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            The Orphan

         
         Long before the Red Queen of Mortmesne came to power, the Glace-Vert was already a lost cause. It was a forgotten taiga in
            the shadow of the Fairwitch, its hardened plains revealing only the barest hint of grass, its few villages mere huddles of
            huts and mires. Few chose to venture north of Cite Marche, unless no other option presented itself, for life on these plains
            was harsh. Each summer the villagers of the Glace-Vert sweltered; each winter they froze and starved.
         

         
         This year, however, they had something new to fear. The frozen hamlets were sealed tight, surrounded by newly built fences,
            and behind these fences men sat sleepless, hunting knives across their knees, little more than shadow sentinels. Clouds covered
            the moon, though these clouds did not yet signify the snows of Fairwitch winter. On the foothills above, wolves howled in
            their strange language, mourning the scarcity of food. Soon desperation would drive the packs south into the forests to hunt
            for squirrels and stoats, or the rare small child foolish enough to venture alone into the winter woods. But now, all at once,
            at ten minutes past two, the wolves fell silent. The only sound heard over the Glace-Vert was the lonely moan of the wind.
         

         
         In the shadow of the foothills, something moved: the black figure of a man, climbing the steep slope. He was sure of foot,
            but he moved carefully, as though anticipating hazards. Except for his quick, light breathing, he was invisible, nothing more
            than a shade among the rocks. He had come through Ethan’s Copse, stopping there for two days before continuing northward.
            During his time in the village, he had heard all manner of tales about the plague that beset its inhabitants: a creature who
            walked in the night, taking the young. This creature had an old name in the upper Fairwitch: the Orphan. The Glace-Vert had
            never had to worry about such things before, but now the disappearances were spreading south. After two days, the man had
            heard enough. Villagers might call it the Orphan, but the man knew the creature’s real name, and though the man ran like a
            gazelle, he could not escape his own sense of responsibility.
         

         
         He’s free, the Fetch thought bleakly, wending his way through the thorns on the slope. I didn’t end him when I had the chance, and now he’s free.

         
         The idea tormented him. He had ignored the presence of Row Finn in the Fairwitch for many years because the man was contained.
            Every few years a child would disappear; unfortunate, but there were greater evils to contend with. The Tearling, for starters,
            where nearly fifty children disappeared every month under a state seal of approval. Even before the vast evil of the shipment,
            the Tear had always been like a wayward child, needing constant care. The Raleighs alternated between indifference and predation,
            and the nobles fought for each scrap while the people starved. For three long centuries, the Fetch had watched William Tear’s
            dream sink further and further into the mire. No one in the Tearling could even see Tear’s better world any longer, let alone
            muster the courage to dig for it. Only the Fetch and his people knew, only they remembered. They did not age, did not die.
            The Fetch stole to entertain himself. He took a petty enjoyment in tormenting the worst of the Raleighs. He kept his eye on
            the Tear bloodline, almost idly, trying to convince himself that it might matter. Tear blood was easy to track, for certain
            qualities always presented eventually: integrity, intellectualism and iron resolve. A few Tears had been hanged as traitors
            over the years, but even under the noose, they never lost the subtle air of nobility that seemed to distinguish the family.
            The Fetch recognized this nobility: it was the aura of William Tear, the magnetism that had convinced nearly two thousand
            people to follow him across an ocean into a vast unknown. Even the Mort bitch, flawed as she was, carried a tiny hint of that
            glamour. But the Red Queen did not breed. For a long time, the Fetch had been convinced that the line was lost.
         

         
         And then, the girl.

         
         The Fetch hissed as a thorn dug into his hand. It did not puncture the skin; he had not bled in lifetimes. Many times he had
            tried to end himself, before giving it up as a lost cause. He and Row, both of them had been punished, but he saw now that
            he had been blind. Rowland Finn had never stopped plotting for one moment in his life. He, too, had been waiting for the girl.
         

         
         She was the first Raleigh heir who did not grow up in the Keep. The Fetch observed her often, visiting the cottage in secret
            when he was idle, and sometimes even when he was not. Initially, he could not make out much. Kelsea Raleigh was a quiet child,
            introspective. Most of her education seemed to be in the hands of that eternal battleaxe Lady Glynn, but the Fetch sensed
            that the girl’s personality was being quietly and surely shaped by the old Queen’s Guard, Bartholemew. As she grew older,
            the girl surrounded herself with books, and this, more than anything, convinced the Fetch that she merited special attention.
            His memories of the Tears were constantly fading, losing their bright shine and becoming dim. But this he remembered: the
            Tears had always loved their books. One day he had watched the girl sit under a tree in front of the cottage and read a thick
            book all the way through in four or five hours. The Fetch had been hidden in the trees more than thirty feet away, but he
            knew absorption when he saw it; he could have crept up and sat down across from her and she would not have noticed. She was like the Tears, he saw now. She lived inside her head as much as out.
         

         
         From that day on, one of his people had been on the cottage at all times. If a traveler showed a bit too much interest in
            the occupants—men had followed Bartholemew home from the country market several times—the interested party was never heard
            from again. The Fetch wasn’t even sure why he exerted so much effort. It was a gut feeling, and one thing William Tear had
            drilled into them from the beginning was that instinct was a real thing, a thing to be trusted. The Fetch sensed that the
            girl was different. Important.
         

         
         She could be a Tear, he told his crew one night over the fire. She could be.

         
         It was always possible. There were several men in Elyssa’s Guard whose origins he did not know. Tear or not, the girl demanded
            close scrutiny, and as the years passed, he subtly shifted his course. Whenever Thomas Raleigh showed signs of forging an
            actual alliance with one of the powerful nobles of the Tear, the Fetch would turn all of his attention toward that noble,
            robbing caravans and storehouses, stealing crops and then vanishing into the night. Enough theft on Thomas’s watch, and any
            potential alliance was quickly soured. At the same time, the Fetch began to lay his own groundwork in Mortmesne, just beneath
            the Red Queen’s feet. Should the girl make it to the throne, the Fetch knew, her first test would come in dealing with the
            shipment. Mortmesne was wide open to anyone who knew how to exploit unrest, and after years of patient work, there was a healthy
            rebellion under way. So many things to attend to over the years, and so he had naturally let Row Finn slide.
         

         
         A shape rose suddenly from the rocks ahead, halting his climb. To anyone else, it would appear to be merely a dark silhouette,
            but the Fetch, who had a great gift of night vision, saw that it was a child: a young boy, five or six years old. His clothes
            were little more than rags, his skin pallid with the cold. His eyes were dark and impenetrable. His feet were bare.
         

         
         The Fetch stared at the child for a moment, chilled to his marrow.

         
         I didn’t end him when I could have.

         
         The boy darted forward, and the Fetch hissed at him, like a cat. The boy’s eyes, which had brightened in anticipation, abruptly
            dimmed, and he stared at the Fetch, bewildered.
         

         
         “I am not meat for you,” the Fetch snapped. “Go and get your master.”

         
         The boy stared at him for a moment longer, then vanished into the rocks. The Fetch covered his eyes, feeling the world tip
            crazily inside him, a dark vortex. When the girl had cracked the New London Bridge, certainty had crystallized inside him,
            but all moments since then seemed like a parade of doubt. She was in Mort custody, and Howell’s last message made clear that
            they were preparing to transport her to Demesne. The True Queen had arrived at last, but she had come too late.
         

         
         Something was descending the slope. Just a wisp in the darkness, but it had been a long time since anyone could sneak up on
            the Fetch. He stood his ground, waiting. The last time they had sat down for a conversation had been . . . when? More than
            two centuries earlier, James Raleigh still on the throne. The Fetch had wanted to see if Row could kill him. The meeting had
            turned into a cutting party, all right, but neither of them had shed a drop of blood.
         

         
         We were friends, the Fetch remembered suddenly. Good friends.

         
         But those days had vanished into the distant past, several lifetimes gone. As the black shape before him resolved into a man,
            the Fetch steeled himself. The settlers of the Fairwitch had created a great deal of apocrypha around the Orphan, but at least
            one piece was true: they said that the creature had two faces, one light and one dark. Which one would he see today?
         

         
         Light. The face that turned toward him was the same one the Fetch had always known: pale and autocratic. And sly. Row had
            always been able to talk circles around anyone; long ago, he had talked the Fetch into the worst decision of his life. They
            regarded each other in silence, standing on the windy slope, all of Mortmesne laid out behind them.
         

         
         “What do you want?” Row asked.

         
         “I want to talk you out of this.” The Fetch swept a hand at the mountainside below them. “This course you’re on. No good will
            come of it, not even for you.”
         

         
         “How do you know my course?”

         
         “You’re moving south, Row. I’ve seen your things stalking at night in the villages below the Glace-Vert. I don’t know your
            endgame, but surely poor Mort villagers can have no part of it. Why not leave them alone?”
         

         
         “My children are hungry.”

         
         The Fetch sensed movement on his right: another of them, a little girl of perhaps ten, perched on top of the rock, watching
            him, her eyes fixed and unblinking.
         

         
         “How many children do you have now, Row?”

         
         “Soon they will be a legion.”

         
         The Fetch stilled, feeling the dark hole inside him open a bit wider. “And then what?”

         
         Row said nothing, only smiled wide. There was no humanity in that smile, and the Fetch fought the urge to back away.

         
         “You already wrecked Tear’s kingdom once, Row. You really need to do it again?”

         
         “I had help in wrecking Tear’s Land, my friend. Has it been so long that you’ve forgotten, or do you absolve yourself?”

         
         “I feel responsible for my sins. I try to repair them.”

         
         “How are you faring with that?” Row spread an arm to encompass the land below them. “Mortmesne is an open sewer. The Tear
            continues to sink.”
         

         
         “No, it doesn’t. It’s been propped up.”

         
         “The girl?” Row laughed, a hollow, dismal sound. “Come now, Gav. The girl has nothing but a loyal retainer and a gift for
            public relations.”
         

         
         “You don’t fool me, Row. You fear her as well.”

         
         Row remained silent for a long moment, then asked, “What are you doing here, Gav?”

         
         “Serving the girl.”

         
         “Ah! So you’ve swapped loyalties yet again.”

         
         That stung, but the Fetch refused to be baited. “She has your sapphire, Row. She has Tear’s sapphire, Tear’s blood. She’s
            been there.”
         

         
         Row hesitated, his dark eyes unreadable. “Been where?”

         
         “To the past. She’s seen Lily, she’s seen Tear.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “She told me, and she’s no liar. It’s only a matter of time before she gets to Jonathan. To us.”

         
         Row didn’t answer. His eyes darted from rock to rock. The Fetch, sensing that he had finally broken through the wall of indifference,
            swallowed his anger and pressed forward. “Do you not see, Row, how this changes things?”
         

         
         “It changes nothing.”

         
         The Fetch sighed. He had held back a last bit of information, tucked it away, to be used only in case of direst need. This
            was a desperate gambit, one that would put Row on the hunt. But these were desperate times. The Queen was in Mort custody,
            and without her, the Fetch feared that the Tearling would tear itself to pieces, Row or not.
         

         
         “The crown’s been spotted.”

         
         Row’s head snapped up, like the head of a dog scenting something on the wind.

         
         “The crown?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         The Fetch did not answer.

         
         “How do you know it’s not the Raleigh crown?”

         
         “Because I destroyed the Raleigh crown, years ago, to make sure Thomas could never wear it. This is the real crown, Row.”

         
         “My crown.”

         
         The Fetch’s heart sank. Once upon a time he had helped this man, not just willingly but eagerly. They had both committed terrible
            crimes, but only the Fetch had repented. Row grabbed and took and never looked back. For a moment the Fetch wondered why he
            had even bothered to come up here, but he pushed the thought aside and plowed onward.
         

         
         “If we got hold of the crown, Row, we could give it to the girl, fix things. We could make up for the past.”

         
         “You spend all of your years tortured by guilt and assume that others do the same. Don’t imbue me with a conscience. If my
            crown is out there, I will take it back.”
         

         
         “And then what? All the kingdoms in the world won’t change what’s happened to us.”

         
         “I see your idea now. You think the girl can end you.”

         
         “It’s possible.”

         
         “Will she do it, though?” Row’s mouth crimped in a malicious grin. “She’s an easy child to read, and she’s besotted with you.”

         
         “She sees only a handsome young man.”

         
         “Why did you come up here, really?” Row asked, and the Fetch caught a gleam of red in his eyes as he moved closer. “What did
            you hope to accomplish?”
         

         
         “I hoped to come to an agreement. Help me find the crown. Help me repair the Tearling. It’s never too late, Row, even now.”

         
         “Too late for what?”

         
         “To atone for our crimes.”

         
         “I have committed no crime!” Row hissed, and the Fetch was pleased to see that he had touched a nerve. “I wished for better,
            that was all.”
         

         
         “And Katie?”

         
         “You should leave.” Row’s eyes were burning brightly now, the flesh of his face turning pale.

         
         At least he still feels, the Fetch told himself, then realized how little that meant. There was no emotion in the world that would ever outweigh
            Row’s hunger.
         

         
         “And if I don’t leave?”

         
         “Then I will let my children have you.”

         
         The Fetch glanced at the girl who perched on the nearby rock. Her eyes shone almost feverishly, and against his will he found
            himself uneasy. The child’s bare feet, her toes clenched on the frozen rock, bothered him deeply, for no reason he could ever
            articulate.
         

         
         “What are they, Row?”

         
         “You were never a reader, Gav. This is old magic, older than the Crossing, even older than Christ. Ancient creatures, these,
            but they serve my will.”
         

         
         “And you let them loose in the Glace-Vert?”

         
         “They have just as much right as the next animal.”

         
         This statement was so much in character that the Fetch nearly laughed. He and Row might have been right back on the banks
            of the Caddell, fourteen and fifteen years old, each holding a fishing pole.
         

         
         “Go, now.” Row’s voice was low and venomous, his skin so white now that it seemed bleached. “Do not get in my way.”

         
         “Or what, Row? I long for death.”

         
         “Do you long for the deaths of others? The girl?”

         
         The Fetch hesitated, and Row smiled.

         
         “She has freed me, Gav, broken my curse. I have no use for her anymore. If you get in my way, if she gets in my way, I will finish her. It will be the easiest thing I’ve ever done.”
         

         
         “Row.” He found himself suddenly pleading. “Don’t do this. Think of Jonathan.”

         
         “Jonathan’s dead, Gav. You helped me kill him.”

         
         The Fetch hauled back and swung. Row went flying, crashing into a nearby rock, but the Fetch knew that when Row got up, there
            would be nothing, not even a mark.
         

         
         “Ah, Gav,” Row whispered. “Have we not done this enough already?”

         
         “Not enough.”

         
         “You make your new world, and I make mine. We’ll see who comes out on top.”

         
         “And the crown?”

         
         “My crown. If it’s out there, I will have it.”
         

         
         The Fetch turned and stumbled away, nearly losing his footing on the slope. Ten steps downward, he found that his eyes were
            blurred with moisture. The wind bit through him. He could not think of Tear without crying, so he turned his mind to what
            came next.
         

         
         The priest had been missing for more than a month, and the trail had gone cold. The Fetch’s people were spread out over northern
            and central Mortmesne, but he would need to get some of them back. Lear and Morgan, perhaps Howell. The Fetch had spent a
            long time crafting the rebellion that now raged across Mortmesne, but the crown was paramount. They would all need to hunt
            for it. And then there was the girl—
         

         
         He sensed eyes on his back, turned, and felt the chill of the wind penetrate more deeply into his bones. The slope behind
            him was covered with small children, white faces and dark eyes. Bare feet.
         

         
         “God,” he murmured. The night seemed filled with phantoms, and he heard Jonathan Tear’s voice, centuries away but very close.

         
         We won’t fail, Gav. How can we fail?

         
         “We did fail,” the Fetch whispered. “Great God, we failed so badly.”

         
         He turned and continued down the slope, too fast for caution, almost running now. Several times he nearly lost his balance,
            but he could not get down soon enough. As he reached the bottom of the slope, he broke into a sprint, tearing across the foothills
            toward the copse where he had tethered his horse.
         

         
         On the hillside far above, the children waited silently, a still comber that covered the wide slope. They breathed steadily,
            a hoarse rattle that echoed against the rocks, but no plume of air was visible between their lips. Row Finn stood at their
            forefront, watching the tiny figure below. Once upon a time, Gavin had been the easiest man in the world to manipulate. Those
            days were long gone, as was Gavin himself, his real identity subsumed and steeped in the mythology of the man they called
            the Fetch. That man would be real trouble, but Row remained sanguine as he surveyed the pale ocean of children around him.
            They always did as they were told, and they were eternally, unrelentingly hungry. They waited only for his command.
         

         
         “The crown,” he whispered, feeling a great excitement course through him, excitement he recognized from long ago: the hunt
            was beginning, and at the end there lay the promise of blood. He had waited almost three hundred years.
         

         
         “Go.”
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            Chapter 1
The Regent

         
         
            Examined in hindsight, the Glynn Regency was not really a regency at all. The role of a royal regent is simple: guard the
               throne and provide a barrier to usurpers in the rightful ruler’s absence. As a natural warrior, the Mace was uniquely suited
               for such a task, but the warrior’s exterior also concealed a shrewd political mind and, perhaps more surprisingly, a devoted
               belief in the Glynn Queen’s vision. In the wake of the abortive second Mort invasion, the Regent did not sit quietly, waiting
               for his mistress to return; rather, he bent all of his considerable talents toward her vision, her Tearling.
            

            —The Early History of the Tearling, as told by Merwinian
            

         

         For a brief period, Kelsea had made a practice of opening her eyes whenever the wagon hit a bump. It seemed as good a way
            as any to mark the passage of time, to watch the landscape change in small flashes. But now the rain had stopped, and the
            bright sunlight made her head ache. When the wagon jolted her awake again, from what seemed an endless nap, she worked to
            keep her eyes tightly closed, listening to the movement of horses all around her, the jingle of bridles and the clop of hooves.
         

         
         “Not so much as a piece of silver,” a man on her left grumbled in Mort.

         
         “We get a salary,” another man replied.

         
         “Our salary’s tiny.”

         
         “That’s true enough,” a third voice broke in. “My house needs a new roof. Our pittance won’t cover that.”

         
         “Stop griping!”

         
         “Well, what of you? Do you know why we’re going home empty-handed?”

         
         “I’m a soldier. It’s not my job to know things.”

         
         “I heard something,” the first voice muttered darkly. “I heard that all of the generals and their pet colonels, Ducarte on
            down, are getting their share.”
         

         
         “What share? There’s no plunder!”

         
         “They don’t need plunder. She’s going to pay them directly, from the treasury, and leave the rest of us hanging out here in
            the wind!”
         

         
         “That can’t be true. Why would she pay them for nothing?”

         
         “Who knows why the Crimson Lady does anything?”

         
         “That’s enough of that! Do you want the lieutenant to hear?”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Shut up!”
         

         
         Kelsea listened for another minute, but heard nothing more, and so she tipped her head back into the sun. Despite her persistent
            headache, the light felt good on her bruises, as though it were permeating her skin to heal the tissue beneath. She hadn’t
            been near a mirror in quite some time, but her nose and cheeks were still swollen to the touch, and she had a fairly good
            idea of how she looked.
         

         
         We’ve come full circle, she thought, stifling a dark chuckle as the wagon hit another bump. I see Lily, I become Lily, and now I have her bruises to match.

         
         Kelsea had been captive for ten days: six spent tied to a pole in a Mort tent, and then the last four chained in this wagon.
            Armor-clad men on horseback surrounded her, precluding any thought of escape, but the horsemen weren’t Kelsea’s real problem
            right now. The problem sat on the far side of the wagon, staring at her, his eyes narrow slits against the sun.
         

         
         Kelsea had no idea where the Mort had found this man. He was not old, no more than Pen’s age perhaps, with a meticulously
            groomed beard that wrapped like a strap beneath his chin. He didn’t have the bearing of a head jailor; in fact, Kelsea was
            beginning to wonder whether he had any official capacity at all. Was it possible that someone had simply tossed him the keys
            to Kelsea’s bonds and put him in charge? The more she considered it, the more she was sure that this was exactly what had
            happened. She had not had even a glimpse of the Red Queen since that morning in the tent. The entire operation had a distinctly
            improvised feeling.
         

         
         “How are you, pretty?” the jailor asked.

         
         She ignored him, though something seemed to shudder in her stomach. He called her “pretty,” but Kelsea didn’t know whether
            it was a personal comment or not. She was pretty now, Lily in duplicate, but she would have given anything to have her old face back, though she didn’t know if being
            plain would have allowed her to escape this man’s attentions. After their third day in the tent, he had administered a thorough,
            careful beating to her face and upper body. Kelsea didn’t know what had set him off, or even whether he was angry; his face
            remained empty, void of expression, the entire time.
         

         
         If I had my sapphires, she thought, staring back at him, refusing to drop her eyes lest he view such behavior as weakness. Weakness encouraged
            him. Kelsea had spent many hours of this journey fantasizing about what she would do if she ever got her sapphires back. Her
            short life as queen had comprised many forms of violence, but the threat presented by the jailor was entirely new: violence
            that seemed to come from nowhere, to accomplish nothing. The very senselessness of it made her despair, and this, too, reminded
            her of Lily. One night, perhaps a week ago, she had dreamed of Lily, of the Crossing, a bright and gaudy nightmare of fire
            and raging ocean and pink dawn. But Lily’s life was encapsulated somehow in the sapphires, and they were lost to Kelsea, and
            now she wondered, almost viciously, why in hell she’d had to go through that, to see so much. She had Lily’s face now, Lily’s
            hair, Lily’s memories. But what purpose did it all serve, if she couldn’t see the end of the story? Row Finn had told her
            that she was a Tear, but she didn’t know what that was worth without the jewels. Even Lady Andrews’s tiara was gone now, lost
            in the camp. Everything of her old life had been left behind.
         

         
         For good reason.

         
         True. It was important to keep the Tear before her now. Her death must lie somewhere at the end of this journey—she wasn’t
            even sure why she was alive now—but she left behind a free kingdom, headed by a good man. Her mind conjured an image of Mace,
            grim and unsmiling, and for a moment she missed him so badly that tears threatened to spill from beneath her closed lids.
            She fought the impulse, knowing that the man who sat across the wagon would take pleasure in her distress. She was sure that
            one of the reasons he had beaten her so badly was that she had refused to cry.
         

         
         Lazarus, she thought, trying to alleviate her dismal mood. Mace sat on her throne now, and although he did not see the world precisely
            as Kelsea did, he would be a good ruler, fair and decent. But still Kelsea felt a subtle agony, growing with each mile traveled.
            She had never been outside her kingdom, not once in her life. She didn’t know why she was still alive, but she was almost
            certainly going to Mortmesne to die.
         

         
         Something slid along her calf, making her jump. Her jailor had reached across the floor of the wagon and was stroking her
            leg with one finger. Kelsea could not be more revolted if she had found a tick burrowing into her skin. The jailor was grinning
            again, his eyebrows lifted as he waited for a response.
         

         
         I am already dead, Kelsea reminded herself. On paper, she had been a dead woman walking for months. There was great freedom in the thought,
            and that freedom allowed her to draw her legs inward, as if to curl up in the corner of the wagon, and then, at the last moment,
            to arch her back and kick her jailor in the face.
         

         
         Down he went, landing sideways with a thump. The riders around them exploded in laughter, most of it unkind; Kelsea sensed
            that her jailor was not very popular with the infantry, but that fact would not help her here. She tucked her legs beneath
            her and brought her chained hands forward, ready to fight as best she was able. The jailor sat up, blood trickling from one
            of his nostrils, but he seemed not to notice it, didn’t even bother to wipe it away as it worked its way down toward his upper
            lip.
         

         
         “I was only playing,” he said, his voice petulant. “Doesn’t pretty like games?”

         
         Kelsea didn’t reply. The rapid changes in mood had been her earliest indication that he wasn’t right in the head. There were
            no patterns of behavior that she could anticipate. Anger, confusion, amusement . . . each time, he reacted differently. The
            man had noticed his nosebleed now, and he wiped the blood away with one hand, smearing it on the wagon floor.
         

         
         “Pretty should behave herself,” he scolded, his tone that of a tutor with a wayward pupil. “I’m the man who cares for her
            now.”
         

         
         Kelsea curled up in the corner of the wagon. Again she thought, ruefully, of her sapphires, and with a blink of surprise,
            she realized that she actually meant to survive this journey somehow. The jailor was only one in a series of obstacles to
            be overcome. In the end, she meant to go home.
         

         
         The Red Queen will never allow that to happen.

         
         Then why is she taking me back to Demesne?

         
         To kill you. She probably means to put your head in the place of honor on the Pike Road.

         
         But this seemed too easy to Kelsea. The Red Queen was a direct woman. If she wanted Kelsea dead, Kelsea’s body would be rotting
            on the banks of Caddell. There must be something the Red Queen wanted from her, and if so, she might yet go home.
         

         
         Home. This time it was not the land she thought of, but people. Lazarus. Pen. The Fetch. Andalie. Arliss. Elston. Kibb. Coryn.
            Dyer. Galen. Wellmer. Father Tyler. For a moment Kelsea could see them all, as though they were gathered around her. Then
            the image was gone, and there was only glaring sunlight in her eyes, making her head ache. Not a vision, only her mind, trying
            to free itself. There would be no more magic, not anymore; the reality was this dusty wagon, rolling inexorably onward, taking
            her away from her home.
         

         
          

         The Mace never sat on the throne.

         
         Sometimes Aisa thought he might. It had already become a joke among the Guard: the way the Mace would climb the dais with
            his purposeful stride . . . and then seat himself on the top step, hulking arms resting on his knees. If it had been a long
            day, he might condescend to use the battered armchair nearby, but the throne itself remained vacant, an empty monolith of
            gleaming silver at the apex of the room, reminding them all of the Queen’s absence. Aisa was sure that this was exactly what
            the Mace intended.
         

         
         Today, the Mace had ignored the dais altogether, electing instead to sit at the head of the Queen’s dining table. Aisa stood
            just behind his chair. Several people were standing; even the enormous table would not hold them all. Aisa judged little threat
            of violence here, but she had a hand on her knife, all the same. She rarely let go of it, even when she slept. On the first
            night after the bridge—Aisa’s mental life now seemed to be divided into Before and After the Bridge—the Mace had given her
            her own room, right on the periphery of the Guard quarters. Though Aisa was fond of her siblings, she was relieved to be free
            of them. That part of her life, the old part, the family part, seemed to cleave away when she worked with the Guard. There
            was no space for it. Aisa felt safe in her new room, safer than she had ever felt, but sometimes she would still wake in the
            mornings and find her knife in her hand.
         

         
         Arliss sat beside the Mace, one of his foul cigarettes jutting from his teeth, shuffling the stack of papers in front of him.
            Arliss lived by facts and figures, but Aisa didn’t know what good his records would do him here. The problem of the Queen
            could not be solved on paper.
         

         
         Next to Arliss was General Hall, accompanied by his aide, Colonel Blaser. Both men were still dressed in full armor, for they
            had just come in from the front. For the past week, the last remnants of the Tear army had trailed the vast Mort war train
            as it crossed the Caddell and began a slow but steady progress eastward, across the Almont. As impossible as it seemed, the
            Mort were withdrawing, packing up their siege equipment and heading home.
         

         
         But why?

         
         No one knew. The Tear army had been decimated, and New London’s defenses were paper-thin; Elston said that the Mort could
            have torn right through them. The army was keeping a close eye on the invaders, in case of a trick, but by now even the Mace
            seemed convinced that the withdrawal was real. The Mort were leaving. There was no sense in it, but it was happening, all
            the same. General Hall said that the Mort soldiers weren’t even looting on their way home.
         

         
         All of this was good news, but the mood at this table was anything but ebullient. There had still been no word on the Queen.
            Her body had not been left behind when the Mort moved out. Maman said she was a prisoner, and the thought made Aisa’s blood
            boil. The first duty of a Queen’s Guard was to protect the ruler from harm, and even if the Queen wasn’t dead, she was still
            at the mercy of the Mort. Even Maman could not say what was happening to her in their camp.
         

         
         On the other side of the Mace sat Pen, his face pale and drawn. Whatever agonies Aisa and the other guards endured over the
            Queen’s welfare, no one was suffering like Pen, who had been the Queen’s close guard . . . and more, Aisa thought. He was little use these days, for he seemed able to do nothing but mope and drink, and when someone called
            his name he would only look up in a slightly confused manner. Some part of Pen had been lost on the day the Queen broke the
            bridge, and although he sat next to the Mace, in the place of a close guard, his gaze remained fixed on the table, lost. Coryn,
            who sat beside him, was his usual alert self, so Aisa didn’t worry, but she wondered how much more slack Elston was going
            to extend to Pen. What would it take for someone to voice the truth: that Pen was no longer fit for the job?
         

         
         “Let’s begin,” the Mace announced. “What news?”

         
         General Hall cleared his throat. “I should give my report first, sir. There’s good reason.”

         
         “Let’s have it, then. Where are the Mort?”

         
         “They’re in the central Almont now, sir, nearing the end of the Crithe. They make at least five miles a day, closer to ten
            since the rain stopped.”
         

         
         “Nothing left behind?”

         
         Hall shook his head. “We have looked for traps. I believe the withdrawal is genuine.”

         
         “Well, that’s something, at least.”

         
         “Yes, but sir—”

         
         “What about the displaced?” Arliss demanded. “Can we start sending them home?”

         
         “I’m not sure it’s safe, certainly not right on the heels of the Mort war train.”

         
         “Snow has already fallen in the northern Reddick, General. If we don’t harvest the crops soon, there’ll be nothing to reap.”
            Arliss paused to emit a plume of smoke. “We also have every problem an overcrowded city ever faced: sewage, water treatment,
            disease. The sooner we empty it out, the better. Maybe if you—”
         

         
         “We’ve sighted the Queen.”

         
         The entire table came to attention. Even Pen seemed to wake up.

         
         “What are you waiting for?” the Mace barked. “Report!”

         
         “We spotted her yesterday morning, out in the Crithe delta. She’s alive, but manacled, chained to a wagon. There’s no opportunity
            for her to run.”
         

         
         “She broke the fucking New London Bridge in half!” Arliss snapped. “What chains could hold her to a wagon?”

         
         Hall’s tone was cool. “We couldn’t get a perfectly clear look at her; the Mort cavalry is too thick. But I have a man named
            Llew who has the vision of a hawk. He’s fairly confident that the Queen no longer wears either of the Tear sapphires.”
         

         
         “What is her condition?” Pen broke in.

         
         Spots of color darkened Hall’s cheeks, and he turned to the Mace. “Maybe we should discuss—”

         
         “You discuss it right now.” Pen’s voice had sunk very low. “Is she wounded?”

         
         Hall looked helplessly at the Mace, who nodded.

         
         “Yes. Her face is bruised up; even I could see it through the spyglass. She’s been beaten.”

         
         Pen sank back into his chair. Aisa couldn’t see his face, but she didn’t need to. The slump of his shoulders said everything.
            The entire table sat in silence for a moment.
         

         
         “She was upright in the wagon, at least,” Hall finally ventured. “Healthy enough to stand. I don’t think she has any broken
            bones.”
         

         
         “Where is this wagon?” the Mace asked.

         
         “Right in the center of the Mort cavalry.”

         
         “No chance of a direct attack?”

         
         “None. Even if my army weren’t reduced to a fraction, the Mort are taking no chances. At least a hundred feet of heavy horse
            surround her on all sides. They’re hustling her along the Mort Road, outdistancing the infantry. I can only assume they’re
            making straight for Demesne.”
         

         
         “The Palais dungeons.” Pen rested his forehead on one hand. “How the hell do we get her out of there?”

         
         “The Mort rebellion is poised to move down to Demesne,” the Mace reminded him. “Levieux’s people will be useful.”

         
         “How do you know you can trust him?”

         
         “I know.”

         
         Aisa raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t thought much of Levieux, who had left the Keep more than a week earlier. He was handsome,
            but good looks meant nothing in a scrap. His man Alain did know good card tricks, but they weren’t a patch on Bradshaw’s.
            A magician might be able to get into the dungeons of the Mort Palais, but the Mace didn’t trust magicians.
         

         
         “The Red Queen will surely face a problem on her right flank now,” Arliss mused. “There’s no plunder . . . no gold, no women.
            I don’t know how she got her army to walk away, but they won’t be happy.”
         

         
         “So much Levieux has surmised. Unpaid soldiers make wonderful rebels. He expects to be able to recruit heavily when the army
            gets home.”
         

         
         “And what is that to us,” Pen demanded, “if we don’t have the Queen?”

         
         “We’ll discuss it later, Pen,” the Mace admonished. “Be soft now.”

         
         Aisa frowned. The Mace kept coddling Pen, trying to talk him out of his foul moods, ignoring it when Pen was insubordinate.
            Aisa would have given Pen a long stretch of suspension and, failing that, a sharp slap to the face.
         

         
         “Continue to send me reports about the withdrawal,” Mace told Hall, “but your focus is the Queen. Pick two of your best to
            follow her into Mortmesne. Make sure we don’t lose sight of her. Dismissed.”
         

         
         Hall and Blaser stood and bowed, then headed for the doors.

         
         “We need to talk about the Arvath,” said Arliss.

         
         “What about it?”

         
         Arliss gathered his papers and put them aside. “A mob did some damage in the city this morning. They seem to have gathered
            in the Circus and gone from there, all the way to Bethyn’s Close.”
         

         
         “There are always mobs.”

         
         “This one was special. Their main point of contention seemed to be the lack of morality in the Queen’s government.”

         
         The Mace frowned, and so did Aisa. Even as the problem of the Mort rapidly receded, another had sprung up to take its place:
            the Holy Father. The very day the Queen left the city, the Arvath had publicly announced its refusal to pay property tax,
            as well as intent to absolve any layman who refused to do the same.
         

         
         “What connects this mob to the Arvath?” Coryn asked.

         
         “Nothing,” Arliss replied. “The mob disbanded long before the city constables could get near, and there’s no army to deal
            with civil unrest anymore. But they broke into a house on the edge of the close and brutalized the two women who lived there.
            Immoral lifestyle.”
         

         
         A muscle had begun to twitch in the Mace’s cheek. “The Holy Father thinks if he pushes me hard enough, I won’t collect the
            Queen’s taxes. He’s wrong.”
         

         
         “The nobles still refuse to pay their taxes, except for Meadows and Gillon. The Creche will take the bulk of the Treasury.
            We’ve lost the income from the toll gates on the bridge. In a few months, we’re going to be in real trouble.”
         

         
         “They’ll pay.” The Mace grinned, such a cheerful, murderous grin that Aisa recoiled, but a moment later his face sobered.
            “Any word on the two priests?”
         

         
         “Not a peep. They’ve vanished. But the Arvath has heard that we’re keeping up with their bounty.” Arliss dug through his stack
            of papers again. “Yesterday’s message from the Holy Father demands that we retract our own reward for Father Tyler, in hope
            of heaven.”
         

         
         “In hope of heaven,” the Mace repeated. “One day, I’m going to send that man to meet Jesus myself.”

         
         “One more troubling report. Two days ago, one of my runners spotted several priests leaving New London, taking the back road
            around the city.”
         

         
         “Where did they go?”

         
         “Demesne, most likely. My man tracked them well down the Mort Road.”

         
         The Mace’s face darkened.

         
         “Should we pursue it?” Elston asked.

         
         “No,” the Mace replied after a few moments’ thought. “If he’s dealing with the Red Queen, my source in the Palais will tell
            us what passes. What else?”
         

         
         Arliss looked down at his list. “We have to bring in the harvest before the snow comes. The entire kingdom is starving for
            fresh fruit and vegetables. I would think the first farmers to get back out there and cut a crop could command their own price.”
         

         
         “That’s no incentive to those who farm a noble’s patch.”

         
         “Yes, but all the nobles are still in New London.” Arliss smiled, a smile of such mischief that Aisa could not help liking
            him in that moment, foul-smelling cigarettes and all. “If Lord Such-and-Such fails to mind his own land while the Mort cross
            it, who’s to say where the produce went?”
         

         
         “And what if the Mort do their own looting on the way home?” Elston demanded.

         
         “They’re not. I asked Hall’s second. They’re leaving the land untouched, God knows why.” Arliss shrugged. “Let the farmers
            go and cherry-pick. Even a few days’ crops would help them cover their winter, if they managed to be the first to market.
            And their success would beckon the rest.”
         

         
         The Mace nodded slowly. “You handle it.”

         
         “Merritt is still outside, sir,” Elston reminded him.

         
         “How many Caden with him?”

         
         “Three.”

         
         “That’s all?”

         
         “Yes, sir. But not just any three. The Miller brothers.”

         
         “Oho.” The Mace considered this information for a moment. Aisa didn’t know who the Miller brothers were, but there had been
            a bitter debate about letting any Caden into the Queen’s Wing. Elston didn’t like it, and neither did most of the Guard, but
            the Mace was determined to have them, and Aisa hoped he would have his way. She longed to see real Caden up close.
         

         
         “Well, bring them in.”

         
         The Mace ascended the dais, and Aisa held her breath, waiting. But he ignored the throne entirely, merely settled himself
            on the top step as Devin let the Caden through the doors.
         

         
         The leader, Merritt, was well over six feet tall, but he moved like the Mace, with the easy lope of a big man who could summon
            great speed if needed. An ugly scar marred his forehead. Aisa, who had taken several knife wounds to her hands and arms over
            the course of her training, didn’t think the scar was clean enough to have been made by a blade. If she had to guess, she
            thought it came from human fingernails. She had heard of Merritt; everyone had, for even among Caden, he was elite. But the
            three men behind him were a puzzle.
         

         
         They entered the room in a triangle, one in the front and two at the back, a defensive formation that Aisa recognized from
            her own training. Their blood-colored cloaks were incongruously bright against the grey stone of the Keep walls. Physically,
            the three men were unlike: one tall, one medium height, one short, and they displayed varying shades of brown hair, from sandy
            to dark. Yet they shared a curious similarity, not physical, that Aisa could not pinpoint. When one moved, so did the other
            two; they oriented themselves as a triad without speech or other overt signals, and Aisa sensed that they had worked together
            for a very long time. Elston, in his capacity as provisional captain, had decreed that none of the Caden were to come within
            ten feet of the Mace, and now Aisa was glad for his caution. These three looked like trouble.
         

         
         Merritt pointed to his three companions in turn. “Millers. Christopher, Daniel, James.”

         
         The Mace considered them for a moment and then said, “I heard you three were cast out of the guild.”

         
         “The guild thought better of it,” Christopher, the tallest, replied mildly.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “We are useful, Lord Regent.”

         
         “You were useful six years ago. I’ve heard nothing of you since.”

         
         “Yet we haven’t been idle,” said James.

         
         “Of course not.” The Mace’s voice sharpened. “You were hunting the Queen.”

         
         The three men remained silent, staring truculently back at him, and finally the Mace relented.

         
         “Past is past. I have a job for you, and for as many members of your guild as wish to come.”

         
         “Our guild is very busy,” James replied, but the response sounded automatic to Aisa. She wondered if they always said no the
            first time.
         

         
         “Yes, you are busy,” the Mace replied, a thread of mockery entering his voice. “We’ve heard the stories. Caden as highwaymen,
            Caden as rent boys, Caden running dogfights and worse.”
         

         
         “We do what we have to. What of it?”

         
         “These things are beneath you, not what you signed up for. They damage your guild’s prestige. I have a better job. Difficult
            and dangerous work. Some finesse required, as well. Even if I still commanded an intact army, I would not trust soldiers with
            such work.”
         

         
         The third Caden, Daniel, spoke up for the first time. “What job is this?”

         
         “Cleaning out the Creche.”

         
         James chuckled. “That’s easy. All you need is a cistern.”

         
         “Not easy at all,” the Mace replied, unsmiling. “Close quarters down there, women and children in conditions of considerable
            danger. Men, too, the Queen would want me to note. I want the innocent out safely, the pimps and promoters alive and in custody.”
         

         
         “What’s the price for this job?”

         
         “Flat fee. Ten thousand pounds per month for three months full. If your guild can’t do it by then, I doubt it can be done.”

         
         “Bonus for early completion?”

         
         The Mace looked to Arliss, who nodded grudgingly and said, “Get it done—and mind you, I mean done—in two months, and we’ll pay you for three.”
         

         
         The Millers turned inward, muttering to each other while the room waited. Merritt did not join the huddle, merely stood by,
            impassive. He had already agreed to help them for free; Mace said the man owed the Queen a debt. But Aisa had her doubts.
            What sort of debt would make a Caden work for nothing?
         

         
         Above her, the Mace watched the three brothers with an indifferent expression, but this no longer fooled Aisa. Something was
            driving him. She had never heard of the Creche before the bridge, and no one would tell her of it directly, but by now she
            had overheard enough to have the measure of the place: a warren beneath the city where the worst vices were tolerated, where
            children younger than Aisa were sold for profit and entertainment. The idea of the place haunted her. Da had been bad, but
            he was only one man. The thought that there were many such people, all of them doing terrible things, that there was an entire
            underground world of children going through the same nightmare . . . it ate at Aisa, kept her awake at night. It seemed to
            eat at the Mace, too, for he and Arliss were focusing much of their energy on the Creche, though Arliss grudged the money.
            No one argued with the Mace on this matter, but nothing could move quickly enough for him, and now Aisa was almost certain
            that she saw the Queen’s shadow over his shoulder, goading him. Driving him.
         

         
         The Caden came to some sort of agreement and turned back to the Mace. Christopher spoke for them.

         
         “We will present your proposal at the next full meeting of the guild. In the meantime, the three of us will look into the
            job, without price or commitment.”
         

         
         “Fair,” the Mace replied. “Since you’re working without price, I will not give you deadlines. But time is of the essence.
            I wish to have this business sewn up before the Queen comes home.”
         

         
         The three Caden looked up sharply.

         
         “What makes you think she’s coming home?” James asked.

         
         “She is,” the Mace replied, in a tone that closed all discussion.

         
         “If you accept the job, you will deal with me for payment,” Arliss told them. “There will be no advances or other rubbish
            of that kind, so don’t even try.”
         

         
         “But I will ask for a small advance, all the same,” Daniel replied. “The girl, there.”

         
         He pointed at Aisa.

         
         “We’ve heard about this one,” Daniel continued. “They say she has a knife hand, but we’ve never seen such a thing. Before
            we go, may I beg a demonstration?”
         

         
         The Mace frowned. “You wish to fight a child?”

         
         Aisa scowled. She hated it when they remembered her age.

         
         “Not a real fight, Lord Regent,” Daniel replied. “Only a demonstration.”

         
         The Mace tipped a questioning look toward Aisa, and she nodded eagerly. To spar with one of the Caden! Even a draw would be
            an extraordinary thing.
         

         
         “If you take a wound, hellcat,” the Mace murmured, leaning closer, “you will be the one to explain it to your mother.”
         

         
         Aisa was already tugging at the straps on her armor, shedding it and pulling her knife from its sheath. Fell had commissioned
            this knife especially for Aisa, of the same shape and make as the knives carried by the rest of the Guard: fashioned on the
            old Belland model, both a flat and a curved cutting edge. But Aisa’s hands were small, and Venner thought she needed less
            circumference in the hilt, as well as a thinner blade. Fell had given the job to a weapons forger he favored, and the result
            was a solid knife that was a joy for Aisa to wield. Venner always said that a good knifeman made the weapon part of his hand,
            but Aisa sometimes felt that she had gone beyond even that, the knife not only part of her hand but part of herself, keeping
            her demons at bay. Even Da would fade into the distance when she was armed.
         

         
         The Caden, Daniel, had dropped the rest of his weapons, but his knife glimmered, half hidden, in his hand, a longer blade
            than her own. Venner had seen it too, for he pointed at Daniel’s weapon and called out, “Not a fair fight!”
         

         
         “Disadvantage is a natural part of battle,” Daniel replied, addressing the Mace. “I have more than a foot of height on her
            as well. However, since she’s a child, I will hold my blade farther up the hilt than I would normally do. Fair?”
         

         
         The Mace looked to Aisa, and she nodded. She would have fought the man with even steeper disadvantages; more glory in it that
            way.
         

         
         “Watch yourself, girl!” Venner called. “Remember your gifts!”

         
         Aisa took a good grip on her knife, holding it edge-down. Venner had told her many times that her size would always be a disadvantage
            in a fight, but that she could make up for it with speed and trickery. The rest of the Guard had gathered to give them a sparring
            floor perhaps twenty feet in the round, and a distant part of Aisa’s mind heard bets being laid all around her.
         

         
         “I do not aim to wound you,” Daniel told her, positioning himself ten feet away. “I only want to test what you’ve got.”

         
         This statement meant less than nothing. Venner and Fell did not aim to wound her either, but Aisa already had several healed
            slashes on her hands and arms. The fight was the fight.
         

         
         “Take a swipe at me,” Daniel ordered, but she did not. Venner had taught her that early aggression was a mistake. Attacking
            when she had no advantage would cost her the protection of her ribs and throat.
         

         
         “Cautious, eh?” Daniel asked.

         
         Aisa did not respond; she was too busy sizing him up. He kept his arms tucked in close to his ribs, conserving energy. His
            reach would be longer than hers. If she was going to get close to him, she would have to take at least one blow off her forearm.
            She began with a series of controlled lunges, each of them slower than she could move, none as far as her actual range. Her
            blood was singing now; Venner would say it was adrenaline, but Aisa knew that it was really the song of the fight, of being
            all alone in a corner with nothing to rely on but herself and her blade. She tasted metal in her mouth.
         

         
         The Caden suddenly leapt forward, waving one arm to distract her while stabbing with the other. But Aisa had learned to keep
            her attention on the knife hand, and she ducked it easily, rolling beneath the thrust and ending up on her feet.
         

         
         “Quick,” Daniel remarked.

         
         Aisa did not reply, for she had spotted something as the Caden turned to follow her: his left leg was weak. Either a limp,
            or, more likely, a recent wound. He was protecting the leg, subtly keeping it out of the zone of contact. Aisa feinted, making
            a halfhearted lunge for his throat, and hissed as his knife slashed across her forearm. But at the same time, she released
            a sharp kick toward his left kneecap, pointing her toe as the Mace had taught her. The Caden gave a muffled grunt of pain
            as he stumbled and went down to the floor.
         

         
         “Ha! That’s the stuff!” Venner shouted. “Close, girl! Close while he’s down!”

         
         She jumped on the Caden’s back, aiming her knife for his throat, but he had already moved to block, and she could not get
            a good grip. He gave a tremendous heave, throwing her over his shoulders, and now it was Aisa’s turn to groan as she landed
            on her back, thumping her head against the stones.
         

         
         “All right, Aisa?” the Mace called.

         
         She ignored him and scrambled to her feet, keeping her eyes on the Caden, who circled her. She had hurt him when she went
            for his knee, but he had hurt her as well; the cut on her forearm was deep and her free hand was slippery with blood. Venner
            had been training her to increase her endurance, but she already felt herself tiring, her muscles slowing down. She adjusted
            her grip, seeking a new opening. The Caden would never let her near his weak leg again, but her earlier clumsy feints might
            have worked; he was not protecting his ribs so well as he had before. She would have a shot with one good lunge, but it would
            cost her.
         

         
         “Watch your footing,” Daniel advised her. “Blood on the floor.”

         
         “You’d like me to look down, wouldn’t you?”

         
         Grinning, he swapped the knife to his right hand. The guards around them grumbled a bit at this, but Aisa wasn’t bothered;
            Venner was switch-handed as well. She kept her eyes away from the spot she wanted, the poke of his ribs behind his left forearm,
            just outside the protection of his armor. She was facing a superior opponent, taller and faster and better skilled, and in
            a fight to the death she would have been finished. But here all she needed to do was score a touch.
         

         
         She knew the moment he meant to come for her, for he took a deeper breath just before he lunged, sweeping his knife in a broad
            arc, going for her shoulder. Aisa ducked and raked her knife across his ribs. The jab was not clean; it nearly jerked her
            knife from her hand, and at the same time she felt a stabbing tear in her bicep. But she heard him hiss in pain, just before
            he grabbed her and whirled her around. Aisa lost her balance and a moment later stood helpless in his grip, his knife at her
            throat. She forced herself to hold still, panting. The Caden wasn’t even out of breath.
         

         
         “Let her go,” the Mace commanded.

         
         Daniel released her, and Aisa turned to face him. For a moment they merely stood there, staring at each other, as the guards
            around them began to argue and hand over coin.
         

         
         “How are you with a sword?” Daniel asked.

         
         “Only fair,” Aisa admitted. Her slow progress at mastering a sword was a sore point.

         
         “I went easy on you, girl, but not that easy, and I’m one of the best knifemen in the guild.” He considered her for a long
            moment. “Gifted with a blade, mediocre with a sword . . . you’re no Queen’s Guard, child. You’re an assassin. When you reach
            your full growth, you should quit this mausoleum and come talk to us.”
         

         
         He touched the wound at his ribs, then raised a hand to the Mace, his fingers dabbled with blood.

         
         “Thank you, Lord Regent. A good show.”

         
         Aisa grabbed her armor and returned to her spot below the dais. Kibb winked as she went. Rebuckling her breastplate, she wiped
            blood across her front. After the meeting was done, the Mace would likely allow her to go and have Coryn doctor her arm, but
            not now, for she had asked for this fight. That was fair, but she was losing blood, and after a moment’s thought she looped
            the ripped lower half of her sleeve around her arm and cinched it tight.
         

         
         “Our business here is done,” Christopher told the Mace. “We’ll return when the guild has an answer.”

         
         “If the guild says aye, I can give you at least twenty Queen’s Guards to assist.”

         
         “Refused. We want no amateurs involved.”

         
         A murmur of displeasure went through the Guard, but the Millers had already turned and walked away.

         
         Merritt chuckled. “I have no particular love for those three, Lord Regent, but they are good for your purpose. As for me,
            I stand ready to serve the Queen.”
         

         
         He followed the other Caden toward the doors, and Aisa felt her muscles relax. Though she would not have admitted it to anyone,
            she was turning Daniel’s words over in her mind.
         

         
         “That leaves Queenie, doesn’t it?” Arliss asked. He had remained at the table during the fight, which surprised Aisa; she
            would have thought that Arliss would be the first to collect bets. “What’s to be done?”
         

         
         “We’re going to get her,” the Mace replied. “But she would kill me if I left the kingdom to fall apart behind us. Some triage
            is needed.”
         

         
         Aisa felt a light touch on her arm, turned, and found Coryn examining her knife wounds.

         
         “Ugly, m’girl, but not too deep. Get your sleeve out of the way and I’ll stitch these up.”

         
         She tore the remaining fabric from her sleeve.

         
         “That was a good fight you made of it, hellcat,” the Mace remarked. “But you allowed him to put you off balance.”

         
         “I know it,” Aisa replied, gritting her teeth as Coryn began to disinfect her wounds. “He was faster than me.”

         
         “The awkwardness of youth. It won’t last forever.”

         
         Even another day seemed too long to Aisa. She felt herself caught in a terrible middle ground: too old to be a child, too
            young to be an adult. She longed to work as a grown-up, to perform a job and earn money, to be responsible for herself. She
            was learning to fight, but many of the Guard’s lessons were not taught but absorbed: how to conduct herself in public, how
            to think of the Guard before herself, and the Queen above all. These were lessons in maturity, and Aisa took them as such.
            Yet there were still times when she wanted to run to Maman, to lay her head against Maman’s shoulder and have Maman comfort
            her, just as she had when Aisa was a hunted child.
         

         
         I can’t have it both ways.

         
         Coryn’s needle pierced the flesh of her forearm, and she took a deep breath. No one in the Guard talked about these things,
            but she knew, somehow, that how one dealt with injury was just as important as how one performed in a fight. Looking for distraction,
            she asked, “What does cast out mean?”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Those Caden. You said they were cast out.”

         
         “So they were, six years ago. They cost the guild a great profit and got thrown out as a result.”

         
         “Ai!” Aisa yelped. Coryn’s needle had touched a nerve of some kind. “What did they do wrong?”

         
         “There was a young noblewoman, Lady Cross. Lord Tare had an eye for her—and for her family lands as well—but Lady Cross had
            a secret engagement with a young man in the Almont, a poor tenant farmer, and she refused Lord Tare at every turn. So Lord
            Tare abducted her, took her to his castle on the southern end of the Reddick, and locked her in the tower. He swore that she
            would stay there until she agreed to marry him.”
         

         
         “Marriage is stupid,” Aisa snapped, gritting her teeth as Coryn pulled the thread tight. “You’ll never catch me getting married.”

         
         “Of course not,” the Mace replied with a chuckle. “But Lady Cross, not being a warrior, did want to marry, and she wanted
            to marry her young man. She sat in Lord Tare’s castle for two months and wouldn’t budge an inch. So then Lord Tare had the
            excellent idea of cutting off her food.”
         

         
         “He starved her to get her to marry him?” Aisa grimaced. “Why didn’t she just marry him and run away?”
         

         
         “There’s no divorce in God’s Church, child. A husband always has the right to drag his wife back home.”

         
         Da had done that, Aisa remembered. Several times during her childhood, Maman had made them pack their few belongings and steal
            away, but the journey always ended up back at home with Da.
         

         
         “Then what?”

         
         “Well, Lady Cross was wasting away, still refusing to budge. It became quite a matter of contention in the kingdom.”

         
         “Didn’t her fiancé do anything?”

         
         “There wasn’t much he could do. He had offered Tare the few pounds he had. Lady Cross’s family tried to ransom her as well,
            with no luck. Lord Tare was in the grip of something by then, you see; his pride had become wrapped up in making the woman
            submit. Many nobles applied to the Regent on Lady Cross’s behalf, but the Regent refused to send in the Tear army for what
            he deemed a domestic matter. Finally, when it was clear that Lady Cross would die in that tower before anything changed, the
            Crosses pooled their money and hired the Caden to get her out.”
         

         
         “And did they?” Aisa asked. She found herself enchanted; it was like listening to one of Maman’s fairy tales.

         
         “Yes, and a slick piece of business it was too,” Elston chimed in. “James posed as the lady’s cousin, come to beg her to relent,
            and Christopher and Daniel his two retainers. They met with the lady for an hour, and when they came out, she agreed to marry
            Lord Tare. He was overjoyed, and arranged the wedding for the very next week.”
         

         
         A feint, Aisa thought. Sometimes she thought that all of life could be reduced to the fight.
         

         
         “In the week before the wedding, Lord Tare kept Lady Cross under heavy guard, but the entire kingdom thought she had truly
            given in. The Captain, here, insisted that she had not”—Elston saluted the Mace with two of his fingers—“but the rest of us
            were fooled, and we thought no less of Lady Cross for it. Starvation is a terrible death.”
         

         
         “Then what?” Aisa asked. Coryn had gone to work on her bicep now, but she barely noticed.

         
         “The day of the wedding, and Lady Cross was dressed and in her best. The Arvath sent the local bishop to perform the ceremony.
            Lord Tare invited half the kingdom to witness his triumph, and the church was stuffed with his guards and guests. The Crosses
            refused to attend, but the rest of the nobility were there, even the Regent himself. Lady Cross went up to the altar and followed
            the bishop through the ceremony, every word, two hours of it, until they were married.”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “The wedding concluded peacefully, and I tell you, the minute it was over, Lord Tare’s worries were done. He had her lands
            and title, and that’s all he wanted. He stayed downstairs to get drunk with his house guard while Lady Cross went upstairs
            to take off her wedding gown. An hour later Tare went looking for his wife, and she was gone, snatched easily. By the time
            he had mustered a recovery party, she was already halfway across the Reddick.”
         

         
         “But she was married.”

         
         “Seems so, doesn’t it? Lord Tare pitched a fit, went after the Caden with bloodhounds and such, and when he couldn’t find
            them, he appealed to the Regent. It took two days for anyone to even think of consulting the bishop, but when they did, they
            found him bound in his palace, along with his guards. The bishop was starving and furious, and certainly a very different
            man from the one who’d performed the wedding.”
         

         
         “This is the clever bit, hellcat,” the Mace cut back in. “I don’t speak Latin, but I know several people who do, and they
            told me that the marriage ceremony was gibberish. There was a long sermon on the virtues of garlic, another on the rules of
            rugby, God knows what else. Lady Cross promised to love and serve beer all of her life. She spoke Latin, you see, and Lord
            Tare did not.”
         

         
         Aisa considered this for a moment. “What about the people in the audience?”

         
         “Plenty of people at the ceremony spoke Latin, and a few of them were even Lord Tare’s friends. But none of them said a word,
            not until later, when they bore witness that the marriage had been a sham. Those three Caden took a gamble, but a good one.
            By the end, the entire kingdom sympathized with Lady Cross. The only people who truly wanted her brought to bay were the sadists
            and woman-haters, and the Caden bet high that none of them spoke Latin.”
         

         
         “A good gamble,” Arliss grumbled. “I lost a fortune on that wedding.”

         
         “What did Lord Tare do when he found out?”

         
         “Oh, he swore up and down the Tear that he would have his revenge on all of them: Lady Cross, the Caden, the false bishop—who
            was never found. But he had no legal claim on the lady, and by the time the matter was sorted out, she was already with her
            farmer.”
         

         
         “Did she marry him?”

         
         “Yes, and was disowned by her family as a result. That’s where the Millers got into trouble; they were supposed to return
            the lady to her family, but they took her to the farmer instead. The Crosses only paid half the price on the job. The Caden
            were furious, and kicked the brothers out of the guild. They were also excommunicated by God’s Church, though I doubt they
            cared about that.”
         

         
         “But they did it,” Aisa mused. “They saved her.”

         
         “Yes, for a good return.”

         
         “What about Lord Tare? What happened to him?”

         
         “Oh, he still sits up there in his castle, bitter as winter beer,” the Mace replied. “He’s taken to plotting away at the Queen’s
            downfall, and if I could prove he was in the Argive in the spring, his neck would already be stretched. But for now, I leave
            him be.”
         

         
         That was disappointing. In a real fairy tale, the villain would have been punished.

         
         “Do they always work together?” she asked. “Those three brothers?”

         
         “Yes. Many Caden work in such small groups, particularly when they have complementary skills. But they can also work in concert.
            All Caden working toward a combined goal would be quite a sight to see.”
         

         
         “But why the Creche, sir?” Coryn asked. “I thought the Queen was the priority.”

         
         “She is, but she’d never forgive me if I made her the only priority. She charged me, you see.” The Mace blinked, and for a
            moment Aisa thought she saw the sparkle of tears in his eyes. “I didn’t know what she meant at the time, but she charged me
            to fix this place. She charged me to look after the defenseless as well as the great, and that task can’t wait until she comes
            home.”
         

         
         A fist thudded against the great double doors of the Queen’s Wing, making Aisa jump. The Guard drew in to surround the Mace.
            Devin and Cae opened the doors a fraction, but the only person who entered was a Keep servant, dressed entirely in white.
            Aisa could not make out her words, but their babbling, hysterical tenor was clear from across the room.
         

         
         “What’s that, Cae?” the Mace called.

         
         “There’s a problem downstairs, sir. With Thorne’s witch.”

         
         “What problem?”

         
         The Keep servant stared at the Mace, her eyes wide. She was not a young woman, and her face was cast in white.

         
         “Speak up!”

         
         “She’s gone,” the woman croaked.

         
         “What of Will? Her guard?”

         
         But the woman could not answer. Cursing, the Mace jumped down the stairs and strode out of the Queen’s Wing. Aisa followed
            him, down the corridor and three flights of stairs that led to Brenna’s makeshift prison. She feared Brenna; they all feared
            her, even the bravest of the Guard. A visit to Brenna’s rooms was a dangerous thing, but Aisa was unable to stop thinking
            of the Caden’s words.
         

         
         When you reach your full growth, you should come and see us.

         
         They rounded the final corner and the Mace came to a dead halt, ten feet from Brenna’s chamber. The door was wide open, but
            it was guarded by a puddle of blood. The smell hit Aisa like a slap. Flies had already gathered around the puddle in a swarm,
            and one of them buzzed around Aisa’s head until she waved it away.
         

         
         The Mace began to move forward, but Elston placed a
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