
  
    [image: Shadow of the Crown]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            And so it begins…

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry Hathaway headed down the street, a silver necklace dangling from his fingers. As he walked, he examined it, talking to himself.

      "Not bad, Handsome Harry, you old rogue. There isn't a woman alive who can resist your charms."

      He turned up the side street, dropped the necklace into a small pouch, and withdrew a slender key. He had stopped at a door, ready to unlock it when he thought he detected a faint hissing sound. He paused, the key only partly inserted, listening intently.

      Again, the sound issued forth, and then a voice whispered, "Harry!"

      "Who's there?" he cried out, his voice echoing down the street.

      "It's me, Harry," came a familiar voice.

      "You'll have to be a little more specific," he replied. "I know a lot of 'me's'."

      "It's me, Nikki. Nikki the Knife."

      "Nik?" he responded in surprise. "You've been gone a long time, Nik. We all thought you were dead."

      He moved towards the voice and was suddenly conscious of a stench that permeated his surroundings. "What's that smell?"

      "I had to escape through the sewers, Harry. They'll kill me if they catch me."

      Nicole stepped out of the darkness.

      "By the Gods, Nik, you look as bad as you smell. Who's after you? Did you upset another gang boss?"

      "No, Harry," she replied. "It's much more serious than that. Can you help me or not?"

      "Of course. Come inside, and we'll get you cleaned up."

      "No," she insisted. "I need you to come with me."

      "Where are we going?"

      "I have someone stashed nearby, but we must hurry before he's discovered."

      "You intrigue me, Nikki. Lead on."
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      Lady Nicole Arendale let out a tremendous sneeze, belatedly covering her nose with her kerchief. Mortified, she glanced around the room, only to realize no one had taken notice. Instead, those in attendance were digging into the succulent meal and toasting the newly returned Princess Anna.

      It was difficult for the lady-in-waiting to come to grips with her present situation. Over a year ago, she had been recruited to join the entourage of the young Princess Anna, daughter of the late King Andred IV of Merceria. After spending months travelling through Weldwyn, which lay to the west, they had returned to the welcoming arms of the princess's brother, King Henry, recently crowned after his father's death. So here she sat, released from the princess's service, yet unable to leave, lest her true master discover her dismissal.

      Her eyes refocused, looking across the table to take notice of Sir Barnsley, one of the princess's knights, passed out in his chair. Dame Abigail, another knight of the Order of the Hound, sat nearby mocking the slumbering man's condition.

      Nicole swept her gaze farther up the table to Princess Anna, who, appearing tired while listening to her brother, suddenly let out an enormous yawn, then fell face-first onto the table. This behaviour elicited a collective gasp from the crowd. Out of the corner of her eye, Nicole noticed several soldiers moving forward.

      Now Dame Abigail was down, and then Nicole realized that all the princess's entourage were dropping like flies. She looked at her tankard, which sat, untasted, on the table before her. There was a yell of alarm from across the room as Dame Beverly tried to stand, only to fall weakly back into her chair. Strong arms gripped the red-headed knight, holding her firmly in place, until her head nodded forward, her chin coming to rest on her chest.

      Nicole was worried. Somebody had orchestrated the poisoning of the entire diplomatic entourage. As a member herself, she was most likely an intended victim. Desperate to avoid detection, she let out an exaggerated yawn and fell forward onto the table, keeping her eyes open barely enough to see around her.

      Soldiers lifted the princess from her seat, along with the old warrior who usually sat to her side. Nicole was prepared to run, rush from the room, and save herself should an opportunity occur, but before such a chance came, she felt hands on her shoulders. Firm hands gripped her arms, preparing to lift her, but a voice sailed across the room, "No, not her. She's one of Valmar's."

      Released, she fell back into the seat, eyes now squeezed shut but still listening intently. A woman's voice rang out, one that she recognized as that of Lady Penelope Cromwell, the previous king's mistress.

      "To the dungeons with them," she commanded. "Henry, have them kept separate from each other. We don't want them conspiring."

      Nicole felt a hand grip her face, lifting her chin and tilting her head back. She kept her eyes closed, still intent on playing her part, until a stinging slap brought her eyes wide open. Marshal-General Roland Valmar, Duke of Eastwood, stood over her, his hand preparing for another strike. He waited while her eyes focused and then delivered the expected blow.

      "You've performed your services adequately," he said, dropping a small bag of coins into her lap. "You are no longer of any use to me. Take your coins and disappear. If I ever set eyes on you again, it'll be the end of you."

      Looking down at the purse, she grabbed it and clutched it to her chest—this was more than she had expected for this particular job. Even surviving was miraculous, but still, it felt wrong being a part of what had transpired here this evening. She raised her face to look at Valmar, to ask what was going to happen to them, but another stinging slap knocked her from her chair.

      "Begone, harlot," he commanded, "or I'll give you even more marks across your back."

      Nicole rose from the ground, her body shaking with fear. Valmar was not a man to be trifled with. The scars on her back were a constant reminder of that. Lowering her eyes, lest she provoke him further, she hustled from the room, avoiding the Royal Guards as they disarmed the fallen knights before pulling them from their seats. Nicole had to stop at the door to make way for two soldiers carrying an unconscious Dame Levina through the doorway.

      She fled down the hallway, concerned only with escaping before Valmar changed his mind, finally halting to compose herself after weaving through the twisted halls of the Palace. As she leaned back against a wall, she looked at the ceiling for inspiration, but it was all for naught. She shook her hands, trying somehow to rid herself of any feeling of responsibility that lingered. Looking around, she found herself in a hallway, somewhere in the Palace, although in her haste to escape, she had paid no attention to where she was going.

      Footsteps approached from the end of the hallway, and her heart nearly burst from her chest. Spotting a door opposite, she pushed it open, revealing a small sleeping chamber. She squeezed through the doorway, mostly closing the door behind her until it was only open a sliver. She peered out, watching as the noises drew closer. Two soldiers moved past the door, a body hanging between them, likely one of the Knights of the Hound.

      'I must stay here,' she thought. 'There's nothing I can do now.'

      As she turned to plan her own escape, she recognized the unconscious knight as none other than Sir Arnim Caster—her Arnim! Before Nicole even knew what she was doing, she stepped from the room, hoisted up her skirt and pulled the slim dagger from her garter. It took only three steps to close the distance, and then she drove the knife into the neck of one of the soldiers. Her victim collapsed almost instantly, while Sir Arnim, now bereft of one of his supporters, crashed heavily to the floor.

      The second soldier cursed as his burden dropped. He looked to his right in astonishment when his companion fell to the floor alongside their prisoner. Nicole struck again with the dagger, this time slicing across the remaining guard's arm, but the chainmail links easily deflected the blade. He jumped back, drawing his sword as he did, ready for her next attack.

      She was leaning forward, attempting to stab him in the gut, when the soldier adroitly twisted aside. Unfortunately for her, his sword connected, opening a huge gash on her arm, causing the knife to tumble from her fingers. Stumbling back, she fell as her feet became entangled in the bodies on the ground. The soldier loomed over her as she scrambled to extricate herself, her hands searching left and right, struggling for support.

      She kicked out violently at the man's groin. At the moment of impact, she watched his eyes bulge in agony as he bent over, grabbing himself. Taking advantage of his momentary distraction, she found her dagger, sat up, and sliced it across the guard's throat. The wounded man grabbed his neck with both hands in a hopeless attempt to stem the flow of blood. She rolled to the side to avoid being pinned beneath him as he collapsed, blood gurgling through his fingers.

      Nicole looked up and down the hallway, but no one came running. She knew it was only a matter of time before somebody discovered the dead guards, so she moved quickly to Arnim's side. He lay in a heap on the floor, his drugged state making him unaware of his surroundings.

      Rolling him over, she grabbed him under the arm and began dragging him. It was at this moment she remembered the wound to her arm, for he was heavy, and the cut throbbed painfully. Knowing she couldn't get far, she made for the closest room, leaning him against the wall while she examined the door. Thanking Saxnor it was not locked, she looked in to see a small room that contained a bench seat with a hole in it, obviously a garderobe. Turning around, she grabbed Arnim and dragged him into the small confines, closing the door behind them.

      Raised on the streets, she knew that if she could only get them to the slums, they would be safe enough, at least for now. The biggest question was how to get out of the Palace unseen. Her time was limited, for once the guards' bodies were found, the search would be on. Inspecting the wooden seat before her, she lifted the lid to look into the space below. Even though it was full of Human waste, it was big enough for them to hide in.

      Nicole looked back to the fallen Knight of the Hound and made up her mind. It would be hard to carry Arnim, a toughened warrior, and his armour too, so she began undoing the straps of his chainmail, the better to lighten the load.

      She dropped the armour down into the filth, making a splash as it hit bottom. It appeared the sewage here was not as deep as it looked, and she silently thanked the Gods. Dragging him over the hole, she lowered Arnim as best she could, holding his arms as his feet touched the bottom, then she let go, his body splashing into the muck as it landed. She quickly climbed down through the hole, replacing the wooden seat, and dropped down beside him, grabbing him lest he fall over and drown.

      Even with her cold, the smell was overwhelming. She silently thanked Saxnor for her stuffed nose. It was dark in here, far darker than she would have imagined. Someone had to clean out this area from time to time, so she felt around the edge of the pit seeking a hatch or doorway.

      Pausing in her efforts to catch her breath, she heard the sound of running water. Drawn by the noise, she followed it with her hands until encountering a metal grate on the far wall. It ran from the floor, halfway up the wall, and she realized it must lead to the sewer. She tried pushing and pulling, but it didn't budge. Running her fingers along the edges, she discovered a padlock.

      Nicole's mind raced as she tried to think things through. First, she must free up her legs, and to do that, she took her dagger and began cutting away at the hem of her dress. Once free of the cumbersome attire, she tossed the rags aside and reached for her right garter. Here, in a small leather pouch, lay her lock-picking tools. Opening it carefully, she withdrew a slender pick but cursed as she nearly dropped it when her injured arm throbbed with pain. Grasping it more firmly, she reached through the grate and inserted the tool, twisting it to try to unlock the tumblers.

      Sitting here in the absolute darkness, it felt like it was taking forever, and she feared it might never succumb to her ministrations. An unexpected sound from above froze her. Someone opened the door to the privy, and then there were two voices, likely guards, and she held her breath. Thankfully, only a moment later, they left, slamming the door shut behind them. But it felt as though her heart had stopped.

      Nicole gathered her breath, the stench in her nostrils making it difficult not to gag. A few more twists of the pick and then a satisfying click indicated her success. The lock popped open, and she reached through to unclasp it, pushing the grate away from her. She poked her head through, but the darkness still loomed. She could see nothing.

      The task of moving Arnim was difficult. She had to position him so she could crawl past and then grab him under the arms and pull him through, all the while coated in filth, which lent a slipperiness to the whole procedure. By the end, the two of them were covered head to toe in sludge. With the two of them on the other side, she closed the grate, ensuring she clicked the lock shut.

      She had done it, escaped the Palace, only to find herself still a prisoner in complete darkness. She tried to stand up but cracked her head painfully on the overhead bricks. Here, the sewer was short, not even tall enough for a man to stand, and she wondered who serviced these tunnels. A skittering sound echoed from a distance, and her first instinct was to discount it as rats. Were there other creatures that lived in the sewers? She doubted it, but one could never be entirely sure.

      This tunnel ran in two directions. Nicole had no idea of her bearings, but growing up in the slums in the capital, she knew safety lay to the south. She thought back to her escape. The great hall that housed the banquet had doors leading east and west. At the feast, she had been sitting by the western wall, and then her flight from the dinner had taken her into the western wing of the Palace. She reasoned that the privy was on the same end of the Palace, so this tunnel likely ran north-south. If this were true, it meant after exiting through the grate, she had only to turn left, and they would logically be heading south.

      She found the grate once again and double-checked her bearings before proceeding on her way. It was a painstaking process—the tunnels were slippery, and she had to drag a full-grown man. The lack of light here, combined with the low ceiling, made the effort all the more difficult.

      She was sure there would be a call of alarm, and half expected soldiers to descend into the sewers with lanterns, but none arrived. All of a sudden, she felt a slight breeze and then saw a faint light coming from above—a sewer cover! The simple metal grate let moonlight drift through, illuminating the close confines of the tunnel. She laid Arnim down carefully and pressed her face to the cover. Hearing no sound, she lifted the grate, standing straight up, her back protesting. Her head was barely above the level of the road, poking out of the hole. She glanced around, seeing the moonlight glinting off shop windows in the unlit streets. In front of a business nearby, she could barely make out a hanging sign in the shape of a boar's head.

      It was all Nicole needed, for the Boar's Head was a well-known tavern within the city. She had made more progress than she realized, although she had little concept for how much time had passed. The sewers didn't run all the way to the slums, for in that part of the city, sewage was dumped, raw, into the streets. She resolved to travel south as far as she could using the tunnels and then find somewhere to stash Arnim until she returned with help.

      By the time the early-morning light began to trickle down, she had come to the end of the line. The sewer here was so tight she had to crawl, dragging Arnim by the arm. Pushing the grate aside, she emerged in front of an abandoned candle shop, looking around nervously. The street appeared completely empty, thank Saxnor.

      The combination of his weight and her injured arm made the task of pulling Arnim out of the sewer nearly impossible. Once she manoeuvred him, he sat, still unconscious, in the opening, waiting for her to lift him out. She struggled with it for ages until his feet finally cleared the hole. Dragging him into an alleyway, she returned, dropping the grate back into place.

      Now she needed to find a spot to hide the knight until she returned. The derelict candle shop was the best choice, so she hurried around to the back door. It only took a few twists of her pick for the lock to spring open, and she soon had Arnim safely ensconced inside.

      

      Harry Hathaway headed down the street, a silver necklace dangling from his fingers. As he walked, he examined it, talking to himself.

      "Not bad, Handsome Harry, you old rogue. There isn't a woman alive who can resist your charms."

      He turned up the side street, dropped the necklace into a small pouch, and withdrew a slender key. He had stopped at a door, ready to unlock it when he thought he detected a faint hissing sound. He paused, the key only partly inserted, listening intently.

      Again, the sound issued forth, and then a voice whispered, "Harry!"

      "Who's there?" he cried out, his voice echoing down the street.

      "It's me, Harry," came a familiar voice.

      "You'll have to be a little more specific," he replied. "I know a lot of 'me's'."

      "It's me, Nikki. Nikki the Knife."

      "Nik?" he responded in surprise. "You've been gone a long time, Nik. We all thought you were dead."

      He moved towards the voice and was suddenly conscious of a stench that permeated his surroundings. "What's that smell?"

      "I had to escape through the sewers, Harry. They'll kill me if they catch me."

      Nicole stepped out of the darkness.

      "By the Gods, Nik, you look as bad as you smell. Who's after you? Did you upset another gang boss?"

      "No, Harry," she replied. "It's much more serious than that. Can you help me or not?"

      "Of course. Come inside, and we'll get you cleaned up."

      "No," she insisted. "I need you to come with me."

      "Where are we going?"

      "I have someone stashed nearby, but we must hurry before he's discovered."

      "You intrigue me, Nikki. Lead on."

      He followed her as she turned down an alleyway. They cut across several streets, finally emerging half a dozen blocks away.

      Nikki pointed at the candle shop. "He's in there. I had to put him somewhere to keep him safe."

      She led Harry around to the back, opening the door. Arnim lay sprawled on the floor, unmoving.

      "For Saxnor's sake, Nikki, did you kill him?"

      "No, I didn't kill him, Harry. He's been drugged."

      "Here's a tip," offered Harry. "If you don't drug people, they can walk."

      She punched him in the arm. "I didn't drug him. Someone else did."

      Harry rubbed his bruised limb. "Who is it? He looks kind of familiar, but he's covered in shit."

      "Never mind that," she said. "Help me get him to your place and out of sight."

      He sighed and moved around to lift Arnim. "You make sure the way's clear. I'll carry this sleeping baby here."

      "Thanks, Harry, I owe you one."

      "If I had a crown for every time you said that, I'd be a rich man," he murmured.

      "What was that?" asked Nikki.

      "I said, it's my pleasure."

      He lifted Arnim, hoisting him over his shoulders. "This man's heavier than he looks, and I thought YOU smelled bad. Who did you say he was?"

      "I didn't," she responded. "Now, let's get moving."

      

      The early-morning streets were mostly empty, and it wasn't long before they were safely indoors. Harry carried his burden upstairs and into a darkened room, dropping him to the floor beside the bed. He searched around for his flint and steel to light the fireplace. As the sparks ignited the kindling, it gave the room an eerie glow. He blew on the fire, watching as it grew, then stood.

      "I'll fetch some water so you can clean up. I'll be back in a moment," said Harry.

      Nikki knelt beside the fallen knight and began pulling the stinking clothes from his body. Harry soon returned with a bowl of water and some rags.

      "I'll do that," he insisted. "You see to yourself."

      He began scrubbing at Arnim's arms as he finished pulling the clothes off of him.

      Nikki undid what remained of her dress. It had long sleeves, and as she pulled the right one off, blood seeped from her wound. She gasped in pain.

      Harry turned at the sound. "Nikki," he said. "What happened to your arm?"

      "I was cut by a sword," she said. "I was lucky it didn't take my arm off."

      He moved towards her to examine the wound, turning her to get more light on it. "You might still lose it," he cautioned. "You went through the sewers. It's likely to fester. Let me clean this up for you."

      She waited while he cleansed the wound as best he could.

      "I hope he's worth it," Harry said at last.

      "He is," she replied.

      "Are you going to tell me who this is?"

      "His name's Arnim Caster, SIR Arnim Caster."

      "He's a knight?"

      "Yes, a Knight of the Hound."

      Harry stopped what he was doing. "A Knight of the Hound? I've never heard of them before."

      "They serve Princess Anna," she explained.

      "Isn't that the queen's bastard? How do you fit into all this, Nik?"

      She looked down at Arnim. "Look at him again, Harry. Don't you recognize him?"

      Harry knelt by the unconscious knight, using a cloth to wipe his face. "He certainly looks familiar, but I can't place him."

      Nikki decided to put him out of his misery. "He used to be in the town watch. Of course, we were all much younger in those days."

      Harry whistled. "He's the one you double-crossed, isn't he?"

      "Yes," she answered, although her voice was barely audible.

      "So why would you help him now?"

      "I had no choice all those years ago, Harry. I had to betray him. It was my job. My life was on the line, but he never deserved what happened to him."

      Harry looked at her closely. "You still love him, don't you?"

      "Don't be ridiculous, Harry. I just owe him, that's all."

      "Sure, Nik. You go on believing that."
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      Screams echoed down the hallway, bouncing off the cold stone walls, making their way to where Anna, a Princess of Merceria, lay huddled on the floor. She held her hands over her ears, but the sounds of agony pierced her heart. She could do nothing to end their suffering.

      She was being held in a cell: a small room with barely enough space for her to lie down and no way to escape. The only entrance was a sturdy wooden door with a narrow barred window at the top and a smaller door below where food could be passed through.

      She shivered, her thin shift doing little to protect against the dampness of the cold stones. The screams began anew, this time at a much higher pitch—a woman. The princess brought her legs to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, trying to eke out what little warmth she could while her breath frosted in the frigid air.

      Footsteps echoed down the hallway, and she ran to the bars, straining to see who was coming. Two armed guards appeared carrying spears, and then two more dragging someone between them. Closer they came, and then one of the spearmen aimed the point of his weapon at her, motioning her to back away. The second pulled forth a key ring and unlatched the cell door while the first kept his spear at the ready. The door opened with a creak, and the last two men dumped the prisoner onto the floor.

      "This is a gift from the king," one of them said. "He thought you'd like to watch him die."

      He chuckled at his own words, and then he and his partner withdrew. Without another word, they locked the door, disappearing down the hallway, their footsteps blending into the distant screams. Anna crawled forward, towards the body in front of her. Even slumped over, laying face down, she instantly knew who it was.

      "Gerald!" she cried out, her coldness forgotten.

      She rolled him over. His face was battered and swollen, with a large gash over his right eye. Blood seeped from his mouth while his body was covered in cuts and bruises. What clothes he still wore were tattered. His shirt, ripped front and back, revealed deep lacerations to his flesh.

      She rolled him onto his side to let the blood flow freely from his mouth, afraid he might choke to death on it. She put her ear to his chest and thankfully heard a faint heartbeat.

      She tried to think, but the numbing cold and the drowsiness that clouded her mind were working against her. Forgetting her own misfortune, she began pulling at the remains of his shirt to bind his wounds in a vain attempt to stem the flow of blood.

      "Stay with me, Gerald," she begged. "Please don't leave me here alone!"

      

      Unsure how much time had passed, she was awoken by someone else screaming—a man's voice this time. He kept begging them to finish it, but his tormentor merely laughed and bragged about how long the torture was going to last.

      Anna was numb. Her fingers and toes had lost their sense of touch in the cold, harsh environment of her cell. Her attempt to bind Gerald's wounds had had a limited effect, for there was not enough material left for all his injuries. He now lay on his side, the blood from his mouth oozing out to create a small red pool beneath him.

      Once again, the sound of footsteps attracted her attention. It didn't take long for a guard to appear and unlock her cell, the door protesting with a familiar squeal as he pushed it open. Behind him, two guards stood by with spears while her brother, King Henry, entered. Dressed in his most elegant clothes, he carried a kerchief close to his nose to ward off the stench of the dungeons. Looking down at Anna, his face wore a mask of contempt.

      "Our father, King Andred, is dead," he began. "I rule Merceria now and will see to it you, his murderer, are brought to justice."

      "I didn't kill him, Henry," she pleaded. "Please, you must believe me."

      Henry chuckled. "Oh, I know full well who's responsible, but I can't hold on to the Crown if I don't have someone to blame. That's where you come in, my dear sister. I intend for you to confess to plotting the murder of our dear, departed father."

      "Never," spat out Anna. "Why would I confess to such a thing?"

      Henry stared at her for a moment, thinking. "No doubt you've been entertained by the screams of agony I have provided for your entertainment. I decided to let you listen to your precious Knights of the Hound's cries of anguish as they die, one by one. I have a rather skilled torturer employed here. He uses a special elixir that prevents his victims from succumbing to the pain and lapsing into unconsciousness. I've been told it's most entertaining to watch. I'd let you see for yourself, but you might get the idea of escaping, and we can't have that, can we?"

      "Why are you doing this, Henry? What have I done to earn this?"

      Her brother's face broke into a rage. "You interfered in things! If you had minded your own business in Westland, none of this would be necessary." He paused, took a deep breath, and then continued with a calmer voice. "No, I'm afraid you've caused too much trouble for us. It's been decided. You have to be silenced."

      "You can't do this, Henry. You'll never get away with it. When Weldwyn hears of this—"

      "Weldwyn?" interrupted the king. "Don't make me laugh. Do you really think they can help you?"

      "They'll hear of it," Anna insisted. "The Weldwyn ambassador will most assuredly report this."

      "The ambassador? I think not. He will not be returning home to report on anything." Henry smiled, throwing Anna into confusion. "That reminds me, I have a present for you." He fished about his belt, finally settling on a small pouch, which he then carefully opened, withdrawing a crumpled package. This, he then tossed onto the floor in front of her.

      "That's what I think of your precious Weldwyn," he sneered.

      Anna crawled forward, grasping the paper in her numb hands. She picked it up, opening it as carefully as she could, only to suddenly drop it, shocked by what she saw. A finger rolled forth, the signet ring of Weldwyn still adorning it.

      "This will mean war," she proclaimed.

      "I doubt it," said Henry knowingly. "You see, Weldwyn, as you like to call it, is far too busy with problems of its own. Did you look at the wrapping? No? Too bad, it's your marriage proposal. Of course I could offer you a choice if you wish."

      "What choice?" she asked, a small sliver of hope present in her voice.

      "If you don't want to be charged with the murder of the king, you could do my bidding."

      "Meaning?"

      "Meaning I would raffle you off to the highest bidder, and then you would be used by whoever paid the most. I know several people who would be amused by such a prospect."

      "You're sick, Henry! I would rather die."

      "I thought you'd say as much. It's just as well. Things are tied up nicely this way. Of course, I have a written confession from all your knights to support my claims."

      "My knights had nothing to do with the king's death."

      "True," Henry admitted, "but a confession is awfully compelling, especially when the prisoner is no longer around to argue the point. I've killed them all, Anna, every single one of them."

      "You lie! I can still hear their screams."

      "Oh, yes, I forgot, we're not quite done yet. I've saved the best for last. I've been making that Fitzwilliam harlot watch the rest. By the way, I killed that nasty brute of a dog of yours." He enjoyed watching all hope die on the young princess's face.

      "You'll be dead soon enough, Anna, but not before you suffer. You've angered some mighty people, people who've been planning this for centuries. You don't upset folks like that without paying the price."

      "What people?" demanded Anna. "What are you talking about?"

      "I would tell you, but I'd rather you die in ignorance. You have some time left. Perhaps you'll figure it out for yourself, but then again, you might not. It matters little either way."

      He stepped back into the hallway, and then a guard closed the door, locking it securely.

      "I won't come and see you again, Anna. I think it's better this way. Wallow in your despair, little sister; it's the only thing you have left."

      He pivoted, straightened his tunic, and then marched back up the hallway, the kerchief once again returned to his nose. Anna ran to the barred window to watch him disappear down the hallway as the screaming resumed.
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      Revi Bloom, Royal Life Mage, awoke to painfully cramped limbs while his neck was pushed awkwardly forward. He tried to straighten it, but the top of his head struck something. Reaching out with his hands, he found himself surrounded by bars. The movement caused him to shift slightly, and he began to sway. He opened his eyes, letting them adjust to the darkness, and then slowly, his surroundings emerged. He was sitting in a small cage, big enough only for him to squat with his legs crushed against his chest. Twisting his head up, he saw chains dangling the cage from above, and he had to assume they were attached to the ceiling.

      Uttering the words of power to summon his magical light, he was rewarded with… nothing. In shock, he concentrated again, trying to draw forth the magic that lay within him, but he could not find it. A momentary sense of panic gripped him, and then his intellect took control.

      "Magebane," he muttered. He knew of the herb but had never experienced its magic draining effects first-hand before.

      The arrival back in Wincaster had been glorious, including a celebratory feast. The king had even toasted to their health. Oh, how he had fooled them all. Revi swore. He should have known better. Now, here he was hanging, a prisoner, unaware of the fate of his friends.

      As his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, he began to make out shapes and outlines. Off to the side, light seeped in through small cracks in a shuttered window, slowly revealing the room in more detail. One wall was curved, and he took it to be the outside wall of a tower. The small size of this room meant it could not be one of the towers on the city walls, so he surmised it was, in fact, likely one of the small towers that decorated the top of the Palace. The room was a half circle, with a straight wall opposite the curve, containing a doorway.

      Shelves lined the wall on either side of the door, and on the curved side, where his cage hung, there was a work table littered with papers and other oddities. He strained his neck trying to get a better view, but his cage was a tight fit, and the table was behind him, but he couldn't move his head enough to see it all.

      Revi considered himself an educated man, maybe even one of the most learned men in the kingdom, although he was too humble to admit it. To his mind, one thing was perfectly clear—whoever captured him wanted him alive for some reason, and that meant he still had a chance of surviving his current predicament. Closing his eyes, he tried to relax, breathing deeply to calm his rising panic, concentrating on each muscle. When he finally felt the pressure leave him, he began to search inward, to find his own inner sanctum in his mind.

      As peace descended, he imagined himself standing in his home in Wincaster, looking around his library. Why had the king captured them all? They had speculated about a darkness behind the throne. The witch Albreda had even warned them, but they had returned from Weldwyn in triumph, forgetting about the shadow that gripped the land.

      He tried to look at it dispassionately, separating his feelings from the situation. He was a Life Mage, and although his training had been incomplete, he knew his very existence threatened something. Did the unknown shadow understand how to use the gates? He thought it unlikely. No, it was more probable his existence as a Life Mage was the problem. To his mind, there was only one explanation—the presence of a Death Mage, a vile Necromancer.

      His presumption led him to his next train of thought, for why would such a person be interested in him? His master, Andronicus, had not completed his apprenticeship before the old fellow had succumbed to death. Now, he wondered if the demise of his mentor had been natural after all. Was it a Necromancer who had slain him? He knew they had ways of carrying out their objectives without detection, but little more.

      In Weldwyn, they had concluded warriors bane was the ingredient used in two poisonings. Could Andronicus have been killed in a similar manner? He thought back to the old mage's final words. The man had been out of his mind, but not the symptoms of warriors bane, although he couldn't rule out a different poison.

      Revi had to accept that at least he was alive, for now. If his captor wanted something, he would find out eventually. He must bide his time, trying to gain what rest he could, and wait for the effects of the magebane to wear off.

      

      A rattling of keys pulled him from his musings, and then the door opened, flooding the room with light. Revi blinked his eyes, letting them adjust. The outline of a person blocked most of the doorway, yet he could see a curved hallway with steps leading up and down beyond that.

      "I see you've awoken." The woman's voice broke through the silence of his prison. She walked through the room, placing her candle holder onto the work table behind him, casting a flickering light throughout the tiny chamber. Revi twisted in a vain effort to make out her features, but the cage kept him still.

      "You're an enigma," the woman announced. "You're barely trained, yet you exhibit sparks of inspiration. One moment you're scarcely able to cast a simple healing spell, the next, you're the princess's close confidante. Or, at least, you were. That particular chapter of your life has been closed."

      "Why am I here?" Revi demanded.

      "Why, indeed?"

      He heard her fumbling around at the work table, seeking something, but his close quarters prevented him from seeing any details. Suddenly her face loomed in front of him as she stepped from behind the cage. He instantly recognized her features—Lady Penelope Cromwell, mistress to Andred IV, the late King of Merceria. She stared back at him for a moment as if sizing him up.

      "You have something I want," she said at last.

      "What could I possibly have that would be of value to you? I have little in the way of belongings."

      "Foolish boy," she said. "It's not your possessions I covet—it's the location of the tower. Give it to me, and I will allow you to live."

      Revi was confused. Surely everyone knew of his tower? "It's in town," he replied. "I'm surprised you didn't know."

      "Don't play games with me, Master Bloom. It is the tower of Andronicus of which I speak."

      Now everything fell into place. Andronicus had told him of a tower but had died before revealing its location. He was about to say as much, then checked himself. The only thing keeping him alive was knowledge he didn't possess. If he were to reveal his ignorance, his life would be forfeit.

      "I shall not divulge it," he stated.

      A look of anger exploded on Penelope's face. "How dare you refuse me," she said. "I could have you killed for that."

      "Kill me, and you'll never know its location."

      "You are too smart for your own good, Life Mage. You seem to forget some of your companions are still alive, under lock and key. Will you be so glib, I wonder, when I haul them up here and start killing them?"

      Revi remained calm. He had expected as much, but at least now he knew some of his friends were still alive. "I hadn't thought of that," he said. He must buy time, let her think she was making progress. "I shall consider your words."

      Lady Penelope stood there staring at him. Revi stared back, noticing she didn't blink.

      "Very well," she said at last. "I shall give you some more time to consider your circumstances."

      She disappeared from his view, and then he heard her back at the workbench. She appeared a moment later, a small vial in her hand.

      "Before I go, you must drink this. We can't have your magic returning."

      "I'd love to oblige," replied Revi, "but I can't move. I'm afraid I'll have to decline your kind offer."

      Penelope's face broke into a wicked grin. "A minor inconvenience that's soon remedied."

      She moved behind him. He heard the rattling of chains right before he felt his cage lifted on one end while the other dropped, leaving him lying on his side. A hand reached through the bars to hold something beneath his nose. His immediate reaction was to cough, but as he did so, she poured the contents of the vial into his mouth and pinched his nose. He coughed and sputtered, but the damage was done. The harsh liquid quickly found its way down his throat.

      "See? Now, that wasn't so hard, was it?"

      A knock at the door interrupted her, and she turned in irritation.

      "What is it?" she shouted.

      "News, my lady," came the reply.

      She wheeled back to face the young mage. "I'll come back and check on you later. It appears I have more pressing affairs that need my attention."

      "I'll be here," promised Revi, "though if you're coming back, I'd appreciate some food."

      Penelope glared at him before turning to the door which opened to reveal a member of the Royal Guard. She exited the room, closing and locking the door behind her, but the candle still burned on the workbench, illuminating all within.

      Revi strained to listen as the voices rose in the hallway.

      "Spit it out, man," she hissed.

      "There's some trouble, my lady. One of the princess's entourage is unaccounted for."

      "Who?" she demanded.

      "The captain of her guard."

      "Fools," she fumed. "No one was to escape. Search the city. Leave no stone unturned and seal the gates. No one goes in or out until he's found."

      "Yes, my lady," replied the man.

      Revi heard their footsteps receding. It appeared not all of his friends had been captured!
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      Feet moving, the sound of drawn steel, shouting…

      Sir Arnim Caster, Knight of the Hound and Captain of Princess Anna's bodyguard, opened his eyes. The memories of his capture still echoed through his mind as he lay in a bed, its rough sheets draped across him. The sound of street hawkers could be heard in the distance.

      Looking up, he noticed the ceiling was old and yellowed with age. His eyes scanned his surroundings, trying to determine where he was holed up. The room was small, barely large enough to hold the bed and a small fireplace. The arched ceiling sat above a window at one end, from which the sounds of the street entered, while the other end held a door. Without warning, an arm came out of nowhere, and then a cold compress was placed upon his brow. He struggled to focus as someone loomed over him.

      Lady Nicole Arendale's face came into view, but something didn't look right. He concentrated all his efforts on the task. Her face finally snapped into sharp relief, and his mind struggled to understand what he saw. She gazed down at him with a concerned look in her eyes.

      Arnim blinked, willing the fog to leave his embattled mind. He remembered the shouts, the feeling of losing control of his limbs. They were all gathered around the great hall as the king made speeches, then, one by one, all the Knights of the Hound began to fall. Treachery!

      He pulled his mind back to Nicole. She had re-applied the compress, and he was struck by her paleness. She was wearing a simple dress, but he noticed where blood soaked through the sleeve on one arm.

      "What happened?" he croaked out.

      "You must rest, Arnim," she soothed. "You've been drugged. It'll likely be some time before it completely wears off."

      He struggled to rise, but Nicole placed her hand on his chest to stop him. "The princess?" he asked.

      "They're all gone," she answered. "I could only save you. Now, you must sleep. I'll be in later to check in on you."

      She rose from the edge of the bed, making her way to the door.

      "Wait," he called out. "You must tell me what happened."

      Without answering, Lady Nicole Arendale exited the room, closing the door behind her. Arnim tried to focus his mind, but his thoughts kept straying, random memories drifting in and out. He closed his eyes. Perhaps she was right, he mused. Sleep might clear his head. Someone whispering in the hall forestalled any chance he had for slumber—that and his curiosity.

      "You shouldn't have brought him here, Nik," a man said. "They'll be looking for him."

      "Where else could I go, Harry?" she asked. "I had no one else to help, and you owe me."

      "Calm down, Nikki," responded Harry. "I didn't say he couldn't hide here, but I don't have to like it."

      "Thank you, Harry."

      "Don't thank me yet. You're in bad shape. How's our guest?"

      "He's resting," she said. "The drugs haven't worn off yet."

      "Saxnor's beard. How much of the stuff did they give him?"

      "Far too much, I'm afraid. I believe it was in the wine."

      "Lucky for you, you weren't drinking."

      "I'm not sure lucky is the word I'd use."

      "Get some rest, Nik. I'll take care of our guest."

      The sound of the door opening was enough to convince Arnim to open his eyes again. He watched the man enter. Something about him was familiar, but he struggled to pull the memories from his drug-addled mind.

      "I see you're awake," the man said.

      "W-who…" stammered Arnim, struggling to find the words.

      "I'm Harry," the man responded. "We don't use last names around here. I suppose you're wondering where you are?"

      Arnim nodded.

      "You're nowhere," Harry said. "That is to say, you're in a building in the slums. It's best you don't know the actual address for now."

      "How did I get here?"

      "Nikki and I brought you here, but only the Gods know how she got you out of the Palace in the first place."

      Arnim's head was beginning to clear. "Why would she do that?"

      "You honestly don't know? I find that difficult to believe."

      "I know you," said Arnim. "Your face is familiar. Give me a moment."

      His host waited, a smirk growing on his face.

      "You're Handsome Harry. You ran with the Maitland Street Runners years ago."

      "I'm flattered you remember me," Harry responded.

      "You're a con man. What's your game here? You don't do anything without an angle."

      "Hard as it is for someone like you to understand, even con men have friends. I've known Nikki for many years. She asked me for help."

      "Listen," said Arnim. "I'm trying to make sense of all this. How did I end up here? The last thing I remember is being at the Palace for a welcome home feast in honour of the princess. After that, none of it makes sense."

      "You were drugged," Harry responded. "All of you. Nikki was nursing a cold, so she decided not to drink, likely saving your life. When your friends started collapsing, she somehow managed to get you out."

      "They didn't stop her?"

      "They most certainly tried, but they don't call her Nikki the Knife for nothing. I'm not sure how many she killed, but she's likely got a death sentence on her now, thanks to you. She fought off guards, dragged you through the sewers to escape. I still don't understand how she managed that with the wound she suffered."

      "Her arm," said Arnim, now understanding.

      "More than that," added Harry. "She took a deep cut. Running through the sewers didn't help. The wound is festering, but we've no healer here to help. I'm afraid there's little I can do for her. She'll likely lose her arm, but she insisted on staying by your side while you slept."

      "Why would she do that?" asked Arnim, his mind working hard to digest all this new information.

      "You, of all people, should know that," said Harry. "Now get some rest. You look like death warmed over."

      

      With a start, Arnim awoke to the sound of fists rapping on doors.

      "Open up in the king's name!" echoed a voice from down the street through the open window.

      He ran to the window. Soldiers marched along the lane, peeling off, two by two, knocking on doors and searching each hovel. He watched as they came closer and knew it wouldn't be long before they were at the very house he was in. Making his way into the hallway, he heard scurrying around downstairs and started down, only to stop as somebody came up—it was Harry.

      "The guards are coming," he announced. "You need to hide."

      "I saw them," said Arnim. "Where's Nikki?"

      "Back up the stairs, second door on the right. You have to hurry. If they find you here, it'll be the death of us all."

      Arnim turned, making his way to her room. The door opened to reveal a space much like his own. Nikki lay in the bed, but if he hoped they could make a quick getaway, he was sorely disappointed. She was tossing and turning, her nightshirt clinging to her sweat-covered body.

      Shouting erupted from downstairs, and Arnim heard Harry yelling back at the soldiers. Hoping to get Nikki out of here as quickly as possible, he walked over to the window and opened the shutters to reveal an angled, tiled rooftop. He poked his head outside to look around at his options. The street below was flooded by troops, but thankfully, they were all occupied with searching inside the houses, not looking up at the rooftops.

      He returned to Nikki, lifting her under the legs and back, tightly clasping her to his body. He thought of wrapping her in a blanket, but the sound of a door crashing downstairs girded him into action. To the window he went, throwing the shutters wide open, allowing him unfettered access. He stepped out onto the tiled roof, careful to test his footing before transferring his weight. With Nikki in his arms, he struggled to steady himself. Moving to the side of the window, he began slowly making his way towards the peak of the roof.

      Nikki mumbled something, but he didn't have time to listen. Almost at his destination, his foot slipped on a loose tile, and he crashed to his knee, causing pain to shoot up his leg. He struggled to maintain his balance, clutching her tightly, desperately praying to Saxnor for their safety.

      Taking a deep breath, he heaved himself back up and continued climbing, his bare feet gripping the tiles for all he was worth. He had initially planned to hide on the reverse side of the roof, but as he crested the roofline, he saw soldiers on the next street over. He silently cursed and turned back to the window. The peak of the dormer was lower than the top of the building, so he manoeuvred his way over, straddling it, and sitting down, his legs splayed on either side of the structure.

      More shouts emanated from deep within the building, and then a man yelled from the window beneath them. Another soldier returned his call from the street below. Arnim leaned back as far as he could, hoping he wasn't visible. Inside, they were tossing the place. He heard furniture scraping across floors and things being broken, more shouting, and then finally, the voices receded.

      He looked down at Nikki. Her pale skin was covered in sweat. He tried to comfort her, held her close to him, but all he could feel was the fever burning through her body.

      "You can make it, Nikki," he soothed, keeping his voice as low as possible. "I thought I was over you, but I was wrong."

      She muttered something, and he put his ear to her mouth, but nothing more escaped.

      "What happened, Nikki? After everything we've been through, why did you save my life?" he implored her unconscious body.

      

      It felt like they sat on the rooftop for ages. Arnim's knees ached, while his arms, holding Nikki, were numb. He was only keeping her safe through sheer willpower.

      Finally, Harry appeared at the window, calling out in a quiet voice. "Where are you? They're gone now."

      Arnim rose, coming carefully down the tiled roof to the window. Harry took Nikki, laying her gently on the bed as the knight climbed back in.

      "She's not looking good, Harry."

      Harry shrugged. "I'm open to suggestions."

      "Can I trust you?" Arnim asked.

      "It's a little late to be asking that, don't you think?"

      "There's another knight, a former ranger. She knows how to apply warriors moss. She was the one who helped when the princess was wounded in Weldwyn."

      "What are you suggesting?"

      "If I can send word to her, she might be able to help. She could pick up some moss at the herbalist and meet us somewhere, then we would bring her back here."

      "Do you know where this knight is?" asked Harry.

      "She's staying at her uncle's farm, just outside of town. Her name's Hayley Chambers. I seem to recall the uncle was on her father's side."

      "I see what you're getting at. I can arrange for a messenger to travel to the Chambers' farm. You write it down, and I'll see it delivered."

      "Any idea how long it would take?" asked Arnim.

      "I can't say. I need to find someone trustworthy, and with the price on your heads, that will be difficult."

      "You have to find someone, Harry. It's our only chance. Get me some ink and paper, and I'll write a note."

      "I hope this works, Arnim. Nikki's life is on the line."

      "You don't have to remind me," said the knight, rather testily.

      Harry left to get the supplies while Arnim thought over his message.
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      Anna stared down at Gerald. She had manoeuvred him until he lay in a fetal position, his breathing shallow but alive. She had hoped it would at least give him some warmth against the cold stone floor, but the reality was it made little difference. She sat there, next to him, watching her closest friend bleeding to death from scores of cuts, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Echoing down the hallway came a scream of such agony, she froze. Something in that terrible wail was different. She just knew she had listened to someone utter their last breath. Anna closed her eyes while tears of despair rolled down her cheeks.

      Muttering came from down the hallway, and then the crank of some devilish device. This was not the first time the sound had been heard. There would be a break in the torture while they removed the body from the rack, and then…

      The young princess pressed her face to the bars in a vain attempt to see down the corridor, but like each previous attempt, it was unsuccessful. Moving to the rear of the cell, she collapsed to the floor, her back against the cold stone, staring at what might be her last friend left alive. She bowed her head, her shoulders slumping in defeat.

      A noise caught her attention—not the screaming of tortured souls or the clanking of the rack, but rather the soft footfall of padded feet. She rushed to the bars and looked out of her cell to see a grey wolf. It stared at her, unblinking and then loped down the hall, out of sight. It resembled the same wolf she had seen when Gerald was missing in Weldwyn! This was Gerald. It just had to be!

      The sound of the torturer's art drifted once more through the corridor. A guard approached, the jangle of his keys making a distinctive sound. He would often wander up and down the hall, making sure his victims were aware of his presence, but this time a low snarl interrupted his progress, and the guard's footfall ceased.

      A moment later, the wolf reappeared, clutching the jailer's arm in its jaws, dragging the body towards her cell. Closer and closer it came until Anna reached through the food door and grabbed the man's belt, pulling it even closer. The key ring was her objective, and she soon had it in hand.

      She struggled to unlock her cell, her numb fingers finding it hard to grip the keys. Finally, the key slid into place, and she used all her remaining strength to turn it, relief written all over her face as the door finally swung open.

      She paused to listen for a cry of alarm, but the noise of the attack had been drowned out by the torture occurring down the hallway. Grasping Gerald under the arms, she began to pull but wasn't strong enough. She needed help, and by the sounds coming from down the corridor, at least one of her friends was still alive.

      The wolf followed along as she made her way past a series of empty cells. At the far end was an immense door, lit from within by a flickering light. From here, the endless screams emanated. Anna took a deep breath, building the courage to open the door, for there was nowhere else she could go.

      Ever so gently, she pushed it open, peering around the edge, remaining as quiet as she could. The sight that met her eyes was gut-wrenching. Just inside was a pile of naked bodies, heaped on top of each other. Levina's sightless face looked back at her, her eyes plucked from her body. It was as if the knight was staring directly into Anna's soul. The princess froze in fear.

      An unbearable scream brought her back, and she poked her head in farther to inspect the rest of the room. A bulky wooden construction lay in the middle, with someone strapped to it, face down. A tall, beefy man, obviously the torturer, bent over the body holding a heated poker while a shorter, thin man stood nearby, watching.

      "She didn't last long," the observer remarked. "You're getting impatient. I called it. That's three shillings you owe me."

      "I should have given her less elixir," the beast of a man confessed. "I think she died."

      "I thought it was supposed to keep them awake?" questioned his partner.

      "It is, but they can still die if they drink too much." He tossed his poker to the floor. "Give me a hand here. We'll toss her with the others, then the real fun will begin."

      His companion smiled. "The Fitzwilliam bitch? I've been waiting for this."

      "Come along, then. These bodies are heavier than they look."

      The two men began unstrapping their latest victim, Dame Abigail. Anna glanced to the side and noticed a wooden pillory with someone locked within. The red hair immediately gave away the occupant's identity—it was Beverly.

      Engrossed in their chore, the men had their backs to the doorway. The wolf glided past Anna, launching itself across the room. Catching a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye, the torturer turned as the beast attacked. Teeth sank into the arm he used to defend himself as he fell back onto the rack. The thin man backed up, confused by what was happening.

      Anna ran into the room, grabbed the poker and struck at the short one, the red-hot iron sinking into his head while the torturer struggled with the wolf. Anna pulled the poker free and ran towards the stock, calling out the knight's name. Beverly was unresponsive, but Anna spotted a padlock that held the wooden boards in place. She dug in with the end of the poker and pried it upward, the metal snapping as the lock came loose.

      Freed from her imprisonment, Beverly fell backwards, collapsing to the floor with a groan. Anna came up beside her, slapping her face, desperately trying to get her to wake up.

      The red-headed knight shook her head. "Highness? Is that you?"

      "We have to get out of here, Beverly. We have to hurry."

      With the help of the princess, Beverly staggered to her feet. Behind them, the wolf bit into the torturer's arm, his screams now replacing those of his victims. A tableful of instruments sat nearby, and the knight reached over, grabbed a knife, and then stumbled over to the rack.

      The massive man had managed to throw off the wolf, sending it sailing through the air when Beverly stepped forward and drove the blade through their tormentor's chest. He looked down at the knife, buried to the hilt, while blood gushed from his mouth, and then he fell backwards onto the rack. Beverly staggered, barely able to stand, her body weak from the effort.

      "Bastard!" she yelled. "He killed all of them, wouldn't let them pass out."

      "What do you mean?" cried Anna. "How could he do that?"

      "He had some kind of drink he gave them. It kept them awake while he tortured them. It was horrific." She turned back towards Anna. "We have to get you out of here, Highness."

      "Wait, we have to help Gerald," she pleaded.

      "Gerald? Where is he?"

      "He's in my cell, and he's unconscious. I couldn't move him. He's too heavy."

      Beverly rushed back to the table. "It's here somewhere. I saw him using it. Here it is." She pulled forth a small metal flask and shook it beside her ear. "It doesn't have much left. Let's hope it works for Gerald. Show me where he is."

      Anna led her back down the hallway to where her old friend lay. The knight tipped the contents of the flask down his throat, and a moment later, he sputtered awake.

      "Anna?" he croaked.

      "I'm here, Gerald, and Beverly too. We have to get out of here. Can you walk?"

      He nodded, and Beverly helped him to his feet.

      "Where do we go?" asked Anna. "I don't know where we are."

      "I do," said Beverly. "We're in the dungeons below the Palace. They exit through the barracks. If we can make it to the courtyard, we can escape through the sewers."

      "But we'll never make it through the barracks. There's bound to be lots of soldiers up there, and we haven't any weapons."

      Beverly looked at Anna and smiled grimly. "We have all the weapons we'll need, Highness. They stripped us of our equipment after they brought us down here. There's a room on the other side of the torture chamber chocked full of our gear."

      "Then we'll make them pay for this," uttered Anna.

      "No, Highness, not today. We're going to get you to safety. We'll make them pay eventually, but I swore an oath to protect you, and that's what I'm going to do. I won't have all those brave knights die only for you to throw your life away."

      "But where shall we go? Henry controls the kingdom."

      "Then we'll leave the kingdom," said Beverly. "Maybe we can go to the Darkwood or ask the Dwarves for help, but we'll worry about that later. Right now, we have to get you out of this dungeon."

      "You have to get her out of here," said Gerald, looking directly at Beverly. "Leave me. I'll only slow you down."

      "That's not going to happen," said Anna. "We're in this together, you and I. We started this friendship years ago at Uxley Hall. I won't let it end this way."

      He grasped her hands. "The future of the kingdom is at stake, Anna. Right now, you are the most important person in the land. I'm a burned-out, old warrior who'll slow you down."

      "NO! You're my friend, and I won't leave you here. Either we both get out, or we die here, together."

      Gerald looked at Beverly for sympathy, but none was forthcoming.

      "I know better than to argue with the princess," she said. "We lost you at Bodden when you were wounded. I won't let us lose you again."

      "Fine," grumbled Gerald. "I see I'm outnumbered." He staggered out of the cell, using the walls to steady himself, looking up and down the corridor. "Which way do we go?"

      Anna smiled as the old fire began to burn in Gerald once more. "This way," she said.

      They made their way back to the torture chamber and soon found the armoury. Beverly was happy to see her armour and sword, although her hammer was missing. Anna helped Gerald pull his old chainmail shirt over his head and then strapped on her Dwarf blade. She partially drew it, examining the masterful workmanship. "I'm surprised they didn't take this," she said.

      "They likely didn't get around to it, and why would they?" said Beverly. "They must have taken it for a child's blade."

      "I have an idea," said Anna. "I know where we can hide once we get out of here. Before we exit the city, I mean."

      "Where?" asked Beverly.

      "Herdwin."

      "Where's that?"

      "It's not a where. It's a who. Herdwin is a Dwarf weaponsmith, a friend of Gerald's. He made this sword. I'm sure he'd help us."

      "And you know where to find this Herdwin?"

      "I do," said Anna. "He's in the merchant district. But we'd have to move at nighttime, or we may be recognized."

      "Oh, I don't know," mused Beverly. "A red-haired woman, an old man, and a young lady. Don't you see them everywhere?"

      "Can we please get out of here," mumbled Gerald, "before I bleed to death?"

      "Yes, of course," said Anna. "Follow me."

      "What about the wolf?" asked Beverly.

      "He's gone now that Gerald's awake, the same as in Loranguard," explained Anna. "We need to get moving. Lead on."

      Beverly took them through a second corridor on the other side of the torture chamber, which paralleled the first. It ended at a set of stairs that led upward.

      "I remember this from when I was brought here," said Beverly. "These stairs come up beneath the barracks."

      "Shouldn't there be more soldiers here?" asked Gerald. "It looks to be lightly guarded."

      "I suspect," offered Anna, "Henry doesn't want to advertise the fact he's got me locked up. He's still hoping to convince me to support him."

      "That makes sense," added Beverly, "but there's bound to be lots of soldiers in the barracks."

      "What time of day is it?" asked Gerald. "I've lost track."

      "There's no way to tell," said Anna. "I suspect they'd have fed us once a day at dinner time. That being said, it's likely the middle of the night."

      "Let's hope so," added Beverly. "We need the darkness to mask our escape."

      "How do you want to proceed?" asked Gerald.

      Anna was the one who made the decision. "I think Beverly should go first. In her armour, she's less likely to stand out. She'll wave us through if it's safe."

      They proceeded up the stairs, coming to a solid wooden door. Beverly pressed her ear to it and listened.

      "I can hear voices," she whispered. "It sounds like someone's arguing over a game of cards, at least two people."

      "Let me go first," said Gerald. "It's dark, and they're less likely to recognize me."

      "Are you sure you're up to it?" asked Anna. "Your wounds…"

      "They're painful, but I can move. I think I have a better chance of getting close to them. Beverly, you charge in if anything goes wrong."

      Beverly was about to disagree, but Gerald opened the door, forestalling any further discussion. They were looking into a common room, the bottom floor of one of the barracks where tables were scattered around, but only one was occupied. Four men wearing quilted jackets were swilling wine and playing cards. Two of them argued over the rules as Gerald entered.

      "I say a king of cups beats the queen of swords," a bald-headed man disputed.

      His companion, a dark-haired man with a bushy beard, protested, his words slurred by his drink. "And I say all swords are high. I called it when we started."

      Gerald moved slowly towards them. At least one, the shortest, was dropping his head, the drink having got the better of him. However, the fourth, a tall, lanky individual, looked wide awake, and Gerald silently cursed as the man looked directly at him.

      "Tell me, sir," the tall one said in a friendly tone. "Do swords trump cups?"

      Gerald hadn't the slightest idea. He had always found cards too annoying, preferring, instead, the tossing of dice. Thinking it unwise to show his ignorance, he bluffed. "It depends," he said. "Are you playing with Shrewesdale rules, or do you prefer the Wincaster variant?"

      The two arguing men stopped squabbling to focus their attention on the newcomer.

      "What's the difference?" asked the bushy-bearded fellow.

      "In the Shrewesdale rules, the cups are more powerful."

      "Why would they do that?" asked the tall man.

      "Well," added Gerald
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