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Prologue


Traitor’s Reach, Iron Mountains, Epera, 1607
“For the North wind doth blow, and we shall have snow. And what will poor robin do then, poor thing?” Eng, Trad: 16thC. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Somewhere on the vast, weathered slopes of the Iron Mountains, a woman was singing. Her melody lifted in the wind. A cold, clear tone, like mountain crystal, suited to the rugged cliffs, the tumbling streams, and the deep, narrow valleys. At once beautiful and painful. It was a voice that could break hearts or shred souls. The plaintive song twisted about the strewn boulders and goat-cropped grasses, filled with yearning and unearthly regret. 
Wheeling on the thermals, the birds heard it and followed the sound, their wings fleeting shadows on the ground as they drifted closer to earth, chased by the thin, northern sunlight. Even the inhabitants of nearby Traitor’s Reach heard it. As one, they lifted rumpled heads from their daily chores to stare at the dark mouths of the mines. Exchanging grim, knowing glances with their companions, they huddled deeper into their threadbare cloaks and concentrated more heavily on their tasks. It was safer that way. 
Way down south at the Castle of Air, Petronella, Queen of Epera, heard it. Tears drifted unheeded under flickering lids as she huddled in an uneasy doze, sweat beading her brow. Beside her, in an ornately carved wooden cradle, her newborn daughter, Theda, added her own tiny whimper to the unease. Petronella’s ladies, Domita Lombard and Fortuna de Winter, exchanged anxious glances across the queen’s heaped pillows. Domita rocked the wooden cradle with a gentle foot, cradling the queen’s limp hand in her own. Fortuna laid the back of her own hand against Petronella’s clammy forehead. Her heavy sigh said more than words.
High in his chilly turret chamber, Dominic Skinner, readying himself for a day’s sword training under Sir Dunforde’s eagle eye, heard it. 
The song lit every nerve end and sent trickles of ice down his spine. Blinking in astonishment, he took a half step back as his recently purchased dagger danced to the edge of his bed and tumbled to the floor. Sunlight caressed the ornate pattern of archaic runes that flowed across the metal. His head filled with the wild, desperate song, he followed the point of the blade to his one narrow window and stared out. Gooseflesh crept between his shoulder blades as the melody played in his mind. Haunting but impossible to grasp. He blinked tears from his eyes as he traced the view north to the Iron Mountains. His fingers tightened on the chill stone sill, fighting a terrifying urge to push the window open and clamber out. “Follow,” the song urged. “Follow me. Fly to me...” 
“Felicia,” he whispered into the cool autumn breeze. “Felicia, is that you?”  
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Chapter 1 


Castle of Air 1609
Two years later. 
“You’ll not beat them on your own. Work as a team.” 
Muffled by the padding under his new helmet, Sir Hubert Dunforde’s exasperation reached Dominic dimly through the confusion of battle. Dust from the melee ground swirled from the trampled earth and dried his mouth. Longing to wipe the sweat from his steaming face, Dominic shook his head free of Guildford’s last strike. Despite the ringing in his ears, he glared at the old master at arms and planted his legs, determined not to fall and forfeit his chances. Sir Hubert looked him over, his expression sour beneath his own helm. Beyond him, the vast, grey battlements of the Castle of Air, crowned with Queen Petronella’s falcon standard, stood sentinel at the head of the northern passes. At the perimeter of the melee grounds, the castle’s occupants roared on their favourites, their combined voices underpinning the ring of steel on steel and the grunts of the combatants as they clashed. Sir Dunforde raised his own blunted weapon and poked at Dominic’s chest guard. “Stop wool-gathering. Raise your guard and make a combined attack. I’ve told you all this before.” Gritting his teeth and panting breath into his lungs, Dominic turned his gaze onwards to where two of Guildford’s team raced towards their target, a mock castle erected in the middle of the field. The volunteer ‘prize’ for which they all fought, Fortuna de Winter, waited at its summit, her wide grin bright against her dark skin, cheering on the participants. Over to his left, Thomas Buttledon had pinned at least two of the opposition against the boundary, wielding his weapon with his customary, effortless grace. But apart from his efforts, Dominic’s small force had scattered without hope. Even as he watched, Guildford’s teammates toppled Alain of Winterbane, who rolled on the packed earth, drumming his heels on the ground, winded and unable to continue. Duana, his tall, dark-haired sister, dropped her own sword to give aid. Dominic winced as Jared Buttledon smacked her down with a blow from his own blunted sword and sprinted onwards in a cloud of dust. Sure of victory, Guildford raised his own weapon in an ironic salute, his taunting grin just visible through his visor. At sixteen, the illegitimate son of the former king stood two heads taller than Dominic—an illusion of golden glory, all radiance and warmth. “Come on, Sir Skinner,” he jeered lightly. “Come and get us. Thought you wanted Fortuna a lot more than this.” “Don’t give up, Dominic!” Fortuna yelled, leaning so far over the flimsy wooden palisade of her mock tower that the whole thing rocked. “Jared Buttledon is a scurvy weasel who doesn’t deserve me!” A wave of laughter from the crowds greeted her sally. Dominic rolled his eyes. That much was true, at least. Rolling his shoulders, he took a couple of deep breaths and bared his teeth at Guildford. Then he dropped his heavy sword and charged. Taken by surprise, Guildford took a second to adjust, but Dominic was off and running, blessing his Gods-given speed and his recent, hard-won strength. Two years of concentrated training under Sir Dunforde’s harsh regime had honed his fitness and concentrated his mind. Guildford’s strength was the might of a young bull. But, lithe and well-muscled, Dominic ran like a greyhound, flat out and sprinting. He took Jared by surprise with a flick of a foot and a well-timed push. Still armed, Jared stumbled and fell, cursing as his ankle twisted under him. The roar of the crowd, scenting a bid for victory, spurred him onward, away from Guildford’s heavy-footed, determined pursuit. Fortuna’s face, creased with laughter, filled his vision. Almost there. Ten feet. Five. Two... 
“No, I don’t want... please... please...” The young woman’s mental voice filled his mind like a blaze of candles all lit at once and sent a shudder of ice crawling down his back. He skidded to a halt, whirling in a circle, searching the excited crowds for any sign of her. Spoiled of a race to the finish, the spectator’s voices dropped away to a confused grumble. Guildford’s pounding feet trembled on the earth as he approached, face red under his helmet, determined to win the prize. Blinking rapidly against the rush of sadness that attacked him, all thoughts of claiming Fortuna de Winter vanished. Dominic raised a hand to where Aldric Haligon, his squire, waited. The young man ducked under the narrow railing that demarcated the melee ground and sprinted to him, dodging the turmoil caused by Thomas Buttledon, who had yet to notice the battle was done. With no competition, Guildford jogged easily past, a question in his crystal grey eyes. He reached over the palisade to claim Fortuna and lift her down from her perch. She didn’t look disappointed, but she brushed off Guildford’s clutching hands and turned to Dominic as he greeted his squire. A fleeting frown crossed her smooth brow. “What is it? Are you hurt?” Aldric asked, scanning him for injuries. “Nay. Help me with the gloves.” Aldric’s nimble fingers skipped across the thick buckles attaching Dominic’s hand protection to his armour. Released, Dominic jerked at his helmet, snatching it off and dropping it into Aldric’s waiting arms. He turned on his heels to peer at the crowd once more, scrubbing his hands through his hair. After the confines of his helmet, the breeze felt chill against his burning cheeks. He strained his mental channels, scanning for Felicia’s distinctive voice, to no avail. “Sir Skinner, can I give you aid?” Fortuna’s rich, husky voice and the healing touch of her Gods-blessed presence swept over him in a wave of honey and warm earth. Guildford rolled his eyes and waved at his own squire, Lionel Brearley. A moribund young man with a halting gait caused by a fall from his horse, Lionel hobbled across the field, taking his time about it. Guildford turned back to Dominic. “What happened? You could have won,” he said, sheathing his sword and raising his visor. Dominic looked up at him. Those eyes! How could he ever forget her when he saw them in her brother’s face every day? “Felicia,” he said. Guildford’s face creased into the same blank expression that always consumed him when someone mentioned his long-vanished twin. “Aye, and what about her this time?” he said, his voice rough. He gestured impatiently at Lionel, who accentuated his limp and slowed down. “I just heard her voice,” Dominic said. He searched the young lord's face for some understanding. Guildford snorted. “You couldn’t. She’s gone, Skinner. As dead as my mother.” The words “No thanks to you” lingered between them, unspoken. All the same, Dominic flinched. He couldn’t help it. Two years on, alone at night, he still saw the torn features of Arabella of Wessendean as she fell to her death, her shredded face a mess of blood, eyes wide with pain and shock. The Grayling’s angry shrieking. Felicia’s desperate leap into the whirlpool of dark energy summoned by his uncle, Terrence Skinner. Her disappearance. His frantic searching since. “I wish you would believe me.” Another snort. “I don’t hear voices in my head. Unlike you. About time,” Guildford added to Lionel as the man finally closed the gap. He thrust out his fist. “Get these.” “Yay, lord.” Lionel performed his duties; narrow face closed, his thoughts concealed behind surprisingly fine green eyes fringed with long blond lashes. Guildford lost no time dragging off his helmet. His skin shone with a fine mist of perspiration. The weak sunlight dripped gold into his hair and highlighted his freckles. “You should forget her, Skinner. She’s gone," he said. "Not coming back. It’s done. Over.” Dominic put his head on one side, surveying the younger man, listening to him as carefully as he did the voices of the precious birds clustered in the castle falconry. Guildford scowled. “What? You look like an owl. Don’t stare at me like that.” A half smile lifted the edge of Dominic’s lips. “First, I can look at you any way I want,” he said. “And second, you don’t want to believe she’s dead any more than I do. You might as well admit it.” He raised an eyebrow, holding the younger man’s gaze. Behind them, Sir Hubert called the bout closed. Thomas Buttledon lowered his weapon and pushed back his visor. His opponents leaned on their swords and gasped for air.
Guildford turned away first.    






  
  Chapter 2 


A blare of trumpets heralded the entry of Queen Petronella and her husband, Prince Consort Joran of Weir, to supper in the vast Great Hall the same evening. Lowering sunlight lit the tapestries on the walls. The great hearth crackled with warmth. The air was heavy with the aroma of hops and wine. One of old Girdred’s many sons plucked his harp and sang “Where the Wild Winds Blow,” one of the Queen’s favourite melodies. A riot of colour and the latest fashions, the Court of Skies rose, bowed, and returned to their benches on the usual avalanche of gossip. Seated at the high table, as befitted his status as Master of Falcons, with the Lord Chamberlain on one side of him and Fortuna de Winter, the queen’s second lady, on the other, Dominic scanned the faces of the crowded hall for the one he most wanted to see. As always, he came up disappointed. Felicia of Wessendean was not there.  
Across the room, Aldric Haligon had found a seat with Little Bird along the mid tables. Traumatised by the loss of her sister, Meridan, Little Bird had been inconsolable until Fortuna de Winter, head of the royal nursery, stepped in to help. Bird now held a prestigious position as nursery maid to the Queen’s two children, Ranulf and Theda. Dominic’s lips quirked as he watched her exchange a quip with Aldric that had the normally intense young man in fits of laughter. Aldric loved her company, but Bird still worshipped Will Dunn. Now a stalwart cadet in the Queen’s Guard, Will took his supper with other young soldiers in the castle barracks. They had all moved on from their humble beginnings, orphans of the starving. Street thieves. Survivors. His jaw clenched. But not Felicia. She’d hurled herself into the dark maelstrom conjured by his bastard uncle, Terrence, and disappeared. 
His knuckles tightened on the tankard until they turned white. Guildford didn’t want to hear it, but the Queen would understand. He could tell her. He leaned forward to catch her eye. A light frown creased his eyebrows as the Queen mounted the shallow dais to be handed ceremoniously into her seat. Dressed in garnet red, shadows lingered under her navy eyes. Her pale skin shone like wax in the candlelight. Her hand, wearing the ring of mercy, rested lightly on her husband Joran’s brocade sleeve, and he laughed as she made some comment as she took her place. But a lingering tension in her face reminded him of his first acquaintance with her years ago. She, a fugitive, running from her cloistered, dangerous life. He, a starving, ragged, young stable-lad, eager to prove his worth. He opened his mental channels as Petronella turned to greet her fellow diners.
“Your Maj, are you well?” he asked. Tense in his seat, he waited. Petronella had no requirement to acknowledge his telepathic request. If she’d closed her channels, she wouldn’t even hear him. He crossed his fingers under the table, hoping that she would.
The Queen leaned forward and smiled at him across their fellow diners. “I am fine, Dominic, just a little tired. Affairs of state, you know. Bad luck in the melee this afternoon. What happened? You were going to win.” 
As always, her soft voice in his head lifted his spirits. Hers had been the first telepathic communication he’d ever experienced. Up to that point, he’d never known himself Blessed by the Mage. He’d been a simple Citizen, son of a tanner. Good with animals, eager to please. Now. Well. He drew an earthenware decanter to him with a simple clutching motion of his fingers and watched it drift over the rough boards in his direction. Telekinesis. Telepathy. He poured ale into the tankard waiting for him by his plate and took a sip, savouring the light, apple-scented brew, wondering how to proceed. 
“What troubles you, my friend?” she prompted.
“I heard Felicia’s voice on the field today. She was frightened.”
Down the row, Petronella’s eyes widened. To his heartfelt relief, she didn’t challenge him. “Frightened? How?”
Concentrating on their telepathic conversation, Dominic chewed his lip. The real-life voices of the company deadened in his ears. “Someone was hurting her. Making her do something she didn’t want to do. That’s all I heard.” He paused, shoulders hunched as his imagination ran riot. “My uncle might have got her. He could be hurting her.”
The Queen raised her glass to her lips and drummed her long fingers on the table. Silence bled across their mental connection. Dominic scowled into his small ale and hooked roasted venison onto his plate with the point of his enchanted dagger. He’d thought the Queen of all people would understand. Why did no-one listen to him?
“By the Gods, Dominic Skinner. Stop sulking.” Caught by surprise, he gaped at her and cursed the blush that crept across his stubbled cheeks. Deeply respectful of her subject’s privacy, the Queen utilised her own Blessed gifts so rarely it was easy to forget the ease at which she could penetrate a person’s mental landscape to the emotions beneath it. Petronella tossed a mock glare his way. “I’m thinking. Don’t be so impatient.”
“But you believe me, don’t you?” Dominic persisted. “I know she’s not dead. I know it. And what if Terrence has her? What if he’s hurting her?” 
The Queen’s slender shoulders lifted as she sighed. “I know you believe it. I can tell you want to go looking for her.”
He shrugged. A muscle twitched as he ground his jaw. “I do. What’s so wrong about that?”
Petronella raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Remember what happened the last time you went looking for something? You could have died.” 
Dominic half shrugged. A sudden vision of the swaying rope platform stretched across the space between the twin towers of Blade’s greatest temple flashed across his memory. The darkness of that night, the icy wind, the yawning gap beneath him. His crawling, shivering, endless progress across the void to prevent the Wessendeans from lighting the signal fire that would topple Petronella’s throne. 
“But we won,” he said, stubborn to the last. “We stopped them.”
The caution in the Queen’s tired eyes warned him before he heard her voice again.
“For which we thank you. Believe me, as a Knight of Epera, Blessed by the Mage, you are worth more to the kingdom alive than dead. We need you and your Blessed gifts now more than ever. Don’t go chasing rainbows.”
Embarrassed at the unaccustomed praise, Dominic squirmed in his seat. He turned his knife on the table, watching the light flickering across the finely carved runes that chased endlessly across the wickedly sharp blade.
“There are not enough of us to weather the storm that’s coming.” Her voice was soft in his head, gentle even, considering the gravity of her words. “We will need all our loyal subjects before this plays out.”
His head jerked up. “What do you mean?”
Petronella’s sapphire gaze went right through him. From where he sat, Dominic could see the pulse in her ring as she connected with its power. The skin between his shoulders tightened in response.
Alerted by the flash of her diamond, Joran turned from his conversation with Guildford and caught the bleak expression on his wife’s face. His aqua eyes narrowed as he opened his own formidable mental channels and joined the conversation.
“No-one gives you the right to question the Queen,” he said, his telepathic voice colder than ice on a mountaintop. “She has enough to concern her without worrying about you, too.”
“I didn’t mean...” Dominic stuttered, mortified to the roots of his soul. He had never experienced Joran’s mental voice before. The force of his reprimand tore his ego to shreds.
Petronella’s navy gaze snapped back to the present. “Nay, Joran. Don’t berate him. He requested the conversation. I answered.” She took her husband’s hand, directing his attention back to her. 
Joran’s lips thinned. “I will berate him if he deserves it. I know you favour him, but he must remember his place as a knight. His vow of service and obedience to the Crown.”
Caught between a subject’s respect for the Prince and his closer bond with the Queen, Dominic bit his lip to quell the urge to argue. Under the table, his hand coiled into a fist around his dagger. 
Petronella shook her head and raised her hand as if she could still his anger. “Peace, Dominic. I will not berate you,” she said, her voice as cool and clear as the streams that cascaded over the rugged cliffs and hills of Epera’s rocky terrain. “Your concern for Felicia is admirable, and I understand it. You have no way of knowing for sure if she yet lives. I hope it is so. But while Dupliss eludes us, we need you here. I hope you will appreciate our wishes and not cause us to look for you.” She raised her eyebrow again, repeating the question.
Dominic bowed his head to her but raised stormy eyes to glower at the Prince. Joran met his challenge with the iron will all the courtiers had come to know since the rebellion, daring him to disobey. Pinned under his brilliant gaze, Dominic found his hand sweating on the hilt of his most expensive possession. He swallowed, his anger disappearing under the more immediate wave of self-preservation. Gods protect any who challenged Joran’s beloved. His gaze drifted to the Prince’s naked forefinger and then to the King of Epera’s Ring of Justice that Petronella wore on a silver chain around her neck. He shuddered. By rights, Joran should wear that ring. He’d always refused. The Queen’s Ring of Mercy amplified all her powers. Joran was already strong and well-trained. A battle-hardened warrior. A skilled telepath. Formidable. The charm bequeathed to him by his Oceanian mother softened his nature somewhat, but not by much, and certainly not in the last two years since Count Dupliss had attempted a rebellion. Staring into the Prince consort’s stern visage, Dominic was suddenly relieved the man had not yet taken up the mantle of kingship that was his right and forged his magical bond with the land. He dropped his gaze to his tankard and took a shaky gulp, wiping the froth from his mouth with a hand that trembled.
“As you wish, my lord,” he said.
Joran nodded brusquely and turned back to his conversation with Guildford—something to do with the hunt planned in a thrice of days. Dominic drank long and deep, hiding his burning cheeks, conscious of Aldric’s curious gaze lancing in his direction from across the rowdy hall. The edge of his knife gouged the table as he struggled to order his thoughts. Thinking their conversation over, he jumped when his queen’s musing mental voice sounded once more in his mind.
“We are dangerous, the Blessed,” Petronella said. “Our gifts are both a blessing and a curse.” She nodded at the dagger Dominic was turning end over end on the boards, the tip stabbing the ancient wood on every second strike. “We are the knife that cuts both ways, for good or for ill. Gods grant us the wisdom to know how to use it.”






  
  Chapter 3 


“Dance with me?” 
Starlight claimed the night sky, and the evening meal was long over. The castle servants had removed most of the tables and shoved the benches back against the walls to make room for the entertainment. Tonight, a troop of acrobats from Battonia occupied the centre of the floor, mixing heroic feats of strength and flexibility with fire eating and a tribal war dance punctuated by the pound of drums and the wail of a bassoon. Clapping half-heartedly along with the rest of the company, Dominic had so far avoided Aldric, whose sharp eyes missed nothing. His squire was enjoying a game of dice with some others, their shouts of triumph clear above the general chat. Little Bird flitted, much like her namesake, from Aldric to Fortuna and back again, her golden curls reflecting the warmth of the hearth, a delighted smile stretching her wide mouth as her feet beat time on the floor and her sky-blue skirts swirled around her. Guildford had robbed Little Bird of Fortuna’s company since the acrobats finished their performance. The two of them were now lining up for a country dance. Fortuna’s head came about level with Guildford’s shoulders. They made a pleasing contrast. Guildford, all burnished gold and warmth, Fortuna with her dark, sensual beauty, all curves, and a flashing smile. Guildford glanced over at Dominic, a challenge in his eyes, his expression smug. Yesterday, Dominic would have intervened. Tonight, he found, to his astonishment, that he didn’t care. Felicia’s plea for mercy replayed again in his mind. What had she meant? What didn’t she want to do?
“Dominic. Aren’t you listening? Won’t you dance with me?” Little Bird grabbed his hands and tugged.
Apparently, it was now his turn for Little Bird’s dubious attention. Dominic sighed. “Don’t you have to go to bed?” he said, allowing her to pull him to his feet. 
“Bed? What’s that?” 
“Where you should be, tucked up and asleep,” Dominic said. “You are too young to be keeping such late hours.” He drained his tankard and followed her to the middle of the floor.
Little Bird pouted. “I’m eleven, and I’ll go when Fortuna does,” she said, jostling for position in the line of dancers. Eyes sparking with mischief, she curtsied to his bow as the music started. “Don’t you want to butt in?” she continued under the combined melody of pipe and lute. She jerked her chin at the laughing couple as they prepared to lead off. “Guildford’s going to get her if you don’t.”
Dominic circled with the rest of their set, combining and recombining the figures in an intricate pattern as he pondered her words. Little Bird shot a quick, assessing glance at him as they met once more, hands clasped. Dominic spun her under his arm. Probably more fiercely than he should.
“You are nothing but a meddler, Bird,” he said. “Too much time gossiping in the nursery with the other maids. It’s none of your business what people do or who they do it with.”
She shrugged. “Everyone wants to know who Guildford wants in his bed,” she said. 
Dominic rolled his eyes. “Ah, yes, Golden Guildford. I should have guessed it’s all about him. What will I tell Will? Does he know your affections are now engaged elsewhere?” He’d meant it as a joke and was ill-prepared for the pain in his shin as Little Bird drew back her foot and kicked. Her blow caught the old injury to his calf, and Dominic winced. Apologising to his fellow dancers for breaking the formation, he limped to the nearest bench and massaged his leg, swearing under his breath. Little Bird followed at a safe distance, only marginally contrite. Aldric collected his dice and abandoned his game. He sauntered over, tossing a silver eagle from palm to palm as he joined them, amusement lighting his dark eyes. 
“Strike Bird,” he said. “Stow your talons.” He took a seat on the nearest bench and amused himself, making the large silver coin dance across his knuckles. Little Bird ignored his attempt to distract her.
“It’s his own fault,” she glowered. “As if anyone could be better than Will.”
“What are you wearing on your feet, girl?” Dominic growled, still rubbing his bruise. “You kick harder than Kismet.”
“Serves you right,” she said, putting her nose in the air.
“It was a joke. I know you love Will.”
Little Bird smirked at him and crept nearer, hooking her fragile arm through his. “Will you forgive me if I tell you a secret?” she asked, blue eyes alight in the glow of the candles. Despite the neat gown and the lack of grime, her expressive face was still more street urchin than castle dweller.
Dominic narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t trust you.”
“But it’s the Gods-blessed truth. I swear it.”
Aldric flipped the coin in the air and closed his hand over its face as it landed on his upturned palm.
“Heads, she’s lying, tails, she’s still lying,” he drawled, holding his hand out to Dominic. “You choose.”
Little Bird punched him on the arm. “Not fair. This is the actual Gods-blessed truth. I know who loves him.” She nodded at Dominic, who glanced around for a spare tankard. He had the feeling he would need it to bear Little Bird’s revelations.
“Bird...” he protested.
“It’s Duana of Winterbane,” Bird said, stifling a giggle. “Maria, the other nursery maid, said that she got it from Alain Winterbane himself. And if he knows, then their father knows. And we all know that what Duana wants, her father makes sure she gets. So you’d better start running if you don’t want to be caught.”
Dominic’s mouth fell open. He put out a hand, which Aldric filled automatically with a cup of wine filched from the next table. Dominic took a huge gulp. “You are lying, aren’t you?” he said. “Please tell me you’re making that up.” Over the cover of the rim, his eyes darted to the knot of well-born gentry currently gathered around the roaring fireplace. “I thought Winterbane was looking for a match with Simon Farrell. Look, they’re all there. Talking.” He gestured with the goblet, spilling blue Oceanian wine over his sleeve. Mistaking the gesture, the Winterbane patriarch lifted his own glass in a cheerful toast in Dominic’s direction. Aldric tutted and took the drink away from him. 
“Don’t give him any ideas,” he muttered. “Although there’s nothing wrong with Duana. She’s a fine maiden. Gifted with a sword. Sturdy.”
“She’s not a horse, Aldric,” Bird said with youthful dignity. “She’s the eligible daughter of a rich merchant and in love with our darling Dominic. Truly, really.”
“Say no more, please,” Dominic begged, his brain whirling. 
“But there’s so much to tell,” Little Bird continued, remorseless as a winter wind. “All about how blue your eyes are...and how big your, what was it?” She put her head on one side, like a sparrow, pretending to think. “Oh yes, your majestic arms. That was it. Being the owner of the Queen’s favoured tannery and the Master of Falcons doesn’t hurt. Or that new land grant. Nor does the Gods-blessed ability.” She stood up, hands on her narrow hips. “Better get used to it, Dominic. You’re a man in demand at court. The Queen’s favourite. A knight of the realm. Duana of Winterbane won’t be the only one to come knocking at your door now you’re eighteen. You mark my words.”
Standing back, she surveyed both young men, smirking at their shocked faces, and then dipped a pert curtsey. “I give you good night, Sirs,” she said. She turned on her heel, merriment trickling behind her.
Dominic stared at Aldric.
“By the Gods,” he breathed. “We should have left her on the streets.”
Aldric nodded. “She’s relentless. It’s like being knocked over by a hurricane,” he said. “Gods help poor Will when she comes of age to be married. The poor bastard won’t stand a chance.” He handed over the wine and reached for another goblet, shrewd eyes scanning Dominic’s face. “I don’t know why you are so surprised, though,” he remarked. “She’s right. Duana of Winterbane is not the only one casting languishing glances in your direction. You are quite the catch of the court these days.”
Dominic rolled his eyes. “Gossip,” he growled. 
Aldric chuckled. “The servants talk. Especially the ones with sisters in Blade...” He raised one dark eyebrow at Dominic’s forbidding expression. “You know who I’m talking about, that dark-haired lass from Tressel’s, Bettina,” he said. “’T’is no bad thing, as long as she knows there is no chance of a wedding. Why so shy?”
“By the Gods, you are as bad as Bird.” Heat flamed in Dominic’s cheeks, already warmed by the consumption of strong Oceanian wine. “You’re supposed to be my squire, not my mother.”
Aldric shrugged. “A position I am most happy to fulfil, to be sure,” he said. 
“Which one?” 
Another chuckle. “The rate you are going, probably both, although I quite like the title ‘friend’.” He took another sip. “And as your friend, I have to say you don’t appear pleased to be the subject of all this noble attention, although some other ladies of lesser prospects already enjoy your favour of a night.”
Dominic favoured Aldric with his best glare. “You know why I don’t seek marriage,” he said.
Aldric shrugged. “Aye. It’s Felicia, isn’t it?”
Staring moodily into his cup, watching the swirl of liquid in his glass, Dominic gritted his teeth. “I need to find her. I can’t rest until I do. And when I hear her voice so clear like that...”
Aldric’s gaze sharpened. “You’ve heard it before?”
“Not often. Sometimes, on the edge of sleep. I can hear whispers calling me. I think I heard her singing once, but today, in the melee... That was her. And she was in trouble.”
“What does that mean?”
Over Aldric’s shoulder, Dominic watched absently as Guildford swung Fortuna in an energetic measure that lifted her off her feet. She laughed, long braids flying under her gold-trimmed veil, her head thrown back. The lad’s face was alight with amusement, bright with lust. If her brother harboured a second’s doubt about Felicia’s dreadful fate, Dominic had yet to hear it. In a different world, that could have been him dancing with Felicia. His fingers tightened on his cup.
“I’ve studied the books as much as I can,” he said. “Admittedly, I’m no outstanding scholar. But the other telepaths say the same thing.”
“Which is?”
“Telepathy doesn’t work if you’re dead. So either I’m going mad, or Felicia is still alive, and I must find her.”
Grave as a judge, Aldric nodded, his oak brown eyes thoughtful. “Despite appearances, you are not mad,” he said.
Dominic huffed a laugh. “Am I not? The Queen wants me to stay here. The Prince commands my obedience. I can hardly believe I’m thinking about betraying their trust by taking to horse and going in search of her.” He stood, placing one hand on Aldric’s shoulder in a gesture of thanks for the lad’s understanding. 
“You would never do that, surely?” Aldric said, startled. “That would be very...” He paused, his youthful face contracting in a fierce frown. 
Shuffling his feet, Dominic waited for the younger man to complete his thought.
“By the Gods, very what?” he said, after a long moment when Aldric did nothing except stare at him.
“... Uncharacteristic,” Aldric murmured, finally. “To disobey the Queen. Are you sure you’re well?”
Across the room, the sweating musicians laid down their instruments. The dancers dispersed. In search of refreshment, Fortuna and Guildford drifted to the far end of the hall. Suddenly, the atmosphere was too close. Demanding. Oppressive. Shrugging his own confusion at Aldric, Dominic tugged at the neck of his embroidered brocade doublet, loosening buttons as he left. He shoved the heavy doors aside with a blast of telekinesis before the sleepy sentries could summon their wits to aid him. Beyond the noise and bustle of the Great Hall, the castle corridors stretched cool and watchful. He hurried away, nodding to the few people he passed, seeking the privacy of his chambers where he could be alone with his tumbled thoughts. 
“Are you sure you’re well?” He bit his lip as he recalled his squire’s concern, taking the steep, winding stairway that led to his rooms two at a time. Slamming open the thick oak door of his study, Dominic pushed open a window and leaned out, heaving crisp autumn air into his lungs. It filtered past him to ruffle the parchment on his narrow desk, cluttered with ledgers from the tannery and accounts from his new holdings. A cluster of villages and a parcel of land gifted to him by Petronella as thanks for his actions in saving her throne. He’d yet to receive her permission to visit it.
Eyes bright, he scrubbed his hands across his cheeks and scanned the room as if seeing it for the first time. His gaze drifted across walls freshly panelled with the finest timber, a comfortable love seat positioned in front of the fire, the fine Argentian carpet under his feet, glassware from Oceanis available for his use. His once humble bedchamber on the tower floor above housed a comfortable, feather-stuffed mattress. He’d filled his once empty coffer with fresh linens and fine tunics.
Petronella. He owed everything to her. His wealth, his status, his allegiance. His nails dug into his palms as he clenched his fists.
So why? Why did he have a sudden, savage urge to smash the room and his entire life to splinters and kindling?






  
  Chapter 4


Two nights later, in a small, whitewashed room at the Sign of the Falcon in Blade, deep in the depths of Dominic’s dreams, music played, and a woman sang.  
He found he recognised the melody, the same wild, yearning tune that had so ensnared his senses two years ago. In the manner of dreams, he whirled in a circle, trying to place the singer. The tune taunted him. Her voice echoed down roughly hewn corridors, blacker than ink. It twined around sturdy pillars of chiselled rock left in place to support the weight of the mountains above. Drifted above the inky, still waters of underground lakes populated with shoals of dead-eyed, silent fish.
At his hip, an unnamed instrument vibrated, strumming in time with the unseen singer’s vibrato. Reaching his hand to still it, his dreaming self recoiled as he encountered his magical dagger in place of the expected lute.
The shock of it jerked him awake, and he lurched, panting, from his pillows, eyes wild with fright, blood heavy with lust. He found one hand tight around his enchanted knife, normally kept under his pillow, the other curled around his swollen member.
Sleepy at his side, his leman, Bettina, reached a hand backwards, patting his thigh. “Nay, sweeting,” she murmured. “Pay the night frights no mind. Come to me.”
Caught in a thick web of dark enchantment, Dominic needed no second bidding. Mind still humming with the disappearing threads of song, he reached for her warmth. The gently yielding tug and pull of her. She murmured soft encouragement, sleepy still but so beguiling. The homely aroma of the bakery clung to her. Long strands of her hair trapped the scent of freshly baked bread. The skin of her neck tasted faintly of sugar and salt. Groaning, Dominic sank into her again and again, rocking them both to a place where the nightmares vanished, and contentment reigned.
Bettina’s soft moans of pleasure filled the narrow room. Afterwards, she drifted asleep, one hand still coiled within his much broader one, her rumpled head on his sturdy shoulder. Fully awake, staring blindly at the ceiling, Dominic used his gift to turn the enchanted knife end on end. The blade sliced the air in the darkness, its wicked edge a mere inch from his nose. Reaching out a hand, he stopped the motion and traced the carved runes with delicate fingers, following their intricate shapes, wondering at the language. The last fading whispers of the nightmare song played tricks with his inner ears. A light frown creasing his forehead, he raised his head a little from the pillow, balancing the knife across his palm. Deliberately, he cleared his mind. Gave no mental commands. Held a place of silence.
But still, the blade trembled against his skin, and its silver voice beckoned. “Come to me, fly to me. Come to me.”
His fist closed on it. Gently, with infinite care, he withdrew his hand from Bettina’s unconscious grasp and pushed back the blankets.
Outside, in the dim, yeasty chill of the tavern stable, Kismet grunted her disgust as he slid her saddle onto her back and pulled up the girth. Putting the inn and its sleeping occupants behind him, he rode out of Blade through the north gate and headed back to the castle. Kismet’s hooves thundered on the turf as she stretched out. Dominic crouched on her back, lithe as a panther, cloak flying like a bird’s tail behind him. On the narrow, cord-strung bed, he’d left Bettina a hefty purse. Enough to see her into a bakery of her own if she chose. Enough to look after her if there were consequences to their coupling.
He didn’t look back.

      [image: image-placeholder]Revelry and high spirits dominated the hunting party that clattered out of the west gate later the same morning. Outside the castle’s confines, the fresh breeze stirred the smell of falling leaves and a hint of rain. Joran and Petronella led the group; the Prince mounted on his fine Battonian grey stallion. Petronella rode easily beside him on her own, smaller mount, the Grayling balanced on her free hand. Guildford’s tiercel, older now and well-trained, stretched his wings, ready for action. Dominic had Felicia’s merlin on his own fist, ignoring Guildford’s teasing comments about the bird being a woman’s choice. Owen Winterbane, rotund and jocund on a sturdy chestnut mare, rolled in Dominic’s wake. Since Dominic’s inadvertent greeting a few nights previously, the man had been seeking him out and asking some pointed questions about the size and nature of his holdings. Dominic’s shoulders twitched in irritation at Duana’s presence. Not for the first time, he cursed the gossip-hungry Court of Skies. Word must have already circulated that he’d parted company with Bettina. How, he couldn’t guess, but, usually horse shy, Duana rode closely behind, just a few strides away. He could feel her covetous stare, almost as if she held red-hot coals at his back. 
As ever, Aldric rode at his side, keeping pace easily on his sturdy gelding. Son of a farmer, but one time falconer’s apprentice, Aldric loved nothing better than a hawking party. He nudged his horse forward to keep level with Kismet’s slightly longer stride as Dominic sought to put more distance between himself and the avid Winterbanes.
“Bird was right. You are not running fast enough,” he remarked as they followed Petronella’s lead from the rutted path to the forested lower slopes. “How does it feel to be hunted?”  
Dominic cut a glance at him. Aldric’s light brown skin and black hair gleamed in the autumn sunshine, his dark eyes lit with pleasure as he scanned the surrounding countryside. At fourteen, the young man had lost little time finding his feet at court. He’d taken to education like a person starved, fonder of his books than many of his fellow squires. Dominic already relied on his shrewd head for figures and the practical common sense bequeathed to him from his Argentian mother. Growing in height and confidence, the lad was a far cry from the skinny waif Dominic had befriended in Blade two years previously. 
“Let’s just say I pity the hart and the hare,” Dominic said wryly. “The man has been hounding me for days. I live in fear that I’ll wake up one night and find Duana in my bed and my cock in her hand. If her father finds us thus, it’s all over.”
“Then you must run harder and faster,” Aldric advised, struggling to contain his mirth. “Before you find yourself hauled in front of the priests and wedded and bedded.”
“I want to tell him to leave off,” Dominic hissed. “But how to do it without causing offence? That’s the rub. I have nothing against Duana. I just don’t want to marry her.”
“A leave of absence from court to visit your new estates? Would that work?”
Dominic bit his lip, ducking to avoid a low-hanging branch. “Already tried it,” he said gloomily. “The Queen won’t let me go. Says I’m needed here. I think there’s something wrong.”
Aldric ducked the same branch. “How so?”
He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Petronella said something about all of us loyal to the Blessed being needed. The Prince stopped her talking to me before she could explain more. I am worried about her. She looks so tired these days, and Joran’s even more protective than usual.”
“Dupliss is still out there somewhere. He’s still a threat. And they know you want to go after Felicia, what with the Shadow Mage influence and everything else that happened. If Felicia is alive, maybe they don’t want her back at court and around the Queen and the children. Have you thought about that?”
“Not want her back?” Dominic straightened his shoulders, casting a wounded glare forward at the Queen and Prince. Sunlight striped their thick hunting cloaks as they rounded a bend. “Base-born or not, Felicia’s a child of the blood. Petronella would never deny Felicia her place at court. Joran, maybe. But not the Queen. And if she’s hurt...”
Aldric stopped the tumble of words with a steady hand on Dominic’s forearm. Felicia’s merlin turned her hooded head in his direction. “We all saw how overtaken by the Shadow Mage influence Terrence was that night,” he said, his voice low. “Petronella knows how dangerous he is. You can’t risk bringing Felicia back here, Dominic. Not unless you are sure that she is free of its influence.”
“She will be. I’m sure of it. She’s too stubborn to turn,” Dominic said. “But if she is, well, then I’ll go with her. We’ll go to my estate, somewhere far away from court, and I’ll make it right. Somehow.”
Aldric turned his face, his expression grave as he surveyed the undergrowth. 
“What? You want to say something, just say it,” Dominic said, catching the young man’s hesitation.
Aldric sighed. “I wish you would leave this, Dominic,” he said. “No good will come of this obsession you have.”
A muscle clenched in Dominic’s jaw. “What, you are against me as well, now?” he asked, his tone hard.
“I speak as your friend,” Aldric murmured. “And I wish only for your happiness. But I agree with the Queen and the Prince. You are a sworn knight of the realm, tasked with its protection. I am your loyal friend and liegeman. And I know you, Dominic.” He reined in, crowding Kismet off the narrow path so the others could pass them. Duana’s head swivelled as if on a stick as her horse trotted on, her dark eyes intense with longing. Dominic scowled, turning Kismet in a tight circle. 
“Whatever you think you know, don’t be too sure,” he hissed. 
Aldric raised his chin. “I know you,” he insisted. “And if you did anything that hurt the Queen, you could never live with yourself. You know it’s true,” he added. Dominic drew back as if he’d received a blow.
“I would never harm the Queen. Never,” he said. Around them, the forest darkened as the sun disappeared behind a cloud. 
“Then you have to trust her and obey her in this,” Aldric said. “Please. Before all your good intentions turn to dust.”






  
  Chapter 5 


Breaking from the autumn-scented forest to the wind-swept higher ground beneath the crags and hilltops of the western range, the hunting party scattered to fly their birds. One hand shading his brow, Dominic watched Felicia’s merlin circle high against the sky, a dot amongst the thick grey clouds that gathered beyond the mountains as she hunted. Over to his left, Petronella’s ladies gathered to watch the Grayling and his soaring speed as he scanned the ground for prey. Guildford joined the Prince’s group, where Joran flew his great Gerfalcon, the men shouting encouragement as the magnificent bird skimmed low and swift over the tussocks, hunting rabbits. 
Thurgil, Dominic’s friend and head of the falcon mews, found himself in demand, stumping between the groups, whistling down the exultant falcons, and instructing his staff to collect the bloody kills. Petronella’s pale face flushed with excitement as she cheered the Grayling on. Out of sorts, Dominic sought his own company, leaving Aldric with lure and jess to watch Felicia’s hawk. Stomach rumbling, he wandered to the edge of a stream and loosed Kismet’s girth, one hand on her neck. Her warm flank sheltered him from the brisk breeze as his gaze slid idly from group to group. 
The Winterbanes watched the magnificent play from horseback. Neither father nor daughter indulged in the sport. Duana had already bored with watching the birds. Conscious of her eyes on him, he busied himself unpacking his lunch, removing cloth, bread, cold meats, and cheese from his saddlebag and spreading a soft woollen blanket across the rough grass. The view across the rushing stream eastward to the castle and south to Blade drew his eyes in a dizzying vista of angles and dips. He shrugged his cloak higher as a freshening wind found his collar and squatted to arrange the food. Hoofbeats behind him sent his spirits plunging. Winterbane, of course. A shrill squeak as the Grayling brought down a fat rabbit to the cheers of Petronella’s ladies had him gritting his teeth. He kept his eyes on his task, cutting slices of cheese from the round he had brought with him, and tried to ignore the heavy footsteps as they approached. Two large shoes appeared in his peripheral vision—bright scarlet and edged with soft black leather. The older man’s moon-shaped shadow loomed over the picnic cloth. He bit his lip, struggling with an urge to run and never come back.
“How now, Sir Skinner.” Owen Winterbane’s booming voice matched the rest of him for size and plumpness. Dominic heaved an inward sigh as he stood and bowed. Winterbane looked him over, at once mild and shrewd, his chest heaving slightly with exertion.
“I perceive you are avoiding me, sir,” the elder said, his black eyes like currents in his round face. “I would continue our conversation. You know the regard my daughter has for you.”
Caught. Dominic swallowed. He glanced across at the other groups, still calling encouragement to their birds. Aldric had dismounted to retrieve Felicia’s merlin and the brace of larks she’d brought down. The lad looked his way and strolled towards him, much to Dominic’s relief. Motionless on her mount, Duana watched. He could see the tension in her body even at this distance. For focus, she almost put the precious falcons to shame.
Dominic cleared his throat and straightened his shoulders, taking a moment to wipe the blade of his dagger against his thigh.
“I am sorry to disappoint you or Duana, sir,” he said quietly. “I have no wish to marry at the present time.”
“Ah.” Winterbane took a shallow step back. Hope dropped from his face like a cloud passing the sun. He crossed his heavy arms. “My daughter is not good enough for you?” 
“That’s not the reason. I wish no offence,” Dominic said. “Duana is a fine maiden, to be sure.”
“Then why not? Come, sir, you must admit our fortunes will ride well together–the tin and the tannery.” Winterbane’s fur-lined sleeve swept out in an expansive gesture that took in a large sweep of hillside. “We are a wealthy family, sir. Famed for our skill in metal working. As are you these days. Why, that dagger you use so carelessly to cut your food–that is a Tinterdorn blade, is it not?”
Dominic blinked and looked at his knife, turning it over in his hand. “That is what I was told. What of it?” he asked.
Winterbane favoured him with a tight smile that did not sit well on such amiable features. “My wife, Emily, was a Tinterdorn. Her sister, Juliana, was a talent indeed. The best there was. May I?”
He held out a hand, fingers thick with silver rings. Curiosity churning within him, Dominic handed the dagger over. A pale shaft of sunlight kissed the silvered edge and highlighted the engraved runes. Winterbane held it close to his face, turning it this way and that. Clasped in his heavy hand, the lethal weapon looked almost dainty. 
“Aye, this is Juliana’s work, to be sure. Look.”
He extended his hand. Aware that he’d possibly made an enemy, Dominic took a step back. The older man snorted. “I’m not about to murder you with your own knife, lad. Fear not.” He waggled the point of the blade. “Look, there, near the hilt. See her initials?”
Dominic peered at the blade and nodded as he recognised the letters. “I hadn’t noticed them before,” he admitted. “I thought it was part of the decoration.”
Winterbane raised a shocked brow. “These runes are not mere decoration, dear sir. Juliana was Blessed by the Mage,” he said, voice as soft as a feather, pride in every syllable. “She could weave deep enchantments into her work.”
The stiffening breeze found an exposed patch of skin. Dominic shivered. “The man who sold it to me said it is an enchanted blade,” he said. “But I have yet to discover in what way.”
“Aye, well, that’s the thing,” the merchant said. “Juliana could make a blade do many things. It could protect you. Lure you. Find you.” He shrugged and gestured to the rug, panting slightly. “If I could sit?”
“Of course,” Dominic waved his hand at the meal as Winterbane lowered himself stiffly to the ground. “Help yourself. Do you wish for wine?”
Winterbane’s eyes brightened as he handed back the knife. “That’s a good thought, lad.”
“I’ll get it,” Aldric said as he approached, passing Dominic the merlin’s jesses. “Hawking is thirsty work. By your leave, sir, your daughter has taken an escort back to the castle.” He delved into the second saddlebag to retrieve the wine.
Winterbane’s eyes jerked to the ride, where Duana’s crimson cloak fluttered in the breeze as she left the party in the company of a groom, shoulders stiff. He huffed a chuckle as he received the goblet Aldric extended to him. “Aye, she can read the signs,” he said on a half sigh. “No match today. Welladay. I tried on her behalf. That is correct, is it not?” He added, “You are not in the market for a bride. Despite the advantages the joining of our families could bring?”
Dominic took a sip of fruity red Argentine and allowed his shoulders to relax, dropping easily to the ground beside the older man. “You are correct, but 'tis not much of a joining, sir. I was born the son of a humble tanner, that is all.”
Winterbane’s shoulders heaved as he chuckled. ”Aye, and the Winterbanes were humble miners who got lucky. Self-made men. Citizens. Mostly.”
“Apart from Juliana?”
“That’s it. But the soldiers took her years ago, on Lord Falconridge’s order.” Dominic’s eyes widened as the elder leaned back and spat his disgust into the stream. “Died in the mines, she did. Her Blessed skill with her. A crime and a sad loss to the trade and her family.” 
Reaching for a hunk of roast boar, Dominic chewed thoughtfully. “I am sorry to hear it. My uncle was the first taken. It’s possible they knew each other. Can you tell what type of enchantment this blade contains?” he asked.
Winterbane grimaced. “Not I. That’s a skill I do not have. But I think someone altered it from the original. Let’s look again. I’ll show ye.”
Dominic stifled a grin against his cup as the older man fumbled in his pouch for a small pair of spectacles and perched them on his broad nose.
“This’ll be you one day. You may well laugh,” Winterbane huffed, taking the knife once more. “Look, there. See the rune for strength and the other for calling?” He tapped the dagger with a pointed, somewhat grimy nail. Not knowing the language of runes, Dominic nodded vaguely. He exchanged a sceptical glance with Aldric over the man’s scarlet velvet cap.
Hunched over the dagger, the older man missed his expression. “See, someone’s added something to the end of this. An extra sigil. Just there, look in between.”
Frowning, Dominic bent over the knife. Winterbane’s professional eye had seen the discrepancy in style that his own untutored gaze could not. 
“Aye, I see it. What does it mean?” he asked. 
Winterbane shrugged and tossed the knife back into Dominic’s lap. “That, I don’t know. Could be nothing. A previous owner, perhaps.” He took a thirsty gulp of wine and sighed his pleasure, reaching for more bread, his brow creasing in sudden thought.
“But what I know is, you don’t go changing an enchanted blade. Not unless you know what you’re doing. That blade you’ve got. It’s a rarity. Priceless, some would say. And you used it to cut your cheese.” He shook his head, jowls wobbling.
Dominic frowned. He glanced over at Aldric, who shrugged. 
“The Mage blessed me with telepathy and mentomancy,” he said, spinning the knife in the air between them with a glance and a twist of his fingers. “Master Tingle, who sold this to me down in Blade, said it was meant for a person with telekinetic powers.”
Winterbane watered his bread in the wine. Droplets dripped from his fingers to pool on the blanket like blood as he paused with the morsel halfway to his mouth. A smile lightened his heavy features as the knife turned before his eyes. “Still makes my heart sing to watch you Blessed do that,” he said. “Never had the slightest touch of the Mage myself, but I am always loyal to him. Aye, I am.”
“I think this enchantment talks to me. I hear it sometimes. It wants me to follow where it calls.”
The elder shrugged. “That’s possible if Juliana carved those runes,” he said. 
“The thing is,” Dominic continued, dropping his voice, “should I follow where it calls?”
Sharp-eyed, his would-be father-in-law met his gaze with a questioning one of his own. 
“Should you follow the call of a powerful enchanted blade, one that an unknown person has altered for their own purpose? Absolutely not.”
Dominic’s face fell. “That’s what I feared you would say.” He sighed. “I’m looking for Felicia of Wessendean. I think the knife wants me to find her.” He let the dagger drop to the cloth and ran a gentle finger along the merlin’s feathers.
“The missing girl. A Wessendean? Is that the one you have your eye on?” Winterbane grimaced, his eyes drifting across to the royal party and Guilford’s commanding figure as he lounged beside the Prince. “Joran does right, keeping that lad close,” he muttered. “No telling what those traitors will do. Best news I had when I heard Arabella met her end. Pity they never caught up with Dupliss. The Gods know what he’ll do next.”
Dominic kept silent, his memory full of the Grayling’s angry screech and Arabella’s blood-streaked face, gaping, eyes wide with fear and shock as she plummeted to her death. 
Winterbane’s black eyes scanned his face. “What you did, that took guts, lad,” he murmured. “You were just a stripling back then. I remember ye, all eyes and heart. Thanks to you, Joran stopped the rebellion.”
A half smile curved Dominic’s lips. He snared the blade and stowed it carefully in its sheath, nodding at Aldric, who listened to their conversation with his head on one side, like a child hearing a bedtime story. “I had a lot of help,” he said. 
He glanced up at the spiteful slash of rain against his cheek and lifted his hood as the wind changed direction, blowing harsh from the north. His eyes widened as he scanned the sky. Black clouds roiled in the near distance, racing from the Northern ranges to strike the lowlands. Flocks of wild birds led the charge, their savage, alien cries greeting the storm as it advanced.
“Not much of a picnic,” Aldric said, snatching an extra slice of meat and gulping his wine. “Pity the weather’s changed.” Working together, they bundled the foodstuffs into napkins and stowed them away. Winterbane groaned to his feet, aided by Dominic’s sturdy elbow. Kismet tossed her head as the rain gained strength. Elsewhere, Joran threw Petronella to her mount’s back, leaving her ladies to gather their food. Guildford had already turned away to face the ride back to the castle. Above their heads, thunder growled, the wind picked up, and the storm started in earnest.
Hoods pulled up against the weather, the party mounted and headed for the relative shelter of the gloomy forest. Overhead, the wind churned the branches. The horses shook their heads at the barrage of small twigs and cascading leaves wrestled from the heights by the gale. 
Up ahead, Joran raised his hand. “Make all speed,” he roared to the company. “This is no passing squall.”
They cantered on. Riding full pelt, bending low against Kismet’s sweating neck, Dominic followed the lead, heart beating fast with every new crack of thunder, his thirst for adventure beating time in his ears. Aldric rode beside him, glancing up every now and again as the branches whipped and the wind whined. 
They were halfway to the castle when Joran called a sudden halt. Broken from his wild reverie, Dominic sat up, slowing Kismet to a trot. She threw back her head, scattering his face with water. Blinking, he wiped his eyes with a soaked sleeve and trotted her forward to the head of the line. Joran and Petronella had reigned in. Beyond them, a squarish figure atop a sturdy gelding splashed gamely towards them through the slick mud. Both horse and rider looked exhausted. The man wore half armour, liberally smeared with dirt and blood. The shield attached to his saddle bore the emblem of fox and hart. It
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at such great pace,
Decisive action he'((
] embrace!
“But, whoa! Too fast may
(ead to woe, As hasty
winds do reck(ess blow. He
might just trip o'er his own
sword, For caution's
whisper he ignored.
So cheer for speed,
but mark this jest, Too

quick to move is not
always best!
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