stood right out in plain view of the veranda to mark who entered and left.

      Setting a guard on a woman’s household was a cursed odd thing, when he really got to thinking about it.

      Kellas strolled up to the red cap on duty. Dusk made it impossible to make out his features until he got within a few paces. Abruptly recognizing the man’s frowning face, Kellas shifted tactics.

      “Heya, Feyard. How are things?” He smiled, trying to remove any sting of pity. “I didn’t know you’d drawn this duty.”

      Whatever the hells this duty was.

      “Have we met?” The man had a way of hunching his left shoulder that made him look like he was about to duck. “I don’t know you, do I?”

      “We trained together in Nessumara, in the Year of the White Crane. I’m Kellas.”

      Feyard squinted, then said, “Hu! So we did. I remember you now.”

      “The basket moon breathed her last under the Shiver Sky.” Kellas trotted out the code phrase and waited as the other man’s eyes narrowed.

      “Then the sun rose,” Feyard answered, then shook his head disbelievingly. “You’re a red cap now? I thought only those of us too good for the regular army but not quite good enough to make the cut as silent wolves got stuck with this duty. Everyone was sure you were destined for great things. I never saw anyone who could climb like you.”

      “I’m not here to relieve you. I’m here about that youth who is in the house now. Have you seen him? A good-looking boy, sixteen.”

      “Ah. That one. Handsome lad.” He clucked his tongue mournfully.

      “Does he have any companions with him?” Kellas still had not found the two Qin bodyguards.

      “Neh. He showed up alone. Took me by surprise but you can tell the lad’s an outlander, can’t you? I’m surprised she let him in the house. Usually she’s more careful. And I wouldn’t have thought her to have a taste for the young ones. A shame he has to die but there it is.”

      The confusing spill of words muddied Kellas’s thoughts. “What do you mean? Let him in the house? Careful? He has to die?”

      The hells! What if Lady Irlin hadn’t sent an agent at all but rather bribed one of the red caps to carry out the deed?

      Feyard gave him a curious look. “Surely you were given the same instructions as the rest of us?”

      “Which are?”

      “We have standing orders to kill any man who is alone with her. Excepting the man who is married to her sister, the boy-children who live in the house, and the current reeve marshal of Bronze Hall because he’s not fashioned that way.”

      Kellas stared at the lamp burning on the household veranda, a beacon welcoming late visitors. A gust of wind caused the flame to flicker. A spray of rain spattered the street before tailing off. He turned back to Feyard.

      “I don’t understand what you mean, kill any man who is alone with her. That doesn’t even make any sense.”

      “Why does it have to make sense? The king came from outside the Hundred. Those outlanders keep strange customs, if you ask me. One god instead of many gods – busy work for only a single god! Think about how the palace women live in separate buildings from the men. I guess this is something like that. She’s to live in a separate room and no men are to enter it.”

      Kellas did see. He found it an ugly sort of picture. “If he can’t have her then no man can.”

      “If the king wants to keep her sealed up like a bird in a cage it’s not my part to question it. I remember the war. I lost a brother, a sister, an uncle and aunt, and five cousins to the demons. I’ll happily serve the man who conquered the demons and saved us. There is something uncanny about that woman anyway. Makes you wonder why we never heard a whisper of this in the army, doesn’t it? I never knew anything about this household until I was sent on this assignment two years ago.”

      “I certainly never heard a breath of this in the palace or among the Wolves.” The situation dizzied Kellas, like he’d been dropped into a spinning wheel and had nowhere to go except tumble.

      “Folk in Salya won’t speak a single bad word about her, though. She’s held in great respect. But there’s a few who will talk if you get them drunk enough. A man told me she’s a demon who bewitched the king and then abandoned him. Said the king tried to win her back but she insulted him instead. After that the king swore if she would not return to him, she could cursed well live alone and never take another husband. By which he meant not even a lover.”

      Words died on Kellas’s tongue. He licked parched lips as his thoughts mired in a morass of disbelief.

      “You’re not here guarding the child?” he asked, thinking of the infant smuggled out of the palace and brought here to be raised in secret.

      “The child? You mean that lad you spoke of? No, there have been red caps guarding this household for fifteen years, which if you ask me is a cursed long time for a man – even a king! – to hold a lover’s grudge like that. Still, we have our orders. Thus, that lad will have to die. We’re just waiting to get him alone. So far he hasn’t left the house except in company with Mistress Mai.”

      “Oh the hells, you cursed fool.” Anger boiled up to oil his speech. “That lad is Prince Atani. I’m here to fetch him back to the palace. None of you will touch him.”

      “Huh.” Feyard scratched his chin as he eyed the house with all the suspicion of a man who is sure his rival has just scarfed down the last of the custard buns. “I thought he looked familiar but I’ve never seen the prince up close. What an odd thing he should come down here.”

      “The king sent me to bring him back.”

      “That’s all very well, then, but how are you going to fetch him? He’s staying in the household. If you go inside, I would have to kill you.”

      Kellas laughed.

      “I would!” objected Feyard, squaring his shoulders. “No exceptions.”

      Kellas stared the other man down until Feyard recoiled a step, touching the hilt of his sword as if to remind himself he was still armed.

      “I’m here to collect Prince Atani and take him back to the palace,” Kellas said in as mild a tone as he could manage. “You will not interfere.”

      Feyard looked him up and down with a pitying sneer. “You think you’re safe because you can take me in a fight, and you’re right about that. But here’s what you can’t do. You go in that house and I or one of the other red caps will report it. Once the king hears, you’re dead. It’s that simple.”

      You are already dead, King Anjihosh had told Kellas on the day he climbed Law Rock. What belongs to me is mine to control.

      Kellas had not succeeded as a silent wolf by being slow to adapt to a sudden change of circumstances. “Very well. I obey the king. Do they go to the market every day?”

      “Usually, yes.”

      “Then I’ll pull him from the street. One other thing.”

      But he hesitated. If that eight-year-old boy he had seen was Anji’s son, then he had no authority to reveal that particular secret to Feyard and the red caps if they did not already know, as it seemed they did not. He would have to take care of Lady Irlin’s agent without their help.

      Feyard, strutting a little from the rush of having bested a silent wolf, said cheerfully, “What’s the other thing, then?”

      Kellas shifted ground easily. “I’d like to find out if Prince Atani’s two personal guards are somewhere in town. If you red caps could help me with that, without giving away my presence here, I’d be in your debt.”

      “We’ll find the guardsmen for you. Just because we’re not silent wolves doesn’t mean we are incompetent fools. What we do here isn’t a trifling duty, I’ll have you know.”

      Kellas did not have to fake the uneasiness building in his heart. “I can imagine. I want to take the prince with as little fuss as possible, so I will give you an alert before I move. It may be tomorrow or in a few days.”

      They parted on amicable terms, for they were, after all, comrades in arms about the same mission: soldiers protecting the Hundred so it would not fall back into the war that had almost destroyed it sixteen years ago. People remembered those awful days. People liked to be able to walk the streets safely at night, to go about their business without being robbed, to raise their children without fear they would be enslaved or raped or murdered, and to eat, drink, and celebrate all of life’s festivals.

      King Anjihosh had returned peace to the Hundred.

      Kellas walked back along the lane, counting gates as he went. Night settled as the rains came in. There were five substantial compounds between Plum Blossom Clan and the main street headed down to the harbor. Unlike Toskala, where the king mandated night-lanterns be posted on every corner, the thoroughfare was dim, lit only here and there by lamps burning on verandas. The darkness protected him from the red caps’ watch. The way all the compound walls ran together made his task simple for a deft climber.

      He tested handholds and finger’s-width ledges in the mortared brick of an outer wall, then stepped back as a small lantern bobbed into view up the street. Four people ran past, poorly sheltered beneath a single umbrella; they called out a laughing greeting, a friendly jest about getting soaked, and hurried on without stopping.

      He scrambled up the wall as the rain washed over him and tipped himself over into a garden. There he crouched in silence under the branches of a jabi bush as a woman rolled down screens over rice paper windows in the nearest building. After she finished he crept through the unlit garden to the next wall. By this means he worked his way through five compounds until only a single very high wall separated him from Plum Blossom Clan.

      A work shed’s shingled roof got him up high enough to swing over onto the adjoining wall. Dogs whined on the other side. He lay motionless atop the wall in the drenching rain as the dogs thrashed through bushes planted along the wall as a clever means to detect an intruder: Anyone climbing down from the outer wall would make a great deal of noise in the branches. The dogs sensed something was wrong but in the rain could not catch his scent. A whistle from inside the house caught the animals’ attention and they loped off.

      Lightning flashed in the distance, revealing for an instant the tiered and tiled rooftops of an expansive building with several wings and a spacious garden wrapped around the back. The dogs were now sniffing along a covered walkway a stone’s throw away.

      Thunder boomed, and the dogs yelped and bolted away around a corner, out of his view. He calculated the distance from the wall to the nearest roof and waited.

      When lightning flashed again he counted, then leaped blind into the darkness as thunder rolled. Its rumble covered the thump of him hitting the roof. He slowed his slide down the slope by splaying his feet and hands and pressing his knees against the tile’s ridges. Reaching out to give himself as wide a span as possible, he eased up the wet tiles until he could hook an arm over the long ridged apex of the roof.

      He rested there as he waited for another flash of lightning so he could plot out a route into the central building, which had a multilevel roof he could surely squeeze inside as he and Atani had in the palace.

      The rain slackened. No lightning came. Children shrieked with laughter, and little footsteps pounded as they trampled around in some kind of game. A comfortable babble of adult voices rose from below, punctuated by more laughter and then a woman’s voice raised in song.

      A cheerful home, it seemed.

      From this angle he could see down onto the covered walkway the dogs had been sniffing along. The raised plank walk led from the central building out to a little gazebo set within the shadows of the garden. To his surprise Atani appeared on the walkway beside a pretty girl about the prince’s own age. They weren’t touching but every line of their bodies, the way their heads were canted, the heat of their smiles, told him more than he needed to know.

      “The hells,” he murmured under his breath.

      “That’s what I said.”

      The shock of hearing a quiet feminine voice not an arm’s length away actually caused him to flinch hard enough that he lost his grip on the roof. Tile scraped under his knee, and he caught the ridge barely in time to stop himself tumbling.

      Then he looked up.

      An adolescent girl dressed in humble clothes similar to his own sat cross-legged in the most casual manner on the roof’s rounded ridgeline.

      How in the hells had she gotten there without him seeing or hearing anything?

      Her sigh held all the weight of the world. She had a soft voice that seemed to crawl right into his bones. “Once they get to the gazebo and think no one can see, they’ll hold hands. They’ve even started kissing.”

      Unable to help himself, he looked toward the gazebo just in time to see Atani and his companion sit on a bench under a flickering candle and, indeed, share a tentative kiss with all the adorable sweetness of first love.

      “It’s nauseating, don’t you think?” said the girl on the roof. “Mama says I mustn’t be jealous of Eiko. That’s her name, my cousin Eiko. She’s not really my cousin because her mother and my mother aren’t really sisters, they just say they are, so everyone says Eiko and I are cousins. But don’t you think it’s unfair that she and I have grown up together side by side and then he walks in and suddenly she has eyes for nothing but him?”

      Strangely, it seemed like a reasonable question.

      “It never feels good to be left out.”

      “Oh, they don’t leave me out. They are both far too kind and thoughtful for that, which is the worst part of it. Oh my dear Arasit, come sit with us. Shall we walk in the garden together? Do you want to play a game of khot? I would rather stab my eyes out with a knife than watch them melt at each other. No one else understands.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you? You must be pretty old.”

      “That could be, as I have it on my mother’s authority that I am thirty.”

      “You’re almost as old as my mother! She’s a Blue Ox. That makes her four years older than you. She says I should be patient with them because calf love only happens once.”

      “It must have happened awfully fast,” he agreed. “Atani can’t have gotten here more than three or four days ago.”

      “Three or four days? He arrived here twenty days ago, and I have counted every single one! Look at me.” Even though it was night without stars or moon he could see a flickering blue gleam deep in the black pools of her eyes.

      Before he realized what was about to happen, she struck. The attack felt like a tickling behind his eyes, like the stroke of a feather brushing through the tangled foliage of his thoughts.

      Memories and emotions cascaded, a rain of images soaking him to the bone.

      His mother berating him for climbing up onto the roof when he was six. 

      The carved horse in his hand, tossed to him by King Anjihosh. 

      The king’s crisp order: “Kill Lady Irlin’s agent, find Atani.” 

      Him walking up this very lane eight years ago with the stolen Bronze Hall dispatch pouch slung over his back, after he had been unexpectedly ordered to deliver it to the woman who lived here instead of taking it back to the palace. Finding her awake on the veranda. The brief conversation he and the beautiful woman had engaged in while her two children slept. Their words and interaction had the flavor of foreplay that would never be consummated. The way she had precisely studied his body, and the way he had noticed how the fabric of her taloos emphasized the curve of her breasts… 

      “Sheh!” the girl hissed. “Aui! That’s my mother. I don’t want to see that.”

      He blinked and found himself atop the roof, clinging to the ridgeline in a darkness that swallowed his sight so all he knew was what he touched, smelled, tasted, and heard.

      “So you are Captain Kellas! Atani must have mentioned you a hundred times since he got here. He thinks you can do anything.”

      An ache began to throb behind his eyes as she kept talking. Had she blinded him?

      “Don’t worry about that man who came to kill Hari. Mama got rid of him the day he got to town. You’d better come down and talk to her.”

      “You are a demon,” he whispered hoarsely. “But you wear no cloak.”

      “I’m not a Guardian, if that’s what you mean. And because I have no cloak you can’t kill me so don’t bother to try.” She sniffed audibly several times, testing the air’s scent. “Storm’s moving off. The clouds will blow away and the red caps will see your shadow up here once the stars and moon come out. Climb to the end of this roof and drop down into the inner courtyard. I’ll go get Mama.”

      She stood up and took a step right out onto the air as if on an invisible bridge. It wasn’t that she glowed; rather he could sense her presence as if it were the warmth of a fire.

      “The dogs,” he whispered because he needed an ordinary thought to allow himself to process the dangerous situation: He had just met a demon in whose home Prince Atani had become trapped.

      Yet out of the darkness her voice sounded like that of any relaxed adolescent girl who has just greeted a visitor to her family’s welcoming house. “I’ll bring them to meet you so they won’t bark.”

      Then she was gone.
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