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Chapter One


Lady Elloni Lutel
leaned closer to her mother to whisper over the bustling sounds of the market
in Corvyna’s capital. “Someone’s following us.”


“So I noticed.” As a princess of
the neighboring Lutelan Monarchy, though distantly in line for the throne, her
diminutive mother was well versed in the diplomacy necessary to navigate
missions to other monarchies, both friend and foe. She did not stiffen, much
less glance back. Neither did the merchant at the closest stall, who held out a
plump melon hopefully.


Elloni’s shoulders itched in her
silk gown, as if their watcher’s gaze had scratched them. But she didn’t look
back either. Her mother had trained her well. She turned to the merchant on the
other side of the aisle that they had been strolling along through the open-air
market and picked up one of the carved combs. As he watched eagerly, she
swiveled it from side to side as if wondering how the reddish wood would
complement her dark brown hair. She caught another glimpse of their stalker,
slipping behind a stack of crates holding succulent acers.


Smiling apologetically at the
merchant, she set down the comb, heart starting to speed, and moved back to her
mother’s side. “He’s getting closer.”


“Andro,” her mother said, turning
with the melon in her grip. “Is the way clear to the castle? I feel a headache
coming on.”


Their senior guard glanced toward
the street that wound its way up the hill to where the multiple spires of
Corvyna’s castle sat glittering like a gem in the noonday sun. “A few ruffians
in the way, Your Highness. Nothing of concern.” He nodded to the other two
guards near them, and they turned, pikes at the ready, to make a way for Elloni
and her mother to reach the carriage that stood waiting at the edge of the
market.


Her mother sighed as she turned
too in a swirl of ebony silk. “And I was so hoping to purchase an acer for your
father. He adores them.”


Elloni kept her smile in place
and patted her hand. “Another time. We’re scheduled to remain in Corvyna until
the next moon, after all.”


And why the Lutelan monarch, her
aunt, felt they needed so many days to deepen ties with Corvyna, she could not
understand. It had all been hush-hush and urgency to thrust them out of
Lutelan, as if a pack of timber wolves was hunting them when it hadn’t even
been a scandal nipping at her heels.


Just another refusal by her aunt
on an offer for Elloni’s hand. It had happened with distressing frequency the
last few cycles. This time, Elloni had hoped for more.


“Barbarians! Heathens! Stop
them!”


The cry erupted between them and
the carriage, and a dozen voices took it up. Andro’s head jerked left, right,
trying to spy the dusky-skinned Khorrum who must have entered the market.
Shouts rang out, children squealed, and speckled hens squawked.


Someone grabbed Elloni around the
waist with one burly arm and dragged her into the alleyway at the side of the
market. Now, this one she could believe was a Barbarian. His hair was black as
soot and just as messy, his tunic and leggings patched and dirty. Before she
could cry out, he clamped a hand over her mouth.  


Panic flared, but she leaned on
her training. Why had the Master of Defense never told her an assailant could
smell so horrid? Or that her heart would pound so loudly it might have been a
ceremonial drum signaling the arrival of the monarch?


As her captor shoved her deeper
into the alley, she drove her elbow into his gut. With a grunt, he dropped his
hold on her mouth.


She twisted away from him and
under his grip, screaming the entire while. “Help! Andro! Guards!”


Lifting her skirts, she pelted
back the way they had come, but her would-be kidnapper’s oaths were close
behind her. Too close. She pushed herself harder. The market burst back into
view just as she slammed into something large and unmoving.


She had only a moment to register
a leather-clad chest crossed by a crimson sash before his arms came around her.
Not this time! She stomped her foot on his instep, wincing as her satin slipper
met the leather of his boot.


This man didn’t flinch. “Shah,
shah,” he murmured. “You are safe.”


The voice was as warm as melted
cava on a cold day, and her tense muscles relaxed. Of course she was safe. He
would do nothing to harm her. He was her protector.


What?


Elloni shook herself and managed
to lean back enough to peer up at the man who held her so effortlessly. He too
had the black hair of the Barbarians, though braided away from his face, and his
skin carried the faint green tint that spoke of their home in the wildwood. A
black mustache framed his mouth and flowed into a short, thick black beard
where a ruby winked. On either side of him, another warrior watched the market,
dagger up and at the ready.


She drew in a breath. “Unhand
me.”


He inclined his head and loosened
his hold. She fought against the urge to burrow closer again. She was simply
frightened by the attack. Nothing more.


He tipped up his chin toward the
alley. “Should I kill him?”


Elloni blinked, then followed his
gaze. Her attacker had disappeared, but perhaps he had good reason if he knew
this fellow. This Barbarian was a head taller than most of her people, with an
impressive breadth of shoulder. 


“No,” Elloni said. “But I would
have liked to detain him for questioning.”


He glanced back, and she realized
one of his warriors was a woman. That warrior nodded and disappeared into the
shadows.


“Where is your family?” he asked,
gaze now sweeping the market.


The shouts and her abduction had
thinned the crowds considerably. Most of the customers had fled. Sellers were
just now daring to rise above the floor of their stalls, where they must have
huddled for safety. A few cast him narrowed-eyed glances, as if suspecting it
was all his fault.


Elloni turned toward where the
carriage had been waiting, only to find it gone. They had left her? Surely her
mother would never allow it! Through all the Lutelan monarch’s manipulations,
her mother and father had been steadfastly at her side, defending her at every
turn. But perhaps Andro had feared for her mother’s life enough to whisk her to
safety before coming back for Elloni.


“Apparently my family has departed,”
she said with a shake of her head. Again, that panic pricked her, as if she’d
grasped a stinging nettle without a glove. She drew in another breath and
straightened her spine. 


She was Lady Elloni Lutel,
daughter of Princess Cinzya Lutel and her prince-consort, Emissary of the
Lutelan Monarchy, Patroness of the Artisans Guild, Master of the Lute, and
ninth in line for the throne. She had been trained as a diplomat and spy. She had
navigated different cultures in the service of her monarchy. She could do this.


She put on her best smile. “I am
in your debt, kind sir. Might I prevail upon you to see me safely to the
castle? I’m sure the monarch would reward you.”


Something flashed behind his dark
eyes, but she couldn’t know if he doubted her or the monarch. Once again, he
inclined his head. 


“Solmon,” he told his remaining warrior,
“we are going to the stone monstrosity. Leave word for Narani.”


Until then, he had spoken in
Bardii, but she understood Khazum, the language of his people. She hid a smile
at the thought of how Armanzus Corvyn, the monarch, would react if he heard his
mighty stone fortress denigrated.


She latched onto the Barbarian’s
arm, and he started. “I always thought the castle rather graceful,” she said in
Khazum. “Like the Spires of Morning in the mountains above Lutel. Have you seen
them?”


A smile lifted one corner of his
mouth. “You speak our tongue.”


“And you speak mine,” she pointed
out as he began walking toward the road up the hill. The few remaining
customers scuttled back from him, hurriedly looking away. Was he someone of
import, then, or were they merely cowed by such a noteworthy representative of
the Khorrum in their midst?


“It is wise to know the language
of your enemy,” he said.


“Hardly enemies, sir,” she
chided. “Word has traveled all over the land of Alyna that the Corvyn Monarch
has entered into an alliance with the Khorrum. His sister even agreed to accept
one of your people as her mate.”


“And my brother was chosen as the
mate for the seer,” he said.


She nearly tripped but managed to
keep her feet. “Indeed.” Her mind whirled. What had the briefing advisor said?
The new seer, the first in generations, had been discovered in Corvyna. She had fled with the Khorrum and now resided in
one of their camps, deep in the mysterious wildwood, where none of her people
dared venture. What had been the name of the man she’d married? Something
short. Tam. Tam Randene, brother of the Khan of the Falling Waters, the
equivalent of that tribe’s monarch.


Who must be the man walking at
her side. 
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This could not be his khanna. Bay
Randene, Khan of the Falling Waters, cast another covert glance at the woman
walking so calmly at his side. Most of the Strangers had hair that was some
shade of blond or red. Hers was a brown as dark as the bark of a mountain fir,
and it ran like a waterfall behind her, confined only by twin braids that
started at her temples and met in the back. Her eyes were a shade of blue, like
most of her people, but they held more gray, like the rain-drenched sky in
twilight. She even walked as if she were nobility, embroidered silk skirts
swaying and head high. No one looking at her would think she had just been
abducted.


“I lost him.” His sister Narani
matched his strides as she rejoined them. She shoved her braided hair farther
behind her, then tugged at the bottom of her plain leather jerkin. The scowl on
her face told him how she felt before her emotions touched him. “He knows the
city better than we do.”


Interesting. Someone familiar
with Corvyna meant a resident or at least a frequent trader. The Strangers
sometimes indentured those who owed them debts, but they rarely resorted to
kidnapping. That was more a tactic of the outlaws among his own kind. Still,
even the vaunted Teeka Raiders would balk at sneaking into the capital city and
making off with a high-born lady.


Narani glanced around him at the
woman on his other side. “Why are you helping her? She cannot be the one you
seek.”


The lady arched an eloquent brow.


“She speaks Khazum,” Bay warned
his sister before she could say more.


Narani shrugged. “She still
cannot be the one you seek.”


“Who were you seeking?” the lady
asked politely.


Bay shot Narani another warning
glance. “It matters not.”


According to the seer’s vision,
he would meet his bride in the market in Corvyna today. So, he had been in the
market in Corvyna, searching diligently for a lady of the Khorrum. Perhaps she
would be a member of another tribe, visiting the famous market. Perhaps she
would be a servant he could win free. But he had seen no female of his kind
except his sister.


Instead, this woman had all but
run him over, halting his search. The sooner he returned her to her people, the
better.


“I wish I might be of
assistance,” she said as they passed the fine shops where the richer merchants
sold silks and jewels to the Blessed. “But I am new to the city. My parents and
I are visiting from Lutel.” She cocked her head as if waiting for him to ask
why or seek more information.


He did not tell her that he had
no need to ask. One touch to her mind, and he would know all her secrets. But
he didn’t try. His gift was meant for healing or protection, not an idle game
of gossip.


“Lutel crosses the territories of
the High Peak and Many Lakes tribes,” he mused. “They are good warriors.”


“So we have cause to know,” she
assured him. “I believe you are Falling Waters here. Your valor and might are
heralded in song.”


Narani put a swagger into her
stride. “Throughout the land.”


Solmon, on his other side, cocked
a smile. His friend since childhood, the leader of his honor guard since Bay
had been raised to the rank of khan a few moons ago, he at least knew when to
keep silent. Still, his braids swung as he glanced right and left, dark eyes
searching for danger.


“What brought you to the market
today?” the lady asked Bay.


Narani shut her mouth so quickly
her teeth clicked.


“It amused me,” Bay said. “Why
were you in the market?”


She cast him a smile, as brilliant
as the sun and just as blinding. “It amused me too.”


Oh, but she was a clever one.
Generally, when he was presented to a lady, he found his wit evaporating like
dew in the morning. That was an even greater problem now that so much rested on
finding himself a mate: his position as khan, the safety of his family, and the
protection of his tribe. And not just any mate. A mate who would choose to stay
with the Falling Waters instead of returning to her own tribe with him in tow. 


“Is your tribe large?” she asked.



Was she probing for the monarch?
His need to touch her mind went up another notch. Gently, he reached out.


Interest. Determination.


Attraction.


He reared back and shook himself.
He should not feel so surprised or pleased that this noble lady of the Blessed
found him an impressive specimen. That was all he would ever be to her: a
specimen.


Still, she looked at him askance
as if unsure of the reason for his reaction. “Forgive me. Is that not something
I should ask? I fear I don’t know your traditions nearly as well as I’d like.”


He would not tell her how their
numbers had dwindled in recent cycles. Accidents and illnesses had taken more
than their due. The lady warriors had elected to live with the families of
their mates, in other tribes. And the number of children, even in his
generation, was less than it had been in generations past.


“We are large enough to protect
what is ours,” he assured her.


“So, it appears, is the army of
the Corvyn Monarch.” She nodded up the street.


Ahead, around the bend in a
street edged by the fancy houses of the wealthy and powerful among the guilds
and the Learned of her people, came the thump of boots on cobbles. Narani must
have heard it too, for she hissed, hand straying to the hilt of the dagger at
her waist.


More than a dozen guards, armed
with pikes and short swords and dressed in leather jerkins over their azure
tunics, marched into view. They drew up short and arranged themselves to fill
the street from walled garden to walled garden, preventing any movement
forward.


“Surrender the Lady Elloni,” one
barked, “and come with us.”


Solmon and Narani drew their
daggers, but it would do no good. They were too few. This was up to Bay.


He focused. It wasn’t easy to
touch so many minds at once, but perhaps he only needed to influence the
leader. He sent out waves of calm, a sense that all was right and good. 


Pikes lowered fractionally.


“There is no need for violence,
Captain,” Lady Elloni said, releasing Bay’s arm and stepping forward. “This
kind gentleman saved my life. I believe the monarch owes him a debt. Certainly
I and the Princess Cinzya do.” 


At the very mention of the name,
the guards stood taller.


“Of course, milady,” the leader
assured her, tone far more respectful. “If you would just come with us.” He
beckoned to her as if trying to get her as far away from Bay as possible.


She retreated and latched onto Bay’s
arm again. “Delighted. Won’t you join us, my khan?”


He blinked, and she gave him that
brilliant smile again. 


“She is safe,” Narani muttered.
“Let her go with them. We should leave this place.”


Bay put his hand over Lady
Elloni’s, and something warm and fine threaded itself up his arm, heading for
his heart. “You should go, Lady. These are your people, not mine.”


“He must come too,” the guard
called. “By order of the monarch.”


Narani took up the warrior’s
stance, one foot forward, one back, ready for a fight. His sister was one of
the best warriors in the tribe. But even she, Solmon, and Bay could not take on
so many.


“Shah,” he told her. “We
will go with them. Let us see if this monarch honors his alliance.”


Head high, he strolled toward his
enemies, the Lady Elloni on his arm, as if they were going to some feast in
their fine castle. The guards broke formation to allow them through, then
reformed behind them. It was an escort worthy of a monarch, but it felt a bit
as if he was being herded.


It took them only a short time to
climb the rest of the hill, until the stone walls and spires of the castle
towered above them. He had never liked being wrapped in stone. It was too
different from their camp in the mountains. Even their boots made noise as they
crossed under the spiked ends of the twin portcullises that protected the
fortress. They couldn’t go silently here like they did in the wildwood. And the
entire space was over-perfumed. Give him the felt-walled hotas of his people
any day.


The guards marched them down a
corridor hung with tapestries and up a set of stairs into a wide room with a
fireplace that took up most of one wall. An older woman pulled herself out of
an older man’s arms and ran toward them. Lady Elloni released Bay at last to
embrace her.


“Oh, darling,” the lady warbled.
“Your father and I were so worried!”


The man, presumably her husband
and Lady Elloni’s father, came to join them, wrapping his arms around them
both. “Were you hurt? Do you need anything?”


“Nothing in all the world now
that I’m back with you,” Lady Elloni assured him.


Bay did not have to reach far to
feel the love surrounding them. It gave him a pang. He had felt such love when
his parents had lived. And now they were gone, because of him.


Another man rose from the
high-backed chair at the head of the room and came forward. Nearly as tall as
Bay, with the blond hair and brilliant blue eyes of the Blessed, he wore the
silver crown of the monarch of Corvyna.


“It seems we have you to
thank for Lady Elloni’s safe return,” he said with a nod to Bay. “Am I correct
that I am addressing the Khan of the Falling Waters, the one called the Lion of
the Mountains?”


Bay inclined his head. “You are.”


“Excellent,” he said, rubbing his
hands together as if contemplating a particularly juicy haunch of elk. “Then
you know that your Great Khan and my monarchy have forged an alliance. I demand
that you honor that alliance, escort Lady Elloni to your camp, and protect her
until we can determine who wishes her harm.”










Chapter Two


Leave the safety
of the castle for the dangers of the wildwood? Was he mad? Elloni took a step
back from the Corvyn Monarch before she remembered her training.


Keep your true thoughts
hidden, or they could be used against you.


“Surely there’s no need for such
drastic measures,” she said pleasantly instead of voicing her concerns.


Her mother’s hand gripped her
arm. “I’m sure His Exalted Majesty has your best interests at heart, dear.”


Elloni couldn’t help her frown as
she glanced at her mother. Those crystalline blue eyes were sharper than ever,
her smile as pleasant as Elloni’s. What plan was she hatching?


“Of course I do,” Armanzus Corvyn
insisted, raising his head high and setting the silver crown on his forehead to
sparkling in the light. “I would be a poor host if I did not first seek the
safety and wellbeing of my guests.”


“Your guests,” the khan
rumbled. “Not mine.”


So, Bay Randene didn’t want her
to come either. Another time she might have been perturbed to be so summarily
dismissed, but she really didn’t want to spend her time rusticating at his
mountain camp. Her aunt had sent them to Corvyna on a mission, and, while
Elloni was not privy to all the details, surely hiding in the mountains would
not help her achieve it.


“But the alliance,” her father
protested, rounding on the Khorrum leader. “I understood you had agreed to
serve the Corvyn Monarchy.”


The khan’s lady warrior hissed
again. Bay Randene kept his face neutral. Perhaps Elloni wasn’t the only one
who had learned diplomacy.


“The Khorrum,” he said, “serve no
one.”


“A poor choice of words,” the
Corvyn Monarch soothed. “We are allies, sworn to help each other in time of
need. I have a need. Someone tried to kidnap one of my guests. I must send her
to safety.”


The khan glanced around at the
stone walls, the opulent furnishings, and the two guards on duty beside the
doors. “And you cannot keep her safe here?”


The monarch’s lips thinned. He
didn’t like admitting he’d been thwarted. “My monarchy is still reeling from
the seer’s revelations of a coming conflict,” he said. “And I received word
only this morning that sails have been spotted off the coast of Tremelan.”


Her mother started. “An attack
from Vytorian?”


Vytorian,
the southernmost monarchy near the Fingers of the Delta, always seemed to be
positioning itself to grasp more glory. Their peace-loving neighbors in Tremelan
to the north would be the logical first strike if Vytorian
were intent on capturing additional lands.


But the monarch shook his head.
“Both the vessels and the flags they fly are unknown to any who have seen them.
Tremelan is fortifying the outlying farmholds and sending its guards to patrol
the sands. I cannot chance unrest here in Corvyna because of some unknown
assailant.”


Unrest anywhere in Alyna could be
dangerous at the moment. The High Priest had circulated the seer’s prophecy.
Unless all the monarchies of the Blessed united against this common foe, they
would fall. 


Unfortunately, not all believed
the seer’s word.


The monarch turned to the khan.
“I have seen that the Khorrum are strong and talented, and they know how to
disappear. All I ask is that you take Lady Elloni with you. She will be safe in
your camp.” 


The khan did not look convinced.
He was studying Armanzus Corvyn as if he could see inside him. She didn’t
understand the monarch’s reasoning either. What did an attempted kidnapping
have to do with sails along the coastline or unrest in Corvyna? How did hiding
her away help anyone?


“May I speak with my parents?”
she asked politely. 


The monarch graciously inclined
his head. “Of course.”


She led her mother and father to
one side of the large room, where a wide window looked out on the snow-capped
Pillars of the World, the jagged mountains that marked the northern extent of
Alyna.


“You seem to want me to take this
opportunity,” she said, glancing between them. “Why?”


“You heard the monarch,” her
father said, one finger stroking his mustache, as white as the mountain snow.
“Someone is surveying Alyna’s shores.”


Her mother nodded. “It could be
another monarch, displaying his might or probing her enemy’s weaknesses. But
the prophecy the High Priest shared from the new seer claimed danger was coming
from outside Alyna.”


“A prophecy our monarch
disputes,” Elloni reminded them.


Her mother nodded. “If you go
with the Khan of the Falling Waters, you’ll have a chance to listen to this
seer firsthand. See whether she is as impressive as they say.”


“See if she truly is a
seer,” her father agreed.


“And you can test the depths of
this alliance with the Khorrum.” Her mother smiled at the khan as if she and
her family were discussing nothing more than a shift in the weather. “You can determine
whether they are worthy allies.”


“I doubt our monarch would want
to partner with them, regardless,” Elloni said, remembering her aunt’s
disparaging remarks about the tribes on her lands.


Her mother’s smile dimmed, and
she put a hand on Elloni’s arm, the touch warm but urgent. “Whatever
information you gather will be more than she could get in any other way. That’s
good for us all. Your father and I will curry her favor, and perhaps she will
accept the next prince who offers for you.”


There was that. Elloni had had
such high hopes for Prince Leandro of Arboran, her latest suitor. He was
charming, handsome, witty, and far closer to her own age of two and twenty than
any of the others who had paid her court. He also hailed from a monarchy with
whom her aunt wanted to deepen ties. He was fourth in line for the throne, so
he was unlikely ever to be monarch, but she could imagine herself at his side,
welcoming other emissaries and guiding strategy. 


Perhaps, if she gathered
sufficient information about the Khorrum and this seer, her aunt would be
willing to reconsider his suit.


She nodded, then turned and bobbed
a curtsey. “I quite agree with my parents, Your Majesty. An excellent notion. I
would be delighted to sojourn for a time with the mighty Khan of the Falling
Waters.”


Armanzus Corvyn smiled a toothy
grin that made her think of the predator fish that terrorized the Eastern Sea.


Far more unsettling was the way
the khan was regarding her, as if he could see every thought moving through her
mind and knew exactly what she planned to do.
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They were scheming. Cunning hung
in the air. The monarch and Lady Elloni’s parents wanted something from him.


No, not him. They wanted
something from Marya, the new seer, the mate of his twin brother, Tam. Marya
was family, and he would protect his family with his life. 


Yet he sensed he needed to
protect Lady Elloni too. 


Why? He studied her again. Those gray-blue
eyes were wide, innocent, as if this were the first time she had set foot
outside her monarchy. Yet he felt her confidence, her determination. She was
studying him just as closely. His smile curved up. He too knew how to mask his
feelings. And she didn’t have his gift for uncovering those of others. 


The Corvyn Monarch rubbed his
hands together again. “Good, that’s all settled. Lady Elloni will go with you
now. I’ll send a contingent of guards to retrieve her soon.”


No guardsman was going to enter the
territory of the Falling Waters. Bay would have a revolt on his hands for
allowing it. He nearly had a revolt on his hands from this alliance with the
Blessed his brother and the seer had negotiated.


“Your men would not be welcome in
the wildwood,” he told the monarch. “I will send a warrior to check for
messages at the nearest farmhold every other day.”


The monarch’s annoyance brushed
him like cold rain, but Armanzus Corvyn inclined his head. “Very well.”


Bay turned to Lady Elloni. “Pack
lightly, Lady. We have little ability to carry things this trip.”


“Of course, my khan,” she said
with that smile that made him want to stand taller, widen his stance, and puff
out his chest. She and her parents swept regally from the room.


“You are welcome to wait in the
courtyard,” the monarch said. 


Not here in the cool of the
castle. It seemed alliances only went so far when it came to breaking down the
barriers between their people. 


“You are too kind,” Bay said, and
if the man heard the sarcasm behind the words, Bay did not care.


Narani remained silent until they
exited the keep. Their boots crunched on the gravel of the outer courtyard,
which ran from the main door to the gates. With the quarters for the guards
lining one of the stone walls, the area was stark, bare, and hot. At least he
could see the sky, blue and clear. He drew in a breath that contained more dust
than air as the guards on the ramparts took note of them.


Solman glanced around, hand on
his hilt. His guard was on edge, concerned to be surrounded by their
traditional enemies.


Narani sidled closer, arms loose,
as if she was ready to draw the bow at her back or pull the dagger at her hip
any moment.


“Why did you agree to take her
with us?” she murmured, peering into Bay’s face from a height approaching his
own. “What did you sense?”


“Something we need to watch,” he
said. “And I agreed because I prefer to watch up close.”


He could feel her concern too,
but she nodded. If anyone had a reason to doubt him, it was his brother and
sister. He could only be grateful they had both shown him nothing but support
as he attempted to fill the hole left by the loss of their parents.


As if anyone could fill that
hole.


He wasn’t sure how long they’d
have to wait, but Lady Elloni returned before the guards along the walls and at
the gate had resorted to more than scowls at the presence of the Khorrum among
them. A heavy wool cloak, the hood and hem edged in the black feathers of the
caroling swan, obscured her embroidered gown; thick, padded, wool mittens
covered her hands; and boots peeked out from under her skirts.


“We are not going so high in the
mountains that you need to dress for snow,” Bay assured her as she joined him. 


She patted her pretty skirts. “I
wasn’t certain, so I thought it best to be careful. I’m just glad the
queen-consort agreed to let me borrow her cloak and mittens. I had my boots,
but I didn’t bring the rest of my winter clothing with me to Corvyna.”


But she appeared to have brought
everything else. Bay gaped at the footmen carrying out trunk after trunk to set
them down on the gravel of the courtyard.


“I couldn’t know what sort of
activities you might have planned for a state visit,” she explained as if his
dismay was evident on his face. “So I thought it safest to bring everything.”


More serving women followed with
boxes and satchels, until a mountain nearly as high as those sheltering his
camp was piled beside them.


Bay shook his head. “Choose three
satchels. Fill them with what you absolutely need. Leave the rest.”


Her brows shot up. “Three
satchels? I couldn’t possibly squeeze everything I need in three satchels.”


Bay held up three fingers. “Three
satchels. Where we’re going, no wagon can travel. And my mount will already be
carrying the two of us. Unless you’d prefer to walk.”


She cocked her head. “If I walk,
can I take a trunk?”


“No.”


Her chin hardened. “Fine. Give me
a moment.”


“What could she possibly need
that would fill more than three satchels?” Narani asked with a frown. “We have
plenty of food for the journey.”


Bay shrugged. 


In the end, Lady Elloni tottered
back to them with three satchels straining at their seams and bursting at the
bronze catches. She’d removed the mittens and heavy cloak and pulled on one of
skystone-colored velvet instead.


“If I wear it, I don’t have to
pack it,” she said with a grin. He could feel her pleasure at her own
ingenuity. 


“But you may swelter in it,” Bay
pointed out.


“Sacrifices must be made for
fashion, sir,” she told him, but the twinkle in her eyes belied the haughty
tone.


The monarch seemed to be in a hurry
to see them gone, for one of his servants approached with an offer of carriages
to convey them down to the market, where their mounts waited. Bay found himself
seated with Lady Elloni and Narani in one of the narrow, ornate boxes on
wheels, Solmon and the satchels following in another.


“Why couldn’t we put the trunks
on these?” his guest asked, rubbing at the thick cushion of the seat with one
hand.


“Carriages cannot cross the
wildwood where we’re going either,” Bay explained. “There are no roads leading
north to the crags.”


She frowned. “We have roads to
the mountains in Lutelan. That’s where we get the iron for which we’re famed.”


“Corvyna has chosen to trade for
its farm produce instead,” he said.


Her brow cleared. “Ah, of course.
I knew that. But I’m always delighted to learn more.”


He could feel that as well. Now
that she had committed to joining them, excitement, anticipation, and a hint of
joy fluttered about her, like birds taking flight. Beside him, Narani was a
dark cloud, arms crossed over her chest and a glower on her face.


Joch was waiting with the kryals
at the edge of the market, near the city gates. At fifteen, his cousin had just
reached the age of becoming. He had done nothing that indicated he had a gift,
but he was a good hunter. At the next Gathering, they would likely lose him to
one of the bands of young people who lived together for a time as they grew
into who they were to become.


Joch positioned himself between
the carriages and the kryals and spread his arms in warning as the carriages
came to a stop. The Strangers valued the mighty beasts, which were bigger,
stronger, and faster than any horse, but no kryal had gone into their service
willingly. The few they held captive had been stolen one way or another, and
most either did not survive or managed to escape, scarred, into the wildwood
again.


The lad relaxed as Bay stepped
down onto the road, but his eyes widened as he handed down Lady Elloni.


“Is that her?” Joch blurted out.


“No,” Bay snapped. Then, as the
lady gazed at him, he managed a smile. “This is Elloni, a high-ranking lady of
the Lutel Family, rulers of the Lutelan Monarchy. The Corvyn Monarch has
requested that the Falling Waters offer her their protection for a time. She
will be coming back to camp with us. She speaks our language.”


He could feel Joch’s confusion,
but, to do his cousin credit, the lad offered their guest a bow. “Lady. You
honor us.”


“The honor is mine, Warrior,” she
said. “To which family do you belong?”


Joch raised his head. “The family
Randene, from whom are descended all our mightiest khans.”


Oh, to know only pride again! He
had thought that way growing up. Now that the duty of being khan had fallen on
him, he felt its weight all too keenly.


“A distinguished family indeed,”
Lady Elloni assured Joch.


Narani snorted as she shoved past
for her kryal, Warra. She tossed two of the satchels up on the broad,
nut-colored back. “If you’re finished with the pleasantries, we should go.”


Solmon swung up on his mount, a
fine black mare, positioning the third satchel in front of him. 


“Any trouble?” Bay asked, putting
a hand on Joch’s shoulder. 


“No,” his cousin said, glancing
at the market. “Just a lot of looking. I don’t think they want us here.”


“Yet they’re always happy to take
our silver,” Bay reminded
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