
Cassie

			A gentle breeze through the window stirred the lace drapes, driving ripples of hazy shadow across the bed sheets. Wisps of hair tickled Cassie’s forehead and the nape of her neck. The air drew cool fingers over beads of sweat on her back and thighs, in heady contrast to the firm body pressed against her and the hot hands grasping her hips.

			Other senses, other contrasts. Lea’s lavender perfume overlay the musky scent of her body. Her lips were honey-sweet, her neck salty. Cassie flicked her tongue against the beating pulse point and heard a groan. One more small victory to chalk up. She raised herself on an elbow to take in the view. 

			A band of sunlight slipped between the drapes. Dust motes sparkled in the air. Lea’s breasts rose with each ragged breath, her legs spread in invitation, skin flushed against the white sheets, eyes closed, lips parted. She was beautiful and knew it. Her confidence in her ability to attract was unmistakable in her games of “look but don’t touch,” turning men and women into lovelorn puppets. But this time Lea was outplayed. Cassie had her helpless with desire.

			Lea caught Cassie’s wrist, trying to drag it downwards, her goal obvious. “Please.”

			Cassie slipped her hand free. After months of game-playing, it was Lea’s turn to wait.

			“Please, Cassie, I need—”

			Cassie silenced her with a kiss.

			The city of Kavilli was basking in midsummer. Familiar sounds were softened by the heat—market traders’ cries, bells from a distant clock tower, the clatter of cartwheels on cobbles, the clop of a horse’s hooves in the courtyard below. Then came the creak of a saddle, boots hitting the ground, and a man’s growl, his words too low to make out. Someone mumbled a reply.

			Did Lea understand what was said? The effect on her was dramatic. She shoved Cassie aside and scrambled away. 

			“I don’t care.” This time the man spoke loudly enough for Cassie to catch his words.

			On the other side of the bed, Lea had her back pressed against the headboard, knees drawn up. Her fists were balled under her chin, clutching the corner of a previously discarded sheet. The white cotton partially hid her nakedness, but only succeeded in making her look more guilty.

			Her expression was one of horror. Her lips quivered. “Oh, shit, no. My husband.”

			* * *

			“What did you think you were doing?” It was a silly question, even by Jadio’s standards. 

			Cassie relaxed on the couch and watched him stomp back and forth. How did someone so prudish cope with army life? She loved her younger brother, she truly did, but it was hard to believe they were related. Maybe they shared the same wavy black hair and dark brown eyes, but when it came to personality they could not be more different. 

			“It’s not a case of ‘think.’ I knew exactly what I was doing.” As, by now, did the rest of Kavilli. “How much detail would you like?” Cassie plucked a grape from a bunch on the side table. 

			Jadio broke off mid-stride and glared at her as if she were a new recruit who had forgotten to salute.

			“I was having fun.” Cassie popped the grape into her mouth

			“Fun!”

			“Yes. You should try it sometime.”

			“This isn’t a joke.”

			“Most people disagree. Haven’t you heard the gossip making the rounds?”

			“Everyone in Kavilli is laughing at our family and you don’t care.”

			How could Jadio be so dense? “It’s not us they’re laughing at. The jokes are all about Senator Flavinus and his floppy sausage. The only ones acting prissy are jealous. You might be an exception, but there aren’t many, male or female, who’d turn down the chance to hop into Lea’s bed.”

			“It was Senator Flavinus Ennius pars Avitae dom Tribonae’s bed.”

			As if his full name made a difference. “He wasn’t there at the time.” 

			“You don’t care do you?”

			“No.”

			“We have the family’s position to think of.”

			“The family’s position?” Cassie affected a thoughtful expression. “Is that the one where you put your legs over the—”

			“Cassie!” Jadio turned to Mother. “Can’t you make her see how she’s sullied the family name?”

			Mother remained standing at the window and gave no sign of hearing him, although of course she had. Nothing escaped her notice.

			Cassie helped herself to another grape. “You’re being overdramatic. Anyway, it’s more likely to aid the family.”

			“And there’s a flock of pigs swooping overhead as we speak.”

			Mother left her contemplation of the rose garden. “Import taxes on wine are due for review when the Senate reconvenes. It affects our southern estates. We could use a few more votes swung our way. This distraction from Cassie is actually just what we need, if we play things right.”

			“Why do you always side with her?” 

			“Oh, Jadio, don’t be so childish. You’re thirty, not three.” Mother settled on a chair. “I only agree with Cassie when she’s right. And stop marching around. You’re not on the parade ground.”

			Jadio’s expression would doubtless have his subordinates quaking in their hobnail boots. However, Cassie merely continued demolishing the grapes, while Mother poured herself a glass of lemon water. Finally, he flung himself onto a couch as though trying to see whether it would break. “All right. Explain how Cassie playing the harlot helps us.”

			“Harlot!” Jadio was not getting away with that.

			“If the shoe fits.”

			“Just because you can’t get—”

			Mother raised her voice. “Stop it, the pair of you. Try to act like adults.” 

			“No chance of that with Cassie,” Jadio muttered, before adopting a firmer tone. “I don’t see how sleeping with his wife will entice Senator Flavinus into voting with us.”

			“That’s not how it works,” Cassie said. “Flavinus and the rest of the Tribonae family wouldn’t support us, even if I’d seduced him, rather than his wife.” Which was not an image she wanted to play with. “It’s the effect on everyone else.”

			Jadio turned to Mother, incredulous. “You agree with that?”

			“Oh yes. Cassie’s handed me a useful weapon. Nobody will bring it up on the Senate floor, but in private will be a different matter. I will, of course, express my deep disapproval at suitable moments, just to keep the gossip bubbling. Flavinus is the best orator the Tribonae have, and they’ll be relying on him to make their case. But now, whenever he stands up in the Senate to challenge me, people at the back will be sniggering, and that’s a hard audience to carry. I doubt anyone will pay attention to a word he says.”

			Jadio’s scowl deepened. “I can’t imagine you’d be so happy if I was the one caught shafting a rival senator’s wife.”

			This was too tempting to ignore. “I can provide a list of candidates if you want to give it a try.”

			Mother sighed. “Cassie, don’t tease your brother. And, Jadio, of course it would all play out quite differently.”

			“For starters, if I’d dishonoured another man like that, he’d challenge me to a duel.” 

			“Exactly so. In fact, that’s the main reason I wanted to talk to you both. You’ve hit on our most pressing issue.”

			“I couldn’t ju—” Jadio stopped, clearly caught by surprise. “I have?” 

			Cassie was equally confused. What rabbit was Mother chasing?

			Mother put down her glass. “Senator Flavinus has never been one for duelling. Hired assassins are more his style. But if gossip gets out of hand, he may feel he has no option other than to challenge Cassie’s closest available male relative in her place. Which currently is you.”

			Of course. That was the rabbit. A rather tricky rabbit that completely eluded Jadio. He gave a bark of laughter. “What’s the problem? I’d beat him easily.”

			Cassie groaned and put a hand over her eyes. By all accounts, Jadio was a skilled military commander. He must be able to look beyond the obvious, though he showed no sign of it in everyday life. “Think it through.”

			“Think what through? I’d win, even with one hand tied behind my back.”

			“You’re missing the point,” Cassie said. “Everyone’s laughing at Flavinus. If he dies in a hopeless duel, defending his honour, it won’t be funny anymore. The rush of sympathy won’t do him any good when he’s dead, but it’d swing votes against us.”

			Mother nodded. “At the moment Flavinus is a liability to the Tribonae. We need him to stay alive.”

			“If he challenges me, I can’t refuse,” Jadio said.

			“Quite. So you need to make yourself unavailable before things reach that point.”

			“What?”

			“You must leave Kavilli. Rejoin your legion.”

			“I’ve still got a month of my leave left. I’ve got plans.”

			“Plans can be rearranged.”

			Jadio launched himself to his feet. “I don’t believe it. Cassie whores herself around the city and I get banished.”

			“I wasn’t—”

			“Cassie, be quiet.” Mother raised her voice. “And, Jadio, you’re not banished. You just need to be somewhere else for a while.”

			“It’s not fair.”

			“Act your age.”

			“Flavinus could still challenge our family, even if I’m not around.”

			“Then it would be up to your uncle Ullesso to stand in Cassie’s place,” Mother said.

			“But he’s eighty and half-blind.”

			“Exactly. Challenging Ullesso would open Flavinus to yet more mockery. He won’t risk that.” Mother’s tone softened. “Oh, go fortify somewhere. Win a battle or two. You know you enjoy it more than slouching around Kavilli.” 

			This was undeniably true. However, Jadio was unwilling to give up. “What about Salicia? Doesn’t she get a say?”

			“Then take her and the children to visit her parents. She’d like that. And, now that I think of it, you’re overdue a visit.”

			Jadio’s face dropped and Cassie felt a twinge of sympathy. Jadio’s mother-in-law was more terrifying than a horde of barbarian warriors. 

			The fight went out of him. He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll talk it over with Sal.”

			Mother nodded. “You don’t need to go today. Just make sure you’re out of town before the Senate reconvenes.”

			Jadio bent to give Mother a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you before I leave.”

			“Good. We need to discuss your next promotion.”

			Cassie stood to give him a hug. “Tell Sal I’ll bring presents over for her parents.”

			A suitable gift would soothe the way with his in-laws. Teasing her little brother was fun, but they were on the same side, and always would be. Family was what counted. It was the foundation the Kavillian Empire was built on. 

			After he went, Cassie returned to her couch and the grapes. Then she noticed Mother’s eyes fixed on her. “Is there something else?”

			“Do you need to ask?”

			There was always something else on Mother’s mind, usually several somethings, but this probably related to the Lea debacle. “You need to make a public show of reprimanding me, so the Tribonae family can’t accuse you of secretly approving?”

			“I certainly don’t approve. Keeping your brain between your legs is supposedly a male failing. But you could do with taking lessons from your brother.”

			Arguing was unwise, and apologising was pointless. Mother would not be deflected by either. Cassie swivelled to sit up straight and waited for her to continue. 

			“You were ‘having fun.’ I think that was your phrase. Now it’s time to be serious. We must make plans for you.”

			What sort of plans? Marriage was unlikely. Cassie would get married again, of course, whenever it was to the family’s advantage. For the aristocracy, marriage was always a political matter. Love and lust were reserved for outside the marital bed, tolerated as long as one was discreet. But, given her recent display of indiscretion, a prospective husband might expect concessions. Negotiations would proceed more smoothly once the fuss died down. 

			Cassie was in no hurry. In truth, neither of her marriages had been dreadful, but being unmarried was more fun. Both divorces had been due purely to shifting power dynamics in the Senate. Just as well she had not loved either man, and Mother had secured good divorce settlements. All three of Cassie’s sons had stayed in the family, although they came with a bittersweet cost.

			As with every male born into the aristocracy, all were destined for the army. The oldest, fifteen-year-old Rufio, had just received his first deployment. It would be twelve years before he could honourably take up civilian life. Even then, he might become a career soldier, like Jadio. Her youngest son, Derry, had gone to the military academy on his seventh birthday a few months before. The house was so quiet without him. How much was the pursuit of Lea an attempt to fill the gap he left? Cassie pushed the thought aside. Mother did not tolerate lapses in attention. 

			“There’s something I need to do?”

			Mother’s expression sharpened. “Think. I don’t expect it of your brother, but you have no excuse. What trouble do you foresee? I’ve already mentioned it.”

			She had? “Senator Flavinus might…” Cassie racked her memory.

			“Yes. Senator Flavinus. As I said, he’s quick to use assassins.”

			“You think he’ll try to have me killed? Risk a blood-feud over Lea?”

			“I’d be surprised if he isn’t already checking his contacts.”

			“He’s got no real interest in her. He’s keener on the houseboys.”

			“I agree Leasilla is irrelevant in herself. But you’ve publicly humiliated him. That’s one thing Flavinus cannot bear. We must keep you safe until he’s calm enough to act sensibly.”

			“How long will that take?”

			“Too long for you to remain in the city. You won’t be able to avoid his agents.” Mother pointed to a leather dispatch wallet on a table in the corner. “An issue has cropped up in a remote location, so I’m sending an envoy to handle things at the source. Xeranius was my first pick for the role, but it will be good experience for you and will get you safely away from Kavilli.”

			Jadio would be pleased when he learned she was also leaving the city. Not that Cassie minded. Much as she enjoyed Kavilli’s social whirl, a change of scenery offered new opportunities.

			“Where am I going?”

			“The far northwest. Into the Shadowlands.”

			Or maybe not so many opportunities. 

			Cassie had assumed her mission would be to an outlying province, exotic but civilised. The Shadowlands were ill-defined regions, lying beyond the empire’s border, but engulfed by its shadow. They were home to barbarian tribes, who were allowed their autonomy mainly because the land held nothing worth fighting over.

			Mother continued. “The region is known as the Western Uplands. From which you might deduce it’s mainly mountains. Take the dispatch wallet with you to read later. It has maps and information.”

			“What sort of problem will I be dealing with?”

			“The only resource of any value in the area is mining, and even with that, the quantities were too small to bother about, until a rich vein of iron and tin was discovered two years ago. Since then, provincial representatives have tried to secure access to the ore, but the local king has rebuffed them. You’ll be representing the Senate, adding its authority to renewed negotiations.”

			“Why negotiate? Can’t we simply send in the legions?”

			Mother nodded. “We could. In fact, the army is under orders to annex the region. But that’s where we get to the heart of the problem. The legate is the person asking for my help.” 

			“An army commander wants diplomatic support? Why?”

			“Rather than me tell you, see if you can work it out for yourself.”

			All right. “Talking has got nowhere, so now the army’s involved.” Cassie voiced her thoughts aloud. “Barbarians and mountains are a tricky combination, but nothing that can’t be overcome with enough troops. If the legate has doubts about conquering the region, the first thing he’d ask for is reinforcements rather than a trade envoy. So…” Suddenly, it became clear. “His request has been denied. Someone’s pulling strings to block him. Either they want him to fail, or they’re using the threat of defeat to put pressure on the commander’s family. Since he made an appeal to you, we must be the family at risk.”

			“Good.” Mother smiled. “The commander is your second cousin, Legate Quelinus Regulus con Cavionae dom Passurae. The Sabrinae family are the ones pulling strings, trying to force our hand over the upcoming governorship in the Tarrallo province. I’d rather one of our people was governor, but we can’t risk having a military disaster dumped on us. Unless you find a way to resolve things, we’ll have to concede the nomination.”

			“I’m to negotiate a mining deal?”

			“If you can get one the Senate finds satisfactory.”

			“Is it likely?”

			“Frankly, no.”

			“So what am I really doing there?”

			“If nothing else, buying time while I look for a counter weapon to use against the Sabrinae and force a compromise. I’ve got the Senate to agree that military action can hold off while this final attempt at negotiation goes ahead.”

			“Can we stall until after the Tarrallo governorship is settled?”

			“Unlikely. The vote is still months away.”

			“Is there more I could be doing in the Shadowlands?”

			“Of course, though it’ll depend on what you find when you get there. See what Legate Quelinus can suggest. Ideally, we like him to sidestep the Sabrinae and annex the region without needing reinforcements.” Mother pursed her lips. “Divide and conquer. That’ll be your best option. It’s just as effective with barbarians as it is in the Senate. Look for tribesfolk who can be brought over to our side—maybe a rival claimant to the throne who’ll be happy to trade ore in exchange for a few cohorts to boost his own supporters. Failing that, you’ll be working as a spy. Accurate enemy numbers and resources might reveal a weakness Legate Quelinus can exploit. Never forget the importance of good recognisance.” 

			“I’ll do my best.”

			“You’ll have to do that, and more. Make no mistake, it won’t be easy.” Mother stood and returned to the window with its view over the rose garden. “The chances are, one day, you’ll lead the family. Jadio doesn’t have the ability. But do you have the self-control? Consider this a test. Indulging in childish pursuits will not remain fun for long. You’ll be on your own, in an unpredictable situation. If things go wrong, you’ll have to handle the consequences.”

			“I understand.”

			“Do you? Time will tell. However, I have more advice, if you want it.”

			“Of course.”

			“The various tribes in the Western Uplands are forever fighting among themselves and taking slaves. Some end up in the empire. The tribe you’ll be dealing with call themselves the Lycanthi. Check the slave market for any on sale. Returning them to their homeland would start negotiations with a friendly gesture. More importantly, it’ll give you a chance to learn as much as you can about them. You’ll be on the road for two months. See what you can find out.”

			




Arian

			The tables on either side of the Great Hall were crammed with warriors gathered for the evening meal. Firelight tinted the scene in warm colours but could not pierce the layer of smoke beneath the roof. Mud-soaked rushes covered the floor where hounds scavenged for scraps. At the high end of the hall, Gethryn sat with his closest friends. Laughter and shouts cut above the roar of banter. The bard singing before the king’s table was struggling to be heard. 

			Two bondservants tended the deer carcass, roasting in the middle of the hall. One turned while the other carved. Boys scurried in and out, bringing supplies from the kitchen, bread, baked leeks, cheese, eggs, and fruit. Women moved between tables, refilling tankards while swapping jokes with their brothers and cousins. 

			Arian returned from the hearth with a wooden platter, piled with venison. Leirmond speared the largest slice with his knife but otherwise ignored her. Merial moved behind the men, leaning over their shoulders to pour mead. It was the first night since Yehan’s death that she had taken part in the nightly ritual, serving their menfolk.

			Her return was welcome. Not only did it mean she was starting to recover, but Arian did not have to rely on help from aunts. It was fitting that the king’s sisters should have the honour of waiting on Gethryn’s table. 

			What would have been even more fitting was if Kendric and his warriors had been there. They had not been invited, of course. Did Gethryn not realise he was the one shamed? Dishonouring a guest reflected only on the ill-mannered host. Kendric should have been eating in the Great Hall, not alone in his tent, like a woman or a serf. Gethryn was desperate for Leirmond’s approval, but did he not care how he looked to everyone else?

			The snub to Kendric was certainly not due to oversight. Gethryn was talking about him as if it was a joke. “I told Kendric he’d have to hang around until the reply came back.”

			Leirmond laughed. “How did he take it?”

			“Like someone had stuck a stick up his arse.” Gethryn took a swig from his tankard. “I’ve sent the bitch’s letter off.”

			“I hope you told the courier not to run.” Both men snorted with laughter. “It’s not like the old fart has anything else worth doing.”

			Arian’s insides knotted in anger. In his prime, Kendric could have beaten either man. Merial also looked unhappy. Would she say anything? Gethryn still cared about her opinion.

			Leirmond signalled to Arian for more venison. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you hold games while he’s here?”

			“Why? Won’t it look like I’m calling them in his honour?” Gethryn sounded as surprised as Arian felt. 

			“Who cares? It’ll give me the chance to challenge him. Man to man.”

			As if a warrior could win renown, fighting someone twice his age. However, Leirmond’s followers laughed and pounded the table with their fists.

			Leirmond grinned. “Besides. It’ll be good for the empire slut to see. The men she’s used to are half-arsed cowards. She should see what warriors look like, the sort of man the empire will face when they come up against us.”

			The cheers of approval were cut short. Merial slammed the flagon on the table. Mead splashed over the brim. “You think a rabble of drunken oafs, thumping each other, is going to worry anyone who’s seen an empire legion?”

			Leirmond leaned back and sneered. “I’m saying she’s never seen real fighters in her life. Just a bunch of bedwetters who think they can win a battle by wearing pretty clothes, so they all look the same.”

			“The legions will cut you to ribbons. Try running face first into the side of a house. That’s what it’ll be like when you hit their shield wall. Except houses don’t carry swords.”

			“I’m not scared of them. Not now. Not ever.”

			“That’ll be true, soon enough. The dead no longer fear anything.”

			“It won’t be me lying dead when the battle’s over. And that time is coming. We all know it.”

			Merial turned to Gethryn. “Please, don’t pay any heed to him.”

			Leirmond stood. Around the hall, conversation stilled. The bard stopped his song, mid-verse. Arian placed the platter of venison on the table to free her hands, with no clear idea of what to do.

			“You think your brother needs your advice?” Leirmond spat out the words.

			“He needs to listen to people who know what they’re talking about.” Merial was not backing down an inch. “I lived in Verina for ten years. I saw the soldiers drilling. Just one legion, in one town. It’s a fraction of their army. The empire could wipe us out so totally nobody would ever know we’d existed.”

			“Typical woman to be frightened of nothing. We need to lure them onto our land, in the sight of our ancestors.” Leirmond slapped his chest. “Real men will not lose.”

			Things were getting heated. Arian moved to stand behind Merial, in a show of support. Regardless of whether Merial was right, Arian would always back her sister, but it might be wiser to let the matter drop. 

			However, Merial was not finished. “They’ll mow you down like grass. Use your brains.”

			“No woman tells me what to do. Keep your mouth shut. Your brother doesn’t need to hear your wittering.”

			“I’m the king’s sister, the keeper of his bloodline. I’ll talk to him whenever, and however I want.” Merial put a hand on Gethryn’s shoulder, twisting him round so their eyes locked. “You’re my brother, and I love you. It’s because I love you that I don’t want you doing anything stupid. Leirmond doesn’t have a clue about the empire. He doesn’t see what a powerful ally it could be. You think you’re playing games with Cassilania, making a fool of her, pretending to listen. But she’ll win in the end. You need to take whatever you can get. Start with asking the empire to build a villa for you, with hot baths and water that flows whenever you want it. If you’re sharp, you can have the legions push the Endridi back. Go on. Ask Leirmond that. If he’s so great, how come the Endridi still hold the land they took from us fourteen years ago?”

			Gethryn’s mouth flapped, like a dying fish. He looked between Leirmond and Merial, clearly unable to see his way forward.

			Leirmond slammed his fist on the table. For a moment it looked as if he might upend everything. Men on either end grabbed the top and held it steady. An empty tankard fell over and rolled onto the ground. Leirmond stepped around Gethryn’s chair and loomed over Merial.

			“Shut your mouth. What right have you to speak?”

			“Cadryn’s blood flows in me, in a line unbroken since the goddess Alwyni gifted this land to our people. That all the right I need.”

			“You’re a traitor to your people.”

			“And you’re a fool.”

			Leirmond’s hand lashed out, catching Merial across the face and knocking her sideways. Leirmond drew back his hand for another blow. Arian was frozen in shock. And she was not the only one. A gasp sounded across the hall.

			“STOP.” Gethryn got to his feet. 

			“A woman should know her place.”

			“You will not strike my sister in my hall.” Fury added strength to Gethryn’s voice. It was the first time Arian had heard him sound like a king. 

			She was not alone in being stunned speechless. Only the crackle of flames broke the utter silence. The bondservant stopped turning the meat over the fire

			The anger on Leirmond’s face slid into sullen defiance. His head dropped. “My king, I mean no disrespect, but…”

			But what? A moment before, Merial had invoked the linage in her blood. Had Tregaran witnessed the blow, things would be even more serious.

			“I’m sorry.” Leirmond’s apology was to Gethryn, not Merial. “I also have your best interest at heart. I want you remembered as a hero, not a coward, frightened of your own shadow.”

			Merial’s hand was pressed to her cheek. She dropped her arm. Even in the flickering firelight the red imprint of Leirmond’s slap showed like a beacon. “I’m n—” 

			“No. Both of you. Enough. I will hear no more.” Gethryn looked at Arian. “Take care of her. Go.”

			Arian put an arm around Merial and steered her from the hall. But at the doorway, Merial shrugged herself loose and looked back. “Gethryn, you must think this through. The empire can be our ally. Don’t let Leirmond push you into a fight you can’t win.”

			“We’ll talk tomorrow. For now I…It’s not…” Gethryn mumbled to a stop. Already, the confidence had left his voice. 

			Arian urged Merial from the hall. As they walked away, Leirmond’s voice drifted after them. “Ignore her. Women get frightened over nothing. You should act like a man.”

			The person who Gethryn would listen to tomorrow was not in doubt. Arian’s main surprise was that he had sprung to Merial’s defence. She had never before heard him take a stand against Leirmond. But clearly, somewhere deep inside Gethryn was still the little boy, clinging to his big sister’s skirt.

			They reached the courtyard of their house. Merial was shaking.

			“Are you all right?” Arian asked.

			“Yes. I’m angry. Not hurt.” Merial took a deep breath. “And scared.”

			“Leirmond won’t dare strike you again.”

			“It’s not that. It’s him dragging us into war with the empire.”

			“Leirmond isn’t that much of a fool. He—” Did she believe her own words?

			“Yes, he is. Maybe, one on one, a Lycanthian warrior could beat an empire legionnaire. But it won’t be one on one. It won’t even be one against ten. It will be one against a hundred. And if that isn’t enough, it’ll be one against a thousand.”

			“You really think we stand no chance?”

			“I don’t think. I know. Cassie isn’t…”

			“Isn’t what?”

			“She isn’t on our side.”

			Arian gave a humourless laugh. “That’s not news.”

			“But just because she isn’t on our side doesn’t mean we can’t join hers.” Merial straightened her shoulders. “I have to win the argument with Gethryn.” 

			“I don’t think you’ll do it.”

			“Neither do I. That’s what frightens me.”

			* * *

			Leirmond caught the other fighter in the gut. The man staggered back, only to fall victim to a flurry of punches. He collapsed to his knees, blood streaming from a cut over his eye. It ran over his tattoo and vanished into his beard. A final roundhouse kick sent the man sprawling on the grass. Leirmond raised his fists in the air, inviting cheers from the crowd. Blood—mostly from his opponent—splattered his bare chest. He made no attempt to wipe it away, instead wearing the red smears like a badge of honour. Which was, no doubt, the way he saw it.

			Was Cassie impressed? Arian spotted her, deep in conversation with Merial. They were on the embankment with a clear view of the contests but, judging by their lack of attention, the answer for both was a definite no.

			“Come on. Who’s next?” Leirmond shouted the challenge. He paced the ring of onlookers lining the dip on the hillside where boxing matches took place. He stopped in front of Kendric. “How about you? I’ve heard you’re good with your fists.”

			“Once. Those years are long passed.”

			“Something else then? Name it.” Leirmond’s expression changed to a sneer. “But not hunt the thimble, or hopscotch.”

			“How about a horse race? Around Wolf Tor and back.”

			Leirmond’s grin soured, but then he shrugged. “All right.”

			Boys ran to fetch horses, while the crowed moved up the embankment for a better view of the course. Gethryn stood at the finishing point, in front of the main gate. Soon, seven riders were ready, milling around, waiting for the signal. Gethryn held the ceremonial spear over his head then drove it, point first, into the ground. The riders set off at a wild gallop. 

			People cheered and whooped. The horses were briefly out of sight behind the sacred grove, before reappearing, crossing the river. The race continued, up the opposite hillside towards the lonely outcrop of rock.

			“Come on, Mama. Play.” Feran tugged on Arian’s hand, and pointed to where his friend Wenda was poking something with a stick

			“Wait a moment.” Arian wanted to see how the race would end.

			The riders were on their way back. The breakneck pace had slowed as the horses tired. The lead rider hitting the ford looked like Kendric, though Arian could not be sure. The horse at his shoulder stumbled on the steep descent of the riverbank, pitching the rider into the water. Another horse balked at the drop, forcing the rider to circle round and try again, and that one was certainly Leirmond. His bare chest made him easily identifiable.

			Kendric held a clear lead as the horses pounded up the hill. Bending low in the saddle, he snatched up the spear, without slowing. The applause from the crowd was louder than anything heard so far that day. Kendric dismounted and handed the spear back to Gethryn. 

			Leirmond rode up last, looking furious. He jumped down, stalked to his horse’s head, and pulled back his hand as if to punch it between the eyes. An immediate chorus of jeers erupted. Leirmond froze, then slowly mimed a punch that changed to a friendly pat at the last moment. Was anyone convinced? Arian had no doubt he would have struck the horse, were no one watching.

			Arian went to congratulate Kendric. “Well done.”

			“Thank you.”

			She glanced around. Nobody apart from Feran was in earshot. “Did you know Leirmond would have trouble?”

			“It was an easy guess. I’ve ridden the course enough times. You need to let a tired horse pick its own path on the return. Leirmond’s the sort who wants to hammer everything to his will. So, no. I wasn’t surprised with how it turned out.”

			“Play, Mama, play.”

			Kendric smiled down at Feran. “And it looks like you have your own headstrong young warrior who isn’t ready to compromise.”

			Arian sighed. “I’ll talk to you later.”

			“Yes. Later.”

			Normally, Arian would be happy to let Feran play unsupervised, but not with potentially dangerous games in progress.

			Gethryn called the next contest. “Archery. Set the targets.”

			That was definitely one Arian did not want Feran anywhere near. Wherever Eilwen was, she and her friends ought to have enough sense to stay clear. 

			Wenda and her mother, Becca, were a safe distance away, yet close enough to keep an eye on the contests. Arian did not let go of Feran’s hand until she joined them. Becca, a distant cousin, smiled a greeting.

			Feran and Wenda were soon holding their own version of the games, seeing who could roll down the embankment quickest, and jumping over a mud puddle—or attempting to. Feran, and his clothes, were going to need a wash. Meanwhile, roars of encouragement along with cheers and groans marked the progress of the events. 

			“The boys’ race.” Gethryn’s announcement was greeted by whoops.

			Becca looked over. “Oh, poor thing.”

			“Who?” Arian asked. 

			“You sister. She’s…” Becca shook her head.

			Of course. The last full games had been at midsummer, the day of Yehan’s rite of passage. Arian was annoyed at herself. She should have been more thoughtful. Everything must be dredging up memories for Merial, but nothing more so than the footrace for boys who had not yet passed into manhood. 

			That day was the last time Yehan had been eligible to take part, and he had won. He had always been quick on his feet. The image was easy to call to mind. Yehan running up the hill, his arms raised in triumph, people calling his name. It was Arian’s only memory of Yehan where he had truly seemed one of the Lycanthi.

			Merial was close to the main gate. Her face was buried in her hands while her body shook with sobs. Odella was holding Perri. Everyone else standing nearby looked awkward, except for Cassie, who had a supportive arm around Merial’s shoulders. Odella nodded to Cassie, then rejoined her friends, taking her baby brother with her. Together, Merial and Cassie walked back through the gate. Nobody joined them. The vultures in the crowd were clearly looking forward to a fresh round of gossip. Yehan’s tragic death had entertained people far more than anything that had happened during his life. 

			“Can you keep an eye on Feran for a while? I’ll be back soon,” Arian said to Becca.

			“Of course.”

			The vultures did not need more to peck over. Rather than draw attention to herself, Arian slipped away in the opposite direction, around outside of the palisade. Once out of sight of the crowd she broke into a trot. As was normal during daytime, the side gate was unbarred. Inside, Breninbury was deserted. The lure of the games was too much to ignore. Even the elderly and infirm had been helped to a good vantage point. 

			Arian spotted Merial and Cassie rounding the end of the Great Hall but did not catch up until the courtyard of their house.

			“Merial? How are you?”

			“I’m…” Merial shook her head.

			Cassie retreated tactfully, leaving them alone. Arian wrapped her sister in a hug. For a while Merial clung to her, then stepped away.

			“I’ll be fine. But…” Merial ran a hand over her hair, pulling it back from her forehead. “I’d rather be alone.” 

			“You’re sure?”

			Merial did not answer. Her face held a mixture of pain and emptiness. 

			“I’ll stay if you want.”

			“No. Go watch the games. We’ll talk later. I want to lie down.” Merial brushed Arian’s cheek with a sisterly kiss, then ducked into her room.

			Cassie was waiting outside the house. “Is she all right?”

			“She will be. Let’s go back.”

			“You go ahead. I want to grab a thicker cloak.”

			“I’ll come with you.” The words were out before Arian had time to think.

			Cassie nodded in reply.

			Arian waited in the courtyard of Cassie’s house, the one that had been Nelda’s and presumably would be again, after the Kavillians left. As befitting the Royal Quarter, it was well built, with stout walls and large rooms. But for the first time, the thought struck Arian, of how it might look in Cassie’s eyes. Merial spoke of empire homes with hot baths, flowing water, wooden floors, and tiled roofs. Was it possible the houses in Breninbury were no more impressive than watching Leirmond batter his opponent?

			“I’m ready.” Cassie returned, pulling a long blue cloak around her shoulders. The material glistened with a sheen, as though wet. The colour was richer than anything made locally. 

			“Thank you for…” Not acting like a bitch. “…taking care of my sister.” 

			Though, to be fair, Cassie and Merial had always got on well. Arian caught her lower lip in her teeth. Did she want her own relationship with Cassie to improve? Merial had said they could be on the same side. But could you trust a word Cassie said?

			“It’s a cruel hill to climb. Merial was telling me about Yehan winning the last race, and suddenly it was all too much for her.” Cassie sounded sincere.

			“Getting over a lost child takes time.” How much longer before little Olin was not a raw wound in her heart?

			“True.” 

			“You said you had lost a child.” 

			“Yes. Two. Both daughters.” The words were clipped, emotionless. Cassie took a step to leave.

			Yet here, surely was something raw, honest, and genuine, without games or half-truths. If she and Cassie were to build any level of trust, it was a place to start. “How old were they?” 

			“I…” Cassie stopped and took a deep breath. “Little Marci was just a couple of months. She was weak from the start. But Della? She was nearly six. I’d hoped…thought…” Cassie shook her head. “My boys. I’d known from the day they were born I’d be seeing them off before they were half grown. They were always bound for the army. If anything, I was lucky to keep them as long as I did. Mother got the upper hand in the divorce settlements. Della, though, I’d…” Cassie looked away. Were there tears glinting in her eyes? “A sickness swept through Kavilli one winter. Most survived. She didn’t.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“And I’m sorry for your son.”

			“You heard about Olin?”

			“Finding out things is part of my job.” Cassie tugged the cloak more firmly around her shoulders and again stepped towards the courtyard exit. 

			Arian stopped her with a hand on the arm. “What is your job, truly? What are you hoping to achieve here?”

			“What I’ve said. I want a trade deal for iron and tin.”

			“Gethryn is never going to allow it.”

			“I’m hopeful. We’re still talking and—”

			“Talking will get you nowhere. You know that. You’re far too smart not to.”

			“Thank you for your vote of confidence.” Humour had returned to Cassie’s voice.

			“Merial says the empire will get what it wants. One way or another.”

			“Merial…” Cassie paused. “Obviously, she’s more familiar with everyday life in the empire than most of your people. But that doesn’t mean she’s right about everything.”

			“She says we need to work with you. That the empire would be a better ally than enemy.”

			“I’d agree with her there.”

			“So what can the empire offer?”

			“For your people as a whole, or you personally?”

			“There’s nothing I want.”

			Cassie laughed. “Ohhhh. I’d be envious, except that’s not true.”

			“Nothing the empire has the power to grant.”

			“Such as?”

			“I’d like to live forever and be able to fly. Those sort of things. You’re not going to say the empire can give me that.”

			“No. You have me there. But there’s other benefits for a woman like you.” The last two words were delivered with a subtle emphasis.

			“Like me?”

			“You don’t know what I’m talking about?”

			“Should I?” 

			“We’ve discussed it before, admittedly very briefly, but I’m positive you won’t have forgotten.” Cassie was back at her games, teasing, taunting.

			Arian’s pulse kicked, but she was determined not to back down this time. “Remind me.”

			“Are you sure?” Cassie’s eyes danced with amusement. “Did I tell you the story of why Mother picked me for this mission?”

			“Is that what you think I won’t have forgotten? Because…” 

			Cassie shook her head. “No. Not that bit. I’m digressing, but it is relevant. I seduced the wife of a rival senator. By bad luck, he came home unexpectedly and found us in bed together. Mother thought it would be better if my face wasn’t seen around Kavilli for a while.” 

			“I…” The air stuck in Arian’s throat. 

			She should not have started this conversation. The only sensible thing—the only sane, prudent, virtuous thing, was to go. She had to put as much distance between herself and Cassie as possible, physical, mental, emotional, and everything else. But it was so hard. Like watching a snake slither through the grass. Deadly, dangerous, gut-wrenching. Yet so hard to look away.

			“What’s it to do with me?” Arian forced the words out.

			“Come on. Are you telling me it’s not something you’ve thought about? Dreamed about? The stirring of desire that sneaks up when you let your eyes linger too long on another woman?”

			Arian’s face burned. She shook her head in denial but could not speak.

			Cassie took a step closer. “Has there never been a woman who’s made your heart beat faster? You hear her voice and your knees grow weak? She walks into a room and the rest of the world fades away? Every day can be counted by the seconds that have passed since you last saw her?”

			“Not you.” The words came out as a squeak.

			“Maybe not. But I’m the woman who’s here now.” 

			Cassie was so close the folds of their dresses brushed. She raised a hand and stroked Arian’s cheek. The touch was so soft, yet so forceful, a lightning bolt through Arian’s soul. Cassie’s hand slipped behind her head and pulled their faces together. Their lips touched. At first the lightest butterfly caress, and then stronger, harder, moving with passion.

			Arian wanted to pull back, but her body was in rebellion. Nothing worked. Her legs would not move. Her arms stayed glued to her sides. Only her mouth moved. Her treacherous, traitorous, disloyal mouth. The air squeezed from her lungs in a moan. Arian’s lips parted, inviting in a wild, outrageous chaos, that could sweep her away, and take her to a place she could never escape from, yet was the only place she was supposed to be.

			Time flipped through a loop, and then surged back. Arian’s body returned to her control. She backed away, a hand held to her lips. Lips that felt more alive than ever before. Blood pounded in her veins, each heartbeat bringing with it a raw ache. Shock, surprise, and, to Arian’s utter confusion, an urge to throw herself back into Cassie’s arms. 

			And all the while, Cassie stood there, smiling at her. Knowing. Confident. Amused. That was the worst part. Cassie was playing games.

			How dare she!

			In the riot of emotions, anger was the only one Arian could trust. Cassie had tricked her, making her feel things she did not feel, and could never feel. It was all a lie, a trap. Arian pressed her hands against the sides of her head. If her skull burst open, that would be an end to it. She spun away, her knees loose as though she were drunk. But it was anger, not alcohol. Anger, and nothing else.

			Arian stopped at the courtyard entrance and braced a hand on the wall. She needed to get herself under control, take a few moments to gather her breath and her composure, then rejoin the crowd watching the games, and act as though nothing had happened—act as though her life had not just upended itself. 

			A high-pitched shriek ripped through the air. A moment of silence, and then another scream. Had someone seen them kiss? But no. Although the person screaming was close at hand, they had no clear line of sight into the courtyard, and the timing was wrong. Arian stumbled outside, dimly aware of Cassie following.

			A third scream. Nelda was backing away from the entrance to Arian and Merial’s house. Her hands were fists, pressed against her cheeks, but that did not stop her giving one more, ear-piercing, shriek. 

			Arian forced her legs to move. “What’s up? What’s wrong?”

			“Merial, she…she…” Nelda’s lips quivered. She held out a hand, pointing. Her fingers were painted red.

			Arian raced into the house and through the courtyard. She burst into Merial’s room.

			Merial lay on the bed, silent, unmoving. Her blank face stared at the rafters. The blanket pulled up to her neck was soaked in blood. Arian dropped to her knees and put a hand on Merial’s forehead. The flesh was still warm to her fingers, but Merial was dead.

			* * *

			Odella sat on her bed, holding her sobbing younger sisters, one on either side. Aunt Ireni walked back and forth, rocking Perri in her arms, but with no hope of calming him. He was too young to understand what had happened but could not fail to pick up on the grief. His wails filled the room. Other relatives dithered in the background, wanting to help, but only making things worse. Arian finally managed to shoo them out. 

			“Would you like me to go as well?”

			Odella nodded. “Thank you. The fewer people, the more chance of getting Perri to sleep.”

			Which was as Arian had thought. “If I can help, let me know.”

			“Of course.”

			She bent to plant a kiss on Odella’s tear-streaked face, patted Aunt Ireni’s shoulder, and left the house.

			Fewer people were in sight than expected, given that the games had been abandoned. Or maybe she should not be surprised. It was hardly a normal afternoon. Arian walked the short distance to her own home, the one she had shared with Merial. Tears filled her eyes, blurring the scene. 

			She hesitated in the courtyard. Sitting alone in her room would only make things worse, but she did not feel up to talking. Even dealing with Feran and Eilwen would be a strain. Fortunately, a cousin was looking after them. It left her free to…do what?

			Another sob shook her shoulders. Arian dashed a hand across her eyes. Merial was dead.

			The sound of soft murmuring came from Merial’s room, a soothing rhythmic chant. Tregaran was reciting prayers for the dead. He was someone she could talk to. Someone to make sense of it. He might even help her to feel better. Arian lifted the hanging over the door and entered the room.

			Merial still lay on the bed, her position unchanged, although her eyes had been closed and the bloody blanket swapped for a clean one. Two lamps, one at her feet, one by her head, lit the room. Tregaran knelt beside the bed.

			He stopped his chant and looked up. “Arian, how are you doing?”

			“Awful.”

			“That’s to be expected.”

			Arian sat on the ground beside Tregaran. “Why? Who’d want to hurt her?”

			“The why remains to be seen. As for who….” Tregaran’s tone held a grim satisfaction. “The guilty party has been named.”

			“Who?”

			“The imperial envoy.”

			“What? No. It can’t be.”

			“There’s no doubt of it. We have a witness. The envoy was seen, running from this room, just before the body was discovered. I knew no good would come from the Kavillians’ presence in our land, but I hadn’t expected murder. She has shed Cadryn’s blood.”

			Arian stared at Tregaran in confusion. “Who says they saw her?”

			“Nelda.”

			“No. She’s mistaken. Whatever she thinks she saw.”

			“You can’t know that.” Tregaran was sceptical

			“I….” Arian swallowed. “Where is she?”

			“In the Great Hall. Gethryn has summoned a court to try her.”

			Arian lurched to her feet. “I’ve got to go.”

			“It might be better if you don’t…”

			Arian did not stay to argue.

			The crowd blocking the door was three deep. Arian shoved her way through. Inside was just as crowded. Some stood on benches for a better view. The only clear space was a ten-foot circle in front of Gethryn’s throne. In the middle stood Cassie, with a warrior grasping either arm. Bran, looking bewildered and anxious, stood behind her, where he could deliver his translations directly into her ear. 

			Nelda was midway through her evidence. “…wondered what it was. Then I saw her—” She pointed at Cassie dramatically. “Running from our house. I went in and spoke to Merial. But she didn’t say anything. Then I saw the blood. It was awful. She’d murdered poor Merial. Cut her throat.” Nelda finished with a sob.

			Gethryn looked stunned, a lost little boy. He made an effort to speak, but nothing came out. Leirmond took over. “Does anyone have something to add?”

			“I do. Quite a bit, in fact.” Cassie was surprisingly calm. How did she manage it? Bran gave the translation.

			Leirmond glared at her. “You’re going to deny it, of course.”

			“Actually, I was going to ask what possible reason I had for murdering Merial.”

			“Who cares? You did it.” Nelda screamed the words.

			Arian squeezed to the front of the crowd. Cassie glanced at her, and for an instant, a flicker of doubt showed, but it did not seep into Cassie’s voice, which remained firm. “Whoever killed Merial has blood on their hands, quite literally.” She held up her hands, palms out. “Blood sprays out when you cut someone’s throat.”

			“You’d know that,” Leirmond sneered, once he had heard the translation.

			“I know many things.”

			“You washed your hands before you were caught.”

			“I’d have to scrub the blood from my fingernails and change my clothes. I didn’t have time since I was detained immediately.”

			Arian had missed that part of the drama, being too caught up with Odella and the other children.

			“You’re trying to be clever. I know you did it.” Yet Nelda’s confidence was slipping.

			Leirmond took over. “You’re the only one it could have been. Everyone else was outside, watching the games.”

			It was time to speak up. “No. Not everyone. Whoever Nelda saw, it wasn’t Cassie.”

			Leirmond turned to Arian. “How would you know?”

			“Because I was with her.”

			The hall had been abuzz, people agreeing and conferring with their neighbours. Now there was silence.

			Arian continued. “I saw Merial leave the games and wanted to make sure she was all right. I found her and Cassie talking in the courtyard of our house. Merial went inside to rest and…” Tears flowed down Arian’s face and for a moment her voice faltered. “Cassie and I were coming back, but we stopped at her house while she picked up a cloak. We were still there talking, when Nelda screamed. Cassie can’t have murdered my sister. She was with me the whole time.”

			“You weren’t in Breninbury. We’d have seen you enter.”

			How dare Leirmond accuse her of lying. Anger kicked in. “I used the side gate. If you want, check with Becca. She was keeping an eye on Feran for me and saw me go.”

			Leirmond looked as if he had been slapped. “You’d swear to this?”

			“By my ancestors and all the gods, at the sacred spring, if you want.”

			The stunned silence was broken by Nelda. “It wasn’t the envoy. It was her maid.”

			“Can’t have been her either,” someone shouted. “She was getting frisky with that Kavillian fighter she hangs around. They went off to the woods together. Me and my friends were watching them, between keeping an eye on the races.”

			“You wanted to know who’d come first.” Another shout was greeted by laughter. 

			Despite the seriousness, the situation was descending into farce, and Nelda continued to make it worse. “No. It was the other one I saw. Him.” She pointed at Bran, who, despite looking surprised still gave the translation.

			Cassie laughed. “You definitely, positively saw me, or someone six inches taller with short, blond hair, dressed as a man.”

			The warriors holding Cassie released her and shuffled back into the crowd, clearly sensing their role was over. 

			Gethryn slammed his hand on the arm of his throne. “Who murdered my sister?” His roar silenced the hall. He got to his feet, swaying like a drunk man. Tears rolled into his beard. “My sister’s dead, the holder of my bloodline. She will be avenged.”

			“There’s one possibility,” Cassie said.

			Gethryn turned on her. “What?”

			“A spy from a rival tribe. The Endridi, perhaps. The side gate was open. The spy came in, thinking to cause trouble while Breninbury was empty. Maybe set fire to your grain store. They found Merial alone and chose another way of settling old scores. They might even have used a disguise. Perhaps that’s who Nelda saw.”

			Nelda barely waited for the full translation.

			“Yes. That’s wh—” Leirmond elbowed her.

			Gethryn looked around the hall, wild-eyed. “Go. Search the countryside. Leave nowhere unchecked. I will have my revenge. GO!” He bellowed the words.

			People emptied from the hall, like sand from a bottle. Gethryn joined the outpouring. Leirmond shouted, calling the warband to grab their weapons and join the hunt. Before long the voices had faded, leaving only a few old folk and women behind. 

			Arian approached Cassie. “Do you really think it was an enemy spy?”

			Cassie gave a humourless half laugh. “No. Of course not. Someone in Breninbury murdered Merial.”

			* * *

			Wind rustled over the roof of the house. Mournful whispers. Arian shivered at the sound. Merial’s body was washed and dressed in her best clothes. She lay on the bed that had once been their mother’s. It was the bed where she and Merial had been born. The bed where their mother had died, and now the bed where Merial had been murdered. Tradition dictated it be so. Tradition could be cruel. 

			The blood-soaked bedding was gone, but phantom sights and smells tormented Arian. She stroked Merial’s hair. Tomorrow would see another funeral pyre in the meeting ground. Who would have thought one might be needed again so soon? 

			The rustle of the door hanging made Arian look back. Lamplight wavered in the draft. Outside was dark. Night had fallen. Cassie stood in the doorway.

			“What are you doing here?” Arian asked.

			“I wanted to pay my respects to Merial. I’ll come back later if you’d prefer.”

			“Do what you want. I’m not going anywhere.”

			Cassie entered the room. Her eyes glittered in the lamplight. Were imperial envoys trained to cry to order? Her manner had lost all its teasing, and a little of its assuredness. Or was this just another ploy in the game?

			“Do your people believe in the afterlife?” Cassie asked.

			“Of course.”

			“Then I hope your gods look on her kindly, and she’s reunited with her son.”

			“Do you really care about her?”

			“We got on well. Had time and place been different, we might have been close friends.”

			“Would you have tried to seduce her too?”

			“No. She had no interest in women that way.”

			“And you think I…” Denying it was pointless. Cassie had seen through the facade. That was the most galling part. She knew me better than I knew myself. 

			Even now, sitting by Merial’s dead body, the memory of kissing Cassie made her lips tingle. Easy to ignore what you have never acknowledged. But Cassie had forced her to face the demon inside, and it might never release her from its claws.

			“I owe you my thanks,” Cassie said.

			“For what?”

			“Speaking up for me. I’d wondered if you’d go along with Nelda’s absurd attempt to frame me.”

			“You thought I’d lie?”

			“I thought you might stay silent. Especially after what had just happened.”

			“You think honour means so little to me, or any of the Lycanthi? We do not lie or allow a lie to go unchallenged.”

			“Have you told that to Nelda?”

			“She was mistaken.”

			“Oh, Arian, are you truly that innocent?” Cassie laughed softly. “Though I can’t complain, since I’ve good reason to be grateful for your innocence and honour. If you hadn’t spoken, Gethryn would have found me guilty of Merial’s murder.”

			“He’d have taken your head from your shoulders.”

			“Is that your peoples’ preferred method of execution?” Cassie’s tone was back to its normal light-hearted nonchalance. “There are worse ways to die.”

			“Does honour mean nothing to you?”

			“Of course it does. I have to take it into consideration when dealing with people. You and Kendric, Tregaran as well, I think. You need far more work. My job would be much easier if everyone was like Nelda, or…”

			“Or who?”

			Cassie shrugged. “Whoever it was who murdered Merial.”

			A fresh avalanche of grief struck Arian. “Why? Of all people, why Merial?”

			“I wish I knew. But I’ll leave you alone.” Cassie got to the door then stopped and looked back. “Goodbye, Merial. I hope the afterlife has red wine and honey coated dates for you.”

			The door hanging fell back into place behind her.

			




Cassie

			Bran tossed a stone into the river. The ring of ripples spread and twisted until they were lost in the current. “Who else could the murderer be, other than Nelda? She was right there, like you said, with blood on her hands. Why would she accuse you, other than to shift the blame from herself?”

			“She hates me passionately, and I don’t have a clue why.” Normally, Cassie could at least make a guess. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything?”

			“She did get kicked out of her house to make room for us.”

			Did that deserve a laugh or a groan? “She could keep it. I’d be happier over there, in the tents. Cassie indicated Kendric’s campsite on the other side of the river. 

			“I admit it’s not much of a motive.”

			“Certainly not if she murdered Merial purely for the chance to frame me. If she had another reason, the house might put my name at the top of the list. But I don’t see Nelda being able to work out the scheme on her own.”

			“It didn’t need much planning.”

			“The murderer had to be quick off the mark. They couldn’t have known in advance Merial would leave the games early, or I’d be alone with her, as they thought. Even if Nelda just happened to find the body, she isn’t sharp enough to think, Here’s my chance to get back at the bitch who stole my house. The idea wouldn’t tunnel its way into her head until the next day, at the earliest. You saw her attempt at thinking on her feet.”

			“Claiming she could have mistaken me for you?”

			“Exactly. However, if she didn’t work out the plan for herself, it means someone put her up to it.”

			“She knows who the murderer is.”

			“She must.” Cassie continued walking along the riverbank. The afternoon was cloudy but dry. Workers were carrying the final few logs up the hillside for Merial’s pyre. “The question is, who would she be willing to cover up a murder for?”

			“Her brothers?”

			“They have to be high on the list. Except for lack of a motive. Why would they want me dead? Moving Nelda’s son closer to the throne ties in with killing Yehan, but not the two attempts on my life. It’s not even a strong motive for Merial. Her son and Arian’s are the ones in the way.”

			“They grabbed the chance when it was there. Without Merial to protect her son, he’s more vulnerable.”

			“Killing the king’s sister is a big risk, especially one he’s fond of. I don’t think the benefit justifies it.”

			“What other motive could there be?”

			“Money, power, sex, secrets. They’re the usual reasons. You can add war with the empire. We know Leirmond would like that. Having Gethryn execute me would be a sure way to start one. And he
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