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1

SHIP OF FOOLS

Adrian sul’Han shivered, drawing the collar of his clan-made stormcoat up to his chin. Spring might have come to the Realms he’d left behind, but sea ice and icebergs still cluttered the surface of Invaders Bay. He could hear Captain Hadley DeVilliers shouting orders from the quarterdeck to their mingled Carthian/Fellsian crew as the Sea Wolf threaded her way through the ice toward the open sea.

Sailing toward Lyss, if there was any justice in this shattered world. A debatable point.

It had been Hadley’s idea to launch their mission from the Frozen Sea north of Wizard Head. For one thing, Empress Celestine now controlled the queendom’s only deepwater port at Chalk Cliffs. For another, the success of this mission depended on absolute secrecy. It was unlikely they’d meet any other ships this far north at this time of year. After all, nobody in his right mind would choose to be here.

Nobody who wasn’t desperate for a win in the wake of so many losses—Hana, Jenna, his father. Ash did not want to live on as the survivor of another failure. He would save his sister and save the Line or die in the attempt.

Not a trade I’d make. Stay alive.

Ash flinched. He looked around, but nobody was near enough to have been heard over the howl of the wind. He gripped the serpent amulet more tightly, his knuckles white, as if he could squeeze a response from the metal and stone.

“Da?”

Nothing.

Ash’s breath hissed through his teeth. It had been this way since the night he and his father had partnered to bring his mother back from the dead. He’d hear a whisper in his ear, or feel a presence like the brush of a feather or the tendrils of a dream, or hear his father calling his name amid the shriek of the wind and the crash of the waves.

But it was all one way. No matter how hard Ash tried, he couldn’t seem to enter the borderlands between life and death.

Come see me in Aediion, his father had said. You and your mother and sister have enemies at court. Enemies on the council. Don’t give your trust easily.

“A little help here, healer?” The voice was edged with impatience.

Ash looked up. High above, the magemarked pirate Evan Strangward clung to the rigging like a spider, shining like a ship’s lantern in the night. He’d been up there for hours, facing the brunt of the weather without complaint, manipulating wind and waves to open a path through the ice for the Sea Wolf. At the same time, he kept her sails filled, driving them forward as fast as they could safely go. Maybe faster.

“Sorry,” Ash said, moving back into position in the bow of the ship, receiving the blessing of freezing spray and stinging sleet. It was his job to clean up after the weather mage—to clear away the obstacles the pirate missed, blasting icebergs into bits, softening the slabs of ice that floated into their path so the ship’s hull could penetrate them without damage.

Watching Strangward at work was like visual poetry, his amulet flaring under his fingers as he gathered power, then both arms sweeping forward, shaping, coaxing, cajoling, commanding, like a temple speaker, a conductor of wind, ice, and water. He was agile as a cat, maneuvering over the spars to get the right angle, swinging from mast to mast as if unaware that he was more than a hundred feet above the decks. He seemed impervious to bad weather. He’d left his stormcoat on the deck below, saying it only got in his way.

Maybe he hadn’t the range of magic enjoyed by wizards in the Realms, courtesy of their ability to work charms, but there were clear advantages to being a specialist. Ash had seen limited weather wizardry from his parents’ friend Fire Dancer. As a clan-born wizard, Dancer had combined the uplander’s easy connection with the natural world with the raw magic of wizardry. But Dancer’s weather magic was a whisper next to Strangward’s roar.

Evan’s roar. The pirate had asked them to call him Evan, but, given the history between them, that wasn’t easy to do.

“If you’d have told me I’d be sailing under that bloodsucking pirate, I’d have laughed in your face.”

Ash spun around. Two of Hadley’s crew huddled next to the foremast shrouds, their eyes fixed on Evan, their faces clouded with resentment.

“My cousin’s ship went down off Baston Bay, and it was the swiving Stormcaster that done it.” The sailor shuddered and spat on the deck.

“Every time a ship is lost, they blame it on him,” the other one said, jerking his head toward the pirate. “He can’t have done for all of ’em. Anyway, we an’t sailing under him. DeVilliers is captain, long as we’re at sea.”

“Mind the telltales,” Strangward called down, causing the two of them to jump. “Trim the jib sheets—now.”

“Tell him that,” the first one said, hurrying to adjust the sheets. “Maybe Captain DeVilliers is the master on paper, but she’ll go to the bottom with the rest of us if he decides to founder us.”

Ash sighed. Though the pirate seemed painfully eager to win the rest of them over by proving his value to the mission, his efforts seemed to have the opposite effect. The Stormcaster was hated and feared all along the coast. Sailors were superstitious by nature. Plus, they were so often at the mercy of weather that the Stormcaster’s command of it was intimidating and unsettling, even for those who’d been raised with wizardry.

“Impressive, isn’t he? Almost scary.”

Ash jumped and turned to find Finn standing next to him, his eyes fixed on the pirate.

“If you like a show-off,” Ash said, stuffing his hands into his pockets.

That should have drawn a laugh from the Finn he remembered. Instead, his friend drew in a breath, then let it out slowly. “Do you think we can pull this off?”

Ash swiped water from his face with his sopping sleeve. “Pull what off?”

“Get in and out of Celesgarde? Rescue your sister?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t hope for that,” Ash said. “Why? Are you having second thoughts?”

“Not really,” Finn said. “I’m just trying to estimate the odds of success.”

“Maybe it’s better not to look at the odds at all,” Ash said, rolling his eyes. “I was a little surprised that you agreed to come, since you had to postpone the wedding and all.”

“Duty trumps desire,” Finn said. “Julianna understands that we all must be willing to sacrifice for the greater good.”

That sounded stuffy, even for bookish Finn. It was the kind of thing people say to you when you’re the one who’s going to be doing the sacrificing.

“I’m not sacrificing anyone if I can help it,” Ash said. “I’ve already lost my father and my sister. My mother still hasn’t recovered. Too many of my friends have died in this war, or been gravely wounded, you included. I think we’ve done our bit.”

“It’s never enough,” Finn said, pain flickering across his face. He rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand. Though he was bareheaded, his hair plastered down by the wet, he didn’t seem to feel the cold.

“Are you all right?” Ash said, putting a hand on Finn’s shoulder.

“It’s just . . . I’ve been having these headaches, ever since I was wounded,” Finn said. “They’re getting worse instead of better. And sometimes—it’s like I have these spells when I miss things. I just blank out.” He shook his head. “I think I’m losing my mind.”

Worry quivered through Ash. Once again, he was reminded that while he’d pursued a career as an assassin in the south, Finn had waged a war on a different battlefield—one in which he saw his friends slaughtered, and probably blamed himself for surviving. Both of them were marked by what they’d seen and done—things they would prefer to forget.

“Listen,” Ash said. “Sometimes that’s how the mind works. When we’re under stress, it protects us by giving us an out when we need one.”

“Well,” Finn said, with a bitter laugh, “stress is an appropriate response to stressful times.”

I should have asked more questions, Ash thought. I should have made sure Finn had recovered enough to deal with this.

What kind of a healer are you?

Unable to help himself, Ash sent a tendril of soothing magic through his fingers into Finn’s shoulder. He yanked back his hand, fingers stinging, as Finn twisted away.

His friend stood, his back to the rail, one hand on his amulet. “Do not presume to heal me, Adrian,” Finn said between ragged breaths. “I am not broken.”

“I’m sorry,” Ash said, mortified. “I was only trying to—”

“I know what you were trying to do,” Finn said. “Don’t.” He turned away and disappeared down the forward ladder.

Ash sucked his blistered fingers.

The time will come when you will wish you were a better healer.

It seemed that Taliesin’s curse would be with him his entire life.

They’d been at it for hours, but now—finally—they were escaping into the open sea. Once out of the bay, the seas roughened and the winds intensified, but at least the minefield of ice thinned, suggesting that their watch was nearly over.

“Stand down, Your Highness,” Hadley called from the quarterdeck. “You, too, Strangward. You’ve done a yeoman’s job. Now go aft and get warm.”

“I’ll be down in a little while,” Evan said, gripping the spar with his knees and leaning down toward her. He looked soaked through and half-frozen, the watch cap he always wore on deck was sodden, and yet, he seemed illuminated, as if energized by his connection to the elements. “I’d better make sure we’re well out of the shallows and possible coastal traffic before I leave off.”

Ash was close enough to Hadley’s position at the rail to see the storm brewing in her expression. She opened her mouth, as if to respond. Then, spotting Ash, she shut it again, turned on her heel, and stalked back to the helm.

They were just a few days out, but friction was already growing between Strangward and his stormborn and Hadley and her veterans.

Evan was used to giving orders, not receiving them. Though they’d all agreed that Hadley would serve as ship’s master during the seafaring portion of their journey, he seemed to view Hadley’s commands as the beginning of a conversation and not the last word. When he ordered Hadley’s crew around, they resented it.

For their part, the Carthian crew was unflaggingly loyal to the pirate, always looking to Evan to verify Hadley’s orders before following them. Ash could tell that it was getting under her skin.

Ash knew he needed to do something, but he wasn’t sure what. This is why Lyss is the officer and you’re not, he thought.
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SECOND THOUGHTS

Ash swapped out his wet clothes and retreated to his berth in the crew bunk room, knowing he would have it to himself this time of day. Reaching into his sea bag, he pulled out a weather-beaten, leather-bound book. He could just make out the timeworn lettering stamped into the cover—Kinley’s Mastery.

As a boy, Ash had been intrigued by his father’s stories about meeting the mysterious Crow in Aediion—the dream world. Crow—who had turned out to be their ancestor Alger Waterlow, known as the Demon King. He’d mentored Ash’s father in his battle for his birthright.

At first, Ash had assumed that the ability to cross boundaries had been unique to the two of them, a consequence of Waterlow’s unfinished business and his thirst for revenge. But when his father gave him his first amulet, Ash had begun devouring the magical texts in his library. Halfway through Kinley’s Mastery, Ash found a chapter with directions for travel to the dream world.

For someone with an interest in healing, this seemed like a critical skill. Ash had begged his father to allow him to try a crossing himself.

His father had refused, warning him that the borderlands were a dangerous place. “You never know who’ll be waiting for you there,” he’d said. “A wizard more skilled than you can change his appearance and change the setting you’re in. You can get lost in Aediion and not find your way back to your body.”

“I’ll be careful,” Ash had said, which got him nowhere. “You could come with me,” he persisted.

But his father held firm. “There are enough dangers here in the real world. Wait until you get some academy training,” he’d said. “They teach it in senior year for a reason. Even then, not many are able to do it. We’ll work on it then.”

Soon after that, his father was murdered, and Ash fled to Oden’s Ford. There, he trained as a healer and launched his career as an assassin. He’d never had a chance to study travel to the dream world, since he never completed his senior year. His schooling had been interrupted by the arrival of the Darian assassins.

Now, it seemed, he had permission, even encouragement from his father.

Come see me in Aediion, his father had said. Easier said than done.

Ash flipped to the middle, to a page marked by a ribbon. Page 393. The title was Portal to Aediion. There followed several pages outlining the risks of travel to the dream world—a daunting collection of dire consequences for the unwary and untrained. Everything his father had mentioned and more.

I cannot emphasize enough how important it is for the wizard to leave his corporeal self in a safe place while journeying to the dream world. . . . Not only will it be vulnerable to predators and enemies of all kinds, there is a risk that it will be committed to the funereal flame.

There was more. If he was killed in Aediion, he would be dead in real life. If he ran out of flash—stored magic—he would have no way back.

Enemies could lie in wait in the dream world, disguised as friends. Worse, an enemy might hitch a ride back to the real world and possess his body.

Ash was beginning to understand why his father had warned him away from it.

Direct magic was the only effective weapon in the dream world. There followed several examples of ways to use flash against adversaries, most of which Ash was familiar with. The exception was a method of “inhaling” magic—of drawing power out of an opponent until he was an empty vessel.

It is possible to strip magical energy from an adversary in Aediion and turn it to one’s own use. This should be used as a last resort, as timing and mastery of the charm are critical.

He reviewed the lines of spellwork—three for the portal, three for the return. He mouthed the words, practicing them until he knew them by heart.

As Ash understood it, he’d have to meet his father in a place they both knew well. But where? They’d never set a place and time to meet, so what were the chances that they would connect? It wasn’t as if he could leave his body behind and go and sit there, day after day, waiting for his father to appear. Not now, when he was on his way to find Lyss.

He was about to close the book and return it to his sea bag, when he noticed something that he hadn’t before. At the bottom of the page, writing had bled through from the other side.

He turned the page. On the other side, in neat hand lettering, was printed Meet at Drovers’ Inn. He stared at it. Ran a finger over it. Drovers’ Inn was where he and his father had breakfast at Ragmarket on the day he was murdered.

Had that been there all along? Ash hadn’t looked at the book since the day his father died. It had languished on his shelf while Ash was exiled in the south. He’d brought it aboard with him so that he could study it during the crossing.

He examined the inscription, trying to determine if it was in his father’s hand. His handwriting was rowdy, scrawling, nearly unreadable. But this was printed. So it could have been him, being careful to make it legible.

But it couldn’t have been him. He’d died that same day.

Unless he’d written it there beforehand. Had he had a premonition that he was going to die? Had he wanted to lay the groundwork for a meeting after death?

Or was it some kind of a trick?

Ash would have to go. He knew he had to go—either to meet up with his father or confront his killers. But it would have to wait until this mission was done. He couldn’t risk letting his sister down again.

Slowly, he closed the book and shoved it back into his sea bag.

Later that day, after dinner, Ash made his way aft, descending the midship ladder to the gun deck, then continuing on to the officers’ quarters in the stern. Hadley had made this space available to Ash’s hand-picked band for private discussions. The rest of the crew was housed on the berth deck below.

Ash could hear low voices when he reached the day cabin, but they stopped abruptly when he pushed the door open.

It was Talbot, Finn, and Hadley, blinking at him like guilty co-conspirators.

“Don’t mind me,” Ash said, taking the stool closest to the potbellied stove and extending his hands to warm them. “You were saying?”

They all looked at one another. Hadley cleared her throat. “This isn’t working.”

“What do you mean?” Ash said, though he had a guess.

“It—it’s just that we think it’s a mistake to trust Strangward and his crew,” she said. “He’s already betrayed you once. Every third word is a lie. He’s been decimating our shipping for years. Who’s to say that he isn’t in league with the empress and this is an elaborate trap?”

“Didn’t Julianna say that was unlikely, based on what she was hearing from her eyes and ears?” Ash said. “All reports suggest that Evan and Celestine are sworn enemies.”

“Eyes and ears have their limits,” Finn said, brushing his fingers over his betrothal ring. “Julianna would be the first to admit that.”

Julianna wasn’t there to admit that, or anything else. Although she’d been included in early planning, in the end she had elected to stay behind. With the queen in frail health, the realm needed a capable administrator to keep the engines of government going. Besides, as the queen’s niece, she was in the line of succession to the throne if their mission failed. The last thing Ash wanted was to hand the empress another weapon.

“Isn’t it late to be having second thoughts?” Ash said, knowing he was now the outsider in this group of longtime friends. “If you all had a concern, you should have raised it earlier, before we sailed.”

“That was before we saw what he can do,” Finn said. “I’m on third thoughts by now.”

“It didn’t seem to bother you earlier, when you were talking about how impressive he is,” Ash said, blindsided by this about-face.

“He is impressive,” Finn said. “That’s what worries me. He can take this ship wherever he wants to go.”

“It doesn’t help that he’s up there in the rigging, where everyone can see him work,” Talbot said.

“In all fairness, he can’t do that job from his cabin,” Ash said. “He has to be able to see where we’re going. Maybe he can leave off stormlord duty now that we’re in the open ocean.”

Hadley snorted. “I can ask him to leave off, I can order him to leave off, but he’s not very good at following orders.”

“Any minute, he could conjure up a storm, sink this ship, and drown us all,” Finn said.

“At any moment, you, I, or Hadley could burn this ship to the waterline,” Ash said. “I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t do that because I’m not that good a swimmer.”

His attempt to lighten the mood was met with grim faces.

“I trust you,” Talbot said. “I don’t trust him.”

“Look,” Ash said, “he’s a pirate without a ship. The last thing he’d want to do is sink this one.”

“So we sail to Tarvos, he throws us in prison, and then he takes our ship,” Finn said.

“That is a risk,” Ash said, wondering how the hell he’d gotten into the position of defending Strangward. “Before we left the Realms, didn’t we all agree that we would go by way of Tarvos, so that we can take a small crew and a smaller ship to Celesgarde?”

Talbot scowled. “Those bloodsworn of his are—”

“Stormborn,” Ash said.

Talbot rolled her eyes, dismissing the distinction. “Whatever they are, they make my skin crawl. They look at him like they’re hungry and he’s supper.”

“My crew is in a panic,” Hadley said. “They’re afraid they’ll end up the same way—as half-dead slaves to Strangward.”

“They’ve lived with magic all their lives,” Ash said. “You’re a wizard. Why are they so skittish all of a sudden?”

“Sailors are skittish,” Hadley said. “Even though they’ve been sailing with me for years, I still don’t show off a lot of wizardry when we’re at sea.”

“Look,” Ash said, his irritation rising, partly because he shared some of their reservations. “I have more reason to distrust Strangward than any of you, but this was a forced choice. We need him if we’re to have any chance of finding Lyss.”

“But . . . wouldn’t it make sense to go straight to Celesgarde with the crew we have?” Talbot said. “If Strangward really wants to help us, he’ll go along. The longer we delay, the more chance that—that something might happen to Lyss.”

“I agree,” Finn said. “Why risk detouring to his stronghold? We have a ship, and now we know that we have a crew large enough to sail it, and we know where we’re going. You have the maps and charts, right, Hadley? Even if Strangward won’t cooperate, can’t you get us to the Northern Islands without a guide?”

“Wellll,” Hadley said, shifting in her seat. “I’ve never sailed in those waters. Most of what I know is rumor and tales, and the maps and soundings I have are centuries old.”

“Could it have changed that much?” Finn said. “Talbot, you’re bound to Lyss. If we get close, you could find her, couldn’t you?”

Talbot looked uncomfortable at having that draped around her shoulders. “I’ll do my best, of course,” she said. “But I don’t know.”

“What are you proposing?” Ash said, losing patience. “That we dump Strangward overboard?”

“No,” Talbot said hastily. “Of course not. But this is our mission. He’s agreed to help us, but shouldn’t we be the ones to decide how to go about it?”

I’m paying the price for being away so long, Ash thought. They’ve been fighting together for years. Why should they trust my judgment? Last they knew, I was a thirteen-year-old healer who ran away.

“It’s Hadley’s call, as long as we’re aboard ship,” Ash said.

“And yours once we make landfall,” Hadley said, as if throwing him a bone.

“All right, then, we’re at sea,” Ash said. “What’s your decision, Captain?”

“It’s risky either way,” Hadley said. “If we sail straight to Celesgarde in Sea Wolf, there’s a greater chance we’ll be spotted and recognized, but I would feel a lot more comfortable sailing Sea Wolf into a storm line with my crew than Strangward’s little ketch with his. If we make straight for Celesgarde, we avoid the risk of being double-crossed in Tarvos, and we get there faster, since there aren’t many ships that can beat the Wolf for speed.” She paused, as if waiting for Ash to pull rank on her. “So I say we bypass Tarvos and sail straight to Celesgarde.”

“And I say that would be a mistake.”

All eyes turned to the doorway. Evan Strangward stood there, leaning against the frame, one bare foot atop the other, the silver and blue streaks in his hair glittering in the lamplight.

How long has he been listening? Ash thought. Long enough, he guessed.

“I’m here because I want this mission to succeed,” Evan said. “That’s the only reason I’m here. I’ve been fighting Celestine since I was thirteen, so I know what I’m doing. You asked for my advice, and I gave it to you. You’d do well to follow it, if you want to get out of this alive.”

“Is that a threat, pirate?” Hadley said, eyes narrowed.

“The empress is the threat,” Evan said, “not me. But I make this promise—I will not be delivered into the empress’s hands, which is what will happen if you try to sail this ship into Celesgarde. If that’s your plan, just drop me off on the nearest point of land, and we’ll go our separate ways.”

“So you can send word to the empress that we’re on our way?” Hadley shook her head. “I can’t risk it. Whether you help us or not, you stay for the entire mission.”

“If I were truly working for the empress, I would keep my mouth shut and let you sail straight to Celesgarde,” Evan said, his voice trembling with anger. “That is exactly what she wants.”
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THE DANCE BARBEAU

Captain Charles Barbeau hurried through the familiar corridors leading to the king’s small council chamber, determined not to be late. As newly minted captain of King Jarat’s guard, this would be his first big appearance before the king’s council, the culmination of an investigation that had been going on for weeks. This would be his opportunity to exact revenge on the murderer of his friend Luc Granger in the streets of Ardenscourt.

King Jarat had practically anointed Granger a saint for giving his life in defense of the empire. Charles was good with that. Maybe Granger had sometimes acted like he was better than him, but he’d given him a hand up when he needed it. Plus, now Charles had Luc’s old job, and so was now lord and master of the estates Granger had vacated. So he had nothing but good things to say about his late friend.

Everything was riding on this meeting—his new status as a thane, his promotion, maybe his very life. He’d spent half the night practicing what he had to say before drinking himself into a deep sleep. Now he had a hangover, which didn’t help.

Charles examined himself in the looking glass at the top of the stairs, straightening his uniform tunic. He’d paid a pretty price for custom-tailored blacks reflecting his new status. This is your day to shine, he thought, adjusting his sword belt.

A brace of blackbirds was stationed outside the council chamber, collecting weapons. The table behind them was already cluttered with blades and amulets.

Charles nodded approvingly at the guards and went to pass by, but one of them blocked his path.

“All weapons are to be left outside of our council chambers,” the blackbird said. “His Majesty’s orders.”

“I know that,” Charles snapped. “I cosigned the order. I don’t think the king meant to include—”

“Everyone,” the blackbird said. “We’ll return them to you as you leave.”

Charles reluctantly gave up his sword and dagger, a fine matched set left behind by a previous occupant of one of his new estates. Though he’d made sure to arrive early, most of the council members were already there. King Jarat sat at the head of the table, his hands scrabbling through a stack of papers. The young hawk looked to be suffering from a bad case of nerves, too. Maybe, like Charles, he was worried about the confrontation to come. In any event, the king had forgone his usual finery. He was clad in dung-colored velvet, his face pale and haggard. As Charles watched, Jarat refilled his cup from a decanter of wine.

Charles recognized most of the others at the table: Father Fosnaught, principia of the Church of Malthus; Lord Botetort, one of the few old guard thanes who’d remained loyal.

And, of course, General Karn. He was scowling, drumming his fingers on the tabletop. People said that he and his son, the spymaster, despised each other. From what Charles had seen, that was true. Every conversation between them was a series of verbal thrusts and parries.

How would the general react to what Charles had to say?

Both of the Karns were mages. Both of them were dangerous.

There were only two empty seats. Charles prudently took the one farthest from the general.

Blessedly, his fellow thanes and drinking companions Beauchamp and LaRue were there, too. Beauchamp gave him a nod of encouragement. LaRue only smirked. Neither had a clue what was about to happen. Charles liked being in the know. Still, he wished it was all over but the toasts.

It didn’t help that it was already hot and stuffy in the room. Charles loosened his collar and debated whether to get up and throw open the shutters. In the end, he let them be.

Everyone jumped as the door banged open, admitting Lieutenant Destin Karn. The spymaster was sleek in his usual King’s Guard black. He paused in the doorway, scanning the room. His flinty eyes rested momentarily on Charles, then moved on.

Charles shivered, and his mouth went dry. The spymaster had to be younger than Charles. How did he get to be so intimidating?

Charles glanced at General Karn, then poured himself some very early ale. Hair of the dog, and all that.

“Here we are, finally,” King Jarat snapped. “Give us some privacy, please, Lieutenant.”

The lieutenant walked around the room, murmuring charms. When he’d finished, the blackbirds collected his amulet, too, then left, closing the door behind them.

King Jarat pointed to the one empty chair. “Sit, Lieutenant Karn,” he said. “I hope that you have brought us some intelligence regarding the recent attack on our city and the disappearance of our . . . guests.”

The spymaster tented his fingers together and looked around the circle of councillors. He was as cold-blooded as any temple crow. “Any other requests before I begin?”

Charles gulped down some ale. “I hope you can offer an explanation for how such a disaster could have happened right in our capital and in the presence of representatives from all over the empire.”

The spymaster raised an eyebrow, as if this well-prepared speech was just a little over the top, but said nothing.

“Perhaps we should offer a prayer for the safety of our beloved queen mother and Princess Madeleine,” Fosnaught suggested.

Jarat waved that away. “Save that for the temple.”

“Is this inquest really necessary, Your Majesty?” General Karn said, rubbing the back of his fleshy neck. “It’s obvious who’s behind the attack, and why. This likely means that the rebel forces will attack sooner rather than later. Instead of dithering, we should mobilize against them in order to choose the most advantageous battlefield.”

“Your Majesty, I am all in favor of swagger and sword-brandishing where appropriate,” Lieutenant Karn said, his voice dry as dust. He kept his eyes on the king, never glancing at the general. His own father. “My job is to make sure that we choose the most appropriate target.”

“General Karn, surely we can spare a few minutes to hear what the lieutenant has learned,” Jarat said. “Captain Barbeau, please join in when called upon.”

Damned right, I will, Charles thought, first sitting back in his seat, then leaning forward, gripping the arms. Then sitting up straight.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the spymaster said. “I’ll cut to the bone. As you know, our original theory was that the attack on our capital was engineered by the traitorous thanes, seeking to—ah—to secure their families before launching a military operation against us. We were wrong.” Young Karn paused, waiting until every eye was fixed on him. “All evidence suggests that the attack on our city was planned and executed by agents of the empress in the east.”

A murmur of shock and disbelief rolled through the council. Fosnaught made the sign of Malthus and muttered, “Great saint, protect us.”

“The empress in the east?” Botetort said. “As I recall, we sent her emissary packing.”

General Karn’s eyes narrowed, but his posture didn’t change. “You mentioned evidence, Lieutenant?” he said, in a bored voice.

“We believe that Emissary Strangward’s visit was for reconnaissance purposes,” the lieutenant said. “The story about searching for a magemarked girl was a ruse to gain access to the castle close and assess the feasibility of an attack on our capital. Apparently, in view of the security here, they decided that the north was an easier target.”

“But if they’ve invaded the north, why would they return here and kidnap our women and children?” Beauchamp said.

“Here I can only speculate,” Lieutenant Karn said. “Either they saw an opportunity and took it, or they are looking to the future. Once they subdue the north, they’ll come south. How better to soften us up than to encourage the thanes to march on the capital? How better to encourage the thanes than to remove the obstacle of the hostages?”

This produced a satisfactory sucking in of breath.

“The other possibility is that the empress is in collusion with the rebels.” The spymaster shook his head. “If so, they’ll find out how risky that is.”

“We’ve still not heard anything that proves it was the empress and not the rebels,” the general said. “Why complicate things?”

“Tell me, General, do the rebels have a navy?” Lieutenant Karn said, gazing up at the ceiling, as if the answer might be written there.

“What does that have to do with—?”

“If you’ll let me finish, you’ll find out,” the spymaster said. “What we do know is that the hostages—and, presumably, Queen Marina and Princess Madeleine—were taken out of the ballroom via the servants’ entrance, through the pantry, and into the street. After that, we lose track of them until they take ship from Southgate the next day.”

“The next day!” Beauchamp shook his head. “How would nearly fifty women and children travel from Ardenscourt to Southgate in a day?”

“How indeed?” Lieutenant Karn said. “Here’s the thing—my eyes and ears in Southgate have identified the ship as belonging to Empress Celestine.”

Eyes widened all around.

“Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” Botetort grumbled.

“Again, we lose track of the ship, until it lands on the northern coast somewhere between Chalk Cliffs and Spiritgate.” The spymaster paused, then added, “North of the border.”

Charles looked around the table, to see who was buying what the lieutenant was selling. Everyone looked confused except the general, whose face had flushed an angry red. Sweat trickled down the center of Charles’s back.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Father Fosnaught said. “Why would the empress deliver the hostages to the witch in the north? Have they formed an alliance?” He shuddered, as if to say the only thing worse than one witch is two.

“Because the empress controls that territory now,” Lieutenant Karn said. “It may be that the empress made the same offer to the queen in the north that she made to our late king—an alliance and an army. An offer King Gerard was wise enough to decline. However it happened, the empress’s armies attacked Chalk Cliffs, and now hold the city and the port. She has been off-loading soldiers, horses, and equipment in preparation for what appears to be a major invasion.”

“A pirate queen from Carthis has taken Chalk Cliffs?” General Karn rolled his eyes. “That’s hard to believe. Your eyes and ears are as trustworthy as a harlot’s kiss.”

“Actually, it’s true,” King Jarat said. “I have my own eyes and ears in the north, and they confirm what the lieutenant is saying. The empress now controls Chalk Cliffs, and shows every sign of mounting a major offensive.” He paused. “However. I’ve not heard anything about the arrival of our women and children.”

Both Karns—father and son—looked surprised. They’d finally found something to agree on.

Lieutenant Karn recovered first. Startlement slid off him like the skin from a snake. He nodded at the king, as if grateful for the support, and continued, “Celestine is more than a pirate. My agents in the east tell me that she now controls the entire Desert Coast as well as the Northern Islands. There’s nothing more to conquer on her home ground. I surmise that she’s seeking new territories.”

“That still doesn’t explain why this pirate empress would send agents to kidnap the families of the rebels and members of our royal family,” the general said.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the spymaster said. “She’s hoping we will blame the rebels. Right now, she’d prefer that we continue fighting each other. That keeps us out of her hair and weakens us so that we will be easy pickings when she turns her eyes south. And she will.”

“So,” Jarat said, “we’ll turn their strategy on its ear. While the northerners are distracted by the attack on their port, we’ll march north to Fellsmarch, take the capital, and confront the pirates on northern soil. They will wish they’d never set foot in Ardenscourt.”

The general’s face had grown darker and darker as the conversation proceeded. “Your Majesty, with all due respect, it’s not that easy. We haven’t penetrated anywhere close to the seat of the witch in over twenty-five years.”

“Whose fault is that?” Jarat said, his voice cold and cutting. “Perhaps our luck is about to change. I have reason to believe that we may receive a warmer welcome in the north than previously. Once the Realms are united, our armies will drive the empress into the sea.”

“Whoever sold you that story is shoveling scummer,” the general said. “As I’ve said before, the loss of the hostages won’t make a bit of difference when it comes to the rebellion. Lord Matelon was never going to negotiate anyway. He’s never parleyed with a hostage-taker or redeemed a prisoner, and he won’t begin now. The northerners are no threat to us. They won’t set foot outside their mountain strongholds, expecially if they’re being attacked from the east. Our greatest threat comes from the rebel thanes, who are used to fighting in the flatlands. Our best protection is the fact that I have a battle-tested army between here and Temple Church. If we march north, the rebels will be inside our walls in a fortnight. We need to handle them first.”

“It’s too bad that your battle-tested army didn’t stand between us and whoever engineered the attack on the city,” Charles said. “Lord Granger is dead, we’ve been embarrassed in front of our guests, the hostages are gone, and so far, nobody has answered for it.”

The general gave Charles a look that all but turned his bowels to water, then shifted his attention to his usual target.

“Actually, internal security is the lieutenant’s job,” the general said, jutting his chin at his son.

“A job I take very seriously,” the spymaster shot back.

“Your Majesty,” General Karn said, “I’m still not convinced that the pirates—if it was the pirates—could have pulled off the kidnapping without help. Fifty people don’t just disappear. Whoever did it knew his way around the city.” Again, he fixed his gaze on Lieutenant Karn.

“No doubt the empress has operatives within the walls, as I do in the Fells,” the younger Karn said. “What’s important is that we act quickly to undo the damage that has been—”

“If I take my army haring off into the north, then we will be vulnerable to the rebel militias,” the general said. “No doubt they will take that opportunity to attack the city in force. Or is that the idea?” Again, he looked at the lieutenant.

He’s totally throwing his son to the wolves, Charles thought.

“What are you suggesting, General?” Botetort looked from father to son. “Are you saying that it was the thanes who engineered this, after all?”

The general nodded. “The thanes—in alliance with traitors on the inside.”

This was the moment Charles had been waiting for. “Your Majesty,” he said, “as you know, I have evidence pertaining to this. General Karn is right—there is a traitor in our midst.”

The council members shifted in their seats, trying not to make eye contact with anyone else, each one of them wondering, Which midst? Present company? The castle close? The capital? Charles enjoyed watching them squirm.

“Who?” Lord Botetort blurted, catapulting to his feet, looking around wildly, reaching for his absent sword.

Charles glared at him, irritated at having his script interrupted. “When I was going through Luc’s personal effects, I came across a strongbox containing a packet of correspondence from agents of the empress. Specifically, the pirate. Strangward.”

Botetort’s eyes widened. “Young Granger was a spy?”

“Certainly not,” Charles snapped. “It was addressed to someone else. When I went through it, it became clear that this traitor has been working for the empress for years, and Luc had somehow discovered it. I believe that is what got him killed. So I brought my findings directly to His Majesty.”

Jarat looked around the circle, seeming to enjoy the drama of the moment. “I told Captain Barbeau to gather more evidence so that we could measure the scope of the problem and determine what to do.” He nodded at Charles, then turned and looked directly at Lieutenant Karn.

“Why don’t you take it from here, Lieutenant?”
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A CHANGE IN THE WEATHER

The wetlanders didn’t listen to Evan’s warnings. Over his strenuous objections, the next day Captain DeVilliers charted a course due east, directly toward the Northern Islands. She refused to put into shore and allow him to disembark.

You should have known this would happen, Evan thought, trying to quell the despair and helplessness rising in him.

That sick, stupid feeling reminded him of the day he’d first met Celestine, back when he was crewing for Latham Strangward. He’d sat astride the tops’l yard, looking down at the crew he’d thought were his friends. Who’d kept secrets from him. Who’d lied to him. Who’d threatened to kill him.

He’d trusted them, and they betrayed him. He’d sworn that would never happen again.

Since then, the only people he’d ever trusted were Destin Karn and Destin’s mother, Frances.

You should have known not to trust these wetlanders. This is why you’ve always used stormborn in your crew—so you wouldn’t risk betrayal at sea.

And then, friendless orphan that he was, he’d put aside the good sense that had served him for so long. He’d been so eager to make an ally that he’d overlooked the danger. And now, once again, he was heading straight into Celestine’s hands.

Still, when his stormborn crew, Brody and Jorani, came to him for direction, he told them to follow the Fellsian captain’s orders to the letter. “There’s only one captain on this ship,” Evan said. “That’s what we agreed on.”

“Why should we keep our promises when they don’t?” Jorani grumbled.

“Because I don’t want you to pay the sailor’s price for insubordination.”

“We’re willing to pay it,” Brody said, and Jorani nodded.

“Because we need to win them over,” Evan said.

They slouched away, with many backward looks.

What he didn’t say was that there was more than one way to win them over. Or to win, at least. He’d tried the carrot. Now for the stick.

The day after that, the wind changed from the usual easterlies to blow strongly from the northwest. The entire crew worked like demons to stay ahead of the weather: deploying sails, trimming them, turning the ship into the wind, then turning again when the wind changed, struggling to make any headway at all. Every time they relaxed their vigilance, the ship was driven off course—always south.

The weather was known to be chancy in the northern Indio, but now waterspouts rose from the ocean all around them, smashing into them broadside. Sailors learned to cling to railings, masts, and other fixed objects as they navigated their way around the decks, since every so often a rogue wave would smash over the gunwales, threatening to wash crew members into the sea.

Evan stayed out of sight as much as possible, appearing only to work his watches and to take his meals in the galley. The rest of the time he spent reading in the day cabin or lurking on deck in out-of-the-way places, watching the skies and using his instruments and star charts to determine their position. He made sure to keep the wolf constellation to his right and the dragon of Carthis to his left.

After a day of this, DeVilliers hunted Evan down in the stern gallery, where he’d taken refuge from the weather. He was playing his third game of nicks and bones with Brody.

She minced no words. “Strangward! When you signed on for this, you agreed to follow my orders at sea.”

Evan glanced about, pretending that he thought the wetland sea captain might be speaking to someone else. “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said. “I haven’t missed a watch, and I’m off duty now. Is something wrong?”

“Captain Strangward told us to do what you said,” Brody volunteered. “He said you was the only captain on this ship.”

The ship rocked violently as a wave struck it midships, and DeVilliers had to grab onto the rail to keep from being thrown off her feet. She pointed at Brody. “You. Go.”

Brody packed up the game pieces, saluted them both, and hurried away.

“I’m talking about the bloody weather,” DeVilliers said.

Evan parsed his words carefully. “All ship’s masters are at the mercy of the weather gods.”

“I honor the weather gods,” DeVilliers said. “But wizard mischief is something else. I won’t tolerate insubordination. Tell the truth, now—are you responsible for these rogue winds and relentless storms?”

Evan gave up the dance. “We agreed on a plan, Captain,” he said. “Then you changed it. I told you that I would not allow you to deliver me into the empress’s hands, and I won’t.”

The captain’s eyes narrowed. “So you are interfering.”

“Your word is law aboard ship, but out there . . .” He waved toward the rail. “I’ll use every weapon at my command to survive.”

“By capsizing us?”

“There’s no need for that. Simply put me ashore and you can be on your way. I’ll wish you fair winds and following seas.”

“And what’s to prevent you from sending word to the empress that we are on the way?”

Evan shrugged. “The fact that Celestine and I are enemies? The fact that I gave my word, and I mean to keep it?” Unlike you.

DeVilliers stuck out her hand. “Give me your amulet.”

Evan curled his hand protectively around Destin’s amulet. “It won’t make any difference. You see, I don’t use amulets in the same way that—”

“Give it here,” she said, “and that’s an order.”

Reluctantly, he lifted the chain from around his neck and handed it over. Captain DeVilliers turned on her heel and stalked away.

The weather went from bad to worse. After three days, Sea Wolf had been driven nearly to Deepwater Court, instead of north, where DeVilliers wanted to go. The crew’s efforts to force her north all but capsized them several times. Even experienced sailors spent much of the day heaving over the side.

Now DeVilliers relieved Evan of duty and ordered that he be confined belowdecks. The next day, the relentless winds died and the seas quieted until the surface was like glass. And then they sat. And sat. Becalmed. Not a breath of air stirred the sheets that hung limp on the mainmast. DeVilliers was a capable pilot, and the entire crew willing, but nothing is nothing, and they went nowhere.

The Fellsians came and went from the day cabin, glaring, until DeVilliers burst in, slapped Evan’s book away, and said, “Do you think this is some kind of a joke?”

Evan blinked up at her, then leaned down and retrieved his book. “I thought you wanted calm weather,” he said, trying to find his place again.

She ripped the book out of his hands and tossed it into the corner. “Tell me why I shouldn’t bind you hand and foot and toss you overboard,” she snapped.

“If you like the weather we’re having, go ahead,” Evan said. “You and your ship can sit here forever. Before long, you’ll be down to drinking piss.” Actually, he had no idea what would happen to the weather if he drowned, but DeVilliers didn’t need to know that.

“But you’ll be dead.”

“Meaning I’ll miss a lot of bad weather. And piss-drinking.” Evan fanned himself.

“You’re bluffing,” DeVilliers said.

“I am not bluffing,” Evan said. “I would rather be dead than be handed over to the empress.”

And that was true.

The captain ordered him sent to the brig and stormed out.

Later that day, Evan was drowsing in his hammock, his book lying forgotten on his chest. Wakened by some small sound, he opened his eyes to find the healer sitting opposite him, hands on his knees, looking at him as if he were an egg about to hatch.

Evan propped up on his elbows. “What is it now?” he said.

“Are you really willing to capsize this ship in order to get your own way?” the wolf prince said.

“I’m willing to capsize this ship in order to keep you from handing me over to the empress.”

The healer scowled. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Look,” Evan said, “I’m not stupid. The empress has something you want, and you have something she wants. We sail directly to Celesgarde and you make the swap.”

Comprehension dawned in the healer’s eyes. “You think we intend to trade you for my sister.”

“That is exactly what I think,” Evan said, folding his arms across his chest, over the place his amulet should have been. “I knew I was taking a chance, signing on for this mission, but I did it because we ought to be on the same side. Betraying me may seem like the best way to get your sister back, but I know Celestine, and there’s no way you can play this game with her and win.”

“I won’t double-cross you,” Prince Adrian said.

“And I won’t throw you in prison and steal your ship,” Evan said.

“Look, I’m sorry you overheard that,” the healer said. Embarrassment looked good on him.

“That’s how I learn things,” Evan said. “Why should I believe your assurances when you won’t believe mine? Can you speak for all of your crewmates?”

“No,” Prince Adrian said, “which is why I can’t order them to sail into a possible trap in Tarvos.”

“It’s a lovely city, really,” Evan said. “Plenty of wind.” When the healer kept on scowling, Evan sighed. “What’s the point in being a prince if you cannot tell people what to do?”

“I’m not the heir—I’m the spare. Besides, we’re a bit more democratic in the Fells than in the empire.”

“Pity,” Evan said. “Democracy won’t get your sister back.”

Prince Adrian studied him. “Tell me, pirate—what is the best way to get my sister back?”

“I’ve already told you. Small ship, small crew, weather magery, and me. I’m willing to go after her by myself, if you’re worried I’m leading you into a trap. But, when I show up at Celestine’s door, why would your ‘Captain Gray’ trust me?”

“Remind me why you would risk your life to go after my sister?”

“I need allies,” Evan said. It was all he could do to keep his voice under control. “If I could defeat Celestine on my own, I would. I’ve been fighting her all my life. I assume you brought me along because of that experience. It does you no good if you won’t listen to me. Forgive me, but if you insist on being stupid, I don’t intend to fling myself into the flame alongside you.” Evan paused, distracted by the sound of running feet.

The door to the brig banged open to reveal Captain Talbot. “Strangward. Captain DeVilliers wants you on deck on the double. There’s a ship bearing down on us, and she’s hoping you can identify it.”
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THE SERPENT’S TOOTH

“Why don’t you take it from here, Lieutenant?” the king had said. Now every member of the king’s council was staring at Destin, waiting.

Destin took his time. He sighed and looked at the door as if he wished that he could escape through it. He fingered the heavy gold ring on his right hand for luck—the one engraved with his mother’s Chambord bear signia. The one Evan had given back to him in a tavern in Baston Bay.

Finally, he turned back toward King Jarat. “I’ve said this before, but I’ll say it again. I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I feel at least partially responsible for Lord Granger’s death.”

“Understood, Lieutenant,” Jarat said. “But carry on.”

Destin looked around the circle. “You see, Lord Granger was working for me.”

This was met by stunned silence.

“Working . . . for you?” Beauchamp said finally, his face twisting as if he smelled something bad. “I thought it was the other way around.”

“We both report directly to His Majesty,” Destin said, struggling to be patient with this dog-eared question, “though there is, of course, some overlap. I focus on intelligence throughout the empire. Granger’s focus was protecting the person of the king and his family and guests.”

Botetort shuddered. “But why would a young man with such bright prospects want to involve himself in—?”

“Exactly,” Destin said. “Spycraft is a nasty business, unsuitable for those of noble breeding. Yet Granger was always interested in expanding beyond his role as captain of the King’s Guard and bailiff. He had a strong interest in the intelligence service. Perhaps he had a need for solving puzzles. Perhaps it reflected his dedication to using all possible strategies to protect our king. He kept bringing me bits of information that he thought I would find useful.” Destin rubbed his temples. Shoveling scummer always gave him a headache.

“I swear by all the saints, I tried to persuade him to leave off, to serve our king in another way, but he was . . . determined. And, actually, quite good at espionage.” He looked up at Jarat again. “I keep thinking that I should have come to you, Your Majesty, and asked you to intervene.”

Jarat sighed. “He knew that I disapproved of his dabbling in spycraft, but I never forbade it,” he said.

Destin took a breath, collecting his thoughts. “I finally agreed to allow him access to some of my sources, because I thought it would be safer for him to be working under my supervision. I told him that he needed to work closely with me, and bring me his findings straightaway so that we could determine how to proceed. That otherwise, he might be putting himself in grave danger.”

Destin swallowed hard. “So, after Lord Granger was killed, Captain Barbeau came to me with the letters he’d found in Lord Granger’s strongbox. I was devastated. I immediately offered to step aside and let someone else take over the investigation.”

“I assured Lieutenant Karn that I had every confidence that he would pursue the evidence wherever it led,” King Jarat said.

“You see—I’m speculating here—Lord Granger must have come across correspondence between a traitor here in the city and the empress’s emissary. Due to the—to the identity of parties involved, he may have been afraid to come to me. He decided to investigate on his own. I now believe he had some warning of the attack the night of the party, and put himself in position to confront the culprits.” He shook his head. “We all know what happened.”

Thus far, Destin had avoided looking at the general, afraid that his father would somehow read his intentions in his face. Still, any discussion of secrets that he was not privy to always made the general uneasy. Especially with Destin in the coachman’s seat. The general shifted in his chair and glared around the room, eyes narrowed, big sweat marks blossoming under his arms.

“Are you going to tell us what you found or not?” he growled. “Or do we have to watch you mince around it for the whole damned day?”

Destin looked at the king, who nodded. He rose, crossed to the door, and called in the half dozen blackbirds waiting outside. They swarmed in and stood in a rough semicircle around King Jarat.

Destin returned to his seat, reached under his coat and pulled out a chamois-wrapped bundle, resting it on his knees. “This is the knife I found with Lord Granger’s body,” he said. Slowly, methodically, he unrolled it from its wrapping, then held it up for all to see.

It was a sleek dagger, with a double-edged blade made for doing hard business. The handle, however, was distinctive. The quillions were a beautifully worked pair of stooping hawks, and the skull-crusher pommel cap was the head of a snarling bear. It was clan-made, in an era when northern metalcraft was almost impossible to come by.

Botetort leaned in so that he could take a closer look at it. “What are those devices on the hilt? It looks like a . . . a bear and—are those hawks?”

Destin heard his father’s hard intake of breath. He looked up and met the general’s gaze without flinching. “I believe this belongs to you,” he said.

He turned toward the others. “This was a gift from my mother to the general on their wedding day.” Not exactly true, but close enough. Destin traced the metalwork with his forefinger. “The bear is for my mother’s family, the Chambords. The hawks represent the general’s long service to the king.”

The general had been smitten with it, representing as it did his rise from despised mage and soldier into the corridors of power. It was the one thing of beauty he’d protected, the only one he hadn’t destroyed. He’d carried it constantly, displayed it often, and used it at the least provocation until he’d left it in a puddle of blood in the seaside cottage in Tarvos.

Evan had brought it to Destin at Baston Bay. Since then, Destin had carried it constantly, hoping to return it to his father at an appropriate time. In an appropriate way. Until the night of the party, when he’d given it to Harper Matelon for self-defense.

By now, the general’s face was the color of fresh liver. “You lying, gutter-swiving, scummer-sucking—I haven’t seen that thing for years. Where did you get it?”

“Like I said, I found it in the street next to Lord Granger’s body, covered in his blood.” How many have died on the point of this blade, General?

The general looked around at the other council members. “Does anyone here really think that I’m stupid enough to murder a thane with my own dagger—a weapon that could be traced back to me?”

“That’s exactly what I thought,” Destin said, “at least at first. As you all know, my father and I have had our differences, but I couldn’t believe that he would murder one of the king’s most important councillors. I launched an investigation, assuming I would find out that his blade had been stolen, or that there was some other explanation. But when Captain Barbeau came to me with the letters Lord Granger had found, I knew that I was wrong.”

“What did young Granger find?” Botetort asked.

Destin nodded at Barbeau. “That’s your story to tell, Captain.”

Of course it was. After all, Barbeau had been the one to find the papers Destin had planted in Lord Granger’s rooms. Therefore, the new captain of the King’s Guard was invested in the truth of the contents and in position to back up Destin’s story.

Barbeau puffed up like a black-feathered peacock. “It seems that General Karn has been collaborating with agents in the Fells for years,” he said, “since before King Jarat came to the throne. It goes a long way toward explaining why we’ve never been able to gain an advantage over the queen in the north, despite our superior resources.”

“You swiving cock-robin,” the general muttered, too softly for any but Destin’s trained ear to hear.

“It was all there—letters, messages, references to maps, diagrams of defenses, and the like. The northerners knew we had cannon on the heights overlooking Delphi, knew our numbers and weaponry, and knew our points of vulnerability. Captain Matelon may be a traitor, but the loss of Delphi was by design.”

Barbeau glanced at Destin, who smiled faintly. After days of coaching, the new-made thane sounded almost . . . clever.

The general planted his thick hands on the arms of his chair and pushed to his feet, back rigid. The flock of blackbirds stirred and drew their weapons.

Barbeau looked from the general to the blackbirds, wet his lips with a gulp of ale, and continued. “Despite the general’s efforts, the war dragged on with no end in sight. The thanes were getting restless, and he worried that he’d be replaced as commander of the empire’s armies, especially after King Gerard’s death. So he offered his services to the empress.”

He unrolled a parchment sleeve, and pulled out a crumpled page. “This is dated the third of last month, a few weeks before the masquerade.” He cleared his throat and read. “‘Expect us at the river docks after midnight. Require five wagons and horse teams for transport of approximately fifty persons.’” He looked up. “It’s unsigned.”

“I’m surprised it isn’t signed ‘Your Friend, General Karn,’” Karn growled. “Like I’d be foolish enough to commit treason in writing. This is a farce, Your Majesty, and a forgery, and if you don’t know it now, you will. I am not going to sit here in the meantime and listen to this stall-whimpering molly tell lies about me.”

“General,” King Jarat said, “is it possible that Lord Granger was targeted because he was under consideration to replace you as the commander of the imperial armies?”

The words landed with a thud in the suddenly silent room.

The general stood rigid, fists clenched, like an embattled bull deciding which way to charge. “I was . . . unaware of that, Your Majesty.” He bowed stiffly to the king. “I’ll be in the garrison house, preparing my defense.”

“General Karn, I look forward to hearing the evidence you present in formal proceedings,” King Jarat said. “But, in view of what we’ve seen and heard, I must insist that you be confined to the tower until we can sort this out.”

The general halted, midturn, and stood, fists clenched, staring at the floor. “Surely that won’t be necessary, Your Majesty.”

“If you are innocent,” Jarat said, “then we’ll soon put this unpleasant business behind us.”

“I have served your father for more than thirty years,” the general said, “when nobody gave him a gnat’s chance of winning the throne.”

“All of that will be taken into consideration.”

With that, the dam of malice broke, as Destin knew it would. “I won’t be tossed into gaol by a candy-assed boy who can’t even dress himself,” the general snarled.

Jarat’s eyes narrowed to slits, and in that moment he looked more like his father than he ever had before. “Guards! Take General Karn to the Pit.”

The vein in the general’s forehead pulsed, and Destin knew what was coming. He’d spent a lifetime learning to read those cues.

Still, when the explosion finally came, he was ambushed, as always. If he’d thought Barbeau’s performance would redirect his father’s rage, he was mistaken. His father could move quickly for such a bulky man. Instead of bolting for the door, or charging the king, he lunged toward Destin, slamming into him with the force of a runaway slag wagon. They both toppled backward to the floor, the general on top.

The general gripped Destin’s lapels, repeatedly slamming his head against the stone floor, igniting those familiar skyrockets behind his eyes. Kindling the familiar terror in his gut. There was a commotion all round them, the king shouting to his guards to take the general alive, the blackbirds swarming, trying to drag his father off him. Yet, somehow, the scene had been reduced to two players, each reprising the role he’d mastered long ago.

“I should have drowned you at birth,” the general said, spraying spittle into Destin’s face. “As soon as I laid eyes on you, I knew you were no son of mine. I may go to gaol, but you’ll be dead, and I promise you, the bitch will pay.”

“Didn’t anyone tell you?” Destin gasped. “You’re too late. Frances passed away three days ago.”

With a roar like a bloodied bull, the general wrapped his thick fingers around Destin’s throat and squeezed until black shadows swarmed before his eyes. Destin gripped his mother’s dagger with both hands and plunged it into his father’s black heart.

For several long moments, nothing happened. Hot blood welled up around the blade, soaking into Destin’s coat. Then, gradually, the general’s eyes glazed over, the spark of malice extinguished. His grip loosened, and Destin sucked in ragged gulps of air. Finally, the blackbirds were able to pull
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