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The Lost Bard of Taliyaven


❖  The Arriborn Eagle Council receives news that a Llennedian raiding party has crossed the border and is burning villages. They dispatch the west band to help the remaining villagers flee. The survivors camp at the Tilverdale ruins, and Denis Oravec is captured by a small group of Rochen spies.




❖  Masha Oravcová and her adoptive mother, Lenka, arrive in Ozveny, the capital city of Arribor. Ján Drobný helps them find a place to stay, and Alyosha Radovan helps Masha secure a job in the hrad. Since she will work for the princess, Masha is interviewed by the kráľovná, Nataša Drobná, and is asked if she recognizes the name Pavel Vetrov. Masha doesn’t, but her birth parents died in a fire when she was very young and she doesn’t remember them at all.




❖  Alexci Golovkin, a Rochen spy in Ozveny, is told to capture the newly-arrived Masha, as she is likely of Talinae-blood. His mother, the Golovkina, gives him a silencer (a Rochen slave trained to fight) to assist with his orders. Alexci doubts Dmitriy will be of much help.




❖  Masha gets to know a number of the West Band warriors, and they offer to teach her to read, ride, and use a sword. She dreams of becoming a warrior so she can rescue her missing brother.




❖  Zoya Zvonimira, the heir of Kazan Vyselki in the hidden forest of Taliyaven, is sent to a neighboring vyselki in hopes of securing peace. Instead of welcoming them, Lady Palina throws Zoya and her companions in prison. Nikandr Vetrov reveals his Skill with stone and helps them escape. They return home, and Zoya learns he is the son of Karyna Vetrova, the bloodkeeper that betrayed and lost her brother.




❖  Alexci’s silencer, Dmitriy, has tried to capture Masha and was stopped by the West Band each time. Dragoslav, a traitorous warrior, wants to take the command of the west band to make their movements in the city easier. Alexci is reluctant, but agrees to teach him a few tricks to help beat Captain Duren Akszenyuk. Duren, however, still wins the challenge.




❖  Anna Múdra, one of the West Band warriors, tells Masha that Duren cannot speak because he was held prisoner and lost his memory. Later, Masha is invited to dinner with Duren’s father, who explains that Duren used to know where the Talinae people live. He also tells her that her parents used to be friends of his—and they were possibly Talinae.




❖  Denis and his Rochen captors get lost in the Pathless Forest and eventually find their way out to the other side. They travel through Llenned on their way to the Narravian Mountains. Denis manages to escape, and finds a place to stay in a little village.




❖  Zoya wakes up to find a vengeful Lady Palina has surrounded Kazan Vyselki. A third vyselki joins the fight, and Zoya’s father mourns the violence that will ruin all of Taliyaven. His advisors suggest looking for Karyna Vetrova, a wordsmith with enough Skill to unite all the Talinae.




❖  The Eagle Council makes preparations for war as the Llennedian army marches closer. Alexci sends Dmitriy to bring a message to one of the Llennedian captains about their plans. Dmitriy encounters Ján along the road and they fight—Ján is wounded and left on the road. 




❖  A traveler named Štvankyňa finds Ján and brings him back to the West Band. Masha talks with the stranger, and suspects the woman is Talinae. She urges her to return home and bring back aid for Arribor before Llenned comes and destroys them.




❖  Denis is found by the very Rochen men he escaped from. They have with them a red-haired man who’s very words can command people. Denis is no match for Barys, and is captured again and taken to Rejair.




❖  Zoya goes to find Nikandr and asks him to help locate his banished mother. They go to his house and discover Karyna has just arrived. She marches into Lady Palina’s camp and demands they unite. All the Talinae sing together, and the protective wall is rebuilt, keeping them safe from the outsiders. Then Karyna convinces everyone to leave Taliyaven and rescue Arribor.



––––––––
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❖  The Llennedian army has reached the capital of Arribor, and is now waiting. Days pass. The princezná, Katka, is given her own crown warrior: Valentín Akszenyuk, Duren’s brother. When Llenned begins to attack in the night, Masha helps Katka hide while Valentín is killed in defense of the princezná.




❖  Meanwhile Duren and the West Band are guarding the city gates. The kráľ leads a desperate attack against Llenned during the night, and a small force attacks the west band from the inside. Dawn comes, and the Taliyaven army arrives to save the day. The Llennedian army flees.




❖  Masha helps care for the wounded. The West Band warriors are taking any injured Talinae to their own barracks to hide them. Zoya sees Masha and guesses that she has Talinae blood and a little bit of wordsmithing Skill. Duren helps the Talinae leave once they have healed enough to make the journey back to Taliyaven. Masha is called before the Eagle Council, where they thank her for saving Katka’s life, and award her the position of Crown Warrior.
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Caven Blackburn

Somewhere in the Narravian Mountains, Arromëre, Second Age, 1964.

CAVEN BLACKBURN WOKE every morning and turned to face the ocean. It didn’t matter if he camped along sandy shores or deep in the Pathless Forest or at the top of the Narravian Mountains—he always stood in the direction of his homeland and stared.

It was a cold morning—cold and rainy—covering the mountain paths in a fog so thick that a steady rain wouldn’t have made much of a difference. The other members of Mountain Coterie grumbled in the camp, packing up damp blankets and shaking off what mud they could from their cloaks. There was no time for a fire and breakfast; not if they wanted to be further up the mountain pass before the morning rains began.

A saddlebag of rough travel bread was silently passed around the camp; and one warrior, a young man with powerful shoulders, joined Caven at the cliff-side. They did not speak, and Caven did not acknowledge the newcomer’s presence.

“Not much to look at this morning,” the warrior said at last. Despite the weeks of traveling behind them, his hair was neat and tidy and his face shaved. Everyone had their rituals and priorities in camp.

“Ah can see the sea from ‘ere,” Caven said softly, pointing out beyond the fog, still dark and gray below them. “When the sea ‘as rolled up tae meet us ‘ere, áno. She still calls me, even ‘ere. Ah can’t run from ‘er, Maxim. Ah can’t run from ‘er.”

Maxim put a hand on Caven’s shoulder, and for a long moment they stood there—two road-weary travelers on the edge of a steep precipice. The wind-blown fog surrounded them, pulling at their cloaks and hair and making them shiver.

“What does the sea promise you?” Maxim asked at last.

“Home—Ah think.”

Maxim considered the answer, spoken in a hesitant whisper. “And what is home?”

Caven drew in a deep breath, his shoulders suddenly stiff. “Home,” he repeated thoughtfully. Then he tilted his head, his mouth open a little, lips moving as he searched his memories for an answer. “Ah donnae ken,” he whispered. “Ah donnae ken where ‘ome is. It’s locked away with all else Ah’ve lost.”

Maxim shivered, and it had nothing to do with the mountain air pulling at his cloak.

“Ah can’t remember much.” Caven gave a small laugh, one without humor. “It must ‘ave been important, Ah reckon, if Ah wanted tae protect it so.”

The little man, wrapped in his old gray cloak, turned fully to Maxim. “Ah fled somethin’ terrible, Ah ken ‘at much. But the rest is gone, where it’ll lie until Ah find the key. An’ if Ah need it, Ah’ll find it.”

All Maxim said was, “Hmmm.”

The wind gusted again, dashing the fog against their numb cheeks. A jackal howled, the sound muffled and nearly untraceable. And Caven tore his gaze away from where the horizon should have been. “Time tae leave,” he said. “Ah smell rain.”

The jackal sounded again as the two men returned to camp. Their coterie leader, red-haired Pavel, looked up from securing his pack and scanned the mountainside. “He’s moving closer. Hunting something.”

Rain began to fall as the coterie waited and listened. Caven pulled his hood over his dark hair. Pavel cupped a hand around his ear. “They’re above us, on the road,” he said at last. “We’ll keep our course, but with caution.”

No one spoke. A few hoods nodded. Packs were lifted and the travelers left their little camp behind. Caven remained a few minutes longer, inspecting the rocks and dirt they’d slept on, erasing what signs of their passing that he could. The rest was left to the rain.

They followed the steeply-rising trail of rock and mud for a mile, passed through a thick cloud, and continued onward. Only once did they slow their pace and, at Pavel’s instructions, take a bit of water from their pouches. The rain had lessened a little, but they were already soaked through.

A woman’s scream, quickly cut off and followed by a sharp bark from a jackal, was enough to catch the attention of the entire coterie.

“Trouble,” Caven said from under his hood.

“Follow me,” Pavel said. No one disobeyed Pavel when he spoke like that, not even Radomír, who carried the extra title of Princ when he was back in his own country. “Quickly!”

As one, the coterie drew swords and moved into a ground-covering jog, following the sounds of many jackals. Karyna sprinted ahead, an arrow to her bow string, nearly invisible in the fog. They crested a rise, stumbled against a sudden blast of icy wind, and then turned a bend, drawing closer to the side of the mountain. Karyna’s bow twanged and a jackal yelped in pain.

The coterie had no battle cry. They simply saw the wagon surrounded by jackals and moved in to attack. Three men with swords had made a valiant effort to protect the wagon and horse, but were quite outnumbered. Even as the coterie advanced, one of the men fell, downed by two jackals. He barely had time to scream.

Caven drew his sword—a blade as black as the starless night sky—and dove into the biggest group of jackals. The fight did not last long. Once the jackals realized they were in danger, they fled, vanishing into the mists and rocks of the mountain pass. They left behind five dead jackals, and Maxim finished off a sixth one that had fallen and could not live long.

Two men lay with the jackals. Lavinia knelt beside one, quietly feeling for life. “Nie,” she said softly. “Ah cannae ‘elp them.”

Radomír stood before the wagon, offering an arm to the woman on the driver’s bench. “It’s alright,” he soothed. “You’re safe now. I promise. The jackals won’t come back.”

“Driving a wagon through these passes was asking for trouble,” Pavel said, wiping jackal blood from his sword. “No one travels through the mountains this early. Traveling alone is dangerous.”

“I’m not alone.” The woman tilted her chin up, her accent unmistakably Rochen, yet her common tongue flawless. “I have guards.”

Pavel made a casual gesture. “You and your guards should not travel unprotected.”

“We are merchants. What was I supposed to do?” The woman jumped down from the wagon, shoved past Radomír, and shook a finger at Pavel. “Hire an army? I had no choice but to come as I am!”

“And you need not fear any more, good lady. We will escort you to your destination, so no more danger will trouble you.” Pavel turned away and whistled to Radomír. “Take care of her and the others. Maxim and I will bury the dead. Caven, set a perimeter. Karyna, see to the horse and wagon.”

The woman grabbed Pavel’s arm. “Nie! Do not touch my things! You are thieves!”

From his position as lookout at the edge of the road, nearly invisible in the fog, Caven snorted. “We are not thieves!”

“I don’t believe you! You’ll kill me and the rest and take all our belongings. Wayside thieves, that’s all you are!”

“If Ah’d a wish tae kill ya, Ah’d be plannin’ a bit o’ diggin’,” Caven continued, and actually pointed at a small overhang along the road, big enough for a few people to crouch underneath and avoid rain and snow. “Fit six graves, áno?”

“Caven.” Karyna shook her head and stepped towards the wagon, her hands held up to show she meant no harm. “Forgive him, good lady. He comes from across the sea, and has no mind to his manners. I can assure you, however, that he and the others are trustworthy. We have no intentions of harming you or your companions, or to take your things.”

“Are you all from across the sea?”

“Nie. I was born here in Arromëre. My name is Karyna.”

“Alright.” The woman finally took Radomír’s offered hand and let him gently lead her away from the road. Her wounded companions were already in the care of the coterie healer.

Pavel joined Caven, and together they listened for a few minutes. “Jackals ‘ave left us,” Caven said at last, turning away from his leader. “They’ll return. We must bury the bodies deep.”

He stopped before the first of the dead, his head tilted to the side. “Too few. Ah don’t like this. One should not travel w’ so few unless they be in more danger tae stay.”

“You think she’s dangerous?”

Caven shrugged. “On the run. Ah ken ‘at an’ all.”

Pavel pondered the words for a long minute, then slapped his friend on the shoulder. “We’ll watch out for her, then. If she’s in any danger, she’s under our protection now.”

“Ah thought all the marchin’ days were done. One last job, then?”

“Áno, one last job. Then we settle down and grow old. How does that sound?”

Caven threw back his head and laughed. “Ah don’t plan on growin’ old! Ah’ve much tae do yet.” He studied his sword, then swiftly slid the weapon into the sheath. “Hirenadaye. My thanks.”
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Maxim Akszenyuk

Ozveny, the Royal City of Arribor, Second Age, 1990.

“MAXIM AKSZENYUK! YOU must come!” Ján Drobný didn’t even bother to stop and knock at the front door. It was always locked and he knew it. Instead, he ran to the back door, shouting all the while, and let himself into the kitchen.

Maxim sat before the fire with his Sadze at his side, head nodding over the book in his lap. He was on his feet seconds after Ján slammed the kitchen door, a long knife in hand. “Ján Drobný, what are you doing? What has happened?”

Ján gasped for air, leaned against the table, and wiped his brow. He opened his mouth to answer, hesitated, and said, “Duren. He’s back!”

“Duren,” Maxim whispered. “He has truly returned?”

Ján hesitated.

“Tell me!” Maxim put a hand on Ján’s shoulder and shook the boy. “Tell me!”

“He’s back, but he’s wrong! Maxim, something’s wrong with him, and I don’t know what it is, and Múdra is trying to take care of him, but he won’t talk to her, and he won’t even let me in his room, and he’s locked the door!” Ján wiped at his eyes. “He didn’t answer when I knocked. Maybe he hates me. Maybe he won’t forgive me!”

“Nie, Ján, don’t say that. Come. Where is he?”

“He locked himself into his room at the barracks.”

Maxim didn’t even stop to put on his boots, but ran barefoot out onto the street. Ján struggled to keep up with the crown warrior’s quick strides, and the great white dog jogged behind. The group breezed through a gathering of children playing in the middle of the street, and Maxim barely blinked as they called his name.

They arrived at the West Band barracks in a record time, and Maxim marched straight through the warriors gathered around the front door. Some bowed respectfully. A few whispered his name. And one pointed him towards the closed door leading to the captain’s room.

“He’s in there,” she said. “Maxim, he hasn’t said a word. He won’t answer us. It’s like we’re not even here.”

Maxim stopped at the door. “Múdra,” he whispered. “Is it truly him?”

The warrior met his eyes and slowly nodded. “Áno, once. Now, I don’t know.”

Maxim knocked. There was no answer. He tried the handle and found it locked, as Ján had said.

“Kazimír tried to go in through the window, and he found a knife blade at his throat,” Múdra said. “We haven’t tried a second time. He might let you in. Will you try the window?”

“Nie, I’ll go in the door. Where is your friend, the thief? Can she unlock this door?”

“There’s no need, I have the keys.” Alyosha handed his chain to Maxim, who tried three keys before finally unlocking the door. Every warrior froze, waiting. Maxim pushed open the door, slipped through the opening and closed it, leaving the West Band behind.

The captain’s room was dark. The fire likely hadn’t been lit in months—not since the West Band originally left for their rotation on border duty. Maxim took a quick glance around the room and noted everything was still in its place: maps gathered dust on the desk, the new bookshelf still sat on the floor waiting to be nailed up, and the fiddle case was tucked in a corner.

Alyosha had promised not to touch the room until the time of waiting was over, and he must have broken the promise only to return the fiddle.

A cloak-wrapped shadow stood in the middle of the room, watching.

“Hello, Duren,” Maxim said, and slowly sat down with his back against the door. “I prayed that you would return.”

The figure advanced a step, a small knife in hand. The gray eyes and wild black hair was unmistakably Duren. But the left-handed grip was new, as were the barely-healed cuts across his face.

But he is alive, Maxim thought. Thank you, LORD.

Duren did not even seem to breathe. He simply stared, waiting, waiting for Maxim to do something that warranted a reaction.

“Do you remember me?” Maxim held out a hand. “You fled to me once before, after a night of fire and death. Your parents were gone, and you came to me and I’ve kept you safe. I’m your father, Duren. Do you remember me? Maxim Akszenyuk. Father.”

Duren took in a breath, and his knife-hand trembled. He tilted his head, and the look on his face was startlingly familiar. Maxim had seen that expression before on Caven Blackburn, Duren’s long-dead father. 

He’s locked it all away. Just like his father forgot about his homeland, Duren’s forgotten all about his. The realization hurt, but it made sense. Caven must have taught him, and young Duren, captured and tortured, had seen it as a way out.

“Oh, Duren. What have you done?” Maxim buried his face in his hands. This locking away had hidden so many things from Caven, things that had never been remembered as long as the man had lived. Perhaps the memories were never recoverable, but lost forever.

His son would be lost forever. His love, forgotten. The games they played. The conversations. The way Duren would smile at him in the mornings as they ate breakfast. All forgotten, save what was left in Maxim’s own memory.

“I’m so sorry,” Maxim whispered. “I should have stood for you before the council and begged them not to send the West Band to the border. I should have gone to find you the day Ján came with the news of your capture. This is my fault. Mine.”

A hand touched Maxim’s hand, and fingers slid through his hair. He looked up to see Duren looking down at him, a tear sliding across his cheek. With red, swollen fingers, Duren signed one word: “nie.”

Maxim had never fluently learned the finger-speak that the coterie had used. But a few phrases he knew, and these Duren signed.

Nie.

Okay.

Love.

“I love you, son.” Maxim stood, and found himself suddenly unable to breathe as Duren melted into his embrace. “You’re safe now. Let’s get you home.”
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Masha Oravcová

The Room of the Eagles, Ozveny hrad, Arribor, Second Age, 1991.

A FLY BUZZED ABOVE one of the heads of the giant eagle statues in the council room. Masha tried to ignore it, but the constant sound of wings continued to draw her attention, and she finally looked over the heads of the Eagle Council and watched the tiny insect dart about in circles and loops.

Meanwhile, Maxim Akszenyuk continued to read aloud the letter lately received from Llenned, and if his native accent slipped through while reading the words from what had once been his home country, no one said a thing. They should have had someone else read it, in Masha’s opinion. Maxim had a beautiful voice, one that carried well across the large room, which was probably why he had been elected to read the letter.

But, coming from Maxim, Masha found herself more willing to accept what the neighboring high house was asking for.

“...and in the hope that peace once more will unite the two High Houses, we offer to you an alliance...”

Coming from Maxim, Masha would accept any sort of proposal in a heartbeat. The older crown warrior was nothing but kind and courteous, and Masha trusted him.

But coming from Llenned, the country that had invaded her home, burned her village to the ground, and marched an army to the hrad gates, Masha was less than willing to listen. If she had any say in things (which she didn’t, not really), she would refuse to go along with anything they had to offer.

“A marriage between your princezná and our princ will...”

It took every ounce of willpower not to drop her gaze on her charge, perched in the high-backed chair to Masha’s left. The council members did not have the same kindness and many pairs of eyes darted in Katka’s direction, then hurriedly glanced away as the princezná made a sound of protest.

Heedless to the stir among the council, Maxim read on. “...bring the High Houses together in a union that has not happened since the Seventy Years War against the Rochen, which brought our kingdoms together for the first time in Arromëren history.”

“Outrageous!” someone whispered. It might have even been Katka herself.

Maxim briefly glanced up from the letter, glared at the council in general, and continued reading without the slightest hesitation or change in tone. “We have heard many stories of the great beauty of Princezná Katarína, and in token of our goodwill, we offer her a safe conduct to our royal city Stryhaen, where she may meet with our princ and decide for herself if she wishes to make a choice that will bring Arribor back into prosperity. For with our royal families so united, there is no choice but to renew friendly trade between Llenned and Arribor.”

Friendly trade indeed. Masha almost snorted. Even before the war, trade with Llenned had been not exactly pleasant. Newtown, her old home, sat on the main road from the border, and many merchants passed through while coming or going from Llenned. Though many had been full of smiles and polite words, they still were unwilling to pay the prices for the wool and fruits the Newtowners asked.

“If we have not received a reply by messenger in three weeks, we will take it to understand that you continue in your hostility against us, and will withdraw our offer of peace. If you wish to consider, be swift to respond. Send your princezná and her retinue with this letter and they will be granted safe passage across the border and through our lands. We will treat her with the utmost respect until she has made her decision. May your answer be one forever sung as a blessing.”

Maxim put the letter down on the table in front of the kráľ and moved to his usual position at Radomír’s right elbow. He smiled at Katka, though she stared straight ahead and refused to look at anyone. Masha quietly hummed to herself, hoping the tune would calm the princezná as well as herself.

“Well,” Anna Kos snorted. “That is presumptuous!”

Masha had only been Katka’s crown warrior for two months, but in that time she had attended a few council meetings. And in every single meeting, Kos was one of the first to speak, despite never having anything useful or even interesting to offer.

“Are we even going to consider this?” one of the band captains asked. Masha thought the man’s name was Ivan Kostra, but couldn’t be certain. “Sending Katarína to Llenned would be the same as murder. Why would they attack us and then wish to make peace?”

Perhaps Llenned now feared Arribor. On her own, Arribor was a small country—a farming country. She had only survived the fight with Llenned because of the Telae. Or, the Talinae, as Štvankyňa insisted her people be called.

Perhaps Llenned feared an alliance between Arribor and Taliyaven.

“If we turn this offer down, they will surely march against us again.” Kráľ Radomír twirled his pen between his fingers, dripping ink onto the table. “And we cannot guarantee the Telae will appear again. Their protection should not be relied upon.”

Heads nodded. The mysterious appearance of the Telae continued to puzzle the Eagle Council. No one knew where the army had come from, or where it had gone once the battle was won. The slain had been left on the battlefield, proving their appearance was real, but no wounded had been recovered.

“We should carry on as if the Telae do not exist and make no assumptions for a second appearance.” Nataša, Radomír’s wife, met her daughter’s gaze. “If this offer had been made before the war, before the Telae, we would likely have considered, áno?”

“That was because we still had a princ before the war,” Kos said, mercilessly. “If Katarína marries the Llennedian princ, who will sit on our throne here? Ján Drobný? Nie!”

Katka squeaked. Nataša narrowed her eyes at the noblewoman and made as if to rise from her chair.

“Katarína, you may leave. We will summon you again when we have reached a decision or require your opinion.” Radomír pointed to the door. “We merely wished you to hear this first reading.”

Masha gave Katka a hand up, but the princezná hesitated before leaving the table. “I will only say this before I go: I would like this war to end. That is all.”

The princezná curtsied politely and moved to the door, where Kikolai, the kráľovná’s crown warrior, held it open for her. Masha made no such acknowledgment to the council. She merely put hand to her sword hilt and followed her charge.

Together, the two walked down the hall from the Room of the Eagles and down to the hrad kitchens. Masha took her cloak, turned it inside out, and gave it to Katka, who pulled the fabric around her dress, and the hood down over her hair. Their impromptu disguise would fool no one who managed a long, second look, but it was enough to elude any casual glances. They were merely two hrad-goers looking for a bite to eat.

Katka claimed a table in the corner of the large kitchen while Masha poured two bowls from a large pot that was always kept full of something edible. Servants and warriors came and went at all hours of the day and night, and the cooks made sure to keep everyone fed.

“Well,” Katka said as Masha set the bowls down and took a seat beside her on the bench. “I did not expect that.”

“It explains why they wanted you at the meeting.” Masha tried the soup and found it tasty. “I’m surprised we didn’t get any kind of warning, though.”

“Marrying the Llennedian princ.” Katka snorted. She blew on her soup, thoughtfully stirring, and said nothing else.

Masha let the princezná consider things. Now was a good time for thought. The kitchens were empty, save for one of the kitchen girls kneading dough on a far table. Possibly for pirohy. Masha licked her lips. As Katka’s maid, she once had been the one to carry up the princezná’s meals. As a newly appointed crown warrior, she no longer had to carry food, but instead stood guard as Katka ate. She honestly considered that worse, but would never comment such a thing to her friend.

“If I knew they really meant it, then I think I would go,” Katka said at last. “If I knew for sure that I would be safe and that my marriage would bring peace to the High Houses, I would do it. But I don’t trust them.”

“I don’t trust them,” Masha agreed. “Even the letter sounded...rather impolite.”

Katka nodded.

“What do you think the Eagle Council will decide?”

The princezná shrugged and continued to stir her soup. “I don’t know. And I hate waiting.”

They waited a long time. Masha finished off two bowls of soup, and Katka had one. One of the serving girls gave them some old, rather stale cookies. And a group of warriors joined them until they realized they sat with their princezná—upon which, they politely bowed, apologized about their intrusion, and moved to another table despite Katka’s protests that they weren’t bothering her.

The shadows outside the kitchen door had grown long and dark by the time Lady Ružena found them in their corner and joined them. “I have news,” she said and put a hand on Katka’s shoulder. 

“I thought as much. What was decided?”

“We’re going to Llenned. The three of us. And others, of course.”

Katka winced. “So.”

“We’re to send off our messenger in the morning with the reply that you will come. It’s not a promise of marriage. You are only going to meet the princ, and we can decide if Llenned really speaks the truth.”

“If they mean it...” Katka looked at her cousin. “I’ll do it. But I just...I don’t think...”

“I agree. But I also have hope that perhaps they’re worried about a Rochen threat. Or even a Telae threat. Once they learned they couldn’t snatch us up easily, perhaps they have changed their minds and wish things to go back as they were.”

“Things won’t go back as they were!” Masha laughed bitterly. “They burned our towns. Villagers have fled their homes. People have died. But at least we might be able to end it at that. It’s better than more war.”

“When do we leave?” Katka nibbled on the edge of a cookie. “And who will go?”

“Four days. Duren volunteered many of his West Band warriors to go as guards. Kazimír and I will go as part of your retinue and I suspect a few more nobles will be selected to travel as well. It won’t be a large party, but one prepared to fight, in case it is a trap of some kind.”

“I don’t like this.” Masha put a hand to the sword hilt at her side. “I don’t like it at all. But I suppose we must go?”

Katka nodded. “Áno. The Eagle Council standing has decided.”

“So. Four days.” Masha had dreamed of taking the road from Ozveny back to Newtown. How many nights had she imagined returning home, and now here she was, about to ride out. Only she wouldn’t stop in Newtown. She would ride past it, to the border, and beyond. In four days. “So be it.”
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Masha Oravcová

The West Band barracks, Ozveny hrad, Arribor, Second Age, 1991.

FIVE WARRIORS SPRAWLED outside the West Band barracks, deep in some sort of arrow-fletching contest. Teodor stalked back and forth, inspecting, grunting, complementing. Masha merely waved as she passed through the group. This wasn’t her first time encountering some sort of West Band competition, even one so late at night.

With her crown warrior rotations fixed to daylight hours, her visits to the West Band were almost always in the evenings and often while still in uniform. She would share a supper with whoever was around, hear the latest news, and then return to the hrad for bed.

Some nights, the barracks were almost empty. Other nights, like tonight, it seemed the entire band had gathered.

And, as Masha found a seat at one of the tables, she saw it wasn’t just the West Band gathering. Two Talinae mingled with the warriors, sharing the meal and ale. Štvankyňa stood out, with her gold-spun hair and powerful voice. She spoke and laughed freely with the warriors, joining in a rousing song that contained frequent gestures and raising of mugs.

The other sat beside her, quiet, with the tiniest hint of a smile on his lips. Dressed in an old West Band tunic, he could have been one of the other warriors, save for the multiple braids he sported in his long, shaggy mane. The braids were decorated with stacks of little red beads, which clicked together whenever he moved his head.

Masha squeezed into a space across from the two Talinae, and greeted them with the little hand gesture she had come to learn was a hello.

“Masha,” Štvankyňa said, returning the gesture, “it is good to see you again!”

“How is the other?” Masha tilted her head towards the closed door that led to the captain’s room.

Štvankyňa shrugged.

The West Band had recovered as many of the wounded Talinae as possible and hidden them away. Some were hidden in Duren’s room. Others were scattered throughout Ozveny, staying with families and in offered inn rooms. As the only Talinae who spoke the common tongue, Štvankyňa stayed busy visiting all of her people and translating.

“We received a letter from Llenned today.” Someone slapped down a foaming-over mug in front of Masha and she took an appreciative sip. “They’re trying to marry off their princ to Katarína.”

Štvankyňa nodded. “I know. And the princezná will travel to Llenned, which means you and others will go with her. It is in my mind that here is the opportunity we have been waiting for. We can travel with you as far as Tilverdale. After that, we will take the forest home.”

“The Pathless Forest?” Masha choked on the foam of her ale. “You’ll go in there?”

“Áno. I know a way through.” Štvankyňa did not smile, but she came very close. “It is very hard. Only the Talinae have made it through. And Duren. And perhaps a few fortunate survivors.”

Cheers and shouts rushed through the open door, and Masha wondered what sort of challenge had just been finished or won. The warriors inside all cheered and raised their mugs. Someone strummed tunelessly on a gusli, failing on the strings as an alternative to clapping.

“It’s been a wild night.” Štvankyňa ran a hand through her hair. “I think they know that some of them are about to leave and they’re throwing a sort-of party. If that’s what you want to call this.”

“I’d call it a party. It’s a little more...heavy on the drinks than a normal music making or sparring night.” Masha turned to the Talinae hunter, and called his name. When he glanced in her direction, she stumbled through a few words in his language. “How...how you...feel?”

Valery smiled politely, but his answer was long and confusing, and Masha could only make out one word: good. Štvankyňa, busy with her mug, didn’t bother to translate.

“Push-ups next!” someone shouted.

Štvankyňa let out a long sigh and glanced at Masha. “They’ve been at it all evening. I’m not really sure what benefit they find in all these feats and games. They should all be on their rotations.”

Some of the crowd slipped outside, likely for the push-ups, and Valery, after a quick explanation and translation from Štvankyňa, went with them. Štvankyňa inched a little closer to Masha, her worn fingers wrapped around her mug. “So,” she said after a moment. “You are still decided?”

Masha nodded, unhappy that the woman was continuing an argument Masha had asked to end. “Áno, especially after today. I must ride with Katka to Llenned. I don’t like that we are traveling there, but I like the thought of her going alone even less.”

“She’ll be fine. The West Band goes with her. You don’t have to go.”

“I do. I promised to serve her as her crown warrior. She expects me to stay by her side. I can’t go off into the wild, even if I wanted to.”

“You have no wish to see your home land?”

Masha hesitated. “Taliyaven is not my homeland. My parents, maybe, were born there. But I was raised here in Arribor, and this is my country. These people are my people. And I have a sworn duty to the Arriborn princezná.”

“But you are Talinae!” Štvankyňa leaned forward even more, nearly rising off the bench. “You carry the magic of Arromëre in you. You may have family there waiting for you. And you would forsake all that?”

“For a time, áno. Not forever. I hope not forever.” Masha paused, listening to the chanting of numbers from beyond the barracks door. Twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven, came from outside. “I want to see Taliyaven. I do. But not now.”

“Even if this is your only chance?”

“So be it. I will not leave my friend.”

Štvankyňa sat back, her brow furrowed. After a moment, she stood, nodded, and left the barracks. Masha continued to sip at her ale, suddenly rather annoyed. Štvankyňa might be free to wander and come and go whenever and wherever she liked, but Masha had a job. She had friends. She had a family here. Simply getting up and going was not be a simple decision.

It’s not that she didn’t want to go. Visiting Taliyaven would be wonderful. She might be one of the few outsiders to see the home of the legendary Talinae. She might even meet some family, however far the blood might be.

But Štvankyňa had walked off and Masha couldn’t help but feel a quiet wave of worry: what if she had just lost her only chance? The Talinae would leave soon and might never come back.

With a long sigh, Masha finished off her mug, dropped it in the barrel of soapy wash-water, and slipped over to Duren’s closed door. She knocked and waited. If Duren was in there, she wouldn’t get an answer, but he would open the door. If he was gone, then...nothing.

She didn’t have to wait long for the door to open and Captain Duren Akszenyuk waved her in without so much as a greeting. He padded back to his desk and stared at a map spread out amongst piles of rocks, flicking a stack to scatter across the sketches of Arribor and the Pathless Forest.

“Just checking on the Talinae,” Masha said, waving at his back.

Duren merely poked rocks around on the map.

The wounded Talinae continued to hover on the edge of life and death. Masha hoped and prayed that he would live, since he had continued to survive and heal for this long. But progress was slow. The sword thrust to the chest had nearly ended his life and continued to threaten.

The West Band healer, Ladislava, had done careful work on him and Masha only came by to give the Talinae a bit of company. She patted his hand, sang to him, and smiled. Lying in the same bed, in the same room, in a strange land, was bound to be boring and even a bit terrifying. Masha hoped her little visits were encouraging.

Taras, Štvankyňa called him. He was unable to speak more than a few words at once, but he had been able to give his name. In one of his more awake moments, Štvankyňa had explained the situation and he had appeared to understand.

He was an older man. Masha wondered if he had a family and children at home, waiting, wondering if he was dead. Was he a Christian? Had the Gospel even been carried to Taliyaven? Were there fellow Believers in that mysterious, magical place?

Štvankyňa had mentioned God a few times, but never in a good way. She showed open disregard for prayer. But had she gotten that little learning from her travels or from her home?

“Will you travel with us to Llenned, Duren?” Masha left Taras with a final pat to his shoulder, and then moved towards the door. “Or do you need to stay here?”

Duren looked up from his map, and his face seemed older and more worn than she had seen it in a while. The death of his brother had hit him hard. He seemed to smile less, and that was understandable. Masha had lost her brother, too. Continuing to smile was difficult.

“I suppose you’ll stay here?” Masha tried again and received a tired nod in response. “I’ll miss you, then.”

The door flew open, nearly bashing Masha on the cheek, and Štvankyňa and Valery raced in. Behind them, in the barracks, the West Band warriors started up on a rousing tune, perhaps a little louder than normal.

“We have a visitor,” Štvankyňa explained. “A North Band warrior dropping in for a few songs.”

The West Band music nights were open to any who felt like attending. Not many did, but there were some outsiders that came by now and then. Some came just to listen. Others joined in with a song. But all would likely notice a strange face or two, and Duren and the West Band were not ones to take risks.

“Duren, you’ll need to put Valery to work as a warrior if he stays here much longer. He was very close to beating Kazimír with those push-ups.” Štvankyňa gave a small laugh, and then spoke in her own tongue, perhaps repeating her words for Valery’s understanding.

Duren merely grunted, one of the closest responses to actual talking as he could give. Valery let out a breath, wiped his forehead, and sat down on the empty cot.

Masha bid them all goodnight and left through the barracks, waving goodbyes to the warriors who noticed her. They needed to help the Talinae get home soon. Sooner or later, someone would discover Duren had two strangers in his room. Someone would see Štvankyňa coming or going from the barracks. Something would happen and they would be in trouble. The Talinae would maybe be thrown in prison. She wasn’t sure. But if Duren believed that hiding the Talinae from the rest of Arribor was what needed to be done, Masha would trust him.

They just needed four more days.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3

[image: ]


Zoya Zvonimira

Somewhere Beyond the Pathless Forest, Second Age, 1991.

MIST COVERED THE FOREST and Zoya woke to a sticky coating of dew on her face and blankets. Despite a approaching summer, the air was colder near the mountains and the past few nights had been miserable. Nikandr allowed no fires and impatiently drove everyone as far and as fast as they could. When traveling with the Windswept Coterie, mornings had been quiet and unhurried. But now the healer had them all moving as soon as they had daylight to see, which meant rising before the sun to pack up their few belongings.

The horses helped a little. Few Talinae were comfortable with the beasts, and Nikandr and the other horsemen had to do most of the saddling and bridling while the rest of the little group cleaned up the camp. The greenweavers would sing as they packed, and by the time the Talinae mounted up, the ground no longer had any sign of their sleeping there.

To Nikandr, it wasn’t enough.

They traveled a different way than before, keeping instead to the forest and avoiding open land. Every day Zoya expected to finally see the wall before them, but it never came. The Talinae grew more and more tired, and many climbed down from the horses to instead walk on foot. Zoya’s stomach growled at the food rations. And still the forest stretched on and on.

But today was different. Around the mid-day, Nikandr finally signed for a halt. He tied his bootlaces a little tighter, put a hand to the ground, and knelt for a moment. One of the other stonesmiths came to stand by him.

“What is it?”

“I can feel the Wall now,” Nikandr said. “We’re close.”

Zoya patted the neck of the horse she rode, feeling suddenly bone-weary and also refreshed. They were close. Days of riding were nearly at an end. And not only the days of riding, but the days of war and marching. She had left Taliyaven, and was now close to returning home.

Many others nearby sighed, and she could feel the weariness lift from the little group. They were almost home.

“This way,” Nikandr said, rising. “Not far now, and then we’ll need to sing our way through. I hope we will be strong enough.”

They continued on into the forest and their pace slowed as Nikandr walked in front. He kept his eyes down, his glance sweeping back and forth across the forest floor. If he was looking for a path, Zoya couldn’t see one. The woods were all the same to her and she would have been lost ten times over if left on her own. Sometimes she could make out deer trails, faint and narrow and winding around trees and bushes. But Nikandr seemed to make his own way, never wavering, never hesitating.

How many times had he explored beyond Taliyaven’s great Wall? The thought was a tiny itch at the back of Zoya’s mind. How many times had Nikandr broken the laws of his land and ventured through these woods?

There was a time when Zoya would have been angry at his actions. It was a foolish thing, to leave the safety of the wall and risk the Outside. And not only that, it risked the safety of others. If one person was to follow Nikandr and learn where Taliyaven lay, it could cause so much destruction and death. Taliyaven had such rules for a reason.

But now.

Now Zoya understood why those rules were broken. She understood why Nikandr had a love for this land. She understood how Karyna had survived for all those years of banishment.

She had seen the open blue skies, full of birds and clouds and little winds. She had seen the great cities and homes. She had seen the dark-haired people with their different language and strange clothes.

And, if she was honest with herself, she might have fallen in love. If only she could go back to the great city and walk the stone streets and look in the homes and shops and share smiles and conversations with the people. She wanted to know their stories, their history, the things that they loved and shared and got excited over.

These people didn’t have the songs of the Talinae. But what did they have? The building Zoya had been hiding in, the one with all the warriors, they had played music there. Zoya had heard singing and instruments, songs and instruments she’d never heard before, and it was beautiful.

The group stopped and Zoya looked up to see Nikandr holding a hand in the air. Ahead of them, the trees fell away to reveal blue sky. At Nikandr’s boots, scrub brush fell away to open air, and far, far below, rock and water. On the far side of the canyon the forest picked up again, continuing on as if the land had never been broken up.

“We’re here,” Nikandr said, and his shoulders raised as he took a deep breath. “Send the stonesmiths up.”

“Here?” someone asked. Zoya understood the confusion, and climbed down from her horse. There was no Wall. Just a deep hole in the earth with a tiny river at the bottom and lots of stone in between.

“Here.” Nikandr nodded. “Come.” He stepped off the edge of the canyon into the air and vanished, swallowed by the sky.

Zoya was unable to stop the scream that burst from her lips.

“Well,” someone said. “That was unexpected!”

“Come on then, just keep walking,” Nikandr’s voice said, though where it was coming from was unclear. “It’s just the wall-song. Trust me on this.”

No one moved.

“You won’t fall. There’s not a real canyon. The forest floor continues.” Nikandr continued to talk, his voice close and calm, as if he stood in front of them on solid ground. “Just walk forward.”

Zoya had seen Nikandr lie to a vyselki-wordsmith. She had seen him sing the song of the stones when no one had known he was a stonesmith. She had seen him meet people that lived beyond the Wall and greet them as his friends and speak in their language. If anyone else had told her to walk off a cliff she would have laughed and refused to move.

But she trusted Nikandr because he knew and understood things she did not.

So she left her horse and walked forward. And as she stood on the edge of the cliff and peered down at the rushing water far below, she realized something.

There was no sound. No wind pulling her hair. No roar of the rapids. No smells of the stone and earth. She hesitated for a moment, listening, and heard only rustling of branches and the soft smell of trees and the nearby blackberry bush.

So she stepped off the cliff. Her stomach lurched, bracing for the expected fall and rush of air. Instead, she heard singing, loud and wild, and the blue sky turned white and flashed so as to blind her eyes. And then she saw trees and grass and gray stone.

The Wall stretched before her, almost near enough to touch. And Nikandr was patting her shoulder, pushing her forward. “Come on, then, make room for the others.”

Zoya looked behind and saw the group standing behind her, separated only by a clump of spindly bushes that stretched along the Wall, like the drains that lined the Arriborn city streets. The canyon was nowhere to be seen.

“There is no canyon,” Zoya whispered. “It’s song-spun.”

“Hmm.” Nikandr nodded. “When the Wall was sung into place, this barrier was created in front of it. Not many people find their way through the Pathless Forest, but those who do come to the canyon and stop. There is no way down it, because it does not exist, and they are not brave enough to step through it. Now speak to your people and get them to cross. I need to find an opening.”

When they had first left Taliyaven, the entire Talinae people had sung an opening in the wall big enough for an army to march through. But now the Wall continued, high and wide, stretching higher than the Arriborn hrad, and long enough to be swallowed out of sight by the forest.

How would they cross now?

“Zoya, we need them to step across. I can’t open this Wall alone.”

Zoya pointed. “Can I walk back across?”

“Sure. It’ll look a bit strange from where they stand, but you can.”

So Zoya turned and walked across the grass. She felt nothing. She merely reached the group and put a hand out to touch the nose of the nearest horse. But when she looked back at Nikandr, he and the wall had vanished from sight, replaced by the blue skies and plummeting canyon.

“It’s perfectly safe,” Zoya said, grabbing the horse’s bridle. “Come on.”

The horse walked patiently behind her, and Zoya wondered if the song-skill was visible by the horse, or if the animal was simply that trusting. But the rest of the group followed her and, after a few moments, they all stood before the wall blinking in confusion and feeling a little silly. The skill of their own people had confused and scared them.

Strange that no one knew about this. Everyone knew about the Wall and the protection it gave. Had the protecting song been lost? Forgotten? Or intentionally kept a secret?

A sudden dread slipped around Zoya’s heart. How many Talinae had climbed over the Wall and slipped off into the woods without looking behind them? How many had returned to see a canyon where their home should be? How many had been lost because they were unable to find a way across, when all they had to do was take one step into the air?

Nikandr had placed the stonesmiths along the Wall and their quiet, deep song had already begun. Zoya knew the words, had heard them many times as one of the beginning songs taught to help with breath and pitch. “Come, come, come, and down, down, down. Raise it up and throw it down.”

A nonsensical song, full of ups and downs, starting low and repeated over and over, slowly raising the pitch. The stonesmiths were warming up, announcing themselves to the wall, learning how to sing together. Nikandr sang the loudest, both hands splayed on the stone and his forehead resting against the Wall.

The ground shook beneath Zoya’s feet, rumbling. Her horse edged to the side and she patted its neck, humming soothingly in time with the song.

“Open wide and let us in,” Nikandr sang, still with the tune. The other stonesmiths caught up the words, repeating the phrase over and over. A crack split up the Wall and then widened. Nikandr stepped to one side, gripped the edge of the stone and pulled. The Wall buckled and opened. It wasn’t pretty. Not like a perfectly-shaped doorway, but more like a tear in fabric with a rough knife.

Zoya did not need a command. She tugged on the reins and pulled her horse forward. The others followed her lead and hurried after her. Memories of Anton getting trapped in stone bounced in Zoya’s mind and she broke into a run, dragging the horse behind. She saw light and green at the end of the narrow corridor, and the stonesmith’s song echoed all around her. Her heart raced, even more than when she had stepped off the supposed-edge of the canyon. Then, she had trusted Nikandr. But now? This she did not trust. At any moment, the song could end and the Wall would move.

She stepped out of the Wall and onto grass, and the song faded into a quiet echo. The wall loomed behind her. The group poured out of the crack and a few Talinae cheered. One by one, the stonesmiths arrived, and lastly Nikandr, his fingertips still touching the Wall. The instant he let go, the Wall moved and the crack slipped downwards, filling the corridor. The song ended and the Wall shuddered. The crack disappeared.

“Well,” Zoya said.

“There will be no trace of our passing,” Nikandr said, “as it should be. The song is fresh in the stone and will last for many generations. That is good.” 

Zoya looked up, and saw sky and clouds above the wall. Trees could be seen on the other side, tall and green and waving in the breeze. She had forgotten to say some sort of farewell to the Outside and the thought hurt. Not that there was anything in particular to say goodbye to. But she would have liked to make some sort of goodbye. The world beyond the wall had taken from her, but it had also delighted her and surely there was something she could have said or done in return.

But now she had lost her chance and might never find it again. The Outside was behind her. Her home was ahead.
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Alexci Golovkin

A Private Garden in Ozveny, Arribor, Second Age, 1991.

ALEXCI KNELT ON THE edge of the garden walkway, one knee on a step-stone and the other in the wet grass, with his head bent and palms upraised. The silent plea for mercy would have little sway in Golovkina’s decision, but it was a polite gesture—admitting he saw himself in the wrong.

It was a lie, of course. The loss of the battle was not his doing, nor could he have done anything to change it. In battle there were always unknowns. Good leaders would understand, respect it, prepare for what they could, and accept the rest.

A good leader would not punish someone for something that was out of their control.

The slightest bit of anger thumped in Alexci’s chest. His mother had no right to blame him for any kind of failure.

“You have lived too long among the Arriborns, Alexci. If this continues, I will have no choice but to suspect that you care for them more than for your own people.”

She must already suspect that if she felt comfortable admitting it openly. Alexci almost snorted. He had little love for Arribor and its people and customs. Even after growing up in Ozveny, he had few friends.

What Golovkina was sensing in his actions was not a love for Arribor, but a hatred for her. That he would disagree with her plans simply out of a desire to make plans for himself was beyond her reasoning. It was a fault that she did not realize she had.

“If I am allowed to-”

“You do not speak!”

Alexci snapped his mouth shut and bent his head again. A breeze crept along the garden, cooling his sweaty neck and hurrying clouds over the late-spring moon. He shivered in the cold and wished he had worn his cloak. Many of Golovkina’s conspirators wore cloaks and hoods, likely to hide better in the darkness. He should have done the same.

“I will decide upon a fit punishment at a later date. But you may be certain that it will come.”

“And what is my crime?” Alexci kept his gaze on the pale step-stone in front of him. His mother stood five stones away, her dark boots barely visible in the night. “What have I done that deserves punishment?”

“Do you need a list?”

Da, he would like a list. He could take a list home with him and burn it and laugh aloud to his empty kitchen and congratulate himself on making Golovkina’s plans fail. He might make his own list later, to do just that.

“You have failed to capture the red-haired Telae, and not only does she still live, she has now become a crown warrior to the princezná. You were to open the gates for our army, and you could not take down the West Band. These are simple tasks, Alexci. Ones that you claim you can carry out. But you have lied to us and you have lied to me. I feel that I cannot trust you.”

Doubt slid between Alexci’s shoulders, cold and chilling. Perhaps she truly did suspect his loyalties to her cause. Blaming him would be an excellent way to be rid of him. She could claim he lost their first war, and the others would have no reason to stop her. They agreed with her, remaining silent as she said such things about him, never offering a second opinion, never saying a word in his favor.

Golovkina had long ago told her counselors and fellow conspirators to disagree with her if she was wrong. They saw things she did not. They had their own lives to pull wisdom from. And they had disagreed with her before, suggesting other plans or pointing out the faults in her own.

Tonight, they were silent.

He was condemned by all of them and for something that was not his fault.

Alexci gritted his teeth and focused on the dark boots in front of him. He had pondered the possibility of such a meeting, where his own plans of ruining her hopes and taking the throne she so craved were laid bare. But he had expected it to come from his own slip-up, not something that was out of his control and not his fault.

“You will return to Roche, where you will be a better use. I do not believe my brother to be fully honest in his dealings with me, and I would be more at ease if you were there to watch him and report back to me.”

Nyet. He could not leave Arribor. He had his position in the hrad, the seat on the Nobility Council, his admittedly-few friends. He had the family of the husband and wife who had raised him as their own son. He had plans, plans that did not involve returning to Roche.

But he could only let out a forcefully-slow breath and say, “When do you wish me to leave?”

“In summer, if all goes well. I expect an army to come over the mountains from Roche, and you will meet them at Rejair and return home with an escort. You will take the Telae boy with you as a gift to my brother.”

Summer. He had time to reorganize his plans. Plans that already needed reorganizing after the failed battle.

“That will give you ample time to capture Masha. That would even give you enough time to find out where the Telae came from and where they went after the battle.” Golovkina took a threatening step forward. “It doesn’t strike you as strange that not a single wounded Telae was found? Not a single one! Do they turn into dirt when they die? Are they immortal? Invincible in battle? Or were they hidden? Perhaps in one of the band barracks?”

Alexci accepted his new tasks. “I will scour the hrad and learn what I can. Perhaps questioning the healers will provide some information.”

“I’ve already done that! If you had any devotion to me, you would have been ahead of me, not kneeling on the ground at my feet.”

“Perhaps I was busy with other things. Ozveny is still recovering from war, if you haven’t forgotten. Llenned has sent an offer of marriage to the princezná. I have been in meetings—Arriborn and Rochen alike. I have been planning.”

“And wasting an opportunity.”

He tilted his head and risked a glance up.

“Da, we failed. The Telae army was a surprise. But now we have proof. They live and we had a chance to follow them. Did you send out anyone to follow their army?”

Alexci shook his head.

“You have skilled trackers at your call. You have a silencer. And you didn’t think to send out one person to follow them?”

“Nyet.”

“Did the thought even occur to you?”

He had been in the city fighting the West Band, too preoccupied with the failure of all his plans, too busy trying to save what he could. “Nyet.”

“After the fight, while the tracks were still fresh, did you consider it?”

Of course not.

“So the people we have been trying for years to find show up on our doorstep, and you do nothing?”

“Da.”

She let out a breath. “Useless.”

Alexci winced, just enough for her to think the words hurt him. And they did, a little. He had done so much in her name, given up nights of sleep to ensure the things she asked of him were done. He had killed for her and her cause. And she considered all that useless.

“You have this one chance, Alexci. Do not fail me. Find where the Telae have hidden and take Masha to Rejair. Arribor is of no concern to us. Not now. Not when the Telae are at last within our reach. Do you understand me?”

Alexci nodded. He continued to nod as she gave other instructions. And he stood and hung his head as she addressed the others and gave out further plans—plans that he had no place in. If he obeyed her, he would have to leave Arribor. And to fail her...that meant a leave-taking as well.

He couldn’t leave. Not after all he had done. Not after he had dreamed of ruling this country. Perhaps, in a way, his mother was right. He wasn’t loyal to Roche. Roche was not his home. Arribor was. And he couldn’t leave this land of green fields and muddy creeks. Not when he had a chance at the throne.

The walk back to his home was a cold one. Alexci let himself grovel in it. Soon enough, he would find a way to get what he wanted. He always did. He would figure out what had to be done to stay in Arribor. He would win this.

But tonight, he would feel only loss and frustration with no hope to look to.

A footstep caught his attention, and Alexci pressed
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