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Chapter 1
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Ana sucked in a deep breath and closed her eyes, then opened them almost immediately. It didn’t matter whether she looked or not; it didn’t make it any easier. The weatherworn grey stone bridge stretched out before her, its opposite end lost to the darkness. She took another steadying breath, her heart still beating so fast it was going to leap from her chest this time for sure. Holding up her lamp and pulling her cloak tighter around her, Ana stepped out onto the bridge, too aware that the world dropped away to nothing beneath her.

The cruel chuckle of the guard at the other end of the bridge echoed through the early morning darkness. The sun was still far from lighting the sky, and the light of the lamp in her unsteady handmade the bridge appear to move.

“You know this is my third bridge this morning,” she called into the dark.

“And yet you appear just as scared. Or is it easier for you by the time you reach this bridge every morning?”

“No,” she called back. “Each one is just as frightening as the one before.”

She didn’t like being reminded of where she was, or of her fears, and the guard chided her every day. Yet in some way it made this last bridge easier. His unseen conversation confirmed that she wasn’t alone. And the distraction assisted her in making the distance, for it was the longest bridge she had to cross each day.

Ana would never tell him how much he helped her. There were some things a maid never did, and one of those was make conversation with a soldier. It didn’t matter how lowly a rank he was, for it took very little before it would turn to gossip and suggestions would be made that the friendship was more than it should be for a girl like her. Too many maids had unwittingly lost their freedom or their jobs to such gossip.

Ana blew out a long breath as she neared the end of the bridge. She ducked her head in acknowledgement to the guard and kept walking, thankful to be on solid ground again. Although she could never escape her fear, for her whole world was made up of sheer drops and difficulties.

Sheer Rock was a series of islands off the northern coast of the Kingdom of Ilia, and it was just what the name suggested. The islands had formed from a strange geological event Ana did not understand; sheer drops surrounded each island to the sea hundreds of feet below. The islands were large enough that she could go whole days without seeing the edge of the world. Except when she crossed the bridges. Each island was connected by a bridge to the next. Some islands had several bridges that connected them to their neighbours, and there was a single long, broad bridge that connected them to the mainland. Despite their connection to the kingdom, it was heavily guarded and not somewhere she had been anywhere near since her father had died.

Before that day she hadn’t given the distance to the sea below a second thought. She had skipped across bridges, stood on cliff tops, laughed with ease. She shook the image away that was starting to form in her mind of the day her father had gone over the edge of a bridge and her world had changed. Along with the loss, a fear of heights had developed and, despite her best efforts and derision from others, it was something she hadn’t been able to shake.

She stopped on the path, trying to calm herself. If she appeared before the cook looking like she felt, she would be paying for it for the rest of the day. She looked up towards the castle. It was the Seat of the Lord of Sheer Rock and took up most of the island it was situated on. Ana tried not to shiver. She had upset the lord the day before when she had slipped on a sheet of paper that had drifted from the desk, and spilt the tea she’d been carrying across the rest of the papers.

The lord had glared at her but said nothing. Ana knew she was in serious trouble despite not being chastised. She had lifted the cloth from her belt, but the lord had only pointed to the doorway. The memory of those piercing blue eyes as she stood from the desk made Ana shiver again. The lord was a beautiful woman, slender with blond wavy hair pulled loosely from her pale face. And yet Ana had never found anything of beauty in her.

Ana had bowed low, murmured a request for forgiveness and backed out of the room. She had been given other duties for the rest of the day, but it had been a position of standing to serve the lord directly. She only hoped the cook would send her back again before she was replaced by another.

Ana moved quickly through the castle to the kitchen, where she blew out her lamp and hung her coat. “Am I still being punished?” she asked over her shoulder.

“My little Ana,” the cook said, her dimpled face glowing with her smile. “There is a special guest arriving today, and the lord has asked for you to serve them.”

“Really?” she asked, relief washing over her.

The cook nodded. “But in the meantime, you are to help me. They’ll be waking soon enough, and the bread needs to go in the oven.”

“Thank you,” Ana said, kissing the cook’s soft cheek.

“Nothing to do with me,” she said, pulling Ana into a tight hug.

Ana stood in the doorway and tried not to stare at the strange man who stood before the lord’s desk. He was tall and angular. His short grey hair stuck out in strange places, although his trimmed grey beard was neat. There was something unsettling about him and his lavishly embroidered burgundy cloak. Something within screamed at her to run.

Without looking up, the lord waved her forward. Ana tried to focus on where she was going rather the strange man, but it was difficult. She glanced towards the only other man in the room, a tall, broad soldier standing to the side in the black shiny armour of the King’s Men. He was older than she’d first imagined from her view in the doorway. He was handsome, or at least he would have been but for the scar that cut across his cheek.

Ana looked forward, refocusing on the man before the desk and realising with a shudder just who he was. The regent’s mage, or was he the king’s mage? She looked back to the soldier, still and staring off into the distance, and the scar on his face was gone. She was tempted to raise her fingers to her own cheek, but was hampered by the tray in her hands. Her feet stopped as she stared at him.

“Do not hover,” the lord snapped, her harsh voice carrying through the large open room.

Ana nodded, but her legs refused to move. Only her head would turn towards the lord’s desk. The mage’s cold gaze raked over her, and she was sure those grey eyes could see far more of her than she wished. She gulped down her rising fear and stepped forward again. She carefully set the tray on the edge of the table and, as the soldier turned his attention to her for the first time, she pushed it loudly across the surface of the desk to ensure it wouldn’t fall.

“She is the gifted one,” the mage said, his cold stare still focused on her.

The lord nodded.

Ana glanced back at the rugged soldier; thankful he was in the room although not sure why she felt that way. 

“You may step forward and greet me, for I shall make your life worth living.” The mage waved her forward with a large sweep of his arm, bowing his head as he spoke, but Ana knew it wasn’t out of any respect for her.

She stayed just where she was and although she opened her mouth, she was very quick to close it again. Ana wasn’t sure what this man was proposing, but she knew it was not something that would make her life any better. As with anyone of her station, she was only there to make the lives of others easier.

“Her mother,” the man said, stretching out a long finger towards her.

Ana was still rooted to the spot, although she was desperate for him to say more. It was as though he had stopped mid-thought.

What of my mother? What does this man know of her?

The lord nodded. Without a glance at Ana, she surprised her by saying, “We don’t talk of my sister.”

The world appeared suddenly hazy. Ana’s mother had died when she was very young. Her father had raised her as best he could, and she still missed him terribly. But she’d had no idea there was any connection between her family and the Lord of Sheer Rock. If she was family, why was she living in the small, dusty cottage and serving the lord as she did?

“What did she do?” Ana asked before she could stop herself, and the soldier turned sad eyes towards her. “What did she do?” she asked more confidently.

“She was of no real consequence,” the lord said.

The grey-eyed mage stood over her then. He was taller than she thought, wiry, and he smelt odd. She didn’t want to sniff at him, but she couldn’t quite place the bitter scent that clung to him. As he reached for her, she stepped back.

“Ana, do as you are told.” The lord pushed up from the table. She looked bored by the event, as though Ana was nothing.

The long, cold fingers of the mage wrapped around Ana’s jaw, and he pulled her face closer as he leaned down to peer into her eyes. “So green,” he murmured. “What do you see?”

She tried to shake her head, but she couldn’t move, his grip too tight. She was sure his hold was bruising her face. He moved his face closer to hers, continuing to stare into her eyes, and she felt the world move for a moment. She pulled at his hold to find the soldier standing behind her, a solid mass preventing her escape. Her heart beat so fast she was sure it was going to explode from her chest. This was more frightening than crossing the bridge.

“They will take you with them.” The lord looked away and sat back at her desk. “He is looking for girls like you.”

“I don’t have any skills a mage would need,” Ana stammered, “and I haven’t got anything with me. I can’t travel today.”

“There is no need,” the mage said, his fingers now wrapped too tight around her arm. She wondered why he needed the soldier. “The capital provides.”

“The capital?”

“The king’s regent wishes to see you.”

“Me?” Ana asked, wondering why in all the world the regent would want to see her. How did he even know who she was? But then, she had thought she knew who she was. And as she glanced back at the lord standing by her desk, Ana realised there was far more to the world than she knew.

“You would do well to know your place,” the mage said, his tone deep and unfriendly.

“I don’t have any gifts,” she said quickly.

The lord came around the desk then, her face dark and dangerous. Ana wanted to step back, but the soldier prevented her movement. “Do not embarrass me,” she said, her voice low, and Ana knew she was in more trouble than she had ever been. “You will do as you are told, or it ends here.”

The soldier coughed politely, and Ana glanced up at the opening in the wall. For those who displeased the lord, there was one punishment. In the wall of the lord’s office was a large round opening into the world beyond, over the cliffs and the Endless Sea. The view was spectacular from a distance, and there had been many days Ana had watched the sun on the waves, or great violet clouds making their way across the dark water towards them.

Now she could only see the walkway that led to nothing when she glanced over her shoulder. Ana shook her head violently. She struggled with the bridges, let alone standing out over nothing. The walkway was wide enough to just hold three men side by side and long enough that two of them could have lain end to end. But there was no railing, and the wind could come up and pull you away before you even realised you were scared.

She had once found the lord standing just outside the round doorway, the wind pulling at her blond hair and her deep green robes. Ana was both amazed and frightened. Now they were threatening her with the walkway, and she wasn’t quite sure why.

“I will go to the capital,” she whispered.

“You do not have the choice,” the lord said, her anger dissipating to be replaced by her usual apathy. She sighed and waved them away.

“Why have you kept her to yourself for so long?” the mage asked.

“I have not used her gifts,” she said quickly. “I have no need.”

“Are they not worthy, or are you better than the regent?”

“I know my place,” she said, anger flaring again behind her blue eyes. Ana wanted to run. “You have come all this way. Test her if you must before you take her.”

“That may be an idea,” the soldier said, and Ana glanced at him. His voice was rough and quiet, yet it carried a confidence to it. The scar she had been so sure marked his face was still absent, and she sensed that this man would be a dangerous enemy.

She turned back to the mage as he cleared his throat. She wasn’t quite sure what they thought she had, and she didn’t know whether it was a good thing to let them find it or if she should keep it hidden. If she even knew how to hide it. She tried not to sigh, sucking in a deep breath instead and trying to exude the same confidence the large soldier showed.

But as the old man raised his fingers towards her and placed his cold, clammy hand on her forehead, her urge to run returned.

“Look at me,” he said. “Look hard.”

She focused on him, standing with his eyes closed and his hand on her head. As she studied his fine, sharp features and his too-thin body, she wondered if he was unwell. His eyes snapped open and he slapped her hard across the face, hard enough to knock her to the ground.

The mage cleared his throat as he glared at her. “You were to look, to see what is already there. Do not try to use your gift on me.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have any gifts,” she said, bringing her hand to her stinging face. There was far more strength behind this man than she thought, and for the first time she wondered what gifts he had.

“You will do as you are told,” he said, standing over her. “You will look, and you will tell me what you see.”

She nodded, but she stayed where she was as he put his hand back over her head and closed his eyes. She did the same, feeling the strength and power within his hand. In the darkness behind her lids, the mage stood tall. A small boy appeared beside him, tear stained and scared, asking for help, pleading. But he shook his head and pushed the child away, taking something from him. Something the child had held out to him.

A crown. A simple yet heavy golden crown. He held it in his hands and then handed it directly to another man, who placed it on his head as the child disappeared.

“The boy king,” Ana murmured, opening her eyes.

“You are not what I wanted.” He sounded disappointed and, Ana thought, a little afraid. “What a waste,” he said with a sigh.

The soldier pulled her to her feet. Although she felt the same strength in him, it was different and kind. Despite the blood she sensed on his hands, he was gentle as he placed her feet on the ground. When he let her go, the older man pushed hard against her chest, although she wasn’t sure his hands had touched her. She slid too quickly towards the window. The soldier reached for her, but was not fast enough, and the lord’s impassive face looked away as she sat back at her desk.

The air was cold around her as she blew out the window and onto the walkway. She shivered and squeezed her eyes closed, sensing the emptiness around her. The tears started before she could stop them. Ana wanted to be anywhere but here. Even on a bridge, she thought as the wind pulled at her clothes and hair and threatened to lift her away.

When she was a very small child, she would run along the wide edges of the bridges, looking down into the void between the islands as her father ran along beside her, smiling. Then he had fallen. She allowed herself to relax, trying not to hold her body rigid as she thought of him.

He hadn’t fallen from a bridge. She may have been a child, but she remembered him clearly, and she remembered the same feeling of standing out on the walkway with him. The wind had pulled at her hair and her dress, cold and sharp against her face. He had pushed her back inside; the sharp nails of the lord had taken her arm and then he was gone.

Ana opened her eyes and stared at the woman sitting at the desk now. Had she watched her father’s death or tried to ignore it as she did Ana’s?

The soldier at the edge of her vision tried to subtly wave her forward. The older man reached out a hand towards him, and he dropped his arm. Ana felt the hopelessness of the situation. She wanted someone, anyone, to help but knew it wouldn’t come. Fear had disappeared in the certainty of what would happen. She wondered if her father had felt the same in that moment before his death.

The old mage raised his hand.

“Long live the king,” she said, and then she was falling. 
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Dray sprang forward as though he had a rope tied around his waist, pulling him to the opening in the wall and across the narrow stone that stretched out across the void. How he managed to grab her, he wasn’t sure. But he hung half off the walkway, dangerously close to slipping off entirely, his hand tight around the girl’s arm. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her already pale skin even paler.

She opened incredibly green eyes to stare up at him, and he blew out a relieved sigh. He heaved her up. As she landed on the edge of the walkway, she clung to him like a scared child. Although if he had nearly fallen, he might have been keen to do the same to whoever had saved him from such a fall.

The old mage glared at him, and he knew there was no going back. Dray stood carefully, trying not to tip over the edge with the weight of the girl on his arm. She stood with him, and they inched their way along the walkway. The lord looked even more dangerous than the mage in that moment.

“No matter what gifts she has or what offence she has caused, it is not reason enough to throw her to her death,” Dray said, unsure where the words came from. He walked back through the round doorway, trying to look like he wasn’t about to throw up. The girl, on the other hand, looked like she just might.

“Ana is of no concern to you. She is a maid.”

“A maid?” Dray asked, looking down at her. She nodded. “I thought she was your niece.”

“You are not in a position to question the decisions of others,” the mage said, his sharp face looking even sharper if that was possible.

Dray opened his mouth and then closed it. She had called for help, and they had just watched her fall. He couldn’t let that happen. Although he wasn’t quite sure why, he was determined to help this girl.

Looking over these people who represented the boy king in the world, Dray wondered what the king thought of his kingdom, if he thought of it at all. His uncle had ruled long enough that many of the people considered him more of a king than the boy himself. But no matter the state of the world, he couldn’t just walk out with her on his arm.

He set his jaw and seized the back of her dress with his free hand, pulling her from his arm and held her up before him. “If she is a problem, then she is better locked away,” he murmured. “Allow me to do the job I was employed for.”

The mage raised a hand. Dray was tempted to put his hand on his sword, but it currently held the maid. He had thought she might struggle or make a scene, but she hung limp in his hold as though she knew she was lost whichever way she went.

“You know how long I have looked for her,” the mage growled.

“She is young,” Dray murmured. “The young don’t think of what might benefit them. Let me lock her away somewhere safe until you are ready for her, rather than kill her now.”

“That may have been why I searched,” the mage responded, a confidence in his voice Dray doubted. The man might appear to have power others only dreamt of, but Dray had yet to see any evidence of it. He seemed to fear far more than a man with power should. Dray had been around enough of them to know just what men in power could do.

He looked down at the girl again. She might be important, or she might just be a maid. Either way, he couldn’t let her die at the whim of a nasty old man. He took a deep breath, feeling the same desperation she had called to him with from out on the Walk.

Her wide green eyes seemed to draw him as he lowered her to the floor, and with his hand still firm on the back of her dress, he directed her towards the door. He half expected some further complaint from the lord or the mage. Yet neither moved nor spoke.

In the hallway beyond the lord’s rooms, the intermittently spaced lamps did little to light the dark grey stone other than a small area around each one. No one else appeared, but Dray continued to direct her forward. Although somehow his arm had reached across her shoulders had pulled her in close as his pace had increased.

He expected someone to come after them, but perhaps they had believed his story. He stopped then and looked back.

“Which way?” he asked softly.

“Down...”

“No. Out. How do we get out?”

There was a long pause before she answered. “Go straight and then down the main stairs. From the foyer you can exit the castle. But...”

“Just wait until we are outside,” he murmured, racing out onto the landing and checking to ensure there was no one around the large open entrance. Half of his men could have waited at the base of the stairs and the space would still not have been full. He moved carefully, half pulling her. She put her hand to his arm, and he stopped. In the corner of his eye, he saw another maid at the far end of a corridor leading from the landing, and then she was gone again.

Several soldiers stood by the doors of the castle and several of his own men stood nearby. He wondered how the others waiting beyond the doors would great him with the maid. He grabbed her wrist as she stepped forward, and she looked up at him with those bright eyes again. He shook his head once.

She chewed on her lip for a moment and then turned back the way they had come. She waved for him to follow and turned down a narrow hallway. They didn’t pass anyone as they headed down narrow steps and, for a moment, he was sure they were moving through the walls.

Dray thought he could smell the kitchen, and Ana paused in a doorway. She sighed and looked up at him before she continued along the hallway. It was only a matter of minutes until they were standing in the sunshine. After so long in the dim light of the castle, Dray was sure it should have been night.

“This way,” she said, slipping along the side of the castle, leading the way with her hand in his. They were moving quickly and, whether by luck or something else, they had managed to leave the castle unseen. Ahead of them was a wide bridge, and Ana stopped dead as a guard stepped forward.

“Found yourself a helper, Ana?” the guard at the end of the bridge asked. “You finished early today.”

“We have an errand to run for the lord,” she said quickly, dropping Dray’s hand and taking a single step forward.

“You got your job cut out there. That lass can’t cross a bridge without—” He stopped as he took in Dray and the insignia on his chest, then stepped forward.

“Is it your job to question the task set by the lord?” Dray asked.

The man shook his head quickly and pulled himself to attention.

“Come along,” he said to Ana. Stepping close, but not so close to arouse the suspicion of the guard, he gave her a gentle nudge. She looked up at him and then started walking.

He could feel her tension. He wondered at first if it was due to the incident that had just occurred, but then he thought there might be more to it. With his hand in the small of her back, Dray glanced over his shoulder to the guard and tried to move her faster across the bridge.

“They will not be far behind,” he whispered.

She nodded and yet continued at the same pace, although he was sure she focused on the small space before her feet. Once they were off the bridge, she sighed and then stopped.

“Where are we going?” she asked, shivering a little and wrapping her arms around herself.

Dray glanced around them and then looked into the distance. “The mountains, unless you have somewhere?”

“She would know where to find me on Sheer Rock,” she said, another shiver covering her body.

“Mountains it is,” he said. “Can we move a bit faster?”

She shook her head and blew out a long breath. “We have three more bridges to cross.”

He sighed and then looked at her properly. She was shivering, and not just because of the cool sea breeze pulling at her hair. “You are scared of the bridges.”

“I’m not good with heights,” she admitted quietly. “Why did you save me?”

He took her hand and pulled her along the road. She allowed him to lead her and moved as fast as she could, almost keeping up with his long stride. He was keen to run, but if they came across anyone else, he didn’t think it would be a good idea.

“Why?” she prompted.

He stopped and looked at her slight frame. “I couldn’t see another innocent die.”

“Are you so sure I am innocent?”

He laughed then and noticed they were closer to houses than he had previously realised.

“Ana?” someone called. She pulled Dray to a stop, then let go of his hand. “Did you spill something on the lord again?” a young man asked, walking towards them.

She shook her head, and Dray was pleased she was smiling at the boy, not raising suspicions.

“Tim,” she said warmly. “You would give the soldier the impression I’m clumsy.”

“She is,” he said, his friendly tone matching his smile. “And why are you travelling with a soldier?”

“We’ve been sent on an errand.”

“You don’t even have your cloak,” he said, the friendliness slipping away. As he leaned closer, concern etched his features.

“The sun is warm and we won’t be long,” she said, although Dray could see the gooseflesh on her skin. “I got distracted,” she added with a wave of her hand, and he relaxed.

“Well hurry back, the winds will be up soon.”

She nodded and smiled, then indicated that Dray should head in the direction of the bridge. She waved fondly to Tim and they were off again, trying to walk quickly and yet not appear to be rushing.

She paused as they hit the next bridge, but with a deep breath she continued to walk across it. It was narrower than the previous bridge. He looked back, realising they were not headed straight for the main bridge that led to the mainland from this crazy part of the kingdom. The islands were so high from the water, he wondered why anyone would live here. Although he had to admit it would be easy to defend.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“If we try to cross the mainland bridge, we would be spotted immediately and you will be standing beside me on the Walk.”

He nodded and allowed her to lead the way. It took time as they wove through streets and between farms, and eventually there was nothing but green open fields that dropped off at the sides with a rocky outcrop at the far end. Dray wondered at the girl so clearly afraid of heights. He tried not to laugh at the irony of it. Then she was gone, and he was sure she had slipped from the edge. He raced forward.

“Stop,” she said behind him, and he did. “You’ll go over the edge if you aren’t careful.”

“I thought you had,” he said, turning to her standing amongst the rocks.

She shook her head and grinned. “I have another way.”
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Ed pulled the hood tighter around his ears as he looked up at the squeaking sign swinging in the wind. The cold rain had numbed his fingers and his nose, and despite the sun being high in the sky, he sucked in a frustrated breath and headed into the tavern.

Water ran from his cloak in rivulets as he stomped his numb feet on the entrance mat. Or at least he hoped it was a mat; it was the same colour as the road outside, and just as muddy. He had travelled most of the way so far by keeping from the main roads. But the storm was continuous, the rain sharp and cold, and he needed a warm bed.

He lowered his hood slowly as he stepped into a dimly lit room and the smell of stale ale and farm animals hit his senses. He would have shied away from such a place not so long ago, but in the storm, he had little option. He shook the rain from his cloak. Some of the people at the closely packed tables looked up, but their looks didn’t linger. He was sure no one would recognise him. It appeared that no one was looking for him.

If they were, news of his disappearance might have reached these people. Ed doubted his uncle had noticed he was no longer in his room. He wasn’t around people often enough to hear news, and he wasn’t sure if the word was out. Taverns like this rarely carried the sort of news he sought. There had been many days during his journey when he’d wondered if he would find the man he searched for.

“You after a meal?” a round older woman asked, working her way between the tables to reach him. She didn’t look very friendly, nor did she sound it, and he wondered if he should have sheltered out on the road somewhere.

“Need a room for a night,” he said, trying to sound gruff and confident.

She nodded once and walked away, working her way back through the tables to the bar at the far side of the room. He tried to keep up, but despite her little legs and his long ones, she was able to move through the tight gaps more easily than he.

“We got one room,” she said, turning sharply and pressing a key into his hand. “Up the stairs, second on the right.” She took her time to look him up and down. “Two crowns.”

“Two,” he stammered, and her face hardened. “Two seems fair,” he murmured as he felt out two gold coins in his pocket.

Ed closed his hand tightly around the key, thankful he hadn’t kept all his coin together as he pressed them into her outstretched hand. He worked his way through the crowded room and up the stairs, barely a glance raised in his direction. He counted along the doors until he reached his allocated one and found it unlocked.

It opened silently into a small room with a narrow bed more like a soldier’s cot against one wall and a small table with a single chair. He blew out a sigh and pushed the door closed behind him, locking it quickly and then testing it. It seemed to hold, but he wondered how solid it would be if someone were determined to get to him in the night.

He threw the wet cloak over the back of the chair and sat on the edge of the bed before he lay down. It had been too long since he’d had the opportunity to lie down. He might have been too rash to run from the capital as he had. But he couldn’t go on as he was. There was no chance for him to be what his parents had hoped. Although there had been a time he didn’t want it, as he’d grown he had begun to understand the importance of what they hoped he would be.

He closed his eyes, taking in the sounds of the storm. The wind and rain battered the building, and he was grateful to be under a roof. He hoped this was the right thing to do.

The dining room filled with patrons produced a continuous muffled sound to compete with the sounds of the storm. Ed should have considered food as well, but he wasn’t up to it. His stomach hadn’t travelled well, and the idea of food made him nervous. He was sure he could travel further if he avoided illness.

A sharp bang on the door startled him into a seated position, and he waited. Then it came again.

“I have your meal,” the older woman called through the door.

He wanted to tell her to take it away, but instead he got up, opened the door and showed her in. She glanced at the muddy mark on the bed where he had lain down with his boots on and scowled at him again. She dropped the tray on the table, slopping the ale in the pewter mug. The watery-looking stew didn’t move at all, and a chunk of bread sat solid on the tray.

“Just one night?” she asked.

He nodded once, still looking at the food and wondering if anyone would want to eat it.

“Where ya goin’?”

“North,” he murmured. “To find family.”

She looked him over and, for the first time in the last few weeks, he was worried she might actually recognise him.

“Nice boy like you should have a horse.” She smiled a little, revealing crooked yellowing teeth as she rubbed at her chin with her knuckles.

“Lost it,” he said, feeling more unnerved by the smile. “Spooked by the lightning.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows slowly, and Ed knew she didn’t believe anything he said.

He nodded slowly and looked back at the stew.

“You got money to buy a new one?” she asked.

“No,” Ed said quickly. “It isn’t too far now, I hope. I can walk for a couple of days.”

“Nothin’ ‘round here within two days’ walk.”

“I’m sure the farm is not far away. Thank you for the food,” he said, guiding her towards the door. She backed up as he continued; he had height on her if not weight. The door had remained open, and he wondered if someone else might have heard their conversation. As she backed into the hallway, he glanced quickly each way. The hard look had returned to her face when he bowed his head, thanked her again and then shut and locked the door.

The innkeeper might be more danger than the soldiers he had thought would follow. He wiped the ale from the battered spoon on the edge of his cloak and poked at the stew. It remained unmoving. He dropped the spoon and took a single sip of the ale instead. It was bitter but drinkable, and he carried the cup and the bread back to his cot.

He wanted to prise his boots from his cold damp feet, but he worried what he might find within, and he wasn’t sure he would be able to get them back on. If the little round woman turned out to be the trouble he suspected, he might need to leave in a hurry.

Ed sighed and then wondered, not for the first time, if this was a good idea. He gulped at the ale and then sat it down on the floor. His stomach made a strange noise as he bit into the bread. If they wanted to rob him, they might have done something to his food. But he hoped it was clear he didn’t have the money they thought he might.

She wasn’t the first to have mentioned a horse. Although it would have been both useful and faster, it would have drawn too much attention. He would have had to explain why he wanted a horse from the stable, and if he had managed to take one unseen, anyone he passed would have recognised it.

He was tempted to leave the tavern even though he had spent too much on the small room, but the wind and rain still lashed at the building. There was no use hurrying in this weather to he wasn’t sure where. With his shoes still on, he lay back and pulled the thin blanket over him. His clothing still damp, he shivered and closed his eyes as the dim light shone through the narrow window.

You can’t hide when you stand out.

Ed could have dressed better, and he could have carried more with him, but it had been far more important that he leave unseen. All he had to do was find the man his mother had told him to find, and the world would be what it should. He hoped. Although he had no real idea of what it should be. And other than a feeling that he lived to the north, possibly in the Edge Mountains, he didn’t even know his name. To be so well known to his mother, Ed had assumed he was the Lord of the Mountains or worked with him.

But for a man on foot not used to travel, the mountains were still a long way off.
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Chapter 4
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The wind pulled at the soldier’s cloak, and Ana tried not to focus on the thick material. She might have been terribly underdressed, but she wasn’t lying dead at the base of the cliffs. She sucked in a breath and continued beside the big man. He was older, grey just touching the sides of his thick dark hair. And he was handsome.

The scar she had seen so clearly across his face was undeniably absent, and she wasn’t sure if it had been a trick of the light or something she had done or thought. He glanced at her and she looked away, not wanting to stare. Yet as he turned forward, her eyes found his face again.

“Are we going the right way?” he asked, his deep voice echoing down the tunnel.

She nodded. “It is hard to tell down here with this hazy light, but yes.”

“You have been this way before?”

“Not all the way across, but I have been in these tunnels a few times. I have heard whispers of others crossing here. Smugglers and the like, probably.”

“Smugglers?” he asked, stopping.

“Are you scared?” She was unable to hide the smirk in her voice.

“No, but you should be.”

“I just survived the Walk,” she said with a laugh that bounced from the tunnel walls. “I don’t think a smuggler could be nearly as scary.”

“Have you lived in Sheer Rock your whole life?”

She nodded.

“Yet you are scared of heights. The whole world is up high. How many bridges did you have to cross a day?”

“Three and back,” she murmured. If she never had to cross another bridge, she would be happy. And she had no idea how this tunnel led them to the mainland from Sheer Rock without crossing a bridge.

His hand was strong and heavy on her shoulder. She looked up into his intense gaze. “Why?” he asked.

She shrugged him off and kept walking. “Why is anyone scared of anything?” she whispered.

“Usually for good reason.” His long strides quickly caught her up.

“You talk a lot for a soldier,” she grumbled.

“How many soldiers do you know?”

“Only those at the bridge, and maybe some in the castle. I don’t really talk to them. Talking to soldiers can get you into trouble.”

“You seem to be able to get yourself into trouble well enough.”

She stopped then and watched him walk ahead of her. He stopped, looking around and then back.

“I don’t know why he wanted to push me off the Walk,” she said.

“Don’t you?”

She stared at him a bit longer as she wondered why this man had risked so much to save her. He didn’t know her, he didn’t know her background and she certainly didn’t have any gifts someone might want to use. Maybe the old man had only come to find her because he knew she was the only one who
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