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CHAPTER ONE
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“Oh, my Saints!” Cerrick doesn’t know how he finds the breath to speak.

“I did tell you to trust me,” Edlyn shouts.

They’re plummeting toward the ground at an alarming speed, the wind roaring around them. Their arms are locked tight around each other, and all Cerrick can see is the blur of the Gryting Sea.

We are going to die, he thinks. We are going to die, our bodies lost to the sea, and Andor will have won, and Njord will never know—

“Trust me,” Edlyn yells again. All Cerrick can do is hold on tighter.

Saint Renalie, take mercy on me, he thinks as he shuts his eyes and buries his face in Edlyn’s neck. Her arms squeeze tight around his shoulders.

Cerrick braces to hit the jagged rocks lining the water, braces for a brief flash of pain, braces for nothingness. Instead, they hit the water with a mighty splash.

He gasps involuntarily as freezing water fills his mouth, followed swiftly by panic. Cerrick didn’t know cold could be cold like this. It bites into him, numbing, and he flails uselessly. He tries desperately to lift his head above the water high enough to breathe, spreading his arms to push the water back. Powerful white rapids push against him, sweeping him away.

Cerrick never learned how to swim. He could never fight this, not with his heavy clothes dragging him down, his head bobbing under the water as he gasps for breath. He swallows some of the water and chokes, coughs, trying to keep his head afloat.

Edlyn’s arm locks around him with a determined strength. She knows how to swim, she knows what she’s doing. Cerrick surrenders to her, relieved beyond words that she’s alive.

She lets the water sweep them away, angling them toward the rocky banks as best as she can. Cerrick goes limp, trying to conserve what little energy he has left. Saints, he hates this. He hates the cold. He hates the sea.

Edlyn guides them in a slow slant toward the banks, treading through the torrent of white foam. Each breath is a struggle, each movement a fresh cold torture.

Cerrick doesn’t dare close his eyes, the currents of water washing over them send a fresh wave of panic through him. If they’re in this cold too long, their bodies will simply shut down. When they get out, they’ll have to work quickly to get warm.

Edlyn guides them to the banks, grasping for a hold on one of the rocks jutting out over the water. She still has a tight hold of Cerrick, and her hair is plastered to her face, but her teeth are grit with steely determination. Her hand slips from the rock, likely slick with salt. It’s brittle, cracking off at the base.

“Cerrick,” she gasps. He convinces his frozen limbs to get back in working order and grabs for the bank with both hands. It takes several tries to get a good grip, and when he finally does, he’s nearly too weak to pull himself up. But he fights through it for Edlyn’s sake.

At last, Cerrick hauls himself out of the water. Kneeling on the freezing rock, shivering, Cerrick reaches a hand down to pull her out. He almost topples into the water himself with nothing to anchor him, and Edlyn is heavy, made doubly so by her sopping clothes.

Together, they heave and haul each other to safety. Cerrick lays flat on his back and heaves for breath, too exhausted to speak. He just wants to lay back and collapse, let the winds have him, but that would defeat the whole fight they’ve just been through. They’ve only gotten through the first step. The harder part lies ahead.

Edlyn slaps his shoulder in thanks, and Cerrick begins slowly dragging himself to his feet. “Come on,” she says, somehow finding the strength to speak. “Need to—warm—”

“I know. Save your strength.”

She laughs unexpectedly. Cerrick looks up, wondering if she’s delirious, when he sees the open mouth of a dark cave behind the rocks.

With no other option, Edlyn leads the way inside. The instant relief from the wind and the roar of the sea is staggering, and Cerrick nearly collapses again. It’s dark, where he belongs, but Saints, he would love a fire right now.

Don’t think about it. The very idea of such blistering warmth will make him ache and burn through his numb haze. He can’t afford to dream about it. Thoughts of a blistering heat capable of bringing one back from the darkness of unyielding cold brings thoughts of blazing Njord.

He peers around for anything to start a fire with, anything at all. Edlyn is busy shucking her cloak, and motions for his. Cerrick readily gives it up. A fire and warm clothes. That’s what they need.

He sinks down onto the cave floor, allowing his body some respite at last. Edlyn rigorously removes her wet clothes, and Cerrick begins sluggishly doing the same. They’re both shaking and shuddering, and if Cerrick had the breath, he would be swearing. He still can’t feel his fingers. Most of his body is numb.

Edlyn evidently has the breath. “Fucking Saints,” she gasps. “Fucking Andor. Bastard of the heavens.”

The thought of Andor is daunting, far too much for Cerrick to contemplate right now. But they’re alive. Both of them, somehow, miraculously alive. They won’t remain that way much longer unless they get warm.

From the impenetrable blackness comes a steady and routine clicking. Edlyn whips around, drawing one of the knives from her sopping cloak. Cerrick is uncomfortably weaponless. He must’ve dropped his own dagger when they were falling.

“Show yourself,” Edlyn snaps. “Who’s there?”

Cerrick rubs his arms and his freezing bare chest as the clicks get louder, closer. He braces for Andor himself to walk through the darkness and end them, end this, but when the figure emerges it’s not Andor. The man standing there with tired eyes, hair flopping into his face, hunched over with his weight braced on his cane is none other than Brandr Tofte.

“Brandr?” Edlyn exclaims. “What in Saint Irena’s heaven are you doing here?”

Duke and Oligarch Brandr Tofte smiles. “I would ask you the same.” He tosses them each a huge, soft blanket. “Here, before you freeze. I couldn’t make a fire even if I could bend down, but here.” He tosses flint and a pile of sticks onto the ground.

Edlyn scoops up her blanket and wraps it around her shoulders, Cerrick does the same. It’s thick, heavy, and best of all, warm. He shudders pleasantly and dries his soaked hair with a corner of it as he finally starts to get feeling back in his fingers.

“Thank you,” Edlyn says, taking the flint in one hand and her dagger in the other, “but please, explain.”

“There’s a passage that leads from the back of the palace to here, through the cave system above the sea. I’ve known about it for years.”

“No, I meant explain why and how you’re here helping us.” Edlyn asks. “How did you know we needed help? Did you see us fall?”

Brandr grimaces. “Questions later. Let’s get you warm first.”

He hovers while Edlyn uses the flint and the blade of her knife to make a spark on the sticks. Cerrick sits slumped against the wall, clutching the blanket close. “You didn’t happen to bring spare clothes, did you?”

Brandr unshoulders a pack and dumps it at his feet just as Edlyn gets a spark to catch and ignite into a sizable flame. Cerrick scoots closer to it, rubbing his hands together as close to the fire as he dares get. Brandr stays standing, his white hands clasped around the head of his cane. “I would join you, but it’s not easy for me to sit on the floor of a stone cave and get back up again. This is temporary. I have somewhere I can take you, to help you. I am going to help you beyond this point, if that wasn’t clear.”

Edlyn peels her hair pack from her face, toweling it with a corner of her own blanket. Cerrick begins pulling on the new clothes—fit for winter in Kryos, thick with wool and fur. He could sob. He’s never known such a pleasure. “Where and how and why?” Cerrick asks. His voice is thin to his own ears.

“Andor and I—” Brandr cuts himself off, shakes his head. “I knew you would end up like this. Edda and I both did. We’ve been waiting, preparing.”

“Even back then,” Cerrick says quietly, “before I went to Aeton, you knew. And you said nothing.”

“You wouldn’t have believed me, and I couldn’t afford to lose your trust. Anyone who gets burned by Andor has to discover for themself just how odious he is. He’s remarkably good at preserving an image. Until it’s shattered before your very eyes, no one and nothing can convince you otherwise.” Brandr’s voice grows gruff. He dips his head. Cerrick wonders what lurks behind those green eyes.

Now that Cerrick knows he’s not going to die of the cold or a plummet to his death, he finds the space to be angry at Andor. Not even angry, though of course that too simmers under the surface. The burning sting of betrayal hurts far worse than any temporary red rage Bertie taught him to hold onto.

“You’re right,” Cerrick says, a painful truth to swallow. He’s never been a man of blind devotion. During his first days of employment with Andor, he picked the lock of his desk drawer to see what kind of secrets the man had—and found nothing, of course. Cerrick believed in him. He thought Andor was someone he could trust. Someone with whom he could rebuild and start anew.

Another dream lost to the sea.

They sit by the fire until warmth has returned to their bones, until Cerrick’s hair has dried enough not to make him shiver. Brandr just stands quietly beside them with the fire painting his pale face orange.

Edlyn finally grunts and struggles to her feet, picking up her sopping clothes. Cerrick does the same, sighing at the heavy weight of Njord’s cloak in his arms. The last remnant of Njord he has with him.

“Let’s make sure we don’t leave any evidence behind,” Edlyn advises, bundling up everything of hers into a tight ball and stuffing it into the empty sack that Brandr used for the dry clothes. She steps out and tosses the bundle into the water.

Cerrick tosses everything but the cloak.

“We need to get out of here before Andor thinks to check,” Brandr says. “Sometimes he comes down here for air like I do.”

Brandr lifts a torch from the wall and dips it into the fire before Edlyn snuffs it out. Cerrick and Edlyn follow Brandr and the click of his cane up the winding cave path. Cerrick kicks himself for never having discovered this, as long as he’s worked in the palace.

At the top of the path, they reach a short wooden door. Ducking his head, Brandr says, “Hold this, please.” He passes the torch to Cerrick and pulls out a rusty keyring with a rusty key, almost comically huge. “Only the oligarchs and anyone they choose to tell have access to this key,” Brandr says as he fits the key into the lock. It’s surprisingly quiet.

The door swings open. Cerrick isn’t as familiar with the lower floors of the palace, so he doesn’t recognize where they are. They seem to be in a storage closet with more stairs awaiting them.

Brandr starts to step out, and Cerrick grabs his arm. “Are we going to run into Andor?”

Brandr shoots him a withering look. “Why would I be so careful down there if I was just going to lead you straight to him? I have this, kid. We’ll be fine. Trust me.”

“I won’t,” Cerrick snaps, his voice breaking. “I have had my trust betrayed too many times, most recently by your boss who had never given any indication I should be suspicious of him. That was not an hour ago. How do you expect me to believe you aren’t going to lead us right into Andor’s arms? Perhaps you only helped us because he wanted us alive.”

Brandr nods. “I see Andor trained you well.”

“Not just Andor.” Cerrick has both his parents and Bertie to blame for that.

Brandr knew they were going to be betrayed. If he could know such a thing ahead of time, he must know about their history in the Ice. They have nothing left to lose. Cerrick can speak freely.

“You’re right,” Brandr says. “You can’t trust me. Yet. If you would like me to leave you here, I will do so and tell no one of your whereabouts. I swear on the Saints, I have no loyalty to Andor.”

“Start by telling us where you’re taking us,” Edlyn says.

“My manor in Fura.”

Edlyn and Cerrick exchange startled glances.

“From here, I’m taking you to the stables. We’ll be taking the fastest route in the palace that I know of,” Brandr says. “I will protect you.”

Cerrick shakes his head. “Don’t promise that, either. Just be honest and you might gain my trust. Take us through the safest, quietest route. It doesn’t have to be fast as long as Andor still believes we’re lost to the sea.”

Brandr smiles. “Oh, it will be a while before he even starts to guess otherwise.”

“I wouldn’t mind a little bit of speed, nonetheless,” Edlyn cuts in. “Being under the same roof as that bastard makes my skin prickle. Brandr?”

They both look to Cerrick for objection, but when he says nothing, Brandr says, “Yeah. Follow me.”

Brandr takes the torch back only to blow it out, leaving it in a sconce just outside the wooden door. “I take walks here often, and I’m far from the only one to come down here,” he says. “Andor won’t think anything of it if he’s here before the torch cools.”

Locking the door, he leads them up through the darkness with confident steps. Cerrick trips over Edlyn’s heels enough for him to hiss at Brandr to slow down.

Brandr leads them in a steady uphill climb. The foggy windows they pass show the dim light of a Kryc morning. Cerrick’s first morning back in his home would be beautiful if the circumstances weren’t so dismal. They pass a few low doors, the steps down to the wine cellar.

The layout reminds Cerrick of his childhood home in Grenivik, with similar dim windows looking out upon the sea. 

Just glimpsing the rushing white water through the frosted windows makes him shiver and pull his blanket tighter around his shoulders. He wishes to the Saints his cloak was dry. It’s heavy in his arms.

Brandr leads them ever upward, a slow incline that’s kinder on Cerrick’s feet than stairs but tiring nevertheless, especially after his ordeal. Andor’s betrayal, the fall into the sea, the fire, the whirling revelations happened no more than two hours ago. It feels like a lifetime.

Cerrick pities the version of himself that was happy in Holbeck, happy to believe in Andor, as much as he envies him.

Finally, they reach another door, which Brandr calmly pushes through. Light falls over them, and Cerrick panics, but Brandr appears unconcerned. Doubt about his loyalties crosses Cerrick’s mind again.

Cerrick brushes Edlyn’s hand and whispers for one of her knives, and she presses one into his hand without a sound. The cold metal against his warming palm makes him shiver again, but it’s a relieving kind of discomfort. It wakes him up, sharpens his mind. He slides the knife up his sleeve.

“It’s okay,” Brandr says, checking both ways before stepping into the light, into a small storage room. They appear to be taking the long route through looping hallways around the perimeter of the palace. Cerrick blinks into the bright light of the overhead chandelier.

Brandr dashes across the room to the next door, opening it and waving them through. Cerrick follows, and the stress begins to melt away with every step.

A chase like this is what he’s made for, even if their pursuer is not immediately on them. It’s invigorating, addicting, and for the moment, Cerrick trusts Brandr. He has a knife. He’s just survived falling out of a window and into the Gryting Sea. The cold water made him feel unstoppable.

Before long, they’re running, or moving swiftly with a cane in Brandr’s case. “We’re—almost there,” Brandr wheezes, laughing merrily. Edlyn sprints by them both.

They push through another set of double doors, and at last Cerrick recognizes where they are. With the palace built into the cliffside, only the top floor is visible from the south side and the city. Most people, especially the workers, bypass the elegant front doors in favor of the private side entrance.

But here, the lower floors rest within the mountain, visible only from the north side—from the sea. Ships coming into the port of Rinnfell are the only ones with the honor of seeing the north face.

The lights and windows become familiar the farther up Cerrick walks. From the bowels of the palace to the top. Emerging back into polite society. A monster, reborn.

The offices are deserted this early in the morning. Brandr leads the way to the side entrance Cerrick has used every day he’s worked here. Being out in the open like this tickles at Cerrick’s instincts, no matter the discretion.

While Brandr fumbles with the door, Cerrick glances back at the hallway of oligarch offices. Andor is probably still in there, nursing his wounds and repairing his window. Cerrick shivers as Edlyn’s hand on his back shepherds him out the side door.

The blast of cold is sudden and unwelcome, and Cerrick pulls his blanket tighter around himself. Brandr pays the stablehand for a fresh horse and retrieves his own, a short one with a rich black coat. The tall chestnut horse goes to Cerrick and Edlyn to share.

Edlyn claims the seat in the back of the saddle before Cerrick can argue. “What?” she asks. “You got to sleep last night on the horse. When we fell into the sea, I pulled us to safety. I made the fire. I haven’t slept since the night before last. It’s time I got my turn to rest, don’t you think?”

Cerrick climbs up and lets her slump against his back, arms bracketing his waist. She sighs and goes quiet, tightening her protective grip. They move out.

Brandr leads the way down the western trail Cerrick has glimpsed many times but never traversed. From what he’s heard, it’s the route one takes when one wants to leave Rinnfell discreetly. Cerrick remembers the very public ride from Rinnfell to Holbeck, in the carriage with the driver and the route that Andor handpicked. The thought of ever obeying that bastard’s whim makes him burn now, but without him Cerrick would’ve never met Njord.

That thought stirs the pit in the depths of his stomach.

That thought is going to ruin him.

He will trust Brandr as long as he shows he can be trusted. The moment he proves he isn’t, Cerrick will use his knife, or simply take Edlyn with him and slip away.

Where would they go? Where can they flee that Andor won’t hunt them down?

Andor will learn they’re alive eventually, but for now, they’re free. They have a valuable head start they can’t afford to squander. For now, in this precious slot of time, they can go anywhere. They’re free.

Would Bertie chase them to the Oslands, to Tailing, to Ressegal, to the far sides of the Gryting Sea? He won’t be willing to let them go free, not without a fight. Bertie needs the money they owe him. More than that, he needs his reputation intact. If rumor spreads that he let a pair of debtors slip through the cracks, it would do irreparable damage.

Cerrick wonders if he and Edlyn still have a reputation in the Ice. If they’re still known as the villainous bastards who betrayed the cause and killed seven Ice members in the process. He wonders if enough time has passed that the only ones who remember them are the people who were there when they were. Evan. Kara.

Names Cerrick hasn’t thought of in almost two years. Cerrick hasn’t seen Bertie’s face since the night he and Edlyn fought their way free from the inside out, cutting through anyone who entered their path. Bertie’s final words to him were a brutal curse, remorseless and furious. That night, Cerrick resigned himself at long last to the reality that Bertie had never truly cared for them. They were just playing pieces for him to nudge and discard as he pleased.

“Hey, kid,” Brandr calls, cutting through Cerrick’s thoughts. “You still with me?”

Cerrick swallows the lump in his throat. “Yes.” The westward path is narrow, lined on both sides by leafless white trees with narrow trunks. No red leaves here, no green grass, no bright flowers. Kryos is blank and colorless in a way Cerrick never truly noticed until he went to Holbeck and discovered just what sunshine and color could do.

There’s no life here. The bleakness sucks the life out of its occupants.

Shaking those thoughts away, Cerrick asks, “How’s your leg? Can’t be that comfortable for you, on a horse.”

Brandr laughs, a gentle, warming sound. “We have a long way to go, it’s too early to be asking me that yet. Me and my leg are old enemies. I’ll be fine. How are you? Warm enough?”

“Yeah.” Cerrick keeps his voice quiet so as not to disturb Edlyn. He allows himself to drift off to the horse’s motion, leaning back into Edlyn for support. She grumbles and shifts as he dares close his eyes—not for long, he doesn’t want them to topple over, but his nap on her back last night wasn’t enough. He’s nurturing a desire for a warm, safe place to rest. A desire not to get back up and check over his shoulder during another endless day. Has he not earned a period of rest?

Holbeck was his period of bliss. The dream has been shattered. It ended before his eyes when he crashed through Andor’s window with the wind whistling in his ears. It ended last night, when Edlyn told him she would go on without him yet he chose her anyway. It ended when Erline Asger confessed to having her own book robbed. When Njord threatened divorce. When Cerrick chose to leave.

The red leaves of Vegertha Valley, kissing Njord in the cabin and their palace rooms, the easy companionship of the Hagens and the endless sunshine—they were Cerrick’s version of Saint Irena’s heaven. One does not get there without great sacrifice in their life, and one does not get to remain forever in a great cloud of peace. Not on earth, not in heaven. Nothing can last. Everything must be broken eventually, especially peace, especially bliss.

He landed himself here. Now he must live with it.

The trees block the wind better here than in the city, so Cerrick’s shivering is kept to a minimum. The only sound is Edlyn snoring at his back and hooves clopping in the snow.

Snowflakes are falling softly. Cerrick sticks his tongue out to catch one, watching the back of Brandr’s cloak shift with movement as he struggles not to fall asleep.

Like last night, the time fades and blends with the weather until finally, Brandr’s voice drifts through Cerrick’s foggy head. “We’re here.”

Edlyn startles against his back, jerking awake as violently as she always has. She and Cerrick both swear. Brandr laughs warmly.

Cerrick turns his bleary eyes to here. There was no movement and no noise, no sign of other people. Not the reception he was expecting to find upon arriving at an oligarch’s house.

Brandr’s manor isn’t in the center of a bustling city, on the top of an icy hill, or buried in a beautiful forest like most oligarch homes. Brandr’s home is modest in comparison, a plain building three stories tall. A wraparound balcony lines the second floor, gleaming with fresh snow and ice. It’s large and handsome and spacious enough for dozens of people. Brandr proudly told him that he had it built from the ground up.

Yet it rests in the middle of nowhere in a field that’s not exceptionally beautiful. The only thing of note in the front yard is the large ice lake. Cerrick remembers the day of ice skating in Holbeck. Njord’s gentle hands guided him, and his smile warmed Cerrick through.

He tears his eyes from Brandr’s frozen lake.

The manor is flanked by dead forest to the west and north. At one time, the forest was probably beautiful and lush—if northern Kryos was ever lush—but now it’s bleak and dreary.

“It’s nothing special, I know,” Brandr says. “Probably not what you were expecting. You’re not alone in thinking that, but it’s my home, and I wouldn’t have anything else.”

Cerrick slides off the horse, disentangling himself from Edlyn and realizing too late how numb his legs are. He almost falls into the snow, but Edlyn is right there to catch him. Again, he’s reminded of Njord’s ever present strength and willingness to help.

Saints, being away from him is going to be hard. If it hasn’t even been a full day and Cerrick’s already been reminded of him twice, what does that spell for the future?

The three of them hitch their horses to the trees and skirt around the lake to the front of the house. The entrance is nestled in the back, blanketed by the trees.

Brandr leads them inside through the sliding glass door. It’s fogged up from the cold, but Cerrick spots a flickering lamp inside. Would Brandr leave a light burning like that? Cerrick doesn’t know how long he was in Rinnfell before rescuing them, but the more than likely conclusion is that someone else is here keeping the lights on.

Brandr doesn’t live totally alone. He’s an oligarch. At the very least, he probably has servants, although that would go against his reclusive tendencies. Cerrick hasn’t seen any other signs of life. The manor doesn’t have a garden since the climate wouldn’t support it, but the lake is clear of debris, the trees are trimmed, and the thorny hedges have been pruned into perfect rectangles. Most houses in northern Kryos don’t look so utterly desolate. That light inside is the first sign of warmth and life here.

Despite the light, the house is cold. Cerrick is used to entering buildings and shuddering through the temperature adjustment, but this house is hardly any warmer than the outdoors. The light they spotted outside is from a lonely lantern on the kitchen counter, burning low. “It’ll be warmer once I get the fire going,” Brandr promises.

The house is also dark, but Cerrick searches the dark corners while Brandr is taking off his cloak. The house is richly furnished, the kitchen well stocked, and the wooden floors polished to a shine. A dark wood staircase sits at the back of the large sitting room, the railing similarly polished.

The sight of feet making their way down the steps almost makes Cerrick jump out of his skin. A pale hand hugs the railing. A voice floats towards them. “Brandr? Is that you?”

Cerrick’s mouth falls open as the figure comes into view, holding a bright lantern in her left hand.

“Yes, Edda,” Brandr says, his voice melting into gentle peace.

“Edda Holman?” Edlyn says, slightly strangled. Edda is a moderately common name in Kryos, but there’s no mistaking who’s wearing the blue gown with an elegance only Duchess Holman could emanate. The gown shows her arms and back, the bodice beaded in white and silver.

Her nails are painted a dazzling red, and her eyes shine in the yellow lamplight. She’s dressed like she’s going to a wedding instead of waiting in Brandr Tofte’s house. She steps like she’s walking on air. Saintly.

Edda’s smile only widens when she sees Cerrick and Edlyn. “My dears. How lovely it is to see you and find you safe,” she says, wrapping her arms around them both. She’s far taller than them both, making for an awkward hug, but her warmth in both a literal and figurative sense makes Cerrick feel at home. He’s thought long and hard about what exactly home means to him, but for now Edda provides safety—a novel commodity.

Cerrick is too shocked to hug her back. After giving a starstruck Edlyn a hug, Edda hugs Brandr, closing her eyes and breathing him in. He looks just as surprised to find her dressed so finely during this time. She was ousted from the council of oligarchs just two nights ago. She seems to be adjusting well.

When she lets him go, he holds onto her arm for a moment. He looks into her eyes. “What’s the occasion for this?” he asks, gesturing to her dress.

“We are in a dark time. You keep your house dark, my dear. What better time to wear something that reminds us of a beautiful light?” She smiles. You are the beautiful light, Cerrick thinks. The brightest and best of the oligarchs. The first one sacrificed to Andor’s treachery.

“You’re right.” Brandr holds her wrist a little too long to be passed off as an innocent greeting. Cerrick and Edlyn exchange glances.

“You’re hiding Edda Holman out here?” Edlyn asks, interrupting their moment. Cerrick glares at her, more conscious than he once was of giving lovers their privacy.

Edda and Brandr jump apart, Edda smoothing down her dress as if there’s any wrinkles in it. Brandr runs a hand through his hair. “Yes,” he says, clearing his throat. “We arranged it long before she was ousted. If anything ever befell either of us, we made a promise that we would house the other and care for them as best we could.”

“So you’ve known for a while,” Cerrick says, “that Andor’s treachery was inevitable.”

Edda gives him a pitying look. “Child, you’re one of the last to know.”

“We’ll go over all of that in a bit,” Brandr says, rubbing his hands together. Cerrick has never seen him without his forest green cloak, but it turns out he wears plain black underneath. No jewels, no gold. Plain, but deceptive. “You’re right, Edda, the house is freezing. You could’ve made a fire.” Idle remarks, like they’ve lived together for years instead of two days.

“I didn’t know where your firewood was. I searched everywhere.”

“Ah. I should’ve told you where it was.” Brandr strides to the door, swearing as he bumps into things in the dim light. The humanity of this oligarch, so simple yet so striking, makes Cerrick laugh.

“Do you truly have no servants, Brandr?” Edlyn asks, following him. Not knowing where else to go, Cerrick wanders after them. Brandr lifts a hatch in the corner of the large, dark room, kneeling down with a groan to pull the handle. He rises to his feet with difficulty, accepting the hand Edlyn offers him with a murmur of thanks.

“No,” he says, stepping down into the cellar. Cerrick and Edlyn follow carefully, mindful of their steps in the darkness. Luckily, Brandr lights a lantern on the table at the bottom of the staircase, illuminating a small room stacked with chopped firewood.

“I have always lived alone, and I like it that way. I prefer to see to my own chores. The grandeur of the palace exhausts me.” He lifts a few large logs of wood and passes them to Edlyn. “Do you mind carrying this?”

She takes the bunch and marches back up the steps. Brandr takes a bundle of wood with a pre-tied handle wrapped around the logs. The more Cerrick looks, the more of those he spots in the great stack. Brandr gently pushes him out of the way as he trudges back up the steps and blows out the light, carrying the bundle by the rope.

Edda is sitting with her feet up on Brandr’s sofa. Brandr kneels at the fireplace in front of her and throws the logs into it, stacking Edlyn’s to the side and starting the fire with the kindling and matches sitting on the mantle.

Edlyn sits beside Edda on the couch, but Cerrick is too uncomfortable with Edda’s unexpected presence and the remaining respect he has for oligarchs who deserve it that he sits on the floor beside Brandr. It’s just as cold as he feared.

Cerrick warms his hands in front of the flames as they start to roar. The silence isn’t comfortable, nor is it awkward. The air is still. Holding its breath in anticipation as Brandr stretches his leg out on the floor.

“I’ll go cook us a meal,” Edda says with the tone of someone who means to give privacy where it’s needed, rising.

“No, I’ll do it,” Brandr says, struggling to his feet instead.

Edda gives him a look. “You’ve done enough for both me and them. You do more than enough all the time. Let me do something for you for once.”

“No, I insist you stay here,” Brandr says as he gets the support of his cane back under him. “You cooked everything yesterday. Really, Edda, you’re wonderful, but I’m not the one who just lost my job and is now facing the shame of the public and the papers.”

“Being ousted gives me more time to do things like cook for you,” Edda argues, more cheerfully than the average person would. Then again, this is Edda Holman, the woman who has a smile for every situation. Despite her protests, she remains settled on the couch as Brandr clicks his way to the kitchen. Edlyn rises to help him.

Cerrick can feel the restlessness vibrating off her, the need to occupy herself and her thoughts, help do that which needs to be done so she can get the information she wants faster. Even if she weren’t waiting for answers from Brandr, she’s always hated people who don’t help where help is needed.

Which leaves Cerrick sharing space with Edda, silent while he considers the warning she gave him at Queen Brenda’s party.

“I’m happy this happened to you,” Edda says quietly at last, drawing his eye. Cerrick raises an incredulous eyebrow. “I’m not happy you have to go through this turmoil,” she clarifies, “the sting of betrayal, but I’m glad you’re finally aware of Andor’s every egregious crime. That you won’t ever be taken in by his pretty words again.”

Cerrick looks into her brown eyes, finding a stoic, calm fury there that he’s not used to seeing on her sweet face. “Yeah,” he finds himself saying. “I am, too.”

Better this void in his chest than a day more believing Andor’s lies.
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CHAPTER TWO
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It is midmorning, so Brandr cooks breakfast in classic Kryc style; crisp, buttery pastries with eggs or berry jam baked within. Upon their collective surprise at how quickly he was able to make the pastries, he says he keeps a supply of ready made dough for occasions just like this. He shrugs bashfully. Cerrick and Edlyn exchange glances.

While Cerrick is eating the pastries along with the sausages Edlyn helped fry up, he asks where Brandr learned to cook like this. They’re all sitting around Brandr’s square kitchen table, which is little more than a marble countertop with wooden legs bolted to the floor.

Brandr shrugs and smiles. “I wasn’t always a rich duke who worked in a palace. There were times I had to cook for myself. When I was young, my father taught me what he knew. The rest I picked up myself.”

“I thought you were letting me cook yesterday because you were terrible,” Edda accuses, devouring another of the egg pastries. “How did you let me in there to make mediocre stew when you had this up your sleeve?”

“Well, I saved us all from stew for breakfast today,” Brandr shoots back, smiling at her easily.

As they eat, the air in the room warms from the fire roaring in the hearth behind them. Something is stirring, like the inner workings of a storm brewing. Cerrick sets down his napkin and resolves to take control.

“Brandr,” Cerrick asks, “what really happened to your























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
‘\??

- ORDGR

0F THG

166

%

A

%) 4((
: X
3L i
)M . LILAMARY %@





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





