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			Chapter One

			The vermin of the earth had long claimed the corpse of the witch, but Isbet recognized the old woman right away, despite her head being severed from her body. Death had taken her, yet her voice and her blood cried out for justice from beyond the veils that separated the living from the deceased and other creatures that roamed the places in-between. Isbet knelt in the rich loam and laid her staff, Gaemyr, beside her, not noticing that his carved face was in the dirt.

			“A fine way to treat me.”

			“Hush.” Isbet’s voice was harsher than she intended. She reached to her right and turned the staff over, although he could quite easily do so himself.

			“Who did this to you?” Isbet removed her backpack from around her shoulders and laid it aside. The lifeless pile of bones could not answer, at least not on their own. Isbet closed her eyes, willing something to come to her, an image, a face, anything. However, her power as a diviner was tenuous, and she often needed talismanic help. Isbet could feel her fingers curling into the dirt and the power burning in her veins. I will kill you. I will make you suffer for what you have done.

			It was not until the burning reached her eyes and she felt stinging tears pooling within them that she breathed in, fighting for control. Now was not the time for this. She must find out – she must know—

			“Isbet.” Gaemyr’s voice brought her out of her turmoil. “See where she is.”

			The witch’s body lay near the ancient hollow tree, a great-grandfather in an old forest that had survived the many wars and other follies of man. Isbet knew what was underneath its tangled roots. She had played here as a child, spending many a lazy summer afternoon at hide-and-seek in the catacombs, not with mortal children like her but with the Children of the Earth.

			She wondered where they were now.

			“Do you suppose—” Isbet’s brow furrowed, and she tugged at one of the myriad thin braids she wore. “She wouldn’t have gone into the cave. She couldn’t—”

			Isbet went to stand, her legs stiff from kneeling. The Box, she thought. It must be….

			“It would explain much,” Gaemyr said.

			Isbet did not want to leave the remains there, but she had to see what was amiss. She approached the tree and investigated the gaping hole in its trunk, large enough to allow a grown man to descend into the cave underneath. Even with the sun high as it was, shadows lay across the rough walls. Still, Isbet had a sense that something was not right. When she went to boost herself into the hole, Gaemyr said, “Shouldn’t we see to her first?”

			His words caused her to pause. Gaemyr was right. It was difficult to tell how long the remains had lain there. If not properly laid to rest, they would taint the place as her body decayed. So would her Gift. It would continue to flow from her body, spreading like a plague to steal the life of the woods. “Yes.”

			When Isbet knelt again, she reached for her pack. Inside she kept everything she needed to send the old woman to rest. Once she finished here, Isbet would see to other things.

			Isbet plunged Gaemyr into the soft earth. The red jewels that served as his eyes glittered. That face reminded her of the old spirits that lived in the trees, which made sense since the wood of the staff came from the Celestial Vine, which climbed into the heavens only to fall by the Woodsman’s Ax. Isbet had visited the forest where the Vine held sway; its twisted limbs were the home of innumerable mythic beasts and beings.

			Isbet’s eyes settled on the corpse again.

			It was a moment before she noticed the wetness on her face as the tears escaped. She swallowed the stone that had lodged in her throat. “Old Mother, forgive me for being away for so long. I was not here to save you.”

			The urge returned – to throw herself to the ground and weep. To scream curses. But Isbet forced the bitter loss down. There would be time for grieving later.

			First, she would find her grandmother’s murderer.

			From the pack, she drew what appeared to be a cameo pin. Anyone not trained in the arcane would see the profile of a young creamy-skinned maiden, but those with the Gift saw the face of the Duine Shee, her eyes black within their sockets, her mouth opened in a soundless scream.

			Isbet laid the cameo on what remained of the witch’s breast, her movements practiced. She climbed to her feet, brushing the decaying leaves from the knees of the trousers she wore. Unlike other maidens, Isbet did not hinder herself in dresses and robes. There were too many evils in the realm to risk capture because one tripped on the folds of a skirt.

			Her gaze skimmed the surrounding area until she found what she searched for, resting at the base of the tree.

			“It was a mighty blow,” Gaemyr commented. Isbet didn’t bother to respond.

			The witch’s skull stared at her. Isbet lifted it and made her way back. She positioned the skull above the body. Isbet sat cross-legged. All was in readiness, but she didn’t act. She stared at the eyeless sockets of the skull of the woman who had taught her the secrets of the realm.

			“Isbet?”

			Isbet drew in a labored breath. She had yet to perform the ritual and already she felt the weight of exhaustion in her bones. Despite that, Isbet stretched her back, reached out one slim hand, and set her palm down over the cameo.

			She spoke the name.

			The face on the cameo came to life. A scream burst from its thin lips and a wind not felt by Isbet whipped the lifeless gray strands of the Duine Shee’s hair into distress. The wailing of the death talisman did not disturb her as its agonized cry filled the air around her, nor did she feel any concern at the unseen presence that approached the veil between the mortal and the ether.

			Isbet reached out again. Another gift of the students of the arcane was the ability to move the veils aside to allow a spirit entrance into the mortal realm. Often, the unschooled assumed that the spirits would have the greater power and be able to move aside the veils themselves. Isbet never corrected the speaker when she heard such things.

			The spirit of the old woman touched the remains – not in a physical sense but with the intangible presence that gave life to the beings walking the mortal realm. It had many names – essentia, quintessence, or soul.

			There was a violent jerk of the body and the Shee’s scream quieted. The eyeless sockets of the skull glowed with cold white light. The jaw hung ajar.

			Isbet wasted no time. “Grandmother, who has done this to you?”

			“A man.” The voice seemed to travel from many miles away. “One who is a coward at heart, yet he wears the guise of a soldier.”

			“Do you know who this man is? Where he is?”

			“He is at the seat of power in this land.”

			Isbet worried her lower lip. A soldier to a king? She realized with gnawing apprehension that there was only one way that could have occurred.

			“He has the Box.”

			There was a pause as though the voice feared to give its reply. “Yes.”

			Isbet swore. “Stupid man,” she muttered to herself. The Box, a source of magic long passed down through the generations, was the key to commanding three of the most powerful entities in the known realm. To the ordinary – the ones without the Gift – they were a source of terrible fear. Three mighty hounds, all sinew and bristling fur, claws, and jagged teeth. Where the Box had come from and how the dogs became enslaved to it, was a secret lost to history.

			However, to Isbet, who had played with them in the catacombs, they were protectors of both her and her grandmother; they were friends.

			“He doesn’t realize what he faces upon death?”

			Her voice filled with mirth, the witch replied, “He knows nothing of the consequences.”

			Perhaps that would be enough. “Shall I leave him, Grandmother?”

			“He is cunning, this man,” the witch said. “He will figure a way to prolong his life or discover immortality and have safeguards on himself and his possessions. No one will give him challenge as long as he holds the Box.”

			The dogs could well bring him Apples of Immortality or many items that could stave off death for him if he hadn’t commanded them to do so already. Could she steal the Box back and command the dogs to take his life or kill him herself? Either way, he would die without punishment. Isbet knew that he would have to answer for the murder of the old mother, but would that be enough?

			An idea was forming in her mind. “So, even if I were to get the Box back, it would be futile. He would live a long life and when he passed on not face the consequences.”

			“My dear granddaughter, there are always consequences to every action.”

			“True.” Isbet nodded. “And if he searches for immortality—”

			“You are scheming, granddaughter.”

			Isbet smiled. Even in death, the old woman knew her. “Here is what I propose to you, Grandmother. I will not kill this man. I will find him and ingratiate myself into his world to find the things he holds most dear and I will rip them from him. And then when he is at his lowest, I will reveal my intent to him. Then, I will have the dogs take him.”

			Isbet could sense the old woman’s approval. “It is a fitting punishment for his crime.”

			“Grandmother.” Isbet swallowed as the grief threatened on the fringes of her heart. “How did this happen?”

			Again, there was a pause. “Trusting fool that I was, I thought the soldier would show decency to an old woman. I no longer had the strength to retrieve the Box. I thought if I offered him a treasure—”

			“And that wasn’t enough for him?” One man could not be so avaricious. Even as the thought occurred to her, Isbet knew that it was more than just possible. “You didn’t tell him about the dogs?”

			“It was his treacherous nature.” The ghost spat out the words. “Which I did not see until it was too late. I refused to impart my secrets, and he slew me for it.”

			“I am sorry I was away so long,” was the only response Isbet had.

			“Nonsense, child.” The witch’s voice told Isbet of her fatigue. “Were you lollygagging about? Were you neglecting your studies? I see the staff, so I know you were not. It was to be your reward.”

			“I impressed my teachers.” Isbet managed a tired smile. “I will miss you, Grandmother, and I will do this thing for you. This man will suffer for what he did.”

			Isbet felt the presence recede behind the veil. “Use your cunning and guile and guard your secrets well.”

			The veil slipped back into place. Isbet drew in another breath as the loneliness crept upon her. Again, she stared at nothing until Gaemyr, silent through her exchange with the ghost, spoke. “How will we do this?”

			The simple question brought Isbet from her musings. “How?”

			“It is one thing to seek retribution, quite another to get it.”

			Isbet chewed on her thumbnail. “And there is the matter of the dogs.”

			Isbet lapsed into silence again, but it was momentary. “As they say, first things first.” She rose on her stiff legs, brushed down her trousers again. “We’ll need things from the cottage. I will give her a proper burial before dark.”

			“Disturbing that no one has ever found her remains.”

			“I’m certain someone did but those damnable superstitious villagers—” Isbet pursed her lips into a thin line. “Never you mind. Unless they can provide me with information about the king, they’re of little use.”

			Isbet shouldered her pack, then approached Gaemyr and yanked him from the earth.

			“I’m hungry,” he whined.

			“Do you see another soul out here?” For an aged mystical talisman, sometimes he behaved like an insolent child.

			“Why not let me devour the king?”

			“And have us put to the stake? Are your appetites worth that risk?”

			Gaemyr shuddered next to her palm. “I suppose I can manage.”

			Isbet started back down the dirt road. Although it was early spring, there was a nip in the air and night still descended. She kept a brisk pace as she walked and let her mind ponder the situation.

			Having promised her grandmother, she would punish the man who murdered her, but she needed, as her talisman pointed out, a means to do so. There were few ways for a commoner to become a king’s confidant.

			As though sensing her thoughts, Gaemyr spoke. “Monarchs often take mistresses.”

			“I will not even dignify that with an answer.”

			Gaemyr snorted as though put out. “There are worse ways to pass an evening.”

			“How would you know – ow! Blast you, you piece of rotting—” Isbet held her palm up and looked with annoyance at the splinter lodged in her thumb. Gaemyr grinned at her from where she had dropped him in the dirt.

			“Serves you right.”

			Isbet supposed it did. Gaemyr often made a point of reminding her he had not always been in his present condition, although Isbet didn’t know what he was before his transformation or why he was in his wooden prison. She was certain she didn’t want to know. Since she needed the staff and the power he possessed, Isbet thought it wise not to antagonize him further. “My apologies, I meant no offense.”

			“Yes, well,” Gaemyr grumbled, “mind yourself.”

			Isbet rummaged through her pack for a pin and wasted precious time removing the splinter. The sun was beginning its descent by the time they reached the cottage.

			The old witch had built her home off the main road, hidden within the forest just out of view. It appeared as many expected the home of a village witch to be. Humble yet serviceable. What the people didn’t see were the many wards and safeguards around the cottage. They were already fading with the witch’s death. Isbet would have to see to this.

			Despite her years, her grandmother had kept the thatched roof well mended; the gray stone facade remained without cracks, put together so well there were no noticeable seams. It was possible through a mixture of magic and help from the Children.

			Sunlight glinted off the panes of glass in the square windows, reflecting the light back, making them appear mirror-like. There was no need for curtains as the glass held enchantments that prevented anyone from seeing inside. Isbet started up the stone path.

			At the threshold, Isbet leaned down and spoke in whispers to the lock. Locks had power all their own and were vital to many a spell casting. At the sound of the click, Isbet pushed the door open with her free hand.

			The cottage was as Isbet had left it earlier. She stood just inside the door and for the third time that day felt the grief in the bottom of her soul well like a river swollen at spring thaw. It surprised Isbet, the childlike whimper that escaped her lips. Everything in the common room was in its place, but Isbet’s eyes fell on the old rocker beside the fireplace. In her elder years, the witch needed the warmth to soothe her old bones, as she was so fond of saying. She would sit there, wrapped in a quilt. It was a gift from a villager in gratitude for her delivering a healthy baby boy.

			Isbet propped Gaemyr against the wall and closed the door.

			“Here now, what’s this?” the talisman demanded.

			Isbet approached the chair and picked up the quilt. She wrapped it around her much as her grandmother had done. It had a musty, comfortable smell – one of home. She kept it around her as she made a slow circuit of the room. The cottage was much larger inside than outside. Shelves lined the opposite wall filled with dusty tomes of many sizes. Isbet had read them all. She let her fingers brush across them and experienced their sparks of power.

			The sturdy table sat in the middle of the room, polished to a shine. Two chairs. It had always been that way since Isbet had arrived. There was a matching cabinet made by the same hands, artisan’s hands. Within were stacks of mismatched dishes and crude utensils, yet they served their purpose.

			Isbet avoided the flight of stairs that led to the second floor and her old room. She didn’t wish to go there, although it had been as warm and rustic as the rest of the cottage, and she would not go into the witch’s bedroom.

			The kitchen was next. The old wood stove sat against the far wall. It was cold now, the remains of the witch’s breakfast in an iron pot. Dried herbs, flowers, and fruits hung from the ceiling, or were stuffed into baskets affixed to the wall. They filled the kitchen with their various scents.

			Sacks and barrels overflowing with vegetables from their garden sat in the corner to her left. There was a chopping block used for food and for making potions. There were more shelves against the right wall, where tiny bottles sat, holding many salves and liquids. There was another cabinet taking up the remaining room, made up of dozens of tiny drawers containing more tools and examples of her grandmother’s craft. There was no great black cauldron as many people thought witches owned. It was a ridiculous notion. What did one need with such a thing? her grandmother had always said. She had a small one, squatting on the chopping block.

			Isbet left the kitchen and her eyes fell once again on the rocking chair.

			No longer able to keep her grief at bay, Isbet crossed the room and went on her knees before it. She could imagine the old witch filling the space, her ample girth holding scents of potions and spices, her voice carrying strongly to fill the room and Isbet’s mind with her secrets.

			She was a witch. An ugly old crone, some had whispered behind her back. A dangerous woman who incited fear and revulsion, yet the hypocrites came to her to cure their ills and solve their problems. To them, the old witch was a tool. To Isbet, she was her only family.

			The girl was no longer the witch Isbet, but a woman who had lost. She laid her arm across the seat, buried her face in its crook, and wept.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			An overwhelming silence filled the library as Bram watched the aging envoy sign the surrender. Slim fingers, rough and mottled with age, moved without rush across the sheet of vellum. His name was Esten Tallan, current advisor and prince-regent of Avynne. The entourage of six men and women who had accompanied him on the supposed peace delegation huddled in the left corner of the room, not daring to disturb the quiet.

			The only reason Bram was present was that Wilhelm Stark, current ruler of Rhyvirand, had commanded him. Wilhelm had conquered Avynne, as he had Bram’s own country of Tamrath. It seemed forever ago and yet only yesterday that Bram stood in this room as a hostage for their conqueror – to ensure that his beloved Tamrath would surrender. Watching his brother, Jaryl, bent over the same document.

			Bram had begged Jaryl not to do it. He had told him that his life was not worth their people losing their country to Wilhelm. Jaryl was now the ruler of Tamrath – a duty he did not expect so soon or want. The war, more like a mild skirmish, had ended with Bram stripped of his identity. He was no longer the Arch-bishop and Prince of Tamrath. He was a pawn of their enemy.

			It was over. Bram had barely noticed, but there was no welcome release of tension for him or anyone. The old man held himself with an air of dignity. Even if his people were now the vassals of their enemy, he considered himself the better man.

			Not that it matters here, Bram thought.

			“Why did not King Wilhelm himself meet us?” Tallan eyed the corpulent man sitting on the other side of the table with annoyance. Ancer Fallor was Wilhelm’s supposed advisor, although Wilhelm never went to him for counsel. He was merely a figurehead. Someone to do the unpleasant chores of the kingdom. Yet Ancer was convinced of his importance.

			“Why ever should he?” Ancer raised an arched brow. “You are a servant required to perform a simple task.”

			There was no reaction to show his insult, save the twitch of a muscle beneath Tallan’s right eye. Bram’s hands fisted at his side, and he bit down on the inside of his lower lip to stave off any harsh comment.

			A polite knock at one of the opulent double doors drew Bram’s attention away. It opened moments later. Two guards entered, followed by a woman – a nurse, Bram guessed by the make and pristine cleanliness of her uniform – who led a boy of about six years before her.

			“Ah!” Ancer turned in his armchair. “The boy is well?”

			“Yes, my lord,” the nurse replied. She gave him a gentle push. The boy approached the table, glancing at Bram before his attention returned to Ancer.

			Bram remembered his own examination. Strangers prodding at him while asking him questions that had made him blush with shame. They pronounced him healthy and fit. Triune forbid they would say otherwise.

			“Your name is Seth, is it not?” Ancer smiled to endear himself to the boy, the duplicity of it easy to hear.

			The boy fought to control his fear. He drew himself up, yet his hands remained balled into fists at his side. “I-I am Prince Seth Oran of Avynne, son of King Alir Oran. Y-you will show me the respect I am due.”

			Bravo. Bram liked the boy prince. Tallan didn’t speak but Bram noticed his lips upturning in a slight smile. His eyes filled with pride.

			“Now see here, young man—” Ancer started but seemed to think better of it. He laughed nervously. “Your fire will impress my king. I hope you realize what a wonderful opportunity he has awarded you.” Ancer nodded to Bram. “Bram here can tell you. Wilhelm is working to unite all the kingdoms as in centuries past. You should be proud to be a part of that.”

			“I—” Seth began, his voice strengthened. “I want to go home.”

			A change in the tone of his voice showed Ancer’s ire at Seth’s continued defiance. “You are home. You will call Wilhelm father, and you will be his son.”

			Just liked he’d done to Bram. He hated calling Wilhelm father; it was bitter on his tongue every time he said it. Bram didn’t know what sickness of the mind caused Wilhelm to continue to exert power over him.

			“I won’t call him father!” Seth’s whole body stiffened, resolute. “I am not his son!”

			Bram’s lips went up in a self-satisfied smirk. Each passing moment impressed him.

			“Cease this foolishness.” Ancer waved in a dismissive gesture. “You’ll mind your elders or face punishment.”

			“You can’t punish me! I am a prince of—”

			“Seth.” All eyes now fell on Tallan. “You are a prince of the realm. Behave.” The words, although an admonishment, held a note of familial affection.

			“But Uncle—”

			Uncle? His throat constricted. Often important officials were close relatives. Who else could you trust?

			“Come here.” Tallan turned in his chair and held out his arms.

			“Now wait—”

			“Lord Ancer.” Bram refused to keep silent any longer. “Is there any harm in the two saying goodbye?”

			Ancer’s mouth opened as though to give further protest. Bram gave him a look that made him close it again. The only good that had come out of his situation was that Wilhelm made it very clear that Bram was now a Prince of Rhyvirand, and the kingdom would treat him as such. That gave Bram some freedom to move about the estate as he liked.

			Uncle and nephew conversed in whispers. After a time, Seth’s eyes welled with tears. His uncle touched the tip of Seth’s nose and leaned close, continuing to share perhaps secrets or simple advice as Seth nodded. The boy sniffled once then composed himself with much effort. A grown-up endeavor that took more strength than a boy his age should need.

			“You will make your father proud, agreed?”

			“Agreed, Uncle.” Seth wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. He then turned to Ancer, bowed and said, “At your service.”

			Bram could watch no more. He turned and strode from the room, ignoring the surprised stares, not caring what they thought. Bram didn’t walk far, halting at the first cross-hall he came to and leaning against the wall, his hand splayed against his face.

			Despite the surrounding opulence, Bram hated this place. What did it matter they treated him well? That he had power to exert as he had when he ordered Ancer silent? This was not his home. Bram had only visited the manor once before, when his father had been invited by the old king and queen before their deaths.  

			The palatial estate was a grand old building of gray stones set at the far border of Rhyvirand’s capital, Faircliff. Wilhelm insisted the interior be pristine. Not fortified for battle as the castles of old were, it was more a place to show off wealth and power. After visitors crossed the threshold, as the heavy oak doors remained open during the day, they would find themselves in the front gallery with a high-domed ceiling made of stained glass. Sunlight poured in, throwing patterns and shadows. The glass ceiling depicted dogs, sitting at attention on top of three massive treasure chests. From there were hallways, at four points of the compass. The North Corridor led to the Great Hall, where Wilhelm went about the affairs of business every day.

			The second floor had many receiving rooms for guests and the king’s parlor where he often entertained. At the West Corridor, was the library where Bram had been. The third floor was for the royal family alone. They decorated the rooms in different themes but always tastefully. The beds were large and plush, the sheets silk with downy quilts and piles of pillows. Bram’s room was there, although he seldom enjoyed it. It was a place to lay his weary head after a day of self-recrimination and guilt.

			If Bram was here, despite the circumstances, protocol demanded, as Tallan had reminded Seth, that he behave in a manner befitting a prince, never showing his true feelings – anger, frustration, and humiliation.

			“Protocol be damned,” Bram muttered, although even as he spoke the defiant words, he would continue to behave as expected. Years of tutoring and drilling on how princes should conduct themselves had been ingrained into his being.

			It was a few moments before Bram realized he heard footsteps. He straightened away from the wall as Tallan and his entourage moved down the corridor, accompanied by the two guards. Bram had a twinge of irritation. Just what did Ancer believe Tallan would try to do?

			As they approached, Tallan caught sight of him. “Hold one moment.”

			Seeing Bram, the guards made no protest. Tallan moved to stand before him. “Prince Greyward,” he whispered, using Bram’s family name, “would you grant me a favor?”

			The request surprised him. As much power as he had, it only went so far.

			“Would you,” Tallan said, “look after my nephew?”

			Words eluded him. “Me, sir?”

			“Can I trust you to take care of him and to keep him from harm?”

			“No one will harm him,” Bram said. “I can assure you of that.” Then, knowing he was taking a risk, Bram added, “He’s of no use to the king injured or ill. He will receive well treatment.”

			“Perhaps, but—” Tallan hesitated. “I don’t want him corrupted. There are things he needs to understand and things he doesn’t.”

			“Yes.” Bram knew all too well. He tried to smile. “I will look after him.”

			“Thank you.” Tallan extended his hand and Bram grasped it. He realized by the rough quality and firm grip that Tallan was no soft politician but had a fighter’s experience and will. “Good fortune.”

			“Indeed,” Bram said. “To both of us.”

			The young prince watched as the entourage continued. The guards would keep with them as far as the border, where Tallan would return to a kingdom bereft of its heir. Bram waited alone in the corridor until he again heard footsteps. The nurse was leading Seth by the hand. Bram experienced a twinge of guilt for leaving the boy alone with Ancer, curious what the advisor might have said. Bram stepped in their path. “That will be all for now.”

			“Yes, Highness.” She bobbed a curtsy and hurried off.

			Seth looked at him with large dewy eyes, deep blue over an upturned nose and full lips. Dark curls were in a permanent state of disarray and Bram imagined whoever cared for Seth had a time getting his locks to behave. Bram smiled down at him. He will break many a maiden’s heart when he grows up.

			“Seth—” What to say to the lad? He ran his hand through his hair as he searched for the right words. “Let’s go for a walk.”

			Bram held out his hand and Seth, after a moment’s hesitation, slid his small and soft hand into Bram’s larger callused one.

			Bram led the boy through the halls and, as any child would do, Seth looked about with unbridled curiosity at everything around him. When they came to a set of doors also in stained glass, this time depicting a scene of dogs surrounded by flames as they devoured the king’s supposed enemies, Bram shuddered as he reached for the brass handle. Before them lay an enclosed garden that served as a haven from the cold stone and metal. Arrangements of exotic flowers – orchids, calla lilies – followed the curve of a circular path set in the gray stone. A peach tree stood at its center; its new buds were just beginning to open. It was early spring, cool but comfortable. Bram led Seth to one of the two cast-iron benches on either side of the circle.

			“I will not say either of us is fortunate because we are not,” Bram began. “But I promised your uncle I would look after you and I will.”

			“I know,” Seth whispered.

			“I think we should be friends, Seth.”

			He looked up and something akin to hope gleamed in his eyes. “Can we? I’d like that.”

			“So would I,” Bram said.

			“You won’t leave me, will you?”

			Bram laid his arm across Seth’s shoulders. “I’ll try not to.”

			Seth moved over and leaned against Bram. “I want my father.”

			“I know.” Bram rested into the boy in kind. How would Seth feel if he were to return home to find nothing was as he had left it? He hoped Seth never found out what his father had done. How he had abandoned his kingdom and his people to become the pawns of a foreign invader wearing the guise of a friend.

			“There you are!” Ancer came huffing up to them. Like Seth, Bram had been defiant to the man on sight. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

			Since the open garden was close to the library, Bram doubted that was true. “I’m giving Seth the time he needs to adjust.”

			Seth had latched onto the sleeve of his shirt and hid his face against Bram’s forearm. Bram patted his hand, hoping to convey his thoughts: Don’t worry, I said I wouldn’t leave you.

			“The king has granted him an audience in his private study,” Ancer said. “You’ll come with me now, young man.”

			The grip on Bram’s sleeve tightened. “I will escort him,” Bram said.

			“Prince Bram, I don’t—”

			“Lord Ancer, is there an issue with my escorting him? Was there some reason you needed to speak with the king?”

			There wasn’t and Ancer knew it. Seth was showing more maturity than Ancer.

			“Very well, Highness.”

			Bram didn’t miss the inflection on his title. It seemed Ancer had scored a point. As Bram walked by, Ancer reached out and grasped Bram by the shoulder.

			“Don’t be so smug in your supposed power, Bram.”

			“I have power over you, at least,” Bram shot back, “and don’t you ever put your hands on me again.” Un-princely of him, he knew, but the fear in Ancer’s eyes was most gratifying. Bram jerked his shoulder away and pulled Seth indoors.

			“Bram?”

			“What? Yes, Seth?”

			“You – you won’t get into trouble because of me, will you?” The boy looked up at him with plaintive eyes.

			Bram worked to quell his temper, knowing he shouldn’t upset the lad because he let Ancer rile him. He knelt before Seth and mussed his hair. “No.” Then in a conspiratorial fashion, Bram whispered, “Ancer is just an old windbag.”

			Seth giggled and pressed both hands to his mouth to stifle the sound. Bram grinned at him. Seth blushed but looked pleased to be sharing a secret with an adult.

			As they continued down the hall, Seth asked, “What is the king like?”

			Bram realized he had to choose his words. As much as he wanted to tell the boy the true nature of the man who he would call father, any unflattering remarks would have repercussions.

			“He is a very—” Bram sighed. “He will not behave like we suppose a king should. He will be open and does not require you to kowtow to him overmuch. He will speak to you as a confidant and treat you as one unless you cross him and then – well – while he shows mercy, he will clarify that the punishment for betrayal is severe. People note him for his flamboyant generosity to those in his confidence and how he wishes to surround himself with beautiful things.” Like the two of us.

			Various emotions came and went on Seth’s innocent face. They ranged from confusion to fear to curiosity. “Is he much like my father?”

			A tremor passed through Bram. “Yes. The king is like your father.”

			They were silent for the rest of their walk.

			Bram could walk to the king’s study blindfolded, having been summoned there enough times. The two guards nodded to him as they approached. One turned and knocked, then opened the door, allowing them entry. As he did so, music floated from within, filling the hall with the dulcet notes of a piano. It seemed the king was entertaining.

			“I can play,” Seth whispered.

			“Really?” Bram said with interest. “Will you play for me, sometime?”

			“Yes.”

			As the two stepped into the room, Seth’s eyes widened in astonishment. Bram couldn’t help but smile at the boy. He had the same reaction when he first took in the king’s study.

			Tall arched windows allowed the sunlight to bathe the room in its warm glow and the occupants to witness a spectacular view of the city as its buildings created a patchwork quilt of color. To the left was the king’s work area. There was an enormous desk, surrounded by shelves lined with leather-bound tomes. The desk itself was cluttered with various papers and ledgers waiting for the king’s perusal.

			Placed around the room were other methods of entertainment. The space boasted a billiard table, dartboard, and a card table, along with comfortable chairs and sofas plush and soft, waiting for a weary traveler. There was also a sideboard and well-stocked liquor chest. Even the floor beneath their feet reflected opulence – tiles of pale marble veined with gray.

			There was a ruddy-skinned young man around Bram’s age playing the piano. Bram had seen him wandering around the estate, but no one had thought to introduce him. He was quiet and often kept to himself. There were rumors about what purpose he served. It was common knowledge that the king was not faithful to the queen. Even more astonishing was that the queen didn’t seem to care.

			The royal couple sat at a lunch table next to one window, playing a game of tiles. Dressed in a silk high-necked shirt, dark trousers, and soft slippers, the king gave no sign of his station unless you counted the signet ring he wore.

			His wife preferred to appear in public dressed as was befitting her station. She wore a scoop-necked ivory gown with a flared hem and embroidered with gold thread. Her blonde hair was piled atop her head and secured with gold needles. A choker band encrusted with pale onyx encircled her creamy throat. A matching ring adorned her finger, where there should have been her wedding band.

			Bram often wondered if the queen loved the king at all. Rumor had it she didn’t, but loved to be queen. And if her royal husband kept her in comfort, she saw no reason to make a fuss over his dalliances.

			Many rumors surrounded the man. Since Bram had lived at the estate, the king’s appearance had improved. When Bram first laid eyes on him, he’d had a tanned face, showing the first signs of age, with a craggy roughness of the common soldier the people thought him to be. Now the tanned complexion glowed with the smoothness of youth. His hair had been showing the first hints of gray and receding at his forehead. It was now black and lustrous, much like Bram’s own. It was as though he was losing years – becoming a young man again. There were whispers in the night of dark magic and talk of strange goings on in the cellars below the estate.

			“My dear,” the king was saying, “I believe you’ve been practicing in secret.”

			The queen smiled at him. “And if I have, my husband?”

			“Then I shall have to do the same,” he said. “You’ve trounced me in how many games? What do I owe you?”

			“A few baubles and trinkets.” She inclined her head to Bram and Seth. “Good afternoon, Bram.”

			Bram bowed. “Good afternoon, Your Majesty.” Then he turned to the king and inclined his head. “Prince Seth Oran of Avynne, as you commanded, Father.”

			“Splendid.” The king grinned. “Bram, I’m pleased you came. I would have summoned you. I have a task for you but right now— Approach me, Seth.”

			Seth looked up in question at Bram. The king’s smile faltered.

			“Seth, it’s all right. Don’t be frightened.” Bram nodded.

			“I understand your fear, Seth,” the king said. “Trust me when I say you find yourself in a fortunate position. My name is Wilhelm, but I would like for you to call me father.”

			“Yes, sir.” Seth looked at his toes.

			“He is a handsome young man,” the queen said. “Do you play rune tiles, Seth?”

			“Yes – Your Majesty.”

			“Then perhaps you can give me more of a challenge than my husband.” She smiled at the lad.

			“All right.”

			Wilhelm rose. “I suppose our talk can wait.” He mussed Seth’s hair much like Bram had done. Seth took Wilhelm’s place at the table.

			“Walk with me, son.” Wilhelm laid a hand on Bram’s shoulder. Bram, however, couldn’t stop himself from looking back at Seth, but the queen had his attention. Bram wasn’t certain how he felt about that. He realized he wanted to be Seth’s only friend and confidant, which was absurd, he knew, but since he had no one else he could confide in, Bram realized he needed the boy in his life.

			Bram knew the queen seemed patient with children but preferred to be free. The royal couple didn’t have children by birth, which fueled the rumors that the queen was barren, or the king was unable, but no one discussed it.

			Wilhelm led Bram onto the terrace. The air had that crisp scent of coming spring. Of life renewing itself and waking from its long winter slumber.

			“As you know,” the king began, “we have been in talks with both Chirilith and Chira. Chirilith is proving to be a challenge to have them come to our way of thinking but considering the size of the kingdom, we must take care. Now, Chira is another matter altogether.”

			Bram tried to feel empathy for the kingdoms and their rulers, but he found it difficult. He couldn’t stop the flush of embarrassment over his emotions.

			The king placed his hands on Bram’s shoulders. “You are not supportive of either country. Good.”

			Damn you, Bram wanted to shout, using my emotions against me this way!

			“I want you to travel with the next envoy to Chira.” Wilhelm held Bram’s gaze, which always made the prince uncomfortable. Something in Wilhelm’s eyes made Bram and others want to obey. Again, Bram recalled the whispers of dark magic. “Tell them of how well you get on here. How you are being groomed to rule your kingdom.”

			Lie for you so they will find favor with you. “Yes, Father.”

			“And I will tell you, my dear boy, that Chirilith is not willing to help Chira, any more than they helped Tamrath, despite the history that their peoples have. All that bad blood and such.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Chira is being difficult, and their queen is listening to many unsubstantiated rumors about our person and our land.”

			Unsubstantiated – gods, how he hated this man.

			“Use that undeniable charm of yours, son.” Wilhelm tapped his chin with one finger. “A pity she is so much older than you. Perhaps an offer of marriage— Oh, don’t look so contrite! She’s an old maid not even worthy of you.

			“However,” the king turned away from him, “we have to consider a suitable bride for you, but that is a talk for another time.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You will leave in two days’ time.”

			“Overland?”

			Again, the king regarded him. “I trust there will be no issues for you traveling through Tamrath?”

			Bram’s throat tightened and he swallowed. Gods, Tamrath – Jaryl! He couldn’t – couldn’t. Not there. Wilhelm had to realize it would destroy him.

			“It will be a confirmation of your loyalty.” Wilhelm walked along the terrace rail and traced the intricate carving with one finger.

			“Will I – be calling upon the patriarch?” Bram forced the words past his lips.

			“No.” Wilhelm leaned in a casual stance with his back against the rail. “This is none of their concern.”

			It mortified Bram to feel his eyes burn with unshed tears. “As you wish, Father.” An idea occurred to him. He didn’t want to leave Seth alone for as long as the journey would take. “Father, may Seth accompany me?”

			Wilhelm lifted one arched brow. “Hmm – a good idea. Yes, take Seth along. That will give you time to coach him.”

			“Thank you.” Bram couldn’t hide his relief. At least that went in his favor.

			“Let’s rejoin my wife and your young charge,” Wilhelm said. As protocol dictated, Bram stepped aside so the king could precede him. Even with Wilhelm’s back to him, Bram kept his face schooled. Eyes followed him everywhere.

			His thoughts, however, were tumultuous.

			So, I am to be your instrument of betrayal now. You are a coward, Wilhelm of Rhyvirand. Someday you will receive your due.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Isbet set the little doll on the dressing table and opened its jointed mouth with a deft motion of her finger. As with the Duine Shee cameo, the doll appeared as something ordinary at first glance, a child’s toy with a cherubic painted face and straight black hair, clothed in a flower print dress.

			“And just who will have an interest in our affairs?” Gaemyr was leaning against the small circular table where Isbet had spread a map. Although she didn’t want for money, she had chosen one of the poorer inns of the city for various reasons. Isbet had no desire to become the latest mark for any thieves or cutpurses; although she could defend herself, it was such a bother. She didn’t want someone to remember her face, considering what she planned to do.

			Now, with the doll on her dresser, there was no chance of someone overhearing.

			“Are you certain you’re not tired?” Gaemyr asked. Isbet knew he wasn’t asking because of her welfare.

			“I am, but I’ll sleep later.” Isbet leaned over the map, tracing the borders between the kingdoms of Rhyvirand and its nearest neighbors, Avynne and Tamrath.

			Isbet had learned many interesting things in the village of Wicayth, which her grandmother called home.

			She remembered the last time she saw her grandmother’s cottage, the day she set out on her current journey.

			* * *

			After spending a fitful night in the bed she’d slept in as a child, Isbet had awakened to a dismal gray morning that matched her mood to perfection. Her first task was to see the magistrate and demand an explanation concerning her grandmother.

			Isbet moved through the cottage on the pretense of gathering the things she felt she needed. This took no real thought on her part. She opened secret compartments and hideaways as she chose the best talismans, potions, and magical implements to aid her in her task.

			Yet even as her movements were methodical, Isbet would pause every so often to touch a treasured memento or some shiny trinket, and the memory behind it filled her mind and caused a smile to come.

			The villagers never entered the cottage out of fear, so all her grandmother’s possessions remained safe. What she couldn’t take with her she took to the catacombs underneath the great tree.

			Isbet knew even without looking that the thief had stolen the most important item.

			The Box.

			Gaemyr leaned against the wall next to the front door, his eyes closed. He appeared to slumber but Isbet knew the staff didn’t want for or ever need sleep, and as a testament, his eyes opened as Isbet set her much heavier backpack down with a thump.

			“Will you have me destroy this place?”

			She sighed. “We must. The wards are fading. Soon someone who is not dumbstruck by superstition will come and—” Isbet didn’t even want to consider someone entering her grandmother’s home.

			“I will have to feed once I am done.”

			“You will,” Isbet said. “I will see to it.”

			It took some time for her to position the pack, which was uncomfortable with her jacket and gloves. Once the last frost passed, she wouldn’t need the cumbersome thing.

			Isbet grabbed Gaemyr, who muttered a protest. She didn’t look back as she closed the door behind her.

			Her feet trod the dirt path one last time. When she believed she was a safe distance away, she drove Gaemyr into the ground once again.

			Isbet sat and took a few moments to arrange the folds of her coat. She reached out with her Gift, touching on the patterns and lines of light that made the wards around the cottage, dispelling them with a touch of her essence or a whispered word. Gaemyr breathed through his mouth, dispelling what appeared to be a cloying mist. Isbet knew it was something altogether different. It poured from his lips and spilled onto the earth, seeping into the richness. There was the smell of the forest – of fertile loam and decaying leaves, of the crispness of autumn and the newness of spring.

			Then the earth began to tremble.

			The first sign that Gaemyr was at work was the groaning of the old wood that made the walls of the cottage. There was a crack, and the wood splintered as though struck with a mighty ax from within. Isbet sensed that, underneath the foundation, the earth was splitting; a tangle of vines forced their way through the dirt, tearing the floorboards asunder, filling every space, nook, and crack, breaking through stone and wood and metal. Roots plunged deep into the earth, birthing a nimble sapling, which matured with impossible speed.

			Branches burst through the roof, spreading their ever-strengthening limbs to the sun, shredding the tiles like vellum until it caved in with a violent crash. On the path, new grass burst forth, growing tall and supple, wiping it from existence.

			Isbet wasn’t aware that she was biting her lower lip so hard it bled. She pushed herself from her position, stumbling from the stiffness in her legs. She forced herself up again, wiping at her tears.

			Stop it! she admonished herself. Stop being such a child. You have a task before you! Still, Isbet didn’t return to the clearing until the sounds of destruction had faded into silence.

			* * *

			Isbet walked into Wicayth in the late afternoon. It was a good-sized village with a steady commerce. She was no stranger to the place. Still, people didn’t recognize her since she had been abroad for a few years. Although she received a few nods, most noticed the purpose in her expression and her pace, and they left her alone.

			The magistrate’s office was in the center of town in a cul-de-sac of official buildings with a communal pool and garden at its center. Children splashed about in the water under their mothers’ watchful eyes. As Isbet strode by, some of the children stopped in their play to watch her pass. Isbet winked and the children fled with excited squeals and giggles.

			The doors to the magistrate’s office stood open, welcoming all who wished to see him. Unlike in the larger cities, the magistrate’s office was in his home. He received visitors in the front room, with the living quarters closed off to anyone not invited.

			“May I help you?”

			Isbet hadn’t noticed the young woman sitting at a desk in the entrance hall. She, however, noted Isbet’s dress and her staff. Her eyes widened.

			“Forgive me, my lady, did you come to visit the magistrate?”

			“Celine, who’s there?”

			Before the girl could answer, a young man stepped through an entryway to her right. He was not the magistrate she remembered, who was a plump old man who loved his food and his ale. This man was only a few years older than Isbet, with an unruly mop of red hair and deep green eyes, a rarity in this part of the country – unless one had the Gift or were fey. Still, he was attractive.

			He studied Isbet for a moment before saying with a slight inclination of his head, “My lady witch.”

			“Good day,” Isbet said. “Is Magistrate Dobbins in?”

			“Magistrate Dobbins passed away some time ago,” the man said. “I am Magistrate Edolin. You have been away for a long time.”

			Now Isbet studied him. “I don’t quite recall—”

			“You wouldn’t,” he said. “I take it you’re here about the wood witch?”

			“Why were my grandmother’s remains left to rot in the forest?”

			Isbet heard Celine draw in a breath. Edolin glanced at her. “Celine, would you fetch my lunch, please?”

			“Yes, sir.” It didn’t take one with the Gift to sense the girl’s relief at escaping.

			“Please follow me.” Edolin stepped aside and motioned Isbet inside the room. “Please sit. Would you like some tea?”

			“No, thank you.” Isbet removed her pack and set it at her feet before she sat in one of the worn yet comfortable chairs.

			Edolin didn’t take a seat, however, and moved about the room as he spoke. “You must excuse me if I perform some breach of protocol. This is the first time I have hosted anyone of the Gifted.”

			“You have my word no ill luck will befall your house.”

			“I’ve not been long in this position, and you’ll find I’m much more tolerant than the older citizens of this town.”

			“I am glad.”

			“Have you heard anything of the goings on in Faircliff?”

			“No,” Isbet said. “I have been on the other side of the continent.”

			“Quite a distance.”

			“Indeed.”

			“We are uncertain who murdered the wood – your grandmother,” Edolin said. “But there have been many strange occurrences in the land and the people think the culprit to be someone with the Gift or their like, and those who would have buried her stayed away in fear. I’m sorry, that was before I came here.”

			“Your color suggests you’re from somewhere much further north.”

			He smiled at her. “Correct.” Edolin moved over to a fireplace and ran a finger along the mantel, frowning at the dust he found there. “I think you’ll find your answers in Faircliff. A new king lives in the palatial estate.”

			“The old king passed away?”

			“Executed, as far as anyone here knows.”

			“For what crime?”

			Edolin shook his head. “No crime. They say a usurper killed both the queen and king and forced their daughter into marriage. Others say the princess conspired with a common soldier to commit regicide and they set themselves up as king and queen.” He walked to the window. “The land prospered under them so there was no dissension. The king has…annexed both Tamrath and Avynne, and how he accomplished this has a variety of explanations.”

			He turned to face her. “Some say it is dark magic. People are of two minds – if the kingdom prospers, what should it matter? So what if there are some strange beasts in the forest or ghost lights hovering over the lake? Others—”

			“And of what mind are you?” Although Isbet could venture a guess, as his body language told her of his confusion and uncertainty.

			“All I know is—” Edolin didn’t seem to realize he’d wandered off on a different path, “—whoever killed your grandmother, they were no parlor magician, but I’m sure you know that.”

			“You think this man who is king may have had something to do with it?” Isbet said. “Yes, it would make sense to destroy your rivals in magic to ensure your place.”

			“Mistress, if you go there, I advise not to show your true power.” Edolin blushed. “Please forgive me.”

			Isbet stood and gave him a smile. “I take no offense. Thank you for your concern and your time.”

			“You’re welcome,” he said.

			“Now I have something for you.” Isbet undid the strings on a pocket of her pack. From its recesses, she pulled a gold coin. “Keep this always. It will bring you great luck.”

			“Thank you.” Edolin took her hand and raised it to his lips. “I wish you a safe journey.”

			Isbet left the magistrate’s house with her thoughts in turmoil. Her grandmother’s spirit said her murderer was in a position of power. This supposedly common man accomplished the impossible without help or disruption of the veils. A foolish mortal dabbling in magic where they had no training or knowledge could cause disturbances of the fragile balance between the mundane and supernatural. A misspoken word or incorrect inflection could cause any spell to go awry, and continued use of a magical talisman giving nothing in return could bring about chaos.

			Edolin, for all his being a country bumpkin, was correct. Isbet would find her answers in Faircliff.

			* * *

			Isbet rolled the map and secured it with string. “I must get near Wilhelm.”

			For once Gaemyr didn’t comment. Before they arrived in Faircliff, they had the good fortune of coming upon a prison cart trundling down the road in the opposite direction. There were seven men inside the cage, two of whom were going to the chopping block. Gaemyr had pointed out one of them. “His soul is so black that he would be better off devoured by me.”

			Isbet followed the cart for a time until the driver stopped to relieve himself. She stole alongside it and before the prisoners’ cries could summon the guard, Gaemyr feasted with relish, and had been lethargic since.

			It was dusk before she arrived at the city gates, so Isbet asked the guard directions to the nearest inn, deciding not to waste time finding an out-of-the-way place. The one she chose was reasonably cheap and the room clean and serviceable. All the walking was catching up to her and after removing her boots, she stretched out across the bed.

			“If you do not wish to be the king’s mistress,” Gaemyr said, “you must gain his confidence.” His words were followed by a yawn. “Perform some tasks for his benefit? Save him from assassination?”

			“Now you speak absurdities.” Isbet sat down on the bed. “And yet these countries, Tamrath and Avynne, must have some faction planning rebellion. Don’t they have their own Gifted ones? Even with the dogs, how did Wilhelm accomplish their capture without the force of arms?”

			“There are places where you can find out.”

			“Yes.” Isbet’s lips upturned in a thoughtful smile. “Then let us visit them.”

			It was full dark when Isbet went out into Faircliff and as with others Isbet had visited in the past, all had their places of disrepute. Though there were many present with the Gift, most refused to speak with her at all. Even that told Isbet much. It was the citizens without the Gift, the ones who stood to lose the most, who provided Isbet with the answers she sought.
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