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  Prologue


The mines of Traitor’s Reach lay silent in the aftermath of battle. Yet memory lingered, an echo of fading screams, the rise and fall of a silvered blade flickering eternally in the minds of ghosts. Together, they wailed. A long dirge of lament and horror. 
But only one woman remained to hear them. She crouched, head cocked on one side like a carrion bird, poised over the fallen body of one old man. He lay on his back, his dead eyes fixed on the beyond.
Her long hair, dark as the blackness of the caves, brushed his rigid cheeks, and the woman tightened her hold on his crabbed, ancient fingers.
Hot tears seeped past her lashes to splash his frozen features. Face clenched in a mask of anger, she clasped her free hand around the hilt of Aequitas, her enchanted dagger, still buried in his heart. 
“So easy to fool,” she said, working it free. “They didn’t even see it, did they? Always, they see only what they expect to see.”
The old man’s body, already stiffening, rocked in response as she pulled harder to remove it. It was as if he wanted to hold the blade. Keep it from her. “And you. You betrayed me to those who would see me fail.” She set her jaw. Braced one hand on his bony chest. “I am not sorry. You shouldn’t have helped them. I warned you.” 
His body released the blade all at once, and she tipped back on her heels, steadying herself on the stony ground that was soaked in his blood. She felt it sticky as poisoned honey against her fingers.
Grimacing, she scrubbed her hand against her gown. Stumbled to her feet. Somewhere behind her, another fallen body lay. Oswin of Hartwood. Plump as a yuletide goose. Equally lifeless. Equally useless now that his purpose was served. Beyond him, the ever-present darkness. And Cerys. Alone. 
Teeth bared in a rictus grin, she swiped her face dry. Pressed the icy flat of the blade to her forehead and her own heart.
“A sacrifice to the Shadow Mage.”
It was a murmur, no more. Her voice emerged cracked and harsh as the jagged rock walls. Somewhere in the blackness, a restless presence, the dark mind of an even darker god, shifted and settled. Satisfied.
Bowing her head, Cerys drifted into its dark embrace, her thoughts reaching, stretching like racing shadows before a storm. South. To her forces, where they lingered, waiting for her command. 
Grim with intent, Cerys’ mind touched the telepaths in every group. She could feel their anticipation, although they knew better than to answer her. Her command reached them. Cold as steel. Sharp as claws. 
“I have the blade. The time of awakening is upon us. Rise and take what is ours. Find the book.”






  
  Chapter 1


Castle of Air October 1609
Way down in southern Epera, night had fallen early. A bank of lowering grey clouds smudged the late afternoon sunlight. Buttressed behind the thick stone walls of the Castle of Air, Fortuna de Winter’s brocade sleeves rustled as she spread her arms to the heavy curtains of Petronella’s bedchamber and drew them closed. The sumptuous blue velvet shut out the oncoming darkness and blotted the wind that howled around the castle battlements.  
Joran watched his wife’s nurse from his upholstered chair before the hearth, a hearty draft of Argentian red held loose in his grasp. He noted the graceful curve of Fortuna’s body as she turned. Idly. In passing. As one might admire the masterly strokes of a talented artist, or a vista framed in flowers. Pleasing to the eye. Fortuna stopped by Petronella’s highly decorated bedstead and placed the back of her brown hand on Petronella’s pale, clammy forehead. The Grayling, tethered lightly to his perch at Petronella’s bedside, turned his elegant head at her approach. Watchful. 
“No fever this eve, Gods be thanked,” Fortuna said. “The leg is healing at last. You’ll soon be on your feet again.” Her face wore a perplexed frown as she noted her patient’s pallor. Her drawn features. “I would wish you were not so tired,” she murmured. “Perhaps ‘tis the babe, draining your strength this time.” 
“Nay, I am well, Fortuna. I’ll be up shortly.” Petronella smiled up at her friend from her lace-trimmed pillows, “I have been abed much too long.” Joran hid his trepidation for her health behind a toast as he raised his glass in her direction. Ever slender, Petronella’s high cheekbones framed gaunt cheeks and hollowed eyes. Her face no longer bore the bruises caused by her recent riding accident, but a thin, triangular scar marked her broad forehead. A heavy splint still made a log of her left leg under the woollen blankets. 
Fortuna busied herself preparing a nighttime draft for her mistress, and Petronella shifted uncomfortably. A frown dragged at her features as she put her hand low on her belly, where the hint of her third pregnancy marred the perfect symmetry of the bedclothes. Joran’s gaze sharpened. “What is it? Is it the babe?” he asked. 
“Nay, just a gripe,” Petronella said. “I felt him move this morn.” 
“He quickened? You did not say.” Petronella half shrugged. “I wasn’t sure, but yes.” She didn’t quite catch his eye. Joran didn’t need Farsight to understand why. Overrun with responsibilities, this was the first hour he had spent in her presence since rising at dawn. Placing his glass aside, he crossed the room in two long strides and knelt at her bedside. He caught her hand in his. Her heavy ring twisted under his fingers. Too big for her these days, but still impossible to remove. The crystal faces of its diamond shone dully, catching the warm red blaze of the fire, the yellow candlelight. Petronella wore its twin, the Ring of Justice, on a fine silver chain around her neck. It tumbled free of her nightgown as she shifted her weight. His mouth dried as he stared at it. Like Petronella’s ring, the jewel glowed in the soft light of the chamber. He could feel its pull against his heart. It drew his gaze. A constant reminder of the mantle of power that was his birthright. 
He remembered well its fragile weight in his palm. That brief contact six years ago, when Petronella defeated the Shadow Mage and regained her throne. Catching the jewel as she dropped it to him had awakened Epera’s Mage light in his soul. His palms now bore the sigils of his dual heritage. From his gentle, doomed mother, Queen Gwyneth, he inherited the mysterious wisdom of the High Priestess, Goddess of Oceanis. From his despised father, King Francis, came the brilliant, crystal-clear light of justice and the unyielding willpower enshrined in the god of Epera, the Mage. Petronella had offered him a choice amid her battle. Wear the ring, join her, and rule the kingdom as the Mage decreed. Together, they would be bolstered by the power of the twin Rings—the Ring of Justice for him, and the Ring of Mercy for her. A perfect balance. He had witnessed the ring’s immense power that day, along with its relentless demand to bind himself, body and soul, to Epera. 
Touching a gentle finger to the fragile chain Petronella wore, his troubled gaze lingered on her satin skin. She said nothing, but he noted the slight hitch in her breath at the touch of his fingers. He snatched them away and bowed his head. He had also felt the weight of his father’s legacy that night. The bitter knowledge that King Francis had abused that same power. Manipulated by Darius of Falconridge, Francis had used it to destroy Joran’s gentle mother, Queen Gwyneth, as she lay recovering from his birth. In his grief and shame, Francis entrusted his newborn son to the orphanage in Blade, far from Darius’s reach. It was the only good thing the broken king had ever done for him. But Joran had grown up wild and angry, abandoned and nearly driven mad by his untrained Blessed gifts. Volatile and reckless, he’d spent his early years on the streets, his forbidden magic simmering dangerously under the surface. It wasn’t until Theda Eglion intervened and his uncle, King Merlon of Oceanis, took him in that Joran found direction. Even then, the scars of his abandonment and the chaos of his childhood lingered. 
Meanwhile, Darius seized control. Ruthless and cunning, he wielded the Shadow Mage’s manipulative power to turn Epera’s Citizens against the Blessed. With Francis a shadow of his former self, Darius’s influence only grew. He married his youngest daughter, Petronella, to Joran’s half-brother, Arion—a child of Francis’s second, Citizen wife, Ariana of Wessendean. But the union remained childless, and the kingdom spiraled further into despair, drained of both magic and hope. Then, Petronella had risen to confront her father. A Blessed and powerful queen, she had wrested control from his clutches and earned the right to wield the Ring of Mercy. Joran had watched her fight, admired her strength. And yet, even now, he could not bring himself to take up the Ring of Justice. The memory of that day lingered—its power, its promise, and its warning. Joran’s own history was a tangled web of violence, rage, and fear. He knew his strengths: telepathy, a sharp mind, and a siren’s charm inherited from his Oceanian mother. But he also knew his weaknesses. He could not risk letting the ring’s immense power amplify his flaws. Now, as he knelt at Petronella’s bedside, the light of the ring flickered in the fire’s glow. Its pull was undeniable, yet he resisted. It waited for him still, but he wasn’t ready. Might never be. He shook his head. He knew his own nature. The risk was too great. For Petronella, their family – and for the kingdom. 
He blinked, lifting his gaze to Petronella, who was staring at him with a complex expression of understanding and impatience. “It waits for you,” she breathed, so softly he could be forgiven if he chose not to hear her. Hating himself, he sat back a little on his heels and dragged his attention from the symbol of Blessed power and the twisting weight of doubt and commitment it represented. Lowered his eyes so he did not see the disappointment in his wife’s. Her hand tightened in his. She squeezed his fingers in quiet acknowledgement. Her own ring flashed white light as she connected briefly with its gentle wisdom. She didn’t need to say anything else. She never did. 
“I am sorry, sweetling,” he murmured, grazing the back of her hand with his lips. “I do not mean to neglect you.” 
“Oh, Joran, I know,” she replied. “I wish my leg would hurry its healing. I need to be on my feet. Not just lying here acting like a glorified scribe.” She traced the growing stubble on his cheeks with a gentle finger, and he rose on his knees to drop a kiss on her soft mouth. 
“You will recover soon,” he reassured. “Try not to worry.” 
Petronella shifted in the bed, her gaze moving north, beyond the castle walls. “I can’t help but worry. Is there no news from Falconridge? None of Dupliss?” 
Joran’s eyes flickered closed, and he replaced his wife’s hand gently onto her belly, conscious of the familiar prick of ire gnawing his innards like a wolf, muzzle deep in blood. “Contacting Falconridge is on my list of grim tasks this evening,” he said. “But I fear any news will not be good. As to Dupliss...” He rose to pace the room, grinding one fist into the other. “The man is as elusive as the wind, still. Sir Dunforde guards Falconridge well. But just this afternoon, I received word of an uprising near Goldfern. Another at Temple Bridge. Our forces are scattered more thinly than I would like. And the Citizens who rebel appear to do so with no warning. There is no pattern to it.” He sighed, catching up his glass and taking a deep swallow. Replacing it. He faced Petronella’s bed with one hand drumming his thigh, seeking a blade that he was not wearing. 
Petronella’s eyes met his, full of understanding. “The roads will be all but closed by now,” she said. “Winter is harsh north of Bearbank. Surely, the rebels will cease their activities whilst the snow is upon us. We must instruct our captains to recruit more soldiers loyal to our cause. Increase their training whilst we have the time.” 
Joran’s eyebrows raised in acknowledgement of her words, his mind turning already to the pile of reports and requests for funds littering his desk. The scarcity of news from the grim northern province of Traitor’s Reach. “I will call a council meeting in the morning,” he muttered. “By the Gods, I have no wish to raise our taxes yet again. ‘Tis only making matters worse.” 
About to reply, Petronella’s sombre expression brightened at the quicksilver of childish voices approaching from the anteroom. Fortuna crossed to the door, opening it even as Little Bird raised her hand to knock. Ushered by the young nursemaid, the royal children, Ranulf and Theda, erupted into the quiet room. Ranulf leapt like a greyhound into his father’s waiting arms whilst Theda took her time. Her clear blue gaze was a study of concentration as it flickered between her parents. 
“Why you sad?” she demanded, accepting Fortuna’s help in swinging her three-year-old self from the floor to the high bed. She snuggled against Petronella and buried her head in the gap between her mother’s chin and her shoulder. “You both sad,” she said, accusing. 
“Perhaps we are,” Petronella said, ’tis no fun, lying in bed with a broken leg.” 
Theda struggled upwards, her plump, hot little hands tangled in Petronella’s hair. “Isn’t your leg,” she said fiercely. 
“Balance me, Papa!” Ranulf said, swinging on his father’s powerful arm. Joran wrested his giggling son into the air and stood the lad on his shoulders. 
“Watch me, mama!” Ranulf said, wobbling madly. His arms windmilled as he strove for balance. 
“By the Gods, Joran, be careful,” Petronella said, her hand raised to protect her belly. Joran chuckled, steadying Ranulf as he prepared to launch himself onto the soft mattress. “Go on then, lad. Show us how you do it.
”Petronella winced as Ranulf crashed beside her, narrowly missing her stomach. “Be careful of your brother,” she said. “You nearly trod on his head.” 
“Did I?” Ranulf scrambled around and pressed his ear to her belly. “Nay. He says I missed,” he grinned, his green eyes aglow in his rosy face. 
“Welladay, he was lucky,” Petronella replied, pulling her son in for a hug. She planted a kiss on his head. Unusually, Ranulf let her. 
“Little Bird sad,” Theda said, spinning her head to glare at her nursemaid. 
Still watching his children, held in the cradle of their mother’s arms as they pinned her to her pillows, Joran glanced at the girl. Little Bird shifted her weight, awkward under his attention. Slightly tongue-tied as ever in the presence of the royal couple, she flushed and dropped her head, studying the thick Argentian carpet with fierce concentration. Her nibbled nails twisted in her apron. 
“Well, lass, are you sad?” Joran asked, not really expecting an answer. Little Bird looked up at him, her delicate face woe begone under her nursemaid’s cap. 
“’Tis only that there is no news from Falconridge, sire,” she muttered. “And my lad is there. Will Dunn. Fighting with Dominic and the others.” 
Joran nodded, exchanging a glance with Petronella over the girl’s blonde curls. Petronella nodded. “You’d better contact Dominic tonight,” she said. “Master Ash, too. Little Bird is right. It has been much too long since we heard from them.” 
“And you haven’t...?” Joran asked, flicking a hand towards her head. 
“Nay. Dominic thinks it better that I do not use my Blessed telepathy.” 
He nodded, the familiar irritation with his wife’s favourite adding to his mental unease. “And, of course, we obey the commands of young Skinner,” he said, biting the words out. 
Petronella all but rolled her eyes. “He’s there, my love. On the ground. If he thinks I am in danger, he will tell me,” she said. 
“If you are not using your gifts, how did he tell you?” Joran asked. Even to him, he sounded abrupt. There was another awkward pause. Little Bird cleared her throat and exchanged a glance with Fortuna, who merely shrugged, her fine copper eyes alight with interest. 
“Through me, sire,” Little Bird stammered. “I’ve been studying my telepathy hard since they left. Dominic, I mean, Sir Skinner, wanted me to tell the Queen.” 
Irritation hardened Joran’s words. “You should have requested my permission to speak with her,” he said. “You know our sovereign lady is ill and not to be pestered.” 
Little Bird flushed further, her smooth young cheeks suffused an angry red. Her budding bosom heaved under the practical gown she wore to attend to her duties. She flicked a nervous gaze to Petronella, seeking support.
 “She would have asked you, my lord,” Petronella said, her tone mild. “But you were not here to ask.” No, not accusing at all. Joran flinched at her complete lack of aggression. She might just as well have shouted at him from across the room, “You are not here for us.” He drew himself up, stiffening his shoulders. “Welladay. I will see to the matter tonight.” He knew his voice was cold. Caught the slight wince in Petronella’s gaunt face. Theda’s forbidding scowl blazed at him from her place at her mother’s side. Mother and daughter. Alike as two peas. And young Theda, even at three years old, was already too telepathic for her own good. He bowed and turned for the door. 
“Papa angry,” he heard Theda said as he closed it firmly behind him.










  
  Chapter 2 


“Dominic, report.” 
Holed up in the quiet taproom of the Beaten Drum, shivering, weary and hopeless beyond words, Dominic Skinner flinched to a state of anxious alert at the harshness of Joran’s mental voice. Heart pounding, he shrunk against the whitewashed wall. His fingers, still stained with Will Dunn’s blood, clenched around his tankard. Numbed by the knowledge of failure, it had taken the battered party a whole day and most of the evening to reach Hartwood from Traitor’s Reach. The battle and the fight against the bitter weather had exhausted all of them. Right now, he’d give anything not to have to respond. 
Across the table, Aldric’s tired gaze flickered towards him, then away. The lad stared into his cup of mulled ale as if he didn’t know what it was. In the middle of the room, Tom and Guildford held a quiet, tense conversation. Tom had one hand clamped on the wound he’d received in the fighting, his face pinched with pain. Mistress Trevis hovered over Felicia, bearing potions of her own devising. 
“Heartsease, that’s what I must have,” Felicia said, her soft voice somehow still dominating the space. 
“I’ve no heartsease, my lady,” the healer said. “We’ll get some in the morn. I’ll find a market. A supplier. Never fear.”
Felicia turned hollow grey eyes on her. The candlelight should flatter. But the golden glow only highlighted the gauntness of her cheeks, the heavy shadows under her crystalline eyes. Shaking her head, Mistress Trevis handed her a platter of rye bread spread thick with rich, yellow butter. Felicia tore into it like a starving hawk.
Cedric, equally tired, equally exasperated with the outcome of their recent foray into the mines at Traitor’s Reach, took his temper out on his late brother’s staff. 
“Is it beyond the ken of man to heat water?” he demanded, his thick black beard bristling. “Get to it. Every barrel we have. I want a hearty supper on the tables as soon as maybe.” White-faced, exchanging confused and somewhat terrified glances, the small staff scurried to fulfil their orders.
“Dominic. What is keeping you? Report at once!” Joran’s tone grated against his mind. As cold and harsh as the mines themselves.
“My lord,” Dominic paused, uncertain as he’d ever been in his life before. 
“At last! Well?”
Gathering up the shreds of his mental energy, Dominic sent a fragmented message to the impatient Prince. “There is no sign of Dupliss in the caves at Traitor’s Reach, but my uncle, Terrence Skinner, is dead,” he managed. He closed his eyes. A last image of his uncle, lying on his back, blood oozing from his chest, swept easily into his mind. They had left him there, much against Dominic’s wish. Poor Will Dunn’s body was even now lying in a shed in the Beaten Drum stable courtyard, well wrapped in blankets and patrolled by a member of the Hartwood guard. The freezing temperatures would do much to preserve his remains as they transported him further south for burial. Dominic bit his lip at the thought. He had still not told Little Bird of Will’s tragic, heroic fate. 
Joran’s irritated hiss of frustration strafed a shiver down his back, much like the scourge of Sir Dunforde’s whip only a few short days before. “
Your mission has failed, then,” the Prince said, his assessment as cold as his mental voice.
“You wanted my uncle dead. He is. And we rescued Felicia of Wessendean,” Dominic murmured, raising his eyes to the girl as she drained a mug of milk. The faintest hint of colour had returned to her thin cheeks. “We achieved that much.”
“The retrieval of a traitor’s brat?” Joran bit back.
“She’s no traitor. Felicia has survived circumstances that might have killed anyone else.” Despite his weariness, some spark of defiance yet lingered in Dominic’s soul. “And Guildford fought hard on our behalf,” he added, his temper rising. Guildford had left Tom and stood with his sister, both her hands clasped easily in one of his, bending close to hear what she said. Dominic closed his eyes, unable to parse the context. Guildford, vivid with ruddy good health. A giant of a man, despite his youth, and Felicia, his twin, a broken sparrow, pecking fiercely for the crumbs of attention he left. Forever unnoticed behind him. 
“Aye, mayhap he did,” Joran said grudgingly, “but the fact remains that his stepfather is still at large and fermenting rebellion. On his stepson’s behalf, I might add.”
Frustrated, Dominic shook his head, struggling to conserve his magical energy for the length of the conversation. “He fought who he thought was his stepfather in the mines at Traitor’s Reach,” he said. “Tom Buttledon did, too.”
Joran’s flow of mental energy shifted to confusion. “Who he thought was his stepfather?” he repeated. “Explain yourself. I would have thought at close quarters his identity would be hard to mistake.”
Dominic closed his eyes, scrubbing his hands through his filthy hair. How to explain? The darkness, the tricks that Cerys had played so easily in their vulnerable minds. His gaze returned inexorably to Felicia. His heart’s desire. How much he had yearned for her. Searched for her. Wanted her. What had that cost him? His friends? Petronella? He had lost the Blade of Aequitas to the hands of a dark sorceress with the morals of an alley cat and a heart blacker than the mines that bred her. By all the Gods, how could he have let that happen?
“Answer me, Dominic. By the Gods, what were you doing in there? We should never have let you go. Never.” Joran’s voice, bitter with righteous anger, scoured him to the bone.
Dominic wrapped both hands over his head. A child at heart, writhing under the beating hands of his own guilt. 
“Please, I can’t explain. There is more danger here than you can possibly imagine. I need to speak to the Queen,” he said.
“You will speak to her when I allow it,” Joran said. “Remain where you are. You will not return to the Castle of Air. The Wessendeans are not welcome here. And while you keep company with them, neither are you. Do you understand me?”
“What? No... Surely...” Dominic’s mental voice faltered into silence. He stared across the homely, fire-lit tavern almost without seeing it and scraped his hand over his bearded cheeks. Felicia’s eyes, twin pools of winter grey in her snow-white face, clashed with his, alive with questions Dominic could not answer. “Please, my lord, you can’t mean it,” his mental voice dropped to a faded whisper. “Not after we have faced so much.”
Joran’s words, almost lost as the last of Dominic’s mental energy faded, bred not a smidgeon of hope to light the devastation in his heart.
“You can write a letter,” the Prince said.






  
  Chapter 3 


“You have refused Dominic permission to return to the castle?” 
Petronella stared at him in frank disbelief from her snow-white pillows. Early morning sunlight slanted pearl-like into her chamber, glancing shyly off polished wood and burnished pewter. The Grayling, guarding her bed, lifted his savage beak and added his own pointed stare. Bustling around the room in her usual industrious fashion, Fortuna shot a glance at them, bobbed a curtsey and took herself off. The door closed behind her with a quiet click that sounded to Joran more like a rebuke.
He shifted his weight, aware of the tightness of his shoulders under his heavy doublet, the pounding of his head. He’d taken refuge in a decanter of the finest Argentian the previous evening. A poor attempt at drowning his many doubts before and after his mental conversation with Dominic Skinner.
“You must see that the Wessendeans are a danger to us,” he prompted as Petronella stared at him, apparently lost for words. 
Her brow creased. “The Wessendeans, possibly,” she acknowledged after a pause. “But not Dominic Skinner. Never him. What are you about, blaming him for all this? What is it about the lad you detest so much?”
Joran sighed, extracting himself from the sapphire skewer of her disapproval by striding to the window and looking out. The distant spike of World’s Peak, piercing the southern horizon like the point of a needle, drew his gaze. Home of the Gods, or so legend said. Part of him wished he could take to horse and travel there right now. He looked at his hands clutching the chilly windowsill as he considered his wife’s question. Powerful. Skilled with sword and lance and reins. A warrior’s hands. Or a mercenary’s. He’d been both in his life. Free to roam. He’d rejoiced in the strength of his skill at arms and his Blessed gifts. Used both to bring justice to transgressors at the point of his blade. He rested his head against the paned windows. Frustration and impatience drove hard at his back. As if it would propel him once more into the wider world where he could bring his force to bear.
“I cannot tell you why,” he muttered over his shoulder. “I do not trust him. Is that not enough? Or do you not trust my judgement?”
The room brightened around him as Petronella’s ring flashed to life. He closed his eyes, aware of her incredible ability to walk into his mind and share his most private emotions, his most shameful memories. Ever conscious of her power, Petronella wandered only so far into his mental landscape, allowing him his privacy, as she always had.
“You must also trust mine,” she said, her voice as soft as the feathers that cushioned her fragile shoulders. “And I perceive your fear, my love.”
“I am failing,” Joran said. His words cut the air with the bitterness of a rusted blade. “I cannot defend our kingdom, and I am trapped here, waiting for an attack that could come from anywhere, at any time.”
He turned to meet her gaze as she pushed herself further up against her pillows. 
“Then why banish our most powerfully Blessed and loyal subject?” she asked. “Of all people, Dominic Skinner is driven only by the desire to do what is right. By the Mage. By the crown. He is young, to be sure. Still finding his way, but a little mercy...”
Joran scowled. “Mercy,” he growled, “will only get you so far. We need men. Troops. Swords. Warriors to take up arms and fight on our behalf. By the Gods, I cannot believe that everything we have strived for means nothing to our people. That they would rather return to the regime of my father. And your former husband.” He choked on the words. Memories rose from nowhere to batter his mind. All those days and nights as a parentless child, fighting for scraps in Blade’s over-run orphanage. The city scaffolds hung with blackened, bloated bodies like so much rotting fruit. His fists clenched as one vision came into focus. 
“Who are they?” his wretched, ten-year-old self had asked, pointing to the gibbet as yet another terrified person struggled for a few more precious seconds of life. And the matron’s answer, smug with the knowledge this grisly end would never be hers. 
“They’re the witches,” she’d said. “They use magic. ‘Tis evil.” He’d winced as she struck him a savage blow across his boyish cheek. “Remember that!” Her onion-scented breath wafted like poison under his recoiling nostrils. “That’s what happens to them that use magic.”
To this day, Joran remembered his fear as he slunk away from her malodorous presence, praying that his hapless fellow orphans would keep his secret. Because even at the tender age of ten, his Blessed gifts were clamouring to be heard. Keeping the magic down and hidden had taken every particle of his youthful strength.
Shuddering, he tugged at his doublet. Paced the room, conscious of Petronella’s concern as she followed his erratic progress. 
“I don’t want to fail,” he blurted suddenly. “But I am. I know I am.” He stumbled to his knees at her bedside. She reached for him automatically, her hands steady on his shoulders, the light of her diamond almost dazzling in its brilliance as a ray of sunlight bounced against its surface.
Petronella’s soft breath fell on his cheek. “Nay, my love. This is not the man I met years ago,” she murmured, running her fingers through the casual tangle of his hair. “Where is my gentle lover? Buried under this mass of doubt, yearning for his sword once more?”
“Gentleness...” He shrugged away from her. “We don’t need any gentleness right now,” he said. His voice was harsh with tension. 
Her lips lifted briefly as she smiled. “Truly, Joran?” she asked, reaching for his hand. “Remember who your mother was. Good Queen Gwyneth of Oceanis.” Her gaze clouded momentarily as she looked at him. “My father loved her well, Joran. I saw it just before his death. She was the only one who truly saw him. Mayhap she was the only one who could have saved him.”
Joran grunted. “Aye, and look what Darius’ twisted idea of love got her. She died in this room. His first kill. Even if he was not the man who did the deed.” He sat back on his heels, staring down at her white face. “Your father deserved the end you gave him,” he said. “As a ruler, I must show strength to challenge our enemies.”
Petronella flinched. Her eyes dropped to his clenched fists and back. He held her gaze, his heart a nest of snakes, writhing with emotions he could not name. She closed her eyes briefly. His mind tingled as her thoughts melded with his own. When she spoke again, it was with a clarity only she could manage. He bowed his head under it.
“True power isn’t just in the sword or the crown, Joran. It’s in knowing when to wield both with mercy and when to let justice guide your hand. To rule well, you must master yourself first.”
“Mayhap. ‘Tis easy for you to say.”
He raised a finger to touch the Ring of Justice where it lay against her breast. Its light flared, sending a buzz of power from his fingertips straight to his head. He flinched, ducking away. His palm tingled where the sign of the Mage lay. Forever embedded in his soul, seeking a union with the symbol of ultimate power. And beneath that, the faded sigil of the High Priestess. His mother’s goddess. It was rare these days that the High Priestess’ wisdom shed her light on his darkness.
He shuddered, his throat dry. The Ring of Justice. The force that had destroyed his mother and brought the kingdom to ruin. His once mighty father reduced to a puppet at the mercy of a ruthless foe—his own wife’s father. He buried his face against Petronella’s stomach, turning her words over. His mother, gentle Gwyneth, had died here. In this room. At his father’s hand. Her death was the first of thousands that followed. Grief and rage combined to shake his heart in his chest.
“But you have fought your battles,” he said, dragging his eyes to hers. “I cannot trust myself to fight mine.”






  
  Chapter 4 


Released from Joran’s iron command, Dominic slumped in his seat, his head cradled on his filthy sleeves. His Blessed gifts, already at a low ebb, faded entirely, helped on their way by a crushing sense of defeat. He was conscious of the circle of expectant gazes aimed in his direction. Conversation paused as they waited to hear the outcome of this most recent communication.  
“We must stay here,” he said, his voice muffled. “The Prince commands our obedience. He will not let me speak to the Queen.”
“We cannot return to the castle?” Guildford’s eyes screwed into slits of rage. The hand clutching his tankard squeezed so hard the pewter creaked in protest. “Prince Joran wants us to wait out the winter here? In the middle of nowhere?”
Cedric cleared his throat. “Hartwood is no shanty town, my lord,” he said in mock rebuke. “You besmirch the place of my birth.” His attempt at humour fell short. Guildford took another hefty swig of ale and hurled the empty tankard at the wall.
“There are wenches and ale a-plenty here, Guildford,” Dominic said. Still reeling from his conversation with the Prince, he had little strength left to deal with the disappointment of his friends.
“But we can’t stay here. Surely they need us?” Guildford reached for another cup. 
Felicia placed a grubby hand on his arm. “Peace, brother,” she said. “The Prince must have his reasons.”
Dominic tilted his head and peered in her direction. “His first thought is the protection of the Queen,” he mumbled. “He is angry because we failed to track down Dupliss. And he cannot risk our return to the castle since Dupliss is fighting to place you on the throne.” He had to tilt his head to an insane angle to meet Guildford’s eyes. To his credit, the lad looked shocked at the news. 
“Me? But I don’t want it. Never even thought about it,” he said. “It was only ever my mother and my stepfather plotting. I never took their words seriously. ‘Twas a dream they wanted. Nothing real, truly.” He hooked a stool towards himself and plumped down at Dominic’s table. Dominic winced when the lad poked him on his aching sword arm. “You believe me, don’t you?” he asked.
Dominic sighed. “I am not the one you need to convince,” he said. His gaze drifted to Felicia. She was tearing the remains of the bread into shreds. An encouraging waft of roasting meat drifted out of the kitchen, and the girl turned her head towards it. Starving. His own stomach growled in response. It seemed a hundred years since he’d last eaten a solid meal.
“His orders included you, Felicia, and me,” he said. “There’s nothing to stop Tom returning, or Aldric, or Mistress Trevis. They are not under any form of suspicion.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Tom announced. Seated by the fire, his broad shoulders bare, he flinched minutely as Mistress Trevis tended the savage cut on his upper arm. “Unless the Prince directly orders my presence, I will remain.”
Bent over the wound, the healer huffed a sigh. “You can’t fight until this heals. Don’t even think it,” she said. “We should have tended to you sooner. I am concerned about it.” She pressed her fingers to the angry swelling around the jagged gash. “Hot,” she murmured. “I don’t like it.”
“Welladay, then. ‘Tis agreed. We stay together,” Dominic said. Sitting up with an effort, he nudged Aldric. Pale-faced, the lad blinked. “What say you, my friend?” he asked, softening his tone. 
“With you, always,” Aldric said, although the words came out stilted. Dominic glanced at Mistress Trevis. She shook her head. “I have something for you, lad,” she said, tying off Tom’s bandage.
Patting the pocket of her gown, she crossed the narrow room and jerked her chin at Dominic. He stumbled to his feet. “You should eat and rest,” she said. “All of us need some time to come to terms with our losses on this mission, including this lad.” She took Dominic’s vacated place and reached into her pocket. “Here,” she said, placing a roll of parchment tied by a scruffy blue ribbon in Aldric’s hand. Aldric stared at it. They all did. The outer edges were grubby. Much thumbed and sweat-stained. “Take it,” Mistress Trevis urged. “Will gave it to me for you, Dominic, two weeks ago, just in case. But I think Aldric should be the one to read it.”
Dominic’s heart clenched. 
“No time to prepare or say goodbye...” Will’s deep voice reached out of the recent past like the clasp of a warm hand. Dominic bit the inside of his cheek, forcing himself to a calm he was far from feeling. Felicia shuffled to her feet and limped across to join them. The cool weight of her palm on his shoulder offered a lifeline of comfort. He reached up to clasp it.
“Can you read it?” he asked.
“Aye.” Aldric swallowed. His fingers trembled as he unfurled the page. A leather bag containing something small and heavy tumbled out with it. Will’s untutored scrawl, thick with blotting and the odd, fierce crossing out, lifted Dominic’s lips in a small, sad smile.
“I was just a soldier.” Aldric’s voice, but Will’s words. Sturdy and self-deprecating all at once. “But I was a proud one. Fighting for what I believe in. The Mage and the Queen. So just know if I’m not coming back, it was the right thing, in the end. Tell Bird I love her. And give her this. Look after her, Dominic. And you, Aldric. Promise me. She must be happy. ‘Tis all I ever wanted. Will.”
Silence. Dominic swallowed, swiping a hand across his blurred eyes. Mistress Trevis nodded once and returned to Tom. Aldric shook his head like a dog emerging from a stream. His face cleared for the first time since Will’s tragic passing. “He was a brave fighter and the best of friends,” he said, collecting the bag and weighing it in his fist. “Money, I think.” He raised his eyes to Dominic’s. “But I think we should just give it to Bird. We don’t need to know what he left, do we?”
“Will you be alright?” Dominic asked, clasping his friend’s arm. Aldric heaved a gigantic sigh, but his fingers were steady as he re-wrapped Will’s last bequest and stowed it carefully in his pouch. “With the Empress’ blessing, in time, I will,” he said. “But what about you? You’re the one who must tell Bird.”
Dominic stared at him, but it was Will’s face he saw. Square-jawed, sun-tanned. Proud. Loyal. He shook his head, dreading the mental conversation that loomed over him. “By the Gods, I wish I didn’t have to tell her,” he muttered. “And right now, I can’t. Mistress Trevis is right. We all need rest.”
Felicia’s hand slipped into his. “Then let her have one more day of ignorance,” she said. “Let her remain a child just a little longer. This world is harsh enough.”







  
  Chapter 5 


“Where is the money coming from for these extra troops?” The Lord High Chancellor, Sir Percival Hollingworth, glared at Joran’s most senior general across the polished chestnut table that separated them. Dull light, filtered through the thick glass panes of a many-paned window, glanced off his spectacles and threw shifting geometric shadows against the whitewashed walls of the Council Chamber. There was a mound of parchment in front of him. Rows of figures and reports from across the realm. Seated at the head of the table, Joran glanced at the many red-inked entries and gritted his teeth. He shifted restlessly in his seat as the argument ground on. The room was cold. To keep the meetings short, Joran deliberately kept a small fire. To date, his strategy had failed. The councillors in attendance wore thicker robes and droned on anyway. A young scribe, huddled under a cloak, blew on his fingers as he recorded the conversation. His seat was far from the dull crackle of the fire. He shot an impatient glance at Sir Percival, who was prone to long-winded explanations when left unchecked. 
“We cannot maintain this army in this weather for much longer. ‘Tis clear to see. Not without more money in the treasury.” Sir Percival tapped a figure with his ever-present quill. “As for additional troops and training, think again.”
Sir Reginald Fellowes glared back, his thick moustaches bristling. “And the consequences?” he bellowed. “Have you thought about that, man? Death and destruction. Fear and famine. Again. I thought we’d proved that Epera, without its magic, will fall. That’s what happened last time. Have we learned nothing?” Accustomed to parade ground volume, his voice almost blew the parchment to the floor. Sir Percival slammed down a protective fist and lifted his chin another notch. “If Dupliss gets his way, there will be nothing left to protect, let alone tax,” the general added before the chancellor could open his mouth. “I have my own figures. Sixty civilians dead in Temple Bridge, including the temple priest and his brethren. I tell you, it is starting again, this vendetta against the Blessed and those who support the Mage. We must counter it.”
“At least our food supplies are in no doubt,” Lord Colman interjected from his place at Sir Percival’s side. “We may not pay the troops, but at least we can feed them, thanks to the good harvest this year. That was not the case under King Arion.” He patted his belly, round under his ermine-trimmed robes.
“If we are not to raise taxes, we must make savings or increase our exports elsewhere,” Joran said. “It is imperative that our army remains strong and ready to face the threat of Dupliss.” 
Sir Percival peered across at him. “More mist than man,” he quipped. “People question whether he is real at all.”
“Oh, he’s real, alright,” Sir Reginald sneered. “But he sends his spies out first. Don’t think he doesn’t. Spreading lies amongst the population of this Shadow Mage. And then what happens?” The table lurched as the general lumbered to his feet. He glared at them all. “The population starts to think all magic is evil and wrong. I tell you, that’s how it works. I saw it as a younger man. The threat is real and growing.” He leaned over the table, both great fists clenched. “I am a soldier,” he rumbled. “And I would defend this realm from every threat, including any that would weaken it from within. Like a rot. A blight.” Turning, he spat into the fireplace. Lord Colman stared at Joran, both eyebrows raised, and cleared his throat. 
“Thank you, Sir Reginald. I think we understand you. As to spies, I have my own. They keep me informed,” Joran said before Lord Colman, famed for his fastidious nature, could call the general to account for his barrack-bred behaviour.
His gaze wandered down the length of the table to the empty chair usually occupied by Petronella. Despite their nightly discussions, he missed her presence in the room. Her quiet confidence and shrewd judgement. A vivid memory of their first proper conversation flashed across his mind. Both of them soaking wet, the icy waters of the Cryfell river rising by the minute and his automatic contempt for her. The queen of the country he hated, a fugitive, running from justice. Even then, her sapphire gaze had pierced his soul with a single look. Had he known then, he wondered? If not in that moment, then certainly over the days and weeks that followed. Steadfast. That’s what she was. Determined, intelligent. Fiercely loyal. Brave. 
“My lord?” Colman’s voice was at his elbow. “What is your will?” Joran shook his head, realising he’d left his seat to pace the room.
“I will see this kingdom safe,” he muttered, dragging his thoughts from his injured wife. “Scribe, take a note. I want a message sent to every noble family in the land. They are to increase their defences by Her Majesty’s command. The crown will supply additional food stocks to every manor we can reach in compensation, weather permitting. There is a reward of one thousand crowns for the person who brings me Dupliss’ head. I do not care if it is attached to his shoulders or not.”
“Very good, my lord.” The scratching of the scribe’s quill across the parchment scoured Joran’s senses like an itch as he scribbled. 
Sir Percival cleared his throat and exchanged a nervous glance with the Lord Chamberlain, whose mild brown eyes widened in alarm. “We do not have an endless supply of food, my lord,” he ventured. “Our granaries are healthy, to be sure, but it is surely unwise to alarm the population unduly with a demand for increased defence.”
Joran shrugged. “I am not rationing anyone. King Merlon of Oceanis will help us if we ask him. At least we do not have to contend with a diplomatic crisis as well. It is not like the days of Arion’s rule.”
“Aye, our relations with our neighbours are good,” Sir Percival agreed. “Just yesterday, I had word from my counterpart in Battonia. They wish to increase their trade for tin.”
“Well and good. Make the trade and find more,” Joran said. “If we can increase exports, we do not have to raise taxes.”
The chancellor’s face screwed into a frown as he stared at his ledger. Nodding to himself, he gathered his papers. “Aye, it might work,” he muttered. “If we divert our copper production... I will talk to my accountants.” He sketched a curt bow as he rose from his seat and stumped to the door.
Sir Reginald swallowed the remains of his wine and wiped his moustache with a heavily-scarred hand. “That was a stroke of fortune,” he said. 
Joran rolled his shoulders under his thick, fur-lined robe. “Aye,” he agreed. “But ‘tis temporary.” He nodded at the scribe. “Leave us, we would be alone,” he said. “Have those letters written out and on my desk for my seal at the end of the day. Tell the messengers to prepare for their journeys.”
He waited until the door closed behind the shivering secretary and turned to his most trusted councillors.
“Where is he? Everywhere Dupliss is seen, we look and cannot find him. Every troop I send is in the wrong place at the wrong time. Too late. Forever chasing him.”
Sir Reginald’s creased face crumpled further as he scowled. “I have the same concerns, my lord,” he said. “I do not wish to think it, but...”
“I, too.” Lord Colman’s generous mouth thinned. “Too much time has passed, and chances missed for there to be any doubt.”
Joran’s fists clenched at his sides. “Then we agree,” he said. “I think it must be so. We have a traitor in our midst. But who?”
“Must be in the army, much though it hurts me to say it,” the general said. “But there are few of us with Blessed gifts. Mostly, we rely on pigeons and couriers on fast horses.”
“But we know Dupliss travels with former members of the Dark Army,” Joran said. “I thought the traitor must be Terrence Skinner, but Dominic informed me yesterday the man is dead. Unless he was lying. Perhaps we could set a trap. Test the theory. If we catch Dupliss, then the traitor was Terrence all along. If not, then it is someone else determined to support Dupliss and his attempt to place another on the throne.”
He turned to Lord Colman. “I want a list. Every member of the Blessed at Court and across the country, and a report of their abilities,” he said. 
Lord Colman blanched. “Are you sure, sire?” he questioned. “That smacks very much of the actions of the late King Francis and the command of Darius of Falconridge back in the old days.”
Joran glared at him. “But you made a list, didn’t you?” he demanded. “There is such a thing. Blessed families, those who have received training. Serfs and nobles and commoners alike. Do you still have it?’
Lord Colman swallowed. His gaze darted to Sir Reginald, who mumbled something inaudible into his cup and glared at the fire. 
“I wish you would reconsider, my lord,” Colman said. “If any Blessed families discover such a list is still in existence, they will consider the famine years come again. ‘Twill breed panic and resentment when we need calm and stability.”
Joran drew himself up. A headache beat insistently in his forehead as his own magic built in his blood, demanding an outlet. “But I require the information,” he said. Under his steady gaze, he watched as his councillor shuffled his feet, his plump features a world of dismay and mute resistance. 
Lord Colman met his icy stare. “The Queen...” he began.
Joran took a step forward. Just one. The Lord Chamberlain jumped like a startled rabbit. “But the Queen is abed. Ill and vulnerable,” Joran said. “And I am tasked with protecting the Queen and her people. You will provide the list. Updated. Within the next three days. Do you understand?”
The older man dropped his gaze to the cold flags that the thick Argentian carpet did little to warm. “Aye,” he muttered. He remained where he was, thick, be-ringed fingers clutching the edges of his ermine robe. His chain of office glowed dully in the dim light. 
”Now,” Joran snapped. “Twill take you some time, I don’t doubt. Tell no-one.”
Lord Colman stomped to the door and wrenched it open. Joran watched him leave with one eyebrow raised.
“I understand your reasons,” Sir Reginald said. He spat once more into the meagre flames. “But I’m sorry, my lord. I think he’s right. If word gets out...”
Joran turned an iron-hard stare on his general. “If word gets out, I know who the traitor is, do I not?” he said.






  
  Chapter 6


Despite his weariness, Dominic’s need for sleep battled with his dread of the conversation looming before him as he lay abed that night. The inn servants had provided a barrel bath, hot water, and fresh towels. The heat was a welcome relief for the frost that appeared to have settled into his bones. He’d strip-washed first. Grimaced at the grime and dried blood that stained his basin. Will’s blood and his uncle’s. The mine’s dirt. At his side, as ever, Aldric performed the same mechanical actions. They said little. Glancing across at his friend, Dominic noted the shadow of grief that still clouded his eyes. Biting the inside of his cheek until it hurt, he clamped down on his own. The warm bath had soothed some of the tension from his aching muscles. A lingering scent of expensive sandalwood soap still filled their narrow chamber. A reminder of civilisation amidst a nightmare of horror. Propped up against the wall, the blankets pulled under his chin, he stared at the flames crackling in the hearth and shivered. Little Bird. How could he tell her?  
The fire gave him no answers. He stared at the flames until they blurred before his exhausted eyes, and he fell asleep to the sound of Aldric’s soft snores, his mind a mess of violent and bloody death.
Breakfast was a quiet affair. The inn servants provided porridge and freshly baked bread thick with butter and honey. A wedge of cold bacon. Light, spiced ale. Hungrier than a pack of wolves in winter, the company stripped the table and called for more. Dominic picked at his food, his appetite blunted by the knowledge that today was the day when he would break Little Bird’s heart. Only Felicia’s light step as she approached the table lifted a faint smile to his face.
“My lady, how did you sleep?” he said, rising to greet Felicia as she nodded to the company, pale as a wraith, her hair a long braid down her back. He frowned at the patched homespun gown she wore. Only slightly better than the filthy rags she had been wearing. Catching his gaze, she smoothed the skirt. 
“‘Tis Mistress Trevis’,” she said, taking a seat and helping herself to bread and ale. “She loaned it to me.”
“Would you like to visit the market?” Dominic said, taking her hand as she took a seat beside him. “We can find something more suitable. Certainly warmer.”
Felicia’s fingers slipped from his. A light frown crossed her face. “You are not buying me clothes,” she said. 
“Nay, he will not,” Guildford interjected. “I am your brother. I will provide the necessary coin.” He nodded at them from over the rim of his mug and plunged a hand into the depths of his serge doublet. “Here. Buy what you need. Whatever takes your fancy.” Felicia caught the heavy purse he slid down the table to her, a glimmer of a smile on her thin face. 
“Has your prowess at the gaming tables improved over the last two years, brother?” she inquired, tossing it from hand to hand.
Guildford smirked at her and glanced across at Dominic. “‘Tis yours. Part of your dowry,” he explained. 
Dominic blinked. “Her dowry?” he said faintly. 
“Aye, to be sure. Surely, you didn’t think there would be nothing. You two will wed, will you not?” Guildford stated. “‘Tis as plain as the rather large nose on your face.”
“Excuse me?” Haughty as ever, Felicia took a few coins out of the pouch and tossed the rest back to her brother. “I have not said as much, nor has Dominic asked.” She resumed her meal, concentrating her gaze on her platter.
Uncomfortable under Guildford’s mischievous taunting, Dominic twisted in his seat and reached miserably for his ale, not daring to look at her. 
“That is unfair, Guildford,” Tom said. “And much too soon. As ever, you rush in without thinking of the damage your words will cause.”
“Bah,” Guildford shrugged. “Dominic’s done nothing but pine after my sister since he first laid eyes on her. I remember she begged me not to kill him once. He’s looked after her hawk as if it was his own all this time.” Unrepentant, he raised his tankard in their direction. “Congratulations, you are reunited.” 
Grabbing a hunk of bread and some cheese, Dominic swung his legs over the bench and threw a scowl across the board. “You’ve said enough, Guildford,” he said. Guildford’s chuckle chased him to the door. He paused, blinking at the morning light glinting off the snow. A rush of freezing air scoured his lungs with the scent of winter.
“Running away, Skinner? I never pegged you as a coward in the game of love. ‘Tis cold out. Don’t forget your cloak.”
“By the Gods!” Cheeks burning at the laughter that followed him, Dominic stalked back to his chamber, somehow resisting the urge to beat Guildford over the head with his own tankard.
Aldric, bleary-eyed, his hair on end, looked up as Dominic marched in and slammed the door behind him.
“What’s to do?” he questioned, lacing his doublet. “Are we under attack?”
“Only from Guildford. A good night’s sleep was all he needed to bring him back to true form.” He grabbed his cloak from a hook on the wall where he’d hung it to dry and shook it out. “This is filthy.”
Aldric snorted. “Aye. Everything we’ve got is filthy. Don’t worry. At least you’re clean underneath. I’m sure Felicia will understand.”
Swinging the heavy garment over his shoulders, Dominic favoured Aldric with his best glare. “Have you been speaking to Guildford, perchance?”
Aldric’s dark eyes danced. “No need. The lay of the land needs no skilled tracker. Are we to market? You’ve been lamenting the state of her wardrobe since she gave her first shiver.”
Dominic’s jaw tightened. “Aye. But she won’t let me buy her anything. Guildford just tried to give her a huge purse of coin that he said was part of her dowry. She was not impressed at the idea.”
A grin tugged at the edge of Aldric’s lips. “Ah. Welladay. I’m sure you’ll bring her round. As you are not yet a betrothed couple, do you mind if I join you?”
“Not at all. Come when you are ready. I am going to the stable to see to the horses.” He headed for the door, only to be brought up short by Aldric’s quiet question.
“Have you told Little Bird?”
Dominic paused. “I’ve barely recovered my energy,” he said, his voice low. “Not enough for a conversation like that.”
“But you will tell her, won’t you? As soon as you can? You won’t put it off?”
Turning, Dominic met Aldric’s worried expression with a matching one of his own. “I promise to tell her as soon as I can,” he said. “It will break her heart. ‘Tis not something I relish. I wish it could wait until I could tell her in person.”
“Soonest said, soonest mended,” Aldric replied, but there was a question in his voice that echoed Dominic’s own doubts. 
“This is Little Bird,” Dominic said. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I wouldn’t be sure about how long it will take to mend.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Hunched under their cloaks, the trio followed the busy townsfolk to Hartwood’s market. Snow crunched under their boots and decorated every flat surface. The icy air brought a flush to Felicia’s pale cheeks that almost made her look healthy. Aldric surveyed the surroundings with lively interest, dragging behind Dominic and Felicia as he stopped to stare into the shop windows and fingered his purse. Hartwood bustled with lively energy. In place of carts, horse-drawn sledges scythed through the icy streets, bells jingling. Smoke drifted into the crystal sky from a hundred different chimneys. The snow blanked out the normal town smell of horse dung and offal and offered a vision of pristine clarity. Every fluffy snow-capped shape a delight to the eye. 
Once they reached the market, there was no stopping Aldric. He sallied forth, delighted at the array of produce on display, and disappeared into the throng with all the alacrity of a born merchant. The entire place was a cacophony of noise and movement. Shaking his head, Dominic watched him go, lending a steadying elbow to Felicia as she adjusted her tattered hood. 
“What first, my lady?” he said. “Lead on.”
Somewhat to his surprise, Felicia’s fingers curled around his. She stood like a statue, staring at the bustling scene with tears in her eyes. 
“Felicia? Are you well?”
She swallowed. “There are so many people. ‘Tis so noisy,” she whispered. “I had forgotten...”
Biting his lip, Dominic drew his fingers from hers and placed a careful hand around her shoulders, holding her closer to his warmth. “Aye, to be sure. Of course, you are not used to this. Would you like to return to the inn? I can buy anything you need with your instruction,” he suggested.
Her gaze flicked to his. For an instant that sent a blaze of happiness shooting through his body, she almost seemed to cling to him. His heart clenched at the trepidation he saw before she looked away. He turned a shoulder to shield her from the press of bodies, tilting his head to hers. “You know I won’t let anything happen to you. You are safe now,” he said.
“I can’t know that, not truly,” Felicia replied. She shrugged away from his protection, and his heart sank. Breaching her defences, when his own heart filled fit to burst every time he looked at her, was almost too much to bear. He’d been thinking of her day and night for two years. Had imagined a thousand different scenarios of a joyous reunion. But she seemed as distant now as she had in the early days of their acquaintance. Remote and colder than the moon. Had she never yearned for him? Was he imagining it all? Longing for a more positive connection, he moved closer to hear her over the din of the stallholders. The insistent jauntiness of a bassoon issuing from a raised dais nearby made him scowl. 
Felicia raised her chin, squared her shoulders, and took a resolute step away. “You can’t keep me safe. My Blessed gift is the last thing I ever wanted. But for whatever reason, the Mage gave it to me.” She laughed. The bitterness lodged within it raised the hairs on his neck. 
“You can’t mean it, not really,” he whispered. “Surely you cannot wish to deny the Mage if he finds you worthy?”
Felicia’s expression was stony as she turned to face him. “You find it a blessing,” she said. “But for me, ‘tis more a curse. So now, I need heartsease. That’s the first thing. A lot of heartsease.” She cast a gaze around, taking stock of the layout, and Dominic followed her as she moved on hesitant feet into the crowd. 
“But you are away from Cerys now,” he said, dodging around a sturdy matron with a brood of children clutching her skirts. “Surely you don’t require heartsease now? We could definitely use your Farsight.”
Felicia grimaced. She stopped and placed a hand on his arm. “You were not listening. I can no longer trust that my Farsight serves only the Mage,” she said. The coldness dropped from her face, leaving only a wealth of sadness. A horrible vulnerability from which he could not spare her. Little Bird’s face would look exactly the same after he had shared his news. He swallowed, caught between his unspoken love for Felicia and his sorrow at the plight of Little Bird. His eyes searched her face, looking for warmth, but found none. “I spent two years in that awful place, fighting off the Shadow Mage,” she whispered. “I tried with all my heart to resist it. But it is evil and insidious. It scrapes away at resistance. Reaches into the darkest parts of your soul and rejoices in your weakness. It is the very opposite of everything the Mage teaches. And I...” She frowned, her cloud grey eyes hazed with tears as she lifted them to his. “Dominic, there is such a lot of darkness in my soul for the Shadow Mage to use.”
He frowned, wanting to deny her words. Bolster her with a single truth—his love for her. Tell her how strong she was. That the darkness hadn’t won. Do whatever it took to close the chasm between them. But the words remained unspoken. Silenced by the pain in her eyes and his sudden understanding that this was a battle for Felicia alone. He reached for her, but once again, she turned away, inserting herself between the mass of shifting bodies, and he scurried in her wake. As ever, trying in vain to catch her. A haunting shadow, forever out of reach. 






  
  Chapter 7


“I’m going to the stables.” 
Dominic’s voice pitched low over the buzz of conversation at the dinner table that evening. Aldric and Felicia exchanged glances. Felicia put down her glass of Argentish and scanned his face. Firelight cast a golden glow over her skin. 
“You are going to talk to Little Bird. Are you sure?” she said.
Dominic allowed himself a single jerky nod. He didn’t trust himself to say more. He rose from his seat, leaving his meal congealing on its platter. 
Aldric jerked his chin at it. “You should eat that. You need your strength,” he said. 
Dominic sighed. “Can’t. Not ‘til I’ve told her,” he said. 
Felicia squeezed his hand. “We will be here when you return,” she said. “Wrap up.”
Conscious of two pairs of eyes boring into his back, Dominic made his way to the door. Every step felt like the ones he’d taken on his march to the whipping post just a few weeks before. Leaden with dread and the anticipation of desperate pain.
Boots crunching on the treacherous path, his breath frosted in the air. The wood of the stable door was icy to his touch as it creaked open. A covered lantern shone a gentle light around the space, filled with dozing horses and the warmth of their malty breath. He inhaled, comforted by the bulk and placid strength of the occupants, but even the weight of familiarity failed to calm the welter of turmoil in his chest. Scenting his presence, Kismet nickered a greeting from her stall. He moved to her like a man in a daze and smoothed her satin coat with his palms. She pushed her face against him, and he leaned into her, wrapped in her trust. His own heart felt as if it was breaking already. The flicker of his telepathic gift vibrated softly within his skull. Not at full strength. But enough. He ran his fingers over his mare’s ears. If he could just stay here. For another hour. Another day. His eyes drifted to the door and the comfort of the inn. The desire to turn his back and walk away had never been stronger. But no. This was Bird. She had to know. And he had to face it.
He sank to the fresh, fragrant straw, his back against the wall, and pulled his cloak further around his shoulders against the stray drafts that chased his skin. Kismet returned to her manger and munched hay. Solid. Real. It was time. Even so, he delayed. Images of Little Bird slid into his mind without him trying. Her mischief. Her laughter. Her tears. Even her unexpected worldliness and wisdom, bred from a childhood on the dirty streets of Blade. By the Gods, how he wished he didn’t have to tell her. He scrubbed at his face with his hands, struggling to marshal his thoughts and his depleted energy. Perhaps she would deal with it. His mind jeered back at him for that slim hope. It was time, and it fell to him to tear her open.
Dropping his head to his knees, he opened his channels and searched for Little Bird’s familiar light as air energy. 
It didn’t take long.
“Dominic! You’re there! Where have you been? I keep telling you we need news. What’s happening? How is Will?”
He swallowed. No matter how much he’d tried, he was unprepared for this moment. He paused, his own grief rising to swamp him, and he struggled for control. The last thing Bird needed was the weight of his emotions, as well as her own. He was too late, and she had studied her craft well. She caught it. The hesitation. His sorrow.
“Oh no. No, no, no.” The rising wail of despair screeched into his ears like the blast of the bitterest winter storm. It tore into him with its own blade of steel, slicing his heart in two. He buried his head in his hands, panting for breath, almost knocked down by the force of her mental anguish. 
“Bird... Bird... Listen, please listen...”
The wailing continued. Deep, gut-wrenching sobs that squeezed his soul in a grip of iron and didn’t let go. Gritting his teeth, he held onto the connection, resisting her attempts to close down. To shut him out. He inhaled, struggling through his own emotions to push peace towards her. He reached out for her despite the miles between them
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