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Chapter One
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Once you’ve been burned, everything is fire. Gray winter clouds drifted like ash over the flattened, yellow grasses of Frenland’s plains. Ice shards hurled by the wind seared like cinders on Stephan’s tortured skin. Would there be no end to his suffering?

“Sir.” Helen leaned from her saddle to touch his arm where he sat astride a forbearing warhorse.

The weight of Stephan’s fledgling reign as the king held him bound to a hollow pit of despair in his chest. “Have you secured Cairn?”

“Yes, sir. The town is peaceful and there is shelter to be found here. They’ve done the work you’ve asked and captured two fugitives. We have a reason for cheer.”

Stephan focused his gaze on her. “Cheer?”

Helen flinched. “Justice is good news. I only wish you would stay your hand and hire an executioner.”

“What difference would that make? It’s my judgment that has sentenced them to death.” Stephan scowled, remembering the past.

A remarkable woman with soulful brown eyes and dimples floated before him as if Valerie were close enough to touch. She would die by his dutiful hand when apprehended for her crimes. His stomach twisted. He had agonized over issuing the warrant.

Stephan leaned forward in the saddle. His mount carried him toward the image of her. The ice crust on his cloak to cracked and fell away.

The irrational action startled him. He returned to the harsh reality of his dilemma. He hadn’t realized how long he’d stared toward the ghosts of Sion. Compulsion drew him to witness the ashes of the village Valerie had torched in Salicor’s name.

“Come with me. Warm yourself in town.” Helen’s horse whinnied invitingly.

Stephan gazed to the west. “Don’t you need to see the remains of your home?”

She followed his line of sight and the hopeful expression on her face collapsed. “No. I’ll never return to the charred remains of my people. Their ghosts haunt the place and rightly so. It is unsafe...even if the weather permitted the journey which it decidedly prohibits. We must leave for Soniashi in the morning, or we’ll be snowbound.” She leaned over to caress the unmarred side of his scarred face. “Stephan, come with me. You’re far too young to freeze to death.”

He snorted a laugh and shook off her hand. The warmth of her touch scalded him. “Fine. You owe me a story.”

That was their agreement. When he sank into depression, she shared a personal story to break him free. She had made it clear she didn’t particularly like to share. But then, he loathed leaving the numb place he had created to protect himself. That made the trade fair.

“I will tell you a story just as soon as you move.” Helen caught his attention.

He urged his mount to walk toward Cairn.

Helen maneuvered her horse to walk along beside him. “I was a little girl of three years when a stranger dressed in blue rode through my village. His cheerful expression sat in contrast with his battle-scarred face.”

She glanced at Stephan. “I did not consider the man frightening because of his kind eyes. He noticed me staring. But instead of being angry he dismounted and withdrew a carving from his purse. He whittled one last bit and handed me the figurine of a horse.”

Stephan realized the purpose of the story was to remind him that his actions spoke with more force than his hideous appearance. Part of him resented Helen’s presumption that he needed to hear this story. The other part of him longed for a balm to soothe his insecurities.

Helen leaned forward to pat her mount on the neck. “His generosity surprised me. I ran inside my family’s hut to show the toy to my siblings. We shared it, though I always held it at night, unable to sleep without it in my hand.” She passed Stephan a well-worn, wooden figurine of a horse.

He stared at the carving in the palm of his hand. The animal looked happy. The unfortunate beast Stephan rode today walked glumly in stark contrast. A celebrated warhorse like Marcin should not be treated with such disregard.

“Thank you. I needed to hear that story. Is there a livery stable for our mounts? Marcin deserves some special care after a day like today.” He handed Helen the carving and allowed her to lead him through Cairn’s unpaved streets.

The grooms ran from the livery stable to take the horses in the gloom of evening’s darkening influence. Somewhat disappointed because he would have liked to make it up to Marcin himself, he reluctantly handed over the reins. Helen grabbed his arm and pulled him around the side of the structure toward the rear entrance of a two-story building. He let her have her way.

“This is the Clarion Inn. The food is rumored to be the best in the province. You need a good meal to warm you, sir.” Helen held open the door.

Stephan strode inside. The prospect of more than hardtack and dried meat enlivened him. The interior bustled with activity. Servers carried heaping platters to waiting patrons. It was a common-looking fare that smelled delectable.

The conspicuous exception to the plain food was the bread. It was finer than any he’d seen elsewhere. He couldn’t resist grabbing a braided loaf from a young girl hurrying past on her way to a corner table. The first bite tasted of butter and garlic. It was delicious and made his mouth water.

The child returned from the corner table. She met his gaze without flinching at the sight of his scars. Expectantly, she held out a hand for payment.

“Bring us the house specialty, please.” He dropped several coins into her outstretched hand.

The girl nodded and hurried into the kitchen.

Helen shook her head and chuckled under her breath.

“What? Shouldn’t I be polite?” He understood her mirth and the censure that triggered it.

The servant girl hadn’t realized he was the king. Stephan preferred it that way. Others considered it improper for him to live in a lowly manner. Little did they know, he had been raised by the humblest of monarchs to live a self-reliant life. Emerald Stone of Danalan never burdened her subjects. Instead, she served them tirelessly.

Helen beckoned him toward the last available table in a sea of blue uniforms. With the town secure, the soldiers had thought first of their stomachs. Stephan didn’t blame them.

He took another bite of bread and sat opposite Helen. A woman carrying a tray of ale steins passed their way. Helen flagged her down with a shiny coin. The woman glanced at Stephan next. He shook his head.

He saw no benefit to the prevalence of alcoholic drinks in Frenland. He witnessed daily proof of the evils of intoxication. How could he change the hearts of inebriated people?

The degeneracy of those who excused themselves because of strong drink made him long for Danalan. Life had been straightforward there. Even after months in the north, he still thought of Stone Castle as home.

Helen sipped ale and watched him. “One won’t harm you.” The foam on her upper lip must have tickled her because she wiped it away.

Stephan’s mood soured. “I don’t give fair wages to have it spent on such things. Wouldn’t that coin have been put to better use feeding the hungry?”

“They don’t serve water here, my king.” Helen swigged the ale. “Besides, I’m thirsty and in need of refreshment. A musician is setting up. Perhaps we could dance.”

Stephan searched the place for the musician and found a boy holding a fife. Disappointed, he sighed and returned his attention to his friend. What had he been hoping for? Thus far, he had not had the heart to sing and play in this country. There had been no dancing either.

The people who lived south of the Impenetrable Mountains liked ballads of virtue and adventure. This northern people of Frenland preferred raucous tunes with lewd lyrics. He hadn’t yet mentioned to anyone he sang and played. Sarialla knew, but she was gone in search of her daughter.

Thoughts of Valerie were always close at hand. She had captured his heart the night they met last summer. He’d been burned and was close to death. She had saved his life.

Not knowing who the other was, they had let down their guard. In those innocent hours, he’d learned she was much more than her wicked reputation had taught him to believe. Unfortunately, his impressions of her stood in stark contrast with the evidence of her guilt.

He’d had no choice other than to condemn her to death when the facts were presented in court. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Holding out hope for her redemption was a curse. He needed to concede that his impressions of her kindness were in error. However, the memory of her scorched hands as she selflessly tended his burns haunted him.

“Your meal, Majesty.” The little serving girl laid a platter on the table.

She curtsied awkwardly. Stephan smiled at her. It was the first genuinely happy expression he’d given anyone since Sarialla took a message to the mountain people weeks ago. Affairs in the kingdom were awry and allies were essential if his rule was to survive the plots of his enemies.

“Thank you for your good service.” He handed the girl an extra coin.

She hurried back to work.

Helen laughed. “You do realize, she forgot about me, right?”

He slid the platter of steaming meat and tubers topped with savory onions into the middle of the table. “We’ll share.”

Helen didn’t require a second invitation.

The fife music commenced and the roar of conversation in the room lowered to near silence. The server girl climbed atop a stool. Her singing voice was clear and her ballad heartfelt.

Helen stabbed the table with her knife and stalked out of the inn. Stephan watched her go confused by her response. The song was lovely and the heroine of the epic praiseworthy. The tale was about a horse named Clarion and the woman who rode her into battle. He carefully memorized the tune and lyrics. Then he heard the name of the rider. Valerie.

The hostility of the soldiers around him focused on the girl and the musician. A subcommander snatched the fife from the boy, tossed it to the floor, and trampled it. The girl cowered before the act of violence.

Stephan rose to his feet. “Pay for the fife and ask forgiveness of the girl. You’ve frightened her.” Stephan’s voice boomed and the room hushed.

The subcommander’s red face darkened to a shade of purple. He tossed coins at the fife player, then departed from the inn. With the slamming of the door, the remaining soldiers returned to their meals and conversations.

Stephan strode over to the girl. He offered a hand of friendship. She took it and stepped off the stool. He noticed Valerie’s brand on her forearm as he escorted her into the kitchen. His curiosity was piqued.

“Tell me your name.”

“Lily, sir.” She curtsied.

“You may call me Stephan.” He delighted in her dimples because they reminded him of Valerie. “May I sing your song to the orphans in Soniashi? I think they’d like it.”

Lily smiled. “I don’t mind. Jane of Appleton wrote the song.”

He relaxed. “How did you come by your name?”

“My mother named me for the lost child of the general who owned us.” The girl sat on a straw mat in a corner out of the way of the busy kitchen staff.

“The general had a child?” Stephan hadn’t heard this shocking bit of news about Valerie.

“Oh, yes, a twisted baby girl.” Lily’s voice held sadness.

Stephan frowned in pity for Valerie. “The child was deformed?”

“Yes, but no one knows why. It didn’t matter to the general. Everyone says she loved Lily more than life.” The solemn look on the girl’s face told of the truth of her convictions.

“How did the general’s daughter die?” Stephan’s heart went out to Valerie.

“King Salicor hurt her. I don’t know in what way. No one will tell me.” The little girl shook her head slowly. “He was a bad man.”

Stephan nodded in grieved understanding because he had heard extensive testimony regarding the way Salicor abducted children. Stephan had not suspected the tyrant capable of doing such an abhorrent thing to members of his own family. If he had harmed Lily, then he may have committed the same atrocities against his niece. Could that be why Valerie was so damaged?

“Anyway, I’m glad he’s dead.” The little girl whispered this last bit.

“I am too.” He leaned against the wall. “Tell me about the general.”

“She saves people. She’s very brave and,” the girl cocked her head, meeting his gaze, “she loves the prince.”

A ray of sunshine burst in his heart. “She does?”

“Oh, she never said so. She doesn’t talk about her feelings. My mother tells of how she pined for him and forsook all others.” Lilly giggled. “We were shocked when the general gave up ruling the kingdom to support him.”

Stephan wanted to hear more about the pining, but he didn’t quite understand the giving up the kingdom part. “She was in line to rule Frenland?” Why hadn’t he realized this?

Lily nodded. “The general was the crown princess until Salicor cast her off.”

“He denounced her?” Stephan hadn’t heard this either.

“Because of the woman,” Lily whispered.

“What woman?” His curiosity had him completely enthralled.

“I don’t know. It’s a secret. General Byron took the woman away. Salicor was so angry he turned over command of the army to Danielle of Trent. She was his spy.” Lily scowled.

“What happened to the spy?” Stephan had never met Danielle. When the Valkyrie army had joined him to take Soniashi, they had been led by Ashlyn of Cairn.

“The general slaughtered Danielle in mortal combat at Archtown. Mother says it was glorious.” The little girl beamed with enthusiasm making gestures to illustrate the story.

“Why didn’t the general stay with the prince?” He wished Valerie had not gone to the mountains.

“That’s a sad tale. General Byron sent her to help the woman.” Lily nodded solemnly.

“Who is this slave woman you speak of? Do you know her name?” Why hadn’t he been informed of the significance of any of this?

“Stone. She is the Woman of the Stone.” Lily met his gaze.

Emotion hit him hard in the chest. Emerald had been in Frenland? She had known Valerie and Byron? That explained why the twin generals had turned against their Uncle Salicor.

“Did you ever see the Woman of the Stone?” He hoped Lily had more to tell.

“No, but mother did. The woman has red hair.” Lily pumped her eyebrows with a twinkle in her eyes.

“What is the significance?” He couldn’t fathom the look.

“Intercourse.” Lily had lowered her voice.

Stephan choked a bit because nearly everyone in the south had red hair and it did not mean anything inappropriate. “Really? I wasn’t aware that people in Frenland had red hair.”

“Of course not. It isn’t natural. Only highly skilled trollops dye their hair red. Anyway, the woman is worth twenty gold pieces. At least that’s what Prince Byron paid the general for her.” Lily looked sad. “Salicor was so angry the general hadn’t given the woman to him that he tortured her and took away the army.”

“Torture?” None of this information had come to light during his interviews with the people.

“The bad kind.” A tear slid down each of Lily’s cheeks.

Stephan’s heart reared to a halt, stomped once, and then quivered. “Are you sure?”

Lily met his gaze with mournful eyes. “He did it all the time. She took it to keep the rest of us safe.”

Stephan’s lower lip trembled as his heart broke.
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Valerie of Bluebird Vale sought forgiveness that might incrementally wash clean her blood-stained soul. Guilt drove her to seek a peaceful end while mortality stalked her with each weakened heartbeat. Drawing breath had become an agonizing battle she no longer desired to fight.

She crossed the majestic Imperial City recently discovered inside the Sacred Mountain. She sought the tranquility of the Temple of the Creator. Bowing deeply at the shrine of the unnamed son, she paid respects to the dead.

The unmarked blade of a freshly forged copper sword was all that remained of Emerald’s premature baby. Sorrow for lost children weighed on Valerie. She grieved for her daughter, Lily. The passing of years had not diminished the pain.

Strength fading, Valerie slipped through the silver doors of the temple. She removed her riding boots in a recessed area and stepped onto the polished granite flooring. A concentrated beam of focused sunlight entered the sanctuary through a crystal of grand proportions. The crystal shafted downward through the cavernous ceiling and extended upward to the highest peak of the Impenetrable Mountains. Within the light grew an ancient tree on a mound of earth surrounded by water.

Peace poured into Valerie’s troubled heart.

Water flowed over the raised edge of the pool. It exited the temple to the right and the left. She knelt, stretched her arms forward, and bowed until her forehead touched the floor.

With her hands in the cool water, she symbolically washed away the filth of her former life. She closed her eyes and prayed for wisdom. The Creator spoke to her mind.

Restore my peace and forgiveness is yours.

She doubted her physical ability to make a quest. Mortality loomed like a light into which she wished to step. She gritted her teeth and rejected the resignation to quietly enter the beyond.

She could have been the queen of Frenland. Stephan reined in her stead. She was partly responsible for winning the throne for the young man. Yet, she hadn’t realized she’d be giving up everything that bound her to this life when she did.

Why had she sacrificed so much? The feel of Stephan’s innocent lips caressed her memory. Her entire body warmed.

The sensations were unbecoming of a woman poisoned by disease and hopelessly untouchable. She hardened her heart to protect it. Stephan had sworn out a warrant for her arrest. He must have overcome the feelings he had professed last summer.

An ache commenced inside her chest. If Stephan had learned about her obedience to Salicor, then his condemnation made sense. Even so, the tender feelings she had for the young king would not be denied. In her increasingly cold body, her connection with him radiated warmth to her soul.

“I thought I’d find you here, Ree.” Her mother’s voice held reverence for the sacred setting.

Valerie cupped her hands in the water and rinsed the tears from her face. Reverently, she backed away from the tree until she stood beside the royal counselor and sage, Sarialla.

“I have many regrets, Mother.” Valerie dried her face on a cloth from a pocket.

Sarialla touched Valerie’s shoulder. “If it wasn’t for the fires of Scion, then the people of Frenland could forgive you.”

Valerie stared at the tree. “Scion...”

There was nothing to be said about Scion that would not lead to tragedy if revealed. She had cultivated a daunting reputation by artfully embellishing and enhancing her exploits the night the village had burned. The purpose had been to create a haven for the jewels of the crown and shield them from Salicor’s cruelty.

The stories had spread until they reached outlandish proportions. Terror was a double-edged sword and cut both ways. Valerie stood condemned to die by the lies that continued to spare innocent women and children from suffering. She would not betray them.

Sarialla stared at her daughter. “Won’t you defend your actions? I heard the same testimony King Stephan did. Everything about Scion is hearsay. None of the witnesses saw how the fire started. Helen commands the king’s ear and she believes the things she was told by the people of her village. I have my doubts because the accounts are not consistent.”

Valerie waved off her mother. “Leave it alone. You cannot absolve me of responsibility for the things I’ve done in Salicor’s service. I must live with the guilt.”

Sarialla stood her ground. “My brother was an evil dictator. Many people fell under his influence during his time as the illegitimate king of Frenland. Most of them paid with their lives.”

Valerie’s heart broke to think of her brother Byron. Twins, their combined suffering had been doubled. Salicor had played on their sympathies for one another.

Sarialla swiped at her tears. “My only joy is that you survived his cruelty. I wish Byron had as well.”

Valerie closed her eyes against the pain. “Do not speak his name. My feelings are too raw. He sent me to safety while he planned to murder our tormentor. If he had told me his intentions, then I would have helped him.”

Sarialla embraced her. “You both did what you had to do.”

Valerie accepted the comfort of her mother’s embrace by wrapping her arms around her. “I didn’t think you understood.”

Sarialla stroked Valerie’s hair. “Perhaps there is a way for you to return home.”

Valerie shook her head and released her mother. “You know I’m not long for this life.”

Sarialla took Valerie’s hand. “If there were a cure for your illness, then you could come home.”

Valerie’s breath caught in her throat. Cured, she could be with Stephan. “Have you discovered treatments?”

Sarialla sighed and squeezed Valerie’s hand. “I’m looking into the matter, but it remains to be seen. Do you harbor feelings for Stephan? I’ve heard rumors.”

Valerie scoffed because as far as she knew her mother wasn’t a mind reader. “Why would you think so? He’s too young, and I’m too tainted.”

Sarialla’s expression grew pained, but she did not look away. “Stephan loves you.”

Valerie’s heart thumped against her chest as a reminder of her condition. “He condemned me to death. I think he’s moved past his infatuation.”

Sarialla chuckled. “He would abdicate the throne to follow you.”

“Ridiculous. I don’t believe it.” Valerie slipped into her boots. “No one ever gives up power once they’ve taken it.”

“You did.” Sarialla sat on a bench along the wall to put on her boots. “Regardless, he’s coming here for Emerald’s coronation. It would be a good time to speak to him.”

Valerie shook her head. “He’s coming to honor Emerald. She is his foster sister. He’s not coming for me.”

Sarialla stood to meet Valerie’s gaze. “I know his heart, Ree. I sat by his sickbed as he spoke in delirium without restraint. He has passionate feelings for you.”

“Passionate?” Amusement caused Valerie’s eyebrows to rise. “He’s innocent. What does he know of passion?”

Sarialla smiled. “Oh, I’m not saying he hasn’t tried to talk himself out of it. He has no intention of marrying. That goes double for a woman wanted for war crimes. He is working to transform the monarchy into a republic and cannot afford to continue his bloodline for fear the people will follow his heir. Nevertheless, his heart always wins the argument.” Sarialla touched her daughter’s shoulder.

Valerie stared into her memory. She had shared a single night with the future king of Frenland. It was a completely innocent encounter...except for the kiss.

“I can’t explain the connection between us.” Valerie touched her lips.

“For all our sakes, I hope you do not covet the throne that would have been yours had things gone differently. I only say this because I want you to marry him.” Sarialla’s face expressed profound sincerity.

Valerie frowned as a means of hiding her hurt. “I pledged my Valkyrie Army to Stephan’s cause. Isn’t that enough? You know I cannot lay with him unless I pose him no threat.” Physical proximity to Stephan would be an agonizing temptation if she remained diseased.

Sarialla nodded. “You could be together if there is a cure. You established a bond that cannot be refuted by supporting him with your army. Many on both sides of the debate continue to hope for your return. They will kill him without you by his side.”

Valerie scoffed. “His supporters are eager for a blaze.”

Sarialla’s face pinched in concern. “You think they will burn you at the stake?”

“Rest easy, Mother. I will not be returning to Frenland. There is no hope. It’s too late.” The painful beating of the heart in her chest intensified with longing for things that could never come to pass.

“Perhaps the East Icers will support the union.” A twinkle lit Sarialla’s eyes.

Valerie blinked away her surprise. She shook her head in disgust at the thought of them as potential allies. “No. I will not play this game with you. I wish to die in peace.”

Sarialla hugged her daughter fiercely. “I can’t let you go.”

Valerie succumbed to tender emotions. “I would have been a better ruler than you believe. I wish you understood that. Despite the circumstances involved in my disgrace, or perhaps because of them, I don’t deserve to die by fire. If I return to Frenland, then they will burn me alive. Go back to Stephan. Save him if you can. But leave me be.”

Sarialla took Valerie by the shoulders. “No, Ree. I will not leave you to suffer alone. Salicor coerced your actions by committing unspeakable crimes against you. I cannot rest until your honor is restored.”

Valerie laughed as a dark expression of the torment she still suffered. “I’m not worth the effort. You must let me go because I haven’t the strength to fight you.”

Sarialla swiped great tears from her wrinkled cheeks. “If not for Scion, then you could have been exonerated.”

Valerie faced the tree of the Creator, seeking the courage required for absolute honesty. “Scion isn’t what you’ve been told.”

Sarialla touched Valerie’s face. Deep concern crinkled the crow’s feet at the corners of her aged eyes. The old woman shook her head.

“Daughter, come with me to the imperial residence. Emerald will want to talk about her walk with Darrin. I saw them arguing in the statuary gardens.” Sarialla walked toward the silver temple doors.

Valerie swallowed her grief at her mother’s dismissal of the confession. She had not committed the atrocities that had occurred in Scion. However, despite her mother’s earlier assertions to the contrary, it seemed she would rather believe her guilty.

Valerie allowed the mental image of Emerald and Darrin to absorb her attention. “He is immature. Arguments were bound to happen once they finally held a candid conversation.” Valerie pushed open the temple doors.

Sarialla passed through. “He loves her. That is all that matters. It would be the same for you and Stephan.”

Valerie met her mother’s gaze, reassured by the surge of love and deep concern emanating from the woman who had given her life. “It’s good to have you here. I wish you didn’t have to return to Frenland with Stephan after the coronation.”

Sarialla met her gaze. “I’m not going with him unless you do. I will never abandon you.”

Valerie sighed. “Then let’s hope I die before that becomes a problem.”
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Valerie stepped out of the Temple to see the Imperial City gleam in the refracted evening sunlight that shone through the crystals in the dome of an enormous geode. The awe-inspiring proportions of the cavern were a marvel. Even so, she would have gladly forgone the privilege of living in the Sacred Mountain to return to everyone and everything she loved in Frenland.

“Ree, the sword is missing.” Sarialla pointed at the shrine where the blade forged on Emerald’s son’s funeral pyre normally rested.

The sound of the palace gong drew both women’s attention.

“That is the least of our concerns.” Valerie pointed to the upper tunnel entrance where white-clad figures flooded into the stone city.

“The East Icers have come at last.” Sarialla’s wistful expression held hope.

“Mother, what have you done? They’re horse killers.” Fury laced fingers around Valerie’s heart and squeezed out wrath.

She didn’t wait for her mother’s objections. This was a subject on which agreement was impossible. Anyone who murdered horses deserved to die.

From the sheath on her belt, Valerie drew the ancient sword of Dana the Stonehearted. She called upon the unnatural strength it offered. Energy surged from the hilt like twin vipers curling up her arm to sink fangs of power into her flesh. She sprinted across the city to meet the invading forces.

Clothed in funeral white, they resembled harbingers of death. She welcomed a glorious end. The warriors shed their shaggy white fur coverings to reveal loose-fitting white clothes. They drew their swords and met her halfway across the city in the granite statuary gardens.

She charged ahead and raised Dana’s sword to strike down the leader. Her aged green blade met with his fresh copper weapon in an explosion of radiant light. Both wielders blasted backward. The man landed on his backside. Valerie maintained a defensive stance, stunned, but uninjured.

The attackers kept their distance as they assisted the fallen man to rise.

“You wield the sword of the ancient queen.” The man stared at the blade. “Who are you?”

“I am the avenger of the horses slaughtered by your people.” Turmoil raged inside Valerie’s chest as she warred with the unusually peaceful impulses coming from the sword.

The man scoffed, softening it with a genuine smile. “You are mistaken about my people. We do not murder your sacred beasts. You must be Valerie of Bluebird Vale. I am surprised the esteemed Royal Counselor Sarialla did not explain the truth to you.”

The man waved at the others to continue infiltrating the city. They obeyed his hand command with swiftness. He sheathed his sword.

Valerie faced her mother. “Does he speak the truth?”

Sarialla’s expression closed. “I cannot say.”

“I will ask you again in private.” Valerie sheathed Dana’s sword in eagerness to remove her hand from its intrusive influence.

The man from the East Ice extended a hand. “You have nothing to fear from me, General Valerie. You saved the lives of my children and myself three years ago. I owe you a great debt.”

Valerie accepted the handshake. “I had no idea you spoke the language of Frenland. I remember your face from the skirmish on the glacier. Tell me your name, sir.” She had been compelled to kill her subcommander when bloodlust compelled the woman to disobey orders and pursue a group of loyalists onto the forbidden ice flow.

“I am Trelan of Litton on the Green Way. It is my pleasure to meet you.”

Valerie nodded. “I nearly lost my life defending you four years ago. Will you return the favor now by sparing the lives of those I love?”

He bowed his head and led her toward the Imperial Palace. East Icers engaged a man in fierce combat at the foot of the steps. Darrin fought a dozen men with his inferior steel blade. It sparked and chipped with each blow.

“He is a friend of mine.” Valerie resisted the urge to go to him.

“Then I will grant you his life.” Trelan clapped his hands.

The East Icers took notice of his command and eased backward. Darrin continued to wield the damaged blade in a cavalier fashion. A heart-wrenching cry of anguish burst forth from his throat.

“Darrin of Wolfe Mountain where is your betrothed?” She spoke the mountain language so he would fully understand, fearing the worst had happened to Emerald.

“Valerie?” Darin eyed her standing with Trelan. “Have you betrayed me too?”

“No.” She held his gaze. “What do you mean?”

He clenched his jaw as a bitterness darkened his features. “Emerald is a liar.”

Valerie laughed with the irony of it. “You know her better than that. She is incapable of deceit.”

His eyebrows raised before crashing downward as did the tip of his sword. “I will never forgive her.”

The soldiers from the East Ice urged the defeated Darrin toward a gathering of people of the West Wind at the foot of the palace steps. A dozen soldiers from Frenland were sequestered off to the side. Everyone was surrounded by East Ice guards. Sarialla joined the blond-haired men.

Valerie scanned the crowd. Emerald was not in the mix. Anxiety clenched her middle to think that her friend may have been killed.

Trelan escorted Valerie up the stairs to stand beside the quartz statues of the ancient queen and her king. “How is it that you wield the sword meant for the Creator’s child, General Valerie?”

Valerie did not understand the layers of implied meaning in the question. “The sword fell to me when I captured the Woman of the Stone on the plains of Frenland last summer. I know not why it chose me.”

A surge of warmth emanated from the blade. It invited her to touch the hilt, but she had never liked being controlled. Trelan glanced at the weapon as if he also felt the radiating heat. He took a step away.

He faced the crowd with a somber expression.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four

[image: ]


Rage caused Darrin’s fists to shake. He stood by his mother at the bottom of the Imperial Palace steps. The East Icers’ invasion had been the excuse he needed to die defending his people. He preferred that than confessing his act of treason regarding his broken oath to Emerald. The invaders had spared his life. Why?

Valerie.

What reason did they have to listen to her? Considering the recent hostilities between Frenland and the East Ice, he could think of no motivation. Sarialla and her small contingent of guards had been segregated from the people of the West Wind. Why was Valerie standing with the leader of the East Ice?

Darrin ground his teeth and scanned the crowd. Emerald was not among the captured and the conquerors. He refused to worry about her. However, habit proved a hard taskmaster and he caught himself looking a second time. He closed his eyes in frustration.

“Bring forth the enemies from the north.” The East Ice leader spoke from the top of the palace steps beside the statues of the ancient queen and her king.

Gruff captors with stern expressions forced the people of Frenland forward to the bottom of the steps.

The leader surveyed the group. “State your names and affiliations.”

Sarialla spoke for them in favorable terms. She gave her name and position as a royal counselor last of all.

“A message must be taken to King Stephan.” The leader met Sarialla’s gaze. “For your service as a messenger, Royal Counselor Sarialla, you shall be spared. The rest must die. If your king meets the terms, then peace will be restored. Otherwise, we remain at war.”

Swordsmen moved in from all angles to take the lives of the Frenland soldiers. The efficiency stunned Darrin. Blood showered on everyone nearby. Sarialla’s hands dripped with it. Her clothes were stained, but she did not flinch.

“Deliver this message.” The leader handed a scroll to another who carried it to Sarialla.

The elderly woman received the parchment with a bow. “Commander Trelan, I will deliver the message to King Stephan.”

Sarialla strode through the crowd in a swirl of cloak and skirt. She looked longingly at her daughter as she passed the steps with only a slight hesitation. A pair of East Ice guards escorted her in the direction of the stables in the lower passageway beneath the city.

“Bring forth the steward.” Trelan’s voice boomed.

Celeniurisa stepped forward with her head held high. Darrin’s hand twitched for his sword. What if they killed her? He couldn’t lose his mother.

Not wanting to provoke the East Ice invaders, but unable to do otherwise, he followed her without drawing his blade. All eyes tracked him as he ascended the staircase at her heels. He kept his head bowed, though his hand lay on the hilt of his sword.

“Steward, where is the Creator’s child?” the man asked.

“I do not see the future queen among us, Commander.” Celeniurisa boldly met the gaze of the man who had ordered the deaths of a dozen Frenland soldiers.

Trelan took a step toward her. “When did the Creator’s child depart from this city and by what method?” He drew a sword and placed the point at the lady’s neck.

Darrin drew his sword to defend his mother. The men on either side of him poised their blades to slay him. He lowered the tip.

“I’m unaware of Emerald Stone’s departure. She was well and here in this city only moments ago. Many saw her walking with my son among the statuary.” Celeniurisa faced Darrin. “Son, where is your betrothed?”

Darrin squared his shoulders and unclenched his jaw. “I have no answer, my lady, except to say that she and I are not to be wed. I have refused her.” He lifted his chin, unashamed to have rejected the woman he had loved since he was twelve.

The surprise on his mother’s face was absolute. “You are no son of mine.” She flushed and faced away with a finality that hushed the crowd.

Shunned? The chilling implications echoed inside Darrin like a rock bouncing down a chasm. He glanced at Valerie in time to see her sun-bronzed northern features blanch. Her reaction implied censure. Mortification emblazoned his cheeks with heat.

The emissary addressed the other prisoners. “Has anyone an answer to the question?”

The chaperone who had escorted Emerald and Darrin on their walk in the statuary gardens stepped forward a half-step before collapsing to his hands and knees in a tremulous full-bodied bow.

Trelan eyed the man. “Speak.”

“The future queen accepted the dissolution of the marriage agreement. She commanded that Darrin of Wolfe not be harmed. Then she declared her intention to return to Stone Castle in Danalan.” The chaperone’s voice quavered.

“So be it.” Trelan met Darrin’s gaze with blistering animosity. “Surrender your weapon, oath breaker. Descend these hallowed steps to take your place below.”

Darrin sheathed the sword. He unfastened the belt, dropped it, and backed down the steps in humiliation. Emerald had commanded that his life be spared yet again. This time, his honor was in tatters. Whatever status he had, and it had never been much, was gone.

“Steward, take me to the Hall of Records.” Trelan waved Darrin’s mother toward the doors of the palace and held out his hand for Valerie.

To Darrin’s surprise, she accepted it.
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Valerie took the hand Trelan offered because it was a sign of unity. She felt no loyalty to these invaders, but having an ally could mean the difference between life and death for those she loved in Frenland. Why had her mother sent for these killers?

Emerald had departed for Danalan. That left Valerie in a precarious position. With her mother sent north and the soldiers who had defended her dead, Valerie needed new allies for her people. The matriarchs of the West Wind had once ordered that Valerie be executed. Would they do so again? That left Trelan as her only possible advocate with any influence

“Speak your name, Steward.” Trelan’s tone softened.

“I am Celeniurisa of Wolfe Mountain.” She inclined her head in deference.

“I am Post Commander Trelan of Litton. What will we find in the Hall of Records, Celeniurisa?”

She paled. “A shameful history. The ancient story of Queen Dana’s disgrace was a lie fabricated by her enemies to discredit her. You will also learn that the current Matriarchal Council acted against the Creator’s child. I regret to inform you that my objections were overruled and the foreigners’ executions were ordered. I accept full responsibility.”

The lady’s admission shocked Valerie.

The party entered the hall to find a group of white-clad figures bent over tomes of ancient writing. Oil lamps brightened the room. The smell of smoke and dust threatened to make Valerie sneeze.

She stifled the impulse because she had no desire to break the tension in the air. It held Celeniurisa on a knife’s edge. Since the execution order had been directed at Emerald and Valerie, she enjoyed the moment of retribution. Killing Emerald would have been nothing short of blasphemous.

Trelan left Valerie standing with Celeniurisa to join those studying the records. Valerie glanced at Darrin’s mother. She stared at the expression of disgust on one researcher’s face. The man waved Trelan over to the table. The two conferred over an enormous leather-bound volume with gold-edged pages.

“I made those entries. If these people worship Emerald as the Creator’s child, then it will likely mean my death. Tell my son I’m...” Celeniurisa shook her head as tears clouded her blue eyes.

Was that remorse for turning her back on Darrin?

Valerie scrutinized the woman. “There are many things about this realm I do not understand. Unfortunately for you, it is easy to recognize betrayal when I see it.”

The steward winced, then lifted her chin. “The future queen spared his life by decree. It is up to you to save his soul from the bitter consequences of his actions.”

Valerie scowled. “What responsibility do I have? He is childish and in need of a thrashing. He’s in love one moment and overtaken by hate the next. What woman could educate such a man?”

Celeniurisa’s expression hinted at amusement. “He listens to you. Besides, it is because the future queen did not name her premature baby that Darrin has responded with such anger. You see, he loved the boy. Since Emerald’s son was never honored with a name and given a blessing, Darrin believes she didn’t love him. I’ve tried to soothe him, but he must have revealed his resentments to Emerald.”

Valerie frowned as the implications rippled through her mind like a large stone dropped into a pond. “The baby’s death nearly killed Emerald. Why can’t Darrin forgive her for grieving according to her own culture? Would he rather die than overlook a perceived slight?”

Celeniurisa sighed. “I should have simply married them without the delay of a formal courtship. He needs to be bedded. That is the whole of his problem.”

Valerie stifled a bawdy laugh. “I attempted to do just that last summer, but he would not be seduced. You’re not suggesting I take him now?”

The lady looked sideways at Valerie. “Was this before you contracted crypt’s disease?”

That set Valerie’s teeth on edge because there was no way this woman should know about the illness. “You mean before the monster with crypt’s disease took me against my will? Well, yes, it was. I’m sure you are aware that I have not bedded a man in this city. I did not suspect you knew why.”

The torture she had endured at the hands of the sadistic and grotesquely disfigured man who had held her captive seared Valerie’s mind. Darrin had saved her life against her wishes by cleaning her torn body and treating her festering wounds. She had not been grateful to live, not with the knowledge that she would die an even slower and more painful death in the end.

Celeniurisa touched Valerie’s shoulder. “I did not realize the circumstances. Forgive me for misjudging you.”

Valerie took a deep breath and shook her head once. “You are not far off in your condemnation. The things I’ve done could be called worse than defiling the dead. At least the dead do not suffer.”

The lady looked pained. “How did you, an attentive nurse and talented baker, commit the atrocities attributed to you? I have trouble believing it after knowing you these past weeks.”

The words touched Valerie deeply. “You are the first to suspect me of duplicity.”

The lady’s eyes twinkled and a flash of a smile graced her lips. “The most effective lies are those mingled with the truth. I have underestimated you, crown princess of Frenland.”

Valerie had not been the crown princess since her uncle had disowned her last summer. The steward’s use of the title caused Valerie to question her previous assumptions about the woman’s information gathering abilities. Not even Emerald had realized the implications of Valerie’s position in the former regime.

Sarialla knew of Valerie’s fall from power, as did the soldiers from the north whose blood now soaked the stones at the foot of the palace steps. What else had the steward of the West Wind discovered? Considering what she had just revealed, perhaps the assassination attempt had simply been an aggressive form of diplomacy with Frenland’s new king.

How badly did Stephan want her dead?
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The crowd of dark-haired mountain people stood in silence. Everyone waited for the steward to emerge from the palace. No one looked at Darrin. His skin crawled with them not looking. He forced himself to think about something else.

Silver moonlight shone through the crystals in the cavern above their heads, softly highlighting the polished stone surfaces of the Imperial City. Emerald would have enjoyed the exquisite beauty of this moment.

The realization further dampened Darrin’s spirits with something akin to guilt. In all the weeks Emerald had been recovering, she had never seen outside the palace until today. He remembered her surprised expression when they walked through the doors and she realized they were in this ancient city.

The steward and her captor returned to the top of the stairs. Valerie stood shoulder to shoulder with him. Darrin chewed his bottom lip. Her solidarity with the stranger unnerved him.

Trelan called for the counsel of matriarchs to come forward. The stately women ascended the steps in a line. Celeniurisa avoided eye contact with them. They glared at her in hostile silence.

“Step backward as I call your name.” Trelan read a list.

Two-thirds of the council complied.

Relief poured over Darrin when his mother’s name was not called.

Trelan signaled, and the East Ice guards mercilessly slew the offending matriarchs.

The people of the West Wind cried out in shock and horror. Children wept as they struggled to reach their mother or grandmother. The guards that surrounded
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