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Chapter One


What else must she sacrifice to remain in
control?


Dulciya Lutelyn, recently elected
Potentate of the Miners Guild, the third most powerful person in her monarchy
after the Monarch and the Divant, put on a pleasant
smile. She simply couldn’t make herself aim it at the man seated next to her.
She might need an alliance to bolster her standing and ensure her position, but
was this really the best she could do?


“I cannot abide this new fashion of taming falcons to hunt,”
Artuzo Olearlyn lamented,
shaking his head so that a lock of blond hair fell artfully over his forehead.
Dulci had not the least desire to smooth it back. It looked a bit too shiny
with pomade in the glow of the candles decorating the long table. 


“I believe some of the Khorrum tribes tame birds of prey,”
she ventured, waving to a servant to refill their drinks. One Khorrum in
particular came to mind, but he already had a wife, and marrying a warrior of
the wildwood wouldn’t help her situation, worse luck.


Artuzo sniffed, putting his long,
pointed nose in the air. “Well, I hardly want to be compared to a Barbarian.”


“No one would ever be that foolish,” Dulci assured him.
Indeed, one look at the carefully trimmed blond beard hugging his narrow face
and his equally thin frame swathed in embroidered satin robes, and everyone
would know him for what he was: the pampered, privileged son of a powerful man.
Unfortunately, it was his father’s power she hoped to court. A shame his father
was also married.


At her mother’s urging, Dulci had endured the younger
Olearlyn’s courtship for the last moon. His high, sharp voice had done little
to improve the poetry he’d penned to praise her beauty, and the words had been
highly unoriginal. He seemed to avoid looking at, much less extolling, her
flaming red hair. The color wasn’t fashionable, after all, though she and her
mother alone knew how fitting it was to her character.


And then there was the expected gift of flowers. As the son
of the Potentate for the Foresters Guild, Artuzo
should have had access to all sorts of exotic plants from the wildwood. All
he’d managed were some slightly wilted winter primroses, even as he complained
about braving the cold to collect them from the park in the center of the
square in front of his family’s home.


“You mustn’t be so hard on the boy,” her mother had scolded
when Dulci had mentioned his flaws. “Not everyone can be gifted in every area
like your father was. At least Artuzo makes a pretty
showing at court.”


Dulci was willing to admit that. He’d acquitted himself well
at the balls they’d attended, even if he was a pretentious dancer, constantly
posturing as if to make sure everyone was looking at him. He also had no fear
when it came to speaking with the wealthy and well-connected. No humility
either. And absolutely no sense of humor.


A sigh escaped her, and she fussed with the lace on her
black velvet gown to cover the sound. Would the Foresters Guild really elect
this prancing pony as their next potentate when his father was ready to release
control?


The Miners Guild had elected her as her father’s successor,
despite the fact that she’d spent much of the last three years in the city, but
it had been a close-run thing. 


Artuzo had taken a long draw from
his goblet. Now he set it down and picked up the linen cloth next to the
silver-edged plate to dab at his lips. “An excellent repast. I have seldom had
finer.”


He had never had finer. Dulci’s
mother, the wisest member of the family when it came to political maneuvering
at court, had suggested this private dinner to help encourage the young
forester to propose a marriage alliance. She and the servants had worked for
days to decorate the reception hall of their home near the castle with fir
boughs, the hard little red berries of the winter flame, and the glossy leaves
of the donkey ear plant. Pots simmered with dried flowers and herbs, scenting
the air. With the wood paneling gleaming on the walls, the space should have
been a forester’s delight. 


Then too, Dulci’s chef had labored
to create the richest foods Artuzo had been heard to
praise, according to conversations between his family’s servants and theirs.
Had he no idea how difficult it was to find a boar to roast, mouth stuffed with
an acer, after the first snowfall?


She forced her lips to relax. She was going for pleasant,
after all. Understanding. Biddable. Anyone who knew her well would laugh
themselves sick over the last attribute, but Artuzo
didn’t know her well. At times she wasn’t sure he knew her at all. 


Of course, that was its own blessing. If he truly knew her,
he would never agree to marry her. She’d be forced from her position,
excommunicated from the Temple of Fate, and likely banished from the monarchy.
And what would her mother do then?


“I’m delighted you enjoyed the dinner,” Dulci said, finally
giving him a smile. “I regret that I did not hire entertainment. I thought we
could talk.”


It was as pointed a hint as she could make. That, along with
her fluttering lashes, ought to have made him realize what she expected. All he
had to do was offer, and then her mother and his parents could get down to the
tricky negotiations that came with a marriage agreement.


Instead, his smile grew. “But I brought you
entertainment! A gift, if you will.” 


He nodded to one of his men, who stood along the wall near
the doorway. Like most of the Guild Potentates and Masters of the Learned, Artuzo traveled nowhere without at least a pair of armed
guards, with more protecting the household. The two he had chosen for tonight
each wore a brown leather jerkin over a Forester’s green tunic, with a sword at
his waist. Something about their stance told Dulci they had little idea how to
use those swords.


Her guards, standing on the opposite side of the hall, wore
black leather jerkins over gray tunics, and their swords were of the finest
steel her smelters could produce and smiths forge. She knew the guards were
well-trained; she’d watched them spar with her father. She wasn’t surprised
that they eyed the guards of the Foresters Guild with ill-guised contempt.


Now Artuzo’s two men slipped from
the hall, leaving the double oak doors open. From the corridor came a few thuds
and oaths. Dulci frowned. Was Artuzo’s entertainment
reluctant to perform? Had he paid them so little? If he was a miser with his
funds, she had all the more reason to refuse his suit.


He must have mistaken her frown, for he put his hand over
hers on the table. “Be patient, my dear. You will enjoy this.”


It took all her strength not to pull her fingers free.


The guards dragged a prisoner into the room. Though his hands
were bound in front of him, one guard clung to each arm. The poor fellow must
have put up a struggle, for his tunic hung in tatters that betrayed the muscles
of his shoulders and chest. 


And then it hit her. She knew that powerful frame, that
proud head. The braids that normally kept back his long black hair had fallen
free so that the thick locks tumbled to his shoulders. His green-rimmed brown
eyes drilled into hers, accusatory.


Heart jerking, she surged to her feet.


Artuzo joined her more leisurely,
smile so pleased she almost knocked it off his face. “There, you see?” He waved
his hand, tone gleeful. “My men happened upon him in the market, and I ordered
his capture. I bring you your enemy, the leader of the mountain Barbarians, as
proof of my ability to serve your cause.” He seized her closest hand and
brought it to his lips. “I would do this much and more to win you, Dulciya.”


She yanked away from him. Anger heated her fingers, and she
clenched her fist around the feeling. “Enemy? This man has protected my miners
for more than ten cycles as they travel between the city and their work. You
put them all at risk. Get out. Now.”


Artuzo blinked his pale blue eyes.
“What?”


Dulci put both hands on his chest and pushed. He stumbled
back as if burned, eyes widening.


“Get. Out.” She annunciated each word carefully. “Now. I
will never marry you. If you do not leave immediately, I will not be held
responsible for my actions.”


Artuzo tugged his robes about him,
chin up. “Fine. You’re far too plain and opinionated for my attentions anyway.
I never understood why Father insisted I try.” He snapped his fingers at his
guards, who released their prisoner and followed the foppish forester from the
room.


Dulci darted around the table even as her guards closed in
on their unexpected guest.


“No!” she ordered as they reached for his arms. “Treat him
only with respect. Release him from his bonds.”


Leyo, the head of her family’s guard, looked at her askance.
“But milady, he’s a Barbarian.”


“He is a friend who has been horribly mistreated. He will
not harm me. Go fetch one of Father’s robes for him.”


Leyo nodded to the other guard to do as she’d bid, released
the bonds himself, then stalked back to his place along the wall. But his gaze
was narrowed on the Khorrum, and his hand remained on the hilt of his sword.


Dulci swept her guest a deep curtsey. “Forgive the arrogance
and ignorance of that spike-tailed snake who captured you. I am honored to
welcome you to my home, Khan of the High Peak.”
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Kadan Asanji, at the moment the Khan
of the High Peak, regarded the beauty before him, her head bowed. The last
time he’d seen her, she’d been dressed in the sensible tunic, overcoat,
leggings, and boots of a miner, her fiery red hair bound around her head in
braids. Now she wore a black velvet gown with a deep neck, gold lace glittering
down the front, around the upper arms, and along each sleeve. A ruby necklace
glowed at her pale throat. And her hair was braided to loop around her head in
the complicated patterns the Strangers favored. 


“Where is your father?” he demanded, setting his feet into
the warrior’s stance, one forward, one back. Perhaps if he’d been prepared when
he’d left Maccha, his kryal, outside the gates and ventured into the city, the
miserable shadow dwellers wouldn’t have captured him. But then again, he’d
hardly expected such treatment. The Strangers might belittle the Khorrum and
bemoan their presence in the city wrapped in stone, but they generally took his
people’s gold readily enough.


Dulci Lutelyn had looked horrified
when her gaze had first met his, only to blaze with anger as she’d turned on
the kryal’s rump with whom she’d been dining. Now as
she straightened, her fair face betrayed not the least emotion. 


“My father went to the Halls of Fate two moons ago,” she
explained, “after you and your people had left for Gathering.”


He shook his head. So much for having an ally in the city. He and the Potentate of the Miners Guild had dealt well
with each other. He had counted on the man’s favor to help him win over the Lutelan court to the fight. He didn’t relish having
to convince another person. 


“Who is potentate,
then?” he asked.


She met his gaze.
“I am.”


His brows went up, and he forced them down. From what he’d
seen, the Strangers treated their court women like vases of pretty flowers,
meant to be set to one side and appreciated. That should never be the case for
Dulci Lutelyn.


When he’d first started helping her father, she’d been just
past the age of becoming and had begun apprenticing as a miner, ferrying iron,
gold, and silver between the smelters at the mines and the foundries and forges
in the city. He had ridden at her side, protecting her and the others of her
guild from the dangers of the wildwood. 


Many of those miners had huddled together, gazes darting
from the high crags to the deep valleys that marked the territory of the High
Peak. She had been interested in everything she saw: the stormbird riding the
mountain wind, the scarlet mushrooms popping up through the last snowfall, the fuzzy-tailed
chevirill chittering from the nearest fir.


And when wolves, driven too close to the Strangers by
hunger, had dared to attack a caravan, she had been one of the few to stand
beside him and his warriors to stave off the ravening pack. That form might be
lithe, but it was strong and sure.


“Then it is you I seek,” he said. “I come from the Great
Khanna, who recently agreed to an alliance with Corvyna
and Arboran to help fight off the Vanguard invaders. She hopes for a similar
alliance with Lutelan.”


Dulci stuck out her lower lip, as if in pity, and his hopes
plummeted. “The Monarch doesn’t believe all these rumors of war,” she told him,
“and she is displeased with both Corvyna and the
Khorrum for keeping her niece, Lady Elloni, from returning to us. You won’t be
able to convince her.”


He could not give up so easily. Too much depended on it. “I
never thought I would get close enough to speak to your ruler, much less
convince her. But as Potentate of the Miners Guild, you could. Tell her Lady
Elloni accepted Bay Randene, Khan of the Falling Waters, as mate. She rules
their tribe beside him now. That is a great honor.”


Dulci wrinkled her nose, making her look far too young to be
the head of the most powerful guild in Lutelan.
“Monarch Gynerva doesn’t see the change in Lady
Elloni’s position as an honor. Her Exalted Majesty is aware of the marriage and
has agreed to let it stand, but the slight to her family remains.”


Slight, they called it, to see one of their own risen so
high. Likely they thought as little of the power Elloni had displayed, the
first Creature-Kin in generations, able to control the will of animals. Even
now she was helping push back their enemies.


The other guard returned in a rush. He must be clever, for
he stopped just out of Kadan’s reach and tossed him the tunic.


Crimson velvet, like Altani had
favored.


Kadan shoved away the thought of his wife. Altani had died as she had lived, a warrior. He could hope
for as noble a death. But first he must fight to protect his people.


“Your father would have pleaded our cause,” he said, pulling
the tunic over his head. The gold braid along the front snagged on his hair and
tugged at his beard. Was that perfume lingering on it? The tunic was certainly
too tight across his chest and shoulders. The first time he had to raise his
arms, he’d rip the fabric.


She studied him as if unsure whether the robe had improved
his looks. “I am new to my position. At the moment, my standing at court
doesn’t allow me to plead anyone’s cause, not even my own.”


She had a cause? Her people loved to bargain. Perhaps he
could help her in exchange for her support. “For what do you fight?”


Her face tightened further. “Nothing that need concern you.
Just know that I dare not propose something Monarch Gynerva
would find offensive. I’m sorry.”


He would have to try something else. Lutelan
must be brought into the alliance. The Khorrum and the Strangers were battling
for Arboran, but no progress had been made before winter had set in. The
harsher weather left the armies little choice but to hunker down around their
fires. As soon as the thaw set in, the Vanguard would push forward, and all
Alyna could be lost.


“Very well,” he said. “Thank you for your… hospitality. I
will send the robe back to you as soon as I reach my mount outside the city
gates.”


She stepped back. “You are welcome to keep it. My father
won’t need it again.”


Her voice was heavy. He knew the feeling. “He was a good
leader, your father,” Kadan said, fingering the velvet. “His miners clearly
thought highly of him. They must think as highly of you to ask you to lead in
his place.”


“Some do,” she said. “And remembering how much my father
regarded you, I know you will not take this regrettable mistake out on me or my
people.”


Kadan inclined his head. “Of course. I am only surprised you
would dine with such a fool.”


“That was my mistake,” she said. “I will not make it
again. You and your people have been a great blessing to me and mine. We rely
on you to travel safely through the wildwood. Again, I’m sorry he delayed you
from returning to Gathering.”


Kadan rolled his shoulders and felt the pinch of the fabric
against his skin. “I do not go to Gathering. I am heading north to join others
of my people.”


He could not tell her more. Even most of the members of his
tribe did not know about the Valley of the Clouds or where it lay. 


“North?” Her smile came into view at last, dazzling as
sunlight on mountain snow, and he blinked. 


“I am heading north to the Luvyca
Mine,” she told him. “They just opened a new shaft and decided to stay over the
winter. I want to make sure they’re all right. I’d value your company.”


It wasn’t his company she sought. She wanted his protection
as she traveled to the mountain on the southern slopes of the Pillars of the
World, a two days’ journey from the city through passes filling with snow and
ice. Then he’d have another day back to the valley, where his brother, his
brother’s mate, and their friend, the Metal-Kin, waited. It was a delay he
would rather avoid.


Except, two days with her might give him time to convince
her to sway her people to his side. 


“Very well,” he said. “I’ll meet you at the city gates as
the sun rises tomorrow.”


And, perhaps by the end of the day, he’d have his advocate
in the Lutelan court.


 










Chapter Two


Dulci shook her head as her unexpected
guest took his leave. Kadan Asanji didn’t trust her, and who could blame him? Artuzo wasn’t the only one with a prejudice against the
mountain tribe. The Blessed in Lutelan saw the Khorrum
as crude and coarse, calling them Barbarian, heathen, and wildwood filth. Dulci’s father had known the truth—the fierce warriors were
fathers and mothers and young men and women caring for those they loved, just
like any of the prospectors, miners, smelters, and smiths who comprised the
Miners Guild.


“You cannot trust him,” Leyo said, falling into step beside
Dulci as she left the hall. “I beg you, mistress—do not go with this fellow.”


She had known the head of her guard since she was a child.
His short-cropped hair was now as white and black as speckle stone, and his
mustache and short beard had gone completely white, but he could still put the
other guards on their rumps during practice.


Dulci sent him a smile. “I certainly won’t go alone. How
could I possibly be in danger when my best sword rides with me?”


Leyo squared his shoulders. “I will see to the
arrangements.” He strode off down a side corridor.


Dulci continued up the stone stairs to what had been her
father’s private study. The cozy paneled room still smelled of the musky
cologne he had preferred, and neither she nor her mother had gone so far as to
change the furnishings. A deep-brown leather-covered divan crouched by the
hearth, creaking and crackling when anyone sat on it. A high-backed wood chair
with scarlet velvet cushions looked out the multipaned window, as if waiting
for her father to lounge, gazing at the mountains cloaked in snow.


Seated on the divan, her mother looked up as Dulci entered.
“Did you wring a proposal out of him?”


“No,” Dulci said, going to sink onto the divan next to her.
“I threw him out.”


Her mother shook her head. “Did you really?”


The spouse of a deceased potentate was expected to swath
herself in black and retreat from public life, but her mother was far too
engaged at court to allow expectations to thwart her plans. She continued to
braid her light-brown hair in loops and coronets. She applied her powders and
paints. She wore velvet or silk, with tasteful gilt or lace ornamentation, in
soft shades that complemented her coloring.


“I’m afraid so,” Dulci said as her mother swiveled to face her,
green eyes probing. 


“Is there no way to mend this?”


“None. He thought bringing me the Khan of the High Peak in
fetters would win my heart.”


Her mother blew out a breath. “Idiot. A shame. We’ll find
someone else, then. You must have an ally. Master Marzo is already making
noises at court.”


Master Marzo Vytoralyn had come within a hair’s breadth of
winning the potentate after Dulci’s father had died.
The son of a retired smelter, he had what her father had called soft hands, having
earned his position by advocating for the guild at court and with the other
guilds rather than work for his keep in the mines, smelters, foundries, or forges.
Young, ambitious, and ruthless, with many friends at court, the golden-haired
master had made enough enemies among the miners that their voices had swayed
the vote. But if he continued to ingratiate himself with the right people, he
might be able to buy enough goodwill to oust her.


“I’ll let you deal with him,” Dulci said, leaning back with
a comforting creak of the leather. “I intend to go north to see how those at
the Luvyca Mine are progressing. News of more ore
under my leadership will go far to improving my standing.”


“Agreed.” Her mother rested her long-fingered hand on Dulci’s arm, the sapphire and emerald rings glinting in the
candlelight. “I managed the politics at court for your father. I am proud to do
it for you as well. Will you leave in the morning, then?”


Dulci nodded. “And I do not go alone. I’ll take a contingent
of guards, and the Khan of the High Peak rides with us.”


Her mother frowned. “He bears you no ill will?”


“He says not.” Dulci closed her eyes, but the image of the
khan, strong body visible through the tattered tunic, face fierce and courage
unbowed, still clung to her vision. “He was always an ally, Mother. Nothing
about tonight changed that.”


“Just be careful,” her mother urged. “Your father trusted
these Barbarians, but I do not. They have their own interests, their own goals,
which often oppose ours. Keep your guards close.”


“And your enemies closer,” Dulci quoted, remembering her
father. “I tried that tonight. I cannot welcome an enemy into my home much less
my bed. I won’t ally myself with Artuzo Olearlyn or Marzo Vytoralyn.” She opened her eyes to find
her mother studying her. 


“Did you know Marzo has spoken of selling swords and shields
to both the Vanguard and the Arborans?” Dulci asked.


Her mother rolled her eyes. “Only a
fool supplies the fuel and the platter when he might be the dinner!” She
cocked her head, pink lips pursing. “Still, even if the Monarch considers this
war a fiction or a folly, we would be wise to have a stockpile of weapons ready
to arm those eager to pay, besides those devices we promised Tremelan.”


“Father gave the order before he passed,” Dulci assured her.
“We’ve taken on additional apprentices to help the smiths. All we need is the
ore. With Kadan Asanji’s help, that will be secured in the next few days.”


“Good,” her mother said with a nod. “Just be sure that your
pet Barbarian behaves himself. The last thing we need is for your reputation to
be questioned.”


Dulci arched a brow. “We both know my reputation isn’t what
will stop an alliance.”


Her mother squeezed her arm before pulling back. “Perhaps
not. We can manage the other issue so long as you keep your wits about you.”


“My wits aren’t the problem.” Dulci sighed. “I nearly lost
my temper when Artuzo paraded the khan in fetters.”


Her mother clucked her tongue. “You must control your
emotions, Dulci. If you lose your temper, Monarch Gynerva
will only question your leadership further. And if you should display your
abilities…”


“I know.” She drew in a breath. “I will do better, Mother. I
promise. No one will suspect what I can do.”


Not even the Khan of the High Peak. 
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Kadan spent the night at the back of one of the inns near
the iron gates of the walled city. The innkeeper couldn’t give him a room
without offending the other customers, but the pantry was warmer and smelled of
spices and rising bread, so Kadan didn’t mind curling up there. He still kept
his sword and knife within reach.


He’d found them and all his goods safe in the packs on
Maccha’s back when he’d returned from the potentate’s home. The kryal had eyed
his gilded tunic and wrinkled her long nose as if he smelled of rotten cabbage.


“It wasn’t my idea,” he had told her, patting the familiar
brown hide. “And I will remove it as soon as I’m out of the cold.”


Maccha had heaved a sigh as if much put out. 


Now he waited beside her in the chilly predawn. The dim
light showed mountain mists pouring down over the city like a wave, thickening
and moistening the air. He could not see the peaks that had been his home for
all his five and thirty seasons; he could barely make out the tops of the
tallest towers of the castle on the highest point of the hill. 


Maccha stomped her massive hooves and blew out a breath that
formed its own cloud. 


“Soon,” Kadan promised her. “If she is not here before the
light touches the gilded spire of their temple, we will leave.”


He had no sooner finished the statement than a group moved
out of the mist. He counted six guards surrounding Dulci, all of them astride.
At least she was properly dressed now. Like him, she wore a thick wool tunic
over leggings tucked into leather boots that reached her knees. A heavy, fur-trimmed
cloak flowed from her shoulders, and her hair was tucked inside a fur hat with
flaps that covered her ears and neck. Unlike many of the lords and ladies of
the Blessed, who preferred to be carried everywhere in little boxes on wheels,
she and her guards rode sturdy mountain ponies that could manage in snow. 


“Well met, my khan,” she said, her breath puffing on the
air. “Shall we?”


As if she had arranged it, the city guards marched out of
their wooden shacks and pulled open the iron gates. A few merchants straggled
through before Dulci motioned to her guards and started forward.


Kadan swung himself up onto Maccha, who tossed her boned
head.


He leaned over the alert ears. “I don’t like it any more
than you do. Just remember, we are going home.”


The kryal trumpeted, and the guards at the gates jumped
aside, raising pikes that wobbled. Kadan smiled as Maccha thundered past the
gates and the guards of the Miners Guild, who pulled up their ponies with
shouts of surprise. Dulci shook her head as he passed her.


“Show off,” he murmured affectionately to his mount. “We are
supposed to be escorting them.”


He could feel Maccha’s grumble as she slowed her steps and let
the others catch up to her.


“I apologize for the leisurely pace,” Dulci said, and he
wasn’t sure whether she was speaking to him or his mount. “Nothing I have could
match your kryal.”


Maccha tossed her head as if she much agreed.


They set off from the city, Kadan riding at the front, Dulci
and her guards ranging behind. The sun rose, feeble and pale, like an elderly
lady of the Blessed wreathed in veils. The air had the bite of cold. 


For a short time, they followed the wider road, which would
eventually lead across the rocky ground to the harvested fields of Corvyna. But at the first crossroad, Dulci turned her pony
onto the mountain road that spanned the Pillars of the World, from Benzelan in the west to Orlearan
in the east. 


If he had been alone, he would have taken Maccha into the
wildwood, which quickly closed around them as the road climbed once more. Fir
trees heavy with frost dipped low, spilling their silvery burdens on any rider
who brushed them. The sun dropped pools of light here and there, turning the
nearly-frozen ground to mud and setting the ferns and bushes to sparkling.


Every moment, the mountains crowded closer, first in
boulders and terraces, then with cliffs higher than Kadan’s head. The way
narrowed to a trail until they could only ride two abreast. He was a little
surprised when Dulci pulled her mount up beside him. With her on the pony, her
head only reached his knee. 


“Thank you for escorting us,” she said, patting her shaggy
brown beast on the shoulder as if to encourage him to keep plodding. “We do not
usually travel in winter, in part because our good friends, the Khorrum, have
ventured south.”


He had no illusions that she truly considered him a friend.
He was a tool, a weapon, no different than the swords and shields her people
crafted. He didn’t need her friendship. He needed her help.


“Like your people, the Khorrum always honor our agreements,”
he said as Maccha ripped off a branch with a few leaves left on it, leaves that
quickly disappeared into her mobile mouth.


“We do love to bargain,” Dulci agreed with a laugh. “And how
is your khanna? Will she be waiting for you at your mountain camp?”


Something tightened inside him. Maccha must have felt it,
for she twitched. Kadan stroked his fingers against her neck to calm her.


“Altani was killed,” he said, the
words tasting like acid.


“Oh, my khan, I’m so sorry!” He felt a touch on his boot and
was surprised by the warmth that followed. 


“As am I,” he said. “She died protecting others. I am told
several of the children of the Hidden Crests Tribe are alive because of her
sacrifice.”


“I had no idea there was trouble in the south,” she
murmured. “Lightning strike? Windstorm?”


Kadan frowned at her. “The Hidden Crests were attacked by
the Vanguard. Did word not reach you?” Even as he asked, he knew the answer.
The Strangers would not care that three dozen men, women, and children of the
Khorrum had been killed in a scurrilous, unprovoked attack, with no opportunity
to defend themselves. Only when their own kind was threatened did Dulci’s
people act. And sometimes not even then if they saw no profit in it.


“Corvyna sent word of a
demonstration of some sort,” she said, urging her pony up the next steeper
patch of trail. “Monarch Gynerva did not deign to
attend. We later heard the Monarch of Arbora was
nearly captured by the Vanguard.”


“He fights them even now, with the Great Khan at his side,”
Kadan told her. “If your monarch would only take an interest, we might win.”


Her smile was sad. “If my monarch took an interest, many
things might be different. Alas, the affairs of state weigh heavy on her head.
I imagine it must be the same with a khan who cares for his people.”


He nodded, shoving down his disappointment. He should not
expect to persuade Dulci so easily.


“We are ever watchful,” he said. “But I may not be khan much
longer. Among our people, every khan must have a khanna.” Even though the seer
had told him that he was key to winning this war and must remain khan. How
could he offer his heart to another when it had burned with Altani?


“Who else could possibly lead your people but you?” Dulci
demanded.


Kadan raised his brows at her vehemence. “I have a cousin
who will likely be put up for leadership. But I should warn you, he never
understood why I supported your father. If Timor of the Asanji Family becomes
khan, you could lose your escort through the mountains.”


“Then Timor cannot become khan,” she said with a smile, as
if she could dictate the outcome. “We value your support too much, my khan.”


The leader of her guard called her name then, and she
dropped back, leaving Kadan with too much on his mind. 


His partnership with the Miners Guild had been a blessing to
both their peoples. The mines on which the Strangers depended sat deep in his
territory. Goods and supplies needed to survive must be transported from the
city to the mining complexes, and the metal they smelted there from the mines
to the foundries and forges in the city. 


Protecting travelers from the dangers of the wildwood had
given his warriors practice during the quiet days of summer and let his people at
the age of becoming fight for the first time. The gold and silver her father
had paid for their services had bought them food, goods, and weapons. Timor was
a fool to think of losing all that. Did he think swords sprang up like
wildflowers through the mountain snows?


At least Kadan had no call to draw the sword at his back
that day. The wildwood was quiet. Already pockets of snow were visible among
the shadows. More flakes drifted down as the sun dipped below the trees. By
tomorrow, the road could be covered. Those creatures who kept to their dens for
the worst of the winter were already asleep. Others had fled south, like most
of his people.


He led the lady and her guards up along a cliff to a
clearing not far off the road. One of the larger streams still flowed,
trickling over the cliff and leaving icicles along the stone. The overhanging
branches of the firs kept much of the ground clear. Even the fire circle in the
center was free of snow, though they would have no fire tonight, not with the
ground so wet and cold. Leaving Maccha to bed down on some brittle grass, he
took a water gourd to the stream to fill it. 


He was shaking water off the lip of the gourd when he heard
a crackling sound behind him. Whirling, he stared. A merry fire blazed in the
stone circle, and Dulci was already holding out her hands to its warmth. The
smoke parted around her to waft into the darkening sky.


“You will have to tell me how you managed that,” he said,
bringing back the water. 


“We are miners,” she said simply, the firelight turning her
cheeks rosy. “We know how to work with heat.” She turned to the man who must be
the leader of her guards and accepted the metal container he offered. “Thank
you, Leyo.”


Leyo regarded Kadan as if trying to determine whether he
merited food as well. Her guards had settled their mounts on the opposite side
of the clearing from Maccha, as if fearing the kryal would take a bite of them.
Two of the men set off patrolling the edges of the camp, though Kadan could see
the entire area merely by turning his head.


“Would you care for some?” she asked, removing the lid from
her container. Inside he spotted the flat crackers they liked to carry with the
golden brown paste of the bit pea smeared over them and the round ball of an
aurum. How had they managed to find the tart fruit at this point in the cycle?
He only ate them at
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