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Chapter One
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The wind sighed out her name, summoning her for the third night in a row. This time, Lucinda shoved the blanket aside and jumped to her feet, sweeping up her belt in one hand, scrabbling for the small bronze box attached to it with the other. Inside the pyxide she found the stone she needed—hard, black jet—and closed her fingers over it, then dropped the belt, the other stones spilling across the beaten earth floor of the alcove where she slept. 

The lid of the chest slammed against the wall as she yanked it open, echoing her urgency, and from the other room she heard the sound of her sister stirring. Hastily, she grabbed a handful of dried field-madder from the chest and made a night-gild right there in the alcove. It took her three tries to strike a spark from the fire-stone. 

The field-madder took flame, its scent intended to ward off hostile spirits. She dropped the fire-stone and strung the jet on the chain around her neck for further protection. The fire wavered, charring the dried herb as she watched. She clutched the stone at her neck, heart leaping wildly in her throat. 

Already the pungent smoke thinned, drifted, disappeared. She needed stronger magic tonight. From the chest, she snatched up the ritual seax, purified by fire and water. She had stolen the knife from a shrine-thane in Aelfsted after the first summons, certain her need was greater than his. The rune inscribed on the blade was Sigel’s, the sun-god from whom the locals took their name. She had no relationship with him but that didn’t matter for her purposes. 

She sliced the blade across the palm of her hand, flinching at the pain. The crimson path, the poets called it, the scarlet sea, life’s tide. She dripped blood onto the ritual fire, three drops that spilled out quickly. The flames flared in hunger and approval. Then she closed her bleeding hand into a fist and bent toward the fire. 

“My lady,” she whispered. “Sophia. I will not do this thing.”

She pressed her wounded hand against her heart, her whole body aching as she listened in a silence so intense it made her ears ring.

The answer came on a roar of sound like an ocean wave, so loud she cried out in response. An invisible weight slammed into her, forcing her face down on the ground, the smell of earth and anger filling her.

“You would use the stone of the abyss against me? Why not use lead?” the lady thundered. “Write a curse tablet and bury it in the earth!”

I would if I dared. Lucinda didn’t say it and tried not to think it, for though the lady could not read minds she could hear well beyond the limits of mortal kind. Lucinda trembled on the ground, her heart fluttering in her chest like a damaged butterfly. 

Now the wind whispered, stroking her hair. Gently, in the manner of the Sophia to whom she had once professed her loyalty, in contrast to the rage of the Sophia who had terrorized her these past three nights. Lucinda pressed her face to the ground. 

“I would not ask it if there were any other way,” Sophia said, her words softer now, coaxing.

I will not, I will not, I will not. Like a child hiding from her mother. But this was not a child’s game.

Lucinda’s hands shook as she unclasped the chain from around her neck and set it aside, a gesture of respect, not a yielding, and when Sophia murmured her approval, Lucinda steeled herself and said, “I have told you, my lady. I will not do this thing.”

At first when the thunder didn’t come, Lucinda thought Sophia hadn’t heard her. But of course she had. When the lady spoke again, her voice was still calm but all of the kindness had been wrung from it.

“Do my will, thane, or pay the sacrifice.”

That was the choice. Sophia couldn’t force her, couldn’t substitute her will for Lucinda’s own. But Sophia could . . . negotiate. 

When Lucinda had fled her service, Sophia had made it impossible for her to stay more than a few days in any place. Until the wind had blown her to West Randburg and her sister Bertha’s house, and here the lady had allowed her to abide a while, letting her believe it might even be forever.

Lucinda knew the shape the sacrifice would take. Sophia would send the wind and it would blow her somewhere new, wrenching her from her sister’s home, from the warmth of the fire and the laughter of the folk.

On the morrow, some disaster would occur—a cow-tender would accuse her of thievery, perhaps—and she would have to take her leave of Bertha, who was almost to term with her first child. Bertha’s husband had been drowned months before and Lucinda didn’t like leaving her alone. But that would be the cost, and Lucinda would bear it. 

She curled into a ball, like a small child trying to avoid the stick of the apprentice master, and said, “Do as you must.” 

There was no angry outburst. After a moment she could feel Sophia retreating and the great emptiness of her withdrawal made Lucinda ache. My lady, please, she wanted to say, but the time for pleading had passed. 

From the other room, Bertha screamed.
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Chapter Two
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Lucinda pulled the cloak tighter about her shoulders as the brisk wind tried to tug it free. Around her the bare tree limbs creaked and the dried stalks of vegetation stirred in an imitation of waking but spring had not yet come to West Randburg, the land lying in cold and shadow for many weeks longer than it should. 

The road she traveled was empty and had been for many miles, despite that fact that she should have encountered folk on their way to the market, to work in the fields, to fish in the river. Even as she passed through the village of Balsmeade, looking for a friendly smile, she saw only shuttered windows and closed doors. It was as if some evil spirit had driven away all living creatures. She had the seax in her sleeve, but she did not think it much use against this danger.

The road curved up the hill from the village of Balsmeade and as she followed it around, she caught sight of Lord Stephen’s stronghold, smoke rising from its fireplaces, drifting on the breeze. She tightened her grip on her pack and slowed her step to take it in. Beyond the gatehouse, the stone keep squatted behind its timber-and-wattle wall, not very tall but imposing all the same. The gatehouse itself was a plain oak shelter that served to keep the weather off the gate-keep’s head but gave little outward indication, other than the fact of its existence, of the wealth and importance of he who lived here. In the north, even a humble structure like this served to convey status. It would never go unadorned. It would be carved, painted, gilded. But the South Sige liked to keep plain in their dress and manner and speech, and it was reflected in their buildings as well.

She’d crossed the thresholds of many such buildings in her wanderings, and all contained a mood, as if the walls absorbed the feelings of the people who lived inside them. Once, in the shining city of Sumorselde, when King Ordgar was in residence, she shared the hall-joy, the rejoicing of the city itself as it embraced the king who promised peace. Sometimes, like now, the very stones stank of doom. This was a strife-hall, and it threatened everyone who lingered here. She would never have come willingly to this place.

As she approached, the gate-keeper, an elderly knot of a man, stepped out of the gatehouse, the first person she’d seen in several days and for a moment she wasn’t sure if he were an apparition or a living man.

He gave her a silent once-over. She knew she looked tired and travel-stained—yesterday a cloud-burst had drenched her—but she hoped she also looked respectable. She did not like to think what would happen if she were denied entry.

The thud of hooves behind her made her turn. The gate-keeper called out a greeting to a burly, forbidding-looking man on a tall chestnut-colored riding horse. She recognized him at once: James, the folk-reeve. She flinched, though he had not yet offered harm, and forced herself not to give ground.

He didn’t bother getting off his horse before snapping, “What are you doing here?”

Her throat worked a moment before she could begin the first act of betrayal. She said, “I’m sure you’ve heard that Frederick has been drowned. My sister—” She couldn’t finish. She tried again. “Bertha has . . . disappeared.”

“What happened?”

“One of the townsfolk found her cloak on the cliffs of Aelfsted. Above the river.” 

James scowled at her. “When was this?” 

The growl in his voice was not for her—as far as she had ever been able to tell it wasn’t for anyone—so she ignored it and said, “Four days ago.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked again. He was like one of those terriers they sent after small game in Edel, tireless and impossible to outwit.

“I have come to see his lordship.”

“His lordship!” The horse stamped impatiently at James’s explosive reaction, as if they were one creature. This time, Lucinda allowed herself a prudent step back. The folk-reeve scowled more deeply and said, “Why?”

“It’s the custom here.” She’d planned it out, that cold and brutal morning in the croft, what she must do to meet Lord Stephen. How she would fulfill her task after that, she didn’t know. Sophia hadn’t offered any counsel. But the first step was to meet him. Then she would take the next step. And she must not let anyone stand in her way. 

“You have the death duty? Give it to me, then.” James held out his hand. “I’ll see he gets it.” 

“I have nowhere else to go, James.” That was true enough. Her belly ached from emptiness. She had gleaned some thorn-berries in the countryside, but that was yesterday, and today she hadn’t even been able to beg a crust of bread.

You see? She could almost hear Sophia’s whisper in the back of her mind. You know I’m right. This must be done.

The sharp morning breeze stirred the empty brown limbs of the linden trees lining the road, and she focused her attention on them and said, “The hall-thane will get me a meal and a corner to sleep in.”

When James didn’t immediately answer, her heart kicked in her chest. If she were thwarted now, before she even met the lord, Sophia wouldn’t destroy Lucinda, she would destroy Lucinda’s sister. 

“What is it?” Her voice was sharper with fear than she intended. 

“You must know Lord Stephen sees no one these days.”

“It can’t continue.” She looked up into his hard, lined face. “There will be a war.” She’d seen the signs everywhere, for she was a woman who knew how to look. It was just that she and Sophia disagreed regarding what must be done about it.

The wind picked up again, scattering a handful of pebbles across the flat stones of the pavement in front of the keep, swirling a cloud of dust into the air. 

“If something isn’t done, the enemies of the Sige will seize the moment—”

“Quiet!” 

She braced herself for a blow. But he mastered his anger, his knuckles bunching as he gripped the reins. The horse tossed its head and fixed her with a baleful eye. 

He said, “I would think the threat of war would send you far from this place. Surely a woman so mindful of danger could find passage-money for a ship to Ganot. Or Elleorn. I’ve heard they like entertainers there.”

A wave of embarrassment flooded through her. That was uncalled for. Only because there’d been a disturbance in the alehouse, which was hardly her fault, he seemed to think she was a troublemaker.

She lifted her chin. “I’ll find a way no matter what comes.” Then, mindful of the task Sophia had set her, she added, “But I stand upon my rights. Any of his folk may seek an audience with him.”

“You aren’t one of Lord Stephen’s folk.” 

An unexpected truth, used like a slap. She belonged to no one and to no place and she’d forgotten how. Perhaps she’d never known. 

“Will you stop me, then?” she demanded. “This morning and the next? The one after? I’m patient.”

“I should have removed you from the district the day I met you.” He sighed and signaled to the gate-keeper, sharp and decisive. “Let her through.”  

*
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The bare stone walls pressed in against her, trapping her, and the ceiling inched down on her, heavy as a grave marker. The echoes of conflict raged within this place, even if no human voice ever spoke it aloud. 

Lucinda recited a blessing under her breath as she waited in the entrance-way. Her knees didn’t want to hold her upright and she fought the urge to sink onto the door-ward’s stool, a rudeness she would never have even contemplated under other circumstances. 

That was when she saw the girl, standing near the archway to the great hall. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, she had seven or eight winters, and wore a white linen dress, gathered at the shoulder as on the statues the Eldfolk had carved and left scattered across the Stone Island.

“Did you come for me?” Lucinda asked, then felt foolish for the question. Who else would she be here for? She moved closer to the girl and crouched down, lowering her voice. “Why are you here?”

“Mother bade me come.” 

Mother. Of course Mother. Sophia couldn’t be expected to concern herself with how her demands were carried out. That was why she possessed two world-dwelling aspects, humans to whom she’d granted a measure of divinity after long years of faithful service: the maid and the crone, Zoe and Mitera, whom everyone called Mother. 

“What’s her message?” 

“She’s dying. She wishes to look upon your face once more.”

“Dying?”

It was like plunging into the ice-cold sea. She searched the girl’s face for the lie but couldn’t see it. No wonder Sophia was so urgent. She’d already lost Zoe.

“How—what happened?”

“I haven’t been given to say.”

It couldn’t be anything like breakbone fever. Folk like Mother didn’t suffer such illnesses. It suggested an attack from a powerful enemy, an enemy possessing strong magic. Or an enemy possessing divinity of his own.

The girl said, “She bids you hurry.”

At that moment, the door-ward returned with a house-thane—no, something more than a mere house-thane. A man of middle years and thin patience, he held himself stiffly upright and wore a severe tunic of deep green wool, a jangle of silver keys on his leather belt. He must be the key-ward, in charge of running the household. 

He advanced upon her, his faced creased with an unwelcoming expression quite different from the door-ward, who twinkled at her as he resumed his seat by the door. 

When she glanced back at the archway, the little girl was gone.

“Miss? What is it you want?”

She gathered herself and resumed her unwelcome task. “I wish to see Lord Stephen.” 

“Lord Stephen!”

The vigorous strike of a wooden cane on the stone floor emphasized the exclamation. The key-ward wheeled and bowed in the direction of the newcomer, a tall, slender woman a little older than he, her face carefully powdered to cover the creases in it. She crossed from the great hall to where they stood in a few quick strides, the walking stick punctuating her movements. 

“My lady,” the key-ward murmured. The door-ward hopped off his stool to perform the required courtesy.

This must be Lady Edwina, then. Lord Stephen’s mother. A northerner, one who had never taken on the customs of her adopted land. She was richly dressed in pale blue silk, her reddish hair carefully tended and mostly hidden beneath her white linen head-covering, as was the practice in the north. Lucinda herself either wore her hair in a plait down her back or loose about her shoulders. Today it was in a plait, for all the walking she’d done, and yet how windswept and slatternly she must appear. She tucked a stray strand behind her ear.

She could be on her way to Wyneburg even now. Or Bredwall, where no one who was right-willing had ever gone hungry. She could hide well enough that not even Sophia could find her.

And what would become of Bertha? 

Lady Edwina took a step nearer, thumping the cane, examining her closely through narrowed eyes. Silver eyes, like the ocean during a storm. Lucinda had never seen their like.

By the time the lady was through with her appraisal, she could probably guess Lucinda’s height to the precise inch, her weight to the nearest ounce, and the nature of the work that put the calluses on her hands. No doubt she’d seen the signs of Lucinda’s Edel mother in the planes of her face and the waves of her unhidden hair. Most Sige never bothered to look closely enough to see the traces of her Sige father.

The old lady snapped out, “Why do you wish an audience with my son?” 

Courage, Zoe would say, squeezing her shoulder, making her believe all things were possible. She pictured her friend, calm and sure even in the face of disaster. That made it easier to say, “I have a duty to discharge.”

“Who are you?”

The blast was driven more by curiosity than anger but she was well aware that thwarting Lady Edwina’s curiosity would be a good way to rouse her anger. So of the many true answers to the question, she chose the one a Sige woman from the north would be most comfortable with. 

“I’m called Lucinda,” she said, omitting the “Land-Stepper” sobriquet some called her, as “wanderer” was not a description an upstanding lady such as this one would appreciate. In light of the lady’s hostility, she decided to set a lure. “I have come from Rothwil, my lady.”

“Rothwil!” the key-ward said, showing for the first time a peep of humanity. “My lady!”

Lady Edwina stood uncertain for a moment, her fingers clenching and unclenching on the head of the cane. Then she smiled, a pained and stiff smile, as if she were trying to remember how, and asked, “Did she send you? The lady of Rothwil?”

The answer was yes, but not for the reason Lady Edwina might suppose. 

“I have come about a death duty,” Lucinda hedged.

“Very well,” Lady Edwina said, without looking at the men but it seemed to Lucinda they were nonetheless all in accord. “Paul will show you the way.” 

Lucinda shouldered her pack and looked at the key-ward, whom she assumed was Paul. He gave a nod and turned with a gesture that invited her to follow. She felt Lady Edwina’s gaze on her all the way down the hall.
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Chapter Three
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“My lord? I’ve brought someone to see you.” The key-ward’s voice held a wheedling tone as he knocked again on the closed door. 

No response.

“My lord?” Paul pleaded into the silence. “It will only take a moment or two, I’m sure.”

Lucinda raised her brow, wondering what petulance prevented the lord from responding. Maybe he was a loathsome creature who deserved his destiny. He was certainly being very childish. Maybe once she’d met him she would be glad to undertake Sophia’s task.

“Is he suitably dressed for visitors?” she asked Paul, who gave her a startled look. But he’d brought her to a bed-chamber door, not a greeting-room or a library, and for all she knew the lord might be with his physician attending to private matters. If she interrupted some embarrassing procedure, she probably would be expelled from the district, and she wouldn’t want to have to try to explain that to Sophia.

Paul pursed his lips and said, “The chamber-thane sees to it every morning.”

She nodded and put her hand on the latch. Once she crossed this threshold, she would become a conspirator in the murder of a man who had committed no crime. She should leave now, flee the lands of the Sige, take refuge elsewhere. Edel, maybe. If only Sophia’s punishment could be avoided.

On the wings of that thought, she thrust open the door and crossed inside, shutting the door before Paul could follow her. 

She blinked, trying to orient herself in the darkness. Across from her, a tall figure stood looking out the narrow window. The faint glimmer of sunlight filtering through was the only brightness in the room. He was a silhouette, barely separate from the darkness, a man lost in winter, mingling even now with the dead. 

In the shadows, Lucinda looked for and saw the emptiness of his right-hand sleeve. In Edel, the Ingefolk would not let scarred folk rule but the law was not so clear for the Sige. Sometimes a sacrifice in battle appealed to Guthhafoc, their war-god, and he would honor such a wounded warrior with victory in conflict and worldly riches beyond the counting of them.

A heartbeat passed. Then another. Lord Stephen must have heard her come in but he made no acknowledgment. Perhaps he thought if he ignored her she would go away. Maybe everyone eventually did. 

She took the small, wrapped book from her pack and set it down on the oak table that sat along the wall nearest the door. She found the fire-stone and lit the candle on the table, then the iron lantern on the wall. It caught, flaring, and she gave a nod of satisfaction. 

Apparently that presumption was more than the lord could countenance. He turned away from the window and spoke, his voice rasping, as if rusted from disuse.

“I don’t recall bidding you to enter.”

She heard a spark beneath the strain. Interest? Bemusement? Anger? At any rate, there was no sensible reply to his comment, so she didn’t answer.

Without another word, he crossed the floor, moving with slow deliberation, and took the chair at the table. There was just the one chair. When he sat, the light from the lantern revealed his face to her for the first time. She dropped the fire-stone with a clatter.

It wasn’t a scar or a wound that shook her but the golden eyes, deeply shadowed, burning into her, fierce and frightening, filled with longing and despair and knowledge.

What had happened to him? This was no loathsome uncaring wretch, and yet the danger that threatened these lands was very real. Why didn’t he stop it? 

She pressed a palm against the table to steady herself. She’d hoped he might be easily duped or eager to bite on a lure but he wasn’t a fool, nor was he as desperate as she’d supposed. How would she convince him to fall in with her?

She said, “I’m here to discharge my duty.”

“What duty is that?” 

It took her a moment to move her gaze away from his face and to remember her story. “My sister married a West Randburg man. Frederick, who lived in Aelfsted. He was drowned some months ago. She is . . . gone, now, too.”

She didn’t want him to ask questions so she hurried on. “He was your father’s thane, and fought with him, and now that Bertha . . . now you are owed his equipage. The war-gear was sold, I don’t know when, but the lawgiver said to bring you his best property, and that would serve.” 

She made herself stop there. Any fool knew the way to spot a liar was by how well she embroidered the tale.

“The law-speaker in Aelfsted?” He hesitated, then said, “That’s Ceolmund.”

Lords and ladies were nearly the equal of poets when it came to remembering small details. She’d always assumed this was so they could resent each and every slight offered them but perhaps it served other purposes, too. She was glad she hadn’t lied about that part. 

“Ceolmund,” she confirmed.

“If Ceolmund has said it, then it must be so.” A gleam entered his eyes, something almost mischievous, as if he were on the verge of making a joke, and her heart tripped. What if he were a wanderer, well-met, someone like herself, going the way the wind blew? Then she might—

Don’t be a fool, she could almost hear Zoe’s whisper. Or maybe Sophia’s. Sometimes they were hard to tell apart. 

“What is your name?” 

The question struck her as personal, intimate, although there was no reason it should be. Had she thought she could do this anonymously, earn his trust and then betray it, and never give her name? As if she could somehow keep herself out of it, or above it. But she was in it, and the stain would accrue to her and not just her. Every lie, every foul deed, every betrayal, damaged this world. This world and the others, the one above, the one below, and the one beside. Sophia knew that as well as Lucinda did.

“You do have a name?” The words were lightly spoken but she heard the ring of steel beneath. 

“I’m called Lucinda.” She made it very firm. 

“Lucinda. What have you brought me?”

This was safer ground and she was glad to be on it. “There were a few household goods, which I sold because I determined the book was most valuable. If you think you should have had something else instead, I’ll show you the bill of sale, and—”

“You’ve brought me a book for Frederick’s death duty,” he interrupted and she realized her fear of exposure would talk her into trouble if she weren’t careful. “What is the book?”

She unwrapped the package, saving aside the fabric and the string, revealing the slender volume with its carved wooden cover. She set the book in front of him. 

“It’s the chronicle of a man from Waterbourne, about his journey here in the Stone Island. He has written some quite beautiful poetry.”

He looked at the book but didn’t reach for it. If he didn’t accept it, that would mean trouble. Yet he must know the importance of a book. He was said to have the largest book-hoard of all the Sigefolk. 

“The scribe took great care.” She began to see why Paul must coax him. “If you look, you’ll see it’s written out in the common language. Frederick always said that was what he liked best about it. He learned to read in your father’s service but never had the old tongue to heart.” 

She was talking too much, and she knew it, but his reticence was making her anxious. Do you think my vengeance cannot be terrible? Sophia had thundered and now Lucinda knew that it could be. If she couldn’t persuade Lord Stephen to do the simplest of tasks—

“Why won’t you look? If you examine it, I think you’ll agree that it’s more valuable than any of the household goods.” 

“As you see.” He gestured at his empty sleeve. “It’s difficult for me to manipulate objects.”

Something in his golden eyes stopped her from saying the apology that sprang to her lips. On impulse, she went to stand near his left side, where his arm rested on the table top. The sleeve of his tunic had slipped back. Deep scars grooved his skin. 

“How were you wounded?” she asked and this time she let herself look into him, his golden eyes, knowing that as she did, he looked into her. She found she couldn’t hold his gaze for very long; it was too unsettling. 

He shook his sleeve down over his arm but she ignored the signal. She said, “The folk-reeve put it about that it was a battle wound, but it can’t be. I can see you fought a sword with your bare hands, which you wouldn’t have done in a battle—unless you were extremely unlucky or considerably more incompetent than I suppose.” 

His face changed, as if she’d struck him, first surprise, then, with the narrowing of his eyes, anger.

She hastened to add, “And in that case, the other fighters would have come to your aid immediately, unless the losses were so great they could not. And I’ve heard nothing about the South Sige being so hard-pressed lately.”

He managed to say, “How many battles have you fought?” but she knew he didn’t expect an answer and said, “I suppose no one questions James.” 

“They do not.” He spoke the words loudly, a command.

“Well, I question him.” 

He watched her for a moment, and then his gaze lost its intensity, as if he were looking somewhere else, and presently it became clear he was. 

“I was in the graveyard,” he said. “Talking to my wife. I planned to announce my betrothal at the feast on Loaf Day.”

She knew that his wife had died the year before. She hadn’t been in West Randburg at the time but she could imagine that day, the blue sky overhead, the dapple of sun through the trees. Summer’s end.

“I relive that moment every night in my dreams. That flash of silver in the sunlight. He cut me down as if I were nothing.”

She could see that it cost him to admit that. She kept herself from making some useless consoling remark. 

His lips thinned. “If I had turned a moment sooner, just one moment sooner, I might have escaped.”

Escaped. Run, he meant. But she doubted he would have. Sige lords were different from ordinary folk—they weren’t nearly as prudent.

“And James—he told that story to reassure the folk?”

“He didn’t want them to think I had fallen out of favor with the gods.” He sounded sour. “I would have been glad to die that day. There are some who think I should have, that a valiant death is more becoming to a warrior than . . . this.”

“They’re wrong,” she said. “It’s easy to die. To live, that requires courage.” In her heart, she knew that to be true. Never mind what Sophia thought. “Who did this to you?” 

“I don’t know,” he said, his voice raw, as if the grief were still new. Perhaps it was. Perhaps it would be forever. “It was—he was—I was taken by surprise, and focused on the blade, not the attacker. I didn’t recognize the design of his war-gear.” 

She wished she hadn’t heard the story, wished she couldn’t picture him kneeling by his wife’s grave, his sword laid aside—who wore a sword in a graveyard? Burning rosemary to wake her from his memory, telling her the decision he’d made. 

He spoke again, his voice clear and calm, as if telling her the truth had eased some of the burden of it. “He left me for dead. By chance alone the folk-reeve passed that way and came to my aid.”

She understood instinctively that this was the heart of the matter. “James, then, is the only one you trust.”

For a moment, she thought he might tell her more but when he spoke again, all he said was, “Give me the book.” 

She put it under his left palm, feeling the thinness of his hand beneath hers, resisting the urge to curl her fingers against his. She said, in order to say something into the silence, “I don’t know where Frederick got the book. He never said.” 

“You can read?” 

She hesitated. “A learned man in the north taught me.” That was true enough. 

“Then you’re clever.” He didn’t sound pleased.

That made her smile and feel a little better. He should be skeptical of her.

“You must examine the book and tell me if it’s acceptable.”

“And if it isn’t, what then?”

“Then I suppose we shall open negotiations.” She didn’t bother to keep the dryness from her voice.

He smiled at her, a fierce and knowing smile that lit his golden eyes. She was still standing very near to him at that moment. A mistake, for he was warm and real, and he seemed not unaccustomed to negotiating with a woman for what he wanted.

“My lord. The book?”

“The book.” A corner of his mouth moved as he turned his attention to it. Slowly, painfully, he bent his fingers and lifted the wooden cover. Then, spreading his thumb and forefinger, he propped the book open beneath his hand. Sliding his thumb across the parchment leaf, he caught a corner and inched the page over.

“There!” she exclaimed in relief when he managed it. “The story begins when Peter—the traveler—leaves his home in Waterbourne to seek his fortune in the shining city. That’s Sumorselde. He decides to go there because it’s said be summer all year round.”

“I never found it very warm,” Lord Stephen said. “It does shine, marble and fire everywhere.”

She could picture it herself even now, the gleam of silver and gold thread in the weavers’ stalls, the sparkle of gems on the clothing of the great merchants, the glint of the polished bronze shields of the king’s honor guard, like freshly minted coins.

“They say the city was built three hundred years ago,” she said. Old, for a Sige city. In Kiga, across the ocean to the west, the folk had built cities hundreds of years older than that. Even in Edel, here on the Stone Island itself, the royal city was a thousand years old. “Have you visited often?”

“I was raised in the court of Sumorselde.” 

She’d forgotten that. Sige lords and ladies fostered each other’s children in a complicated arrangement intended to keep the adults from killing each other. In Edel, they called it hostage-taking.

“They say the great hall required more than two hundred wood-carvers and as many needle-women for the tapestries,” she said. “I wasn’t allowed to look inside.”

“I’ve done my share of sleeping in ditches.” His tart tone matched her own and she had to smile. He’d led many an army in the king’s wars and the West Randburg hundreds were a hardscrabble lot. Their leader would not bring soft cushions and silken hangings to comfort himself as they marched.

But his empty sleeve made a stark reminder that he would never lead an army nor sleep in a ditch again.

The knowledge seemed to intrude between them, though neither of them spoke it aloud. He said, “Thank you for delivering Frederick’s book,” as clear a dismissal as she’d ever heard.

It was only my duty, my lord was the right reply, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. She hadn’t done him any service.

“James didn’t want me to come,” she said and everything within him went taut. 

What was she thinking, that she could be his true friend—she who would betray him to his fate? It would be kinder to let him know she was his enemy.

“I imagine not.” He looked at the book beneath his hand and seemed at a loss, uncertain. “And yet you came. Are you always so stubborn in the face of opposition?” 

“Almost never,” she said. “I’m quite tractable and easily cowed—”

He began to laugh and his laughter echoed in his silent keep. His scarred face looked gentle, not fierce, for the first time. 

“What will you do with your inheritance, Lucinda?” His wolf eyes were warm and she was aware of how much she liked to hear the sound of her name on his lips. 

“I will save it for when I lack employment,” she managed.

“You’re very wise.”

“I have much experience, if that’s what you mean.” 

She was unsure if she should offer the usual courtesies. They seemed far beyond such niceties now. She collected her pack from the floor and swung it over her shoulder.

“They no longer call me Wulfheart in the market.” He made it a statement as much as a question.

An old Sige word used as a term of affection, to honor that he was his father’s son. They said his father Wulfcynn was a wolf who took the form of a man. They said when he died at the battle of Victory Bridge, which the Sige called Dreor, it was because his sword had been stolen. They said—

Lord Stephen’s golden eyes watched, seeing her. She was a woman of no consequence, and still he saw her.

“No,” she said. “They no longer call you that.” 
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Chapter Four
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Lucinda jolted awake. She lay on a thin pallet in the great hall, along with the house-thanes and lesser relations, and in the quiet darkness she listened.

What had awakened her? The ordinary noises of a household—a rat scrabbling in the reeds covering the floor, rain beating against the stone wall, a hunting dog padding down the hall? Or something more sinister, a walker in the shadows?

With a sigh, she rose and pulled her dress on over her shift. She picked her way through the sleepers, planning to duck outside for a breath of air, but on second thought turned down the torch-lit passageway and paused by Lord Stephen’s chamber door. She didn’t know why anyone would choose to do him further harm on this night out of all the nights since the attack, but she stood and listened anyway.

A figure detached itself from the corner. For one shocking moment she thought it was a bane-spirit, one of the night creatures her mother had warned her against, but even as she caught her breath, she saw it was a man, a man of size and substance. This did nothing to reduce her fear. 

She could hear her own ragged breathing in the quiet passageway. The man said, “These are dangerous times for those who wander at night.”

A flare of impatience made her say, “Are you the lord’s poet, then? You’re very good at creating emotion in your listener.”

He made a sound that might have been a laugh. “Come away from Lord Stephen’s door.”

She moved away. The torchlight wasn’t bright enough to reveal details of his face or body but she saw that he was a Kigan warrior, evident in the curl of his close-cropped hair, his bare chin, and the darkness of his skin. His air of restrained recklessness wasn’t especially Kigan; it was characteristic of most of the fighting men she’d met on her travels.

He gripped her elbow, which surprised a sound from her, and he steered her toward the entrance-way where the door-ward slumbered on his stool, a lit lantern on the wall behind him.

“Sir Simon.” The door-ward rose to his feet at their approach. “Miss.”

She heard the speculation in the man’s voice, sure to become gossip about her assignation with a member of Lord Stephen’s household by midday. She yanked her elbow from Simon’s hand and passed outside, not surprised when he followed her. 

The sky to the east was just lightening from indigo to sapphire. The sharp north wind penetrated the wall enclosing the foreyard, making the torch near the gatehouse gutter. She wished she’d brought her cloak.

By the light of the dancing torch she could make out more of this man Simon’s aspect. A woman might feel the urge to brush her fingers against the softness of his hair only if she didn’t look first to see the hard planes of his face, unsoftened by any smile or tender expression.

It would be rude to demand his particulars without first offering hers, so she said, “I’m called Lucinda—”

“I know who you are,” he said. “I’m a knight of Lord Stephen’s. Simon, as you have heard.” 

Many of the Kigans were faithful followers of Guthhafoc, the war-god, although they called him a different name in their tongue, and provided many itinerant warriors to the Sige lords—along with scholars, shrine-keepers, and traders. Some of them became Sige through adoption, marriage, service to the king, or knighting. Others had no interest in doing so and returned home with pockets full of gold when their adventuring days were over.

She stepped out of the foreyard, away from the timber-and-wattle wall and the gatehouse, nearer the road. He trailed behind her but she said nothing to stop him and turned toward the dawn. She murmured the ritual words they used in Rothwil to welcome the morning, but she was afraid the sun would bring no warmth to this day. 

When she was finished, Simon asked, “Are you a witch?” 

A witch. “Witches aren’t the only ones who practice the morning greeting.” She didn’t trouble to keep the scorn from her voice.

He nodded at her belt. “You carry a pyxide.”

Zoe and Sophia were right, she was a fool. Of course a knight in the lord’s household guard would notice the small bronze box that contained her most precious stones. It had been part of her clothing for so long she’d forgotten what it symbolized—at least to some folk. Still, she saw no reason not to satisfy his curiosity. In fact, it might suit her purposes perfectly well.

“It is but a memento. I am late of Rothwil.”

“Rothwil!” 

“I took the roundabout way here,” she said, for she’d left the tiny island nearly a year ago and despite everything, she had a natural impulse toward honesty. “I have—”

But he wasn’t listening. The muscles in his jaw worked, and he stared unblinking toward the horizon. He said in a voice drained of all emotion, “And how fares my lady Zoe?”

She took a step back, nearly stumbling over a rock. “She was—she’s dead.”

“Dead?”

She wouldn’t have believed it herself if she hadn’t seen her friend’s broken body on the seawall.

“I’m sorry to bring you such news. Zoe was a good friend to all.”

“She was no friend of mine,” he grated out.

She didn’t know what to say to that. Whatever emotion was driving him had nothing to do with her, but she was nonetheless relieved to see James riding up the hill from Balsmeade. The folk-reeve might be annoyed by her but he would see no harm came to her. He pulled up his horse when he reached them, nodding at the gate-keep who came out to greet him.

“This is Lucinda.” Simon’s voice held a wry note.

“I know who she is,” James said, and Lucinda’s heart slapped in her chest. If they knew, really knew, or found out—

When will you claim your birthright? Zoe had asked a hundred times.

It wasn’t too late to leave West Randburg. She knew a mage in Amigdal who would be happy to see her. He would give her a place to sleep and a few small tasks to earn her keep. Not even Sophia knew every hiding place in the Stone Island.

“Did you know?” James glared down at her.

“Know what?” She felt breathless.

“Raiders have attacked Tungol. The mundbora has been killed and the village plundered.”

“I warned you there would be a war. I didn’t say I was privy to the enemy’s plans!”

She’d never been to Tungol, though she knew it was situated to the southwest, near the sea, a rich settlement, the kind of place that would attract fortune-hunters. James went on to describe the type of lightning raid the shipmen of Ossia were known for.

“Ossia?” said Simon. “Not Elleorn or Ganot?”

“They didn’t properly introduce themselves,” James said. “The townspeople drove them off eventually but didn’t kill any of them.”

“How many folk did they take?” Lucinda asked. 

From astride his chestnut horse, James slanted her a glance. “Four women and six children.” 

That sounded like the Ossians. The warriors of Ganot didn’t care what sex their victims were. Those of Elleorn rarely took live captives. They preferred to collect heads as trophies.

Simon said, “I can bring men to track them, but that will draw retainers from here. Is that a risk we will take?”

She stood rooted to the spot. Even now, a lone raven circled lazily overhead, directly above the keep, the rising sun illuminating its midnight feathers. It hung like doom above them. She looked from one man to the other, at their grim faces. 

“You must tell Lord Stephen.”

James gave her a scant moment’s attention before saying to Simon, “We’ll raise some men from Balsmeade. And you’ll bring a small cadre from the keep—say, ten men. It will have to be enough.”

When Simon turned to go back inside, James stopped her from following him in by saying her name. Just her name, quiet, in the early morning chill. 

The folk-reeve had been kind to her and to Bertha, in the way of strong men. He had only to close his fist and that would be the end of her. But so far he had not. She owed him—what did she owe him? What did she owe anyone?

“What have you seen?” he asked.

“When I spoke with Lord Stephen?”

“I know what you saw when you spoke with him. I want to know what you saw when you used your craft.”

She jerked her head up to stare at him. Not even Bertha knew about that. 

“I’m not a doom-sayer,” she said. 

“I’m not asking you to cast lots or read the stars.”

“You’ve seen the same signs as I have, James.”

Neither of them looked at the raven.

“Why did the wind blow you to West Randburg?” he asked. “Why now, and to what end?”

She licked her dry lips. “I don’t know.” In a way it was not a lie. Sophia hadn’t described her plan in full detail for Lucinda’s edification. All she’d said was, I have made this promise to Springtide. Before the end of Glory Month, you must bring Lord Stephen to Rothwil, there to fulfill his destiny. 

But only an innocent who had never heard a story about the gods would fail to understand what that meant. 

Lucinda had said no three times. In the stories the folk told about the gods, if some brave youth defied a god three times, their relationship was sundered. But Sophia refused to take no for an answer.

And so Lucinda had said yes, and now she stood on the doom-smelling road outside a strife-hall with an ill omen gliding on the very wind that drove her this way and that, arguing with a folk-reeve who wanted her to read the future to him, which no one could, not even Sophia.

“Why do you say I must tell Lord Stephen about the attack?”

She pictured the lord’s face, and his wolf eyes. She said impatiently, “He’s the lord of these lands.”

“He can’t rule them now.” He gentled his voice. “Can you think of no way to change his fate?”

She gave him a sharp glance. Yet she saw no suspicion in his eyes. He was asking for her help.

“You believe me to be much more than I am, James.”

“Would you be less?” His voice was the low rumble she knew so well, accustomed to getting his way. “You have lived among the healers in Rothwil. To do that you must be Sophia’s thane—”

“I abandoned those vows.” 

“Then take them up again.” 

Before she could respond, he cut his attention away from her. A woman appeared on the road, a basket over one arm, singing a song Lucinda had heard before. The tilt of the woman’s head caught at her. She whispered, “Zoe?”

James shielded his eyes from what little sun there was. “Hello? You on the road!” The woman lifted a hand and called out, “James Reeve! You know me full well.”

The folk-reeve settled back in his saddle. “The healer from Balsmeade,” he said to Lucinda. “I suppose—” Then he seemed to remember himself and climbed off the chestnut, handing over the reins to the gate-keeper. He went into the keep, calling after Simon, making more preparations for responding to the attack on Tungol.

The woman who approached from the road was older, the streaks of gray in her dark hair betraying her age. Her eyes were faded blue, as if the dye had washed mostly out of a cloth, not dark and sharp like Zoe’s. And Zoe was dead, of course.

She stopped when she reached Lucinda, standing in the road outside the gatehouse. “Good morrow,” she said. “They call me Rose.” 

Lucinda bobbed her head, a courtesy to age and wisdom if not to social status. “The healer from Balsmeade. James told me.”

“And you must be Lucinda.”

Lucinda raised a brow. “I had hoped to get to midday before the gossip started.”

“You have created quite a lot of conversation, and I have spies.” The way she smiled when she said it made Lucinda smile, too. “You’ve seen Lord Stephen.”

Lucinda hesitated. “I have.” 

“How was he?”

Lucinda didn’t know quite how to respond and Rose said, “I would like to hear it from an outsider.” 

“Why?” Lucinda asked. “Aren’t you here to see one of the house-thanes?”

“Lord Stephen’s physician is traveling to Sumorselde to consult with his colleagues. Lady Edwina asked me to take over his care in the meantime.” 

She didn’t think Rose needed her help to make a diagnosis and she suspected Lord Stephen’s physical health wasn’t what she was curious about anyway. 

She took a risk and said, “The folk-reeve and an itinerant knight make his military decisions for him. His mother runs his household. Yet he is not so deathly ill as that would imply.” She wished she had the courage to confide in the healer, to say what Sophia had told her she must do, so that Rose would know what was at risk. But she didn’t dare whisper a word of it. Treason was a hanging offense everywhere in the world.

Rose gave her an assessing look, familiar from all the years with Zoe. “He doesn’t know which way to step. Would you?”

“If I were the lord of these lands, I would do something. Anything is better than nothing.”

Rose nodded. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps what he needs is someone to illuminate a path that he might follow.”

Lucinda’s heart quickened. She knew the path Sophia laid out. Did Rose? She forced a laugh and said, “Why would he listen to me?”

Rose smiled again. “You must just find a reason,” she said and moved past her into the keep.
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Chapter Five
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Lucinda shaded her eyes against the unexpected sunshine as she stepped out of the keep into the foreyard, a-buzz and a-bustle with journey preparations. On the road outside, horses, stable-thanes, and a wagon-cart, nearly full of provisions, all stirred up a great deal of dust and noise. A crowd of people who had nothing to do with the journey itself, including any number of small children, milled about, creating even more confusion.

Why had she thought their company would leave quietly and without much fanfare? Just because all of her journeys had begun that way was no reason to think Lord Stephen’s would be the same.

As she watched, more members of the household came out to see them off. Lady Edwina’s strained, disapproving expression showed her objection to this journey, though she hadn’t been as strident in her opposition as Lucinda expected. She’d expressed concern about Lord Stephen’s health, worried that the travel would worsen his condition. 

That was how Rose came to join the company. She pronounced him equal to the task and agreed to accompany them to be on hand should he suffer any setback. Lady Edwina had given in with the elegant grace of a northern lady who has withdrawn from the fight but is not defeated.

As Lucinda looked at the small retinue, she wondered who it was the lady had recruited to her cause, as that could be the only explanation for her yielding. The spy could be any of them—even Rose. 

“Here, miss.” A stable boy ran up to Lucinda’s side. “This gray is for you. Don’t worry, she’s right gentle. My lord gave particular instruction as to your needs.”

She was no horsewoman and if Lord Stephen hadn’t known or guessed, James certainly had. She took the reins, aware that she would have to mount in front of all of the onlookers and well-wishers. Fortunately no one expected her to be very good at it.

But Lord Stephen hadn’t been on a horse in months. If he had difficulties, in front of all these people—

She grabbed the stable boy’s shoulder.

“Which is my lord’s horse?” 

“The midnight one, there.” He pointed.

She eyed the stamping animal, quite larger and nastier-tempered than it needed to be. Would Lord Stephen be able to control it? 

“Take it back to the stables.”

“Miss—”

“Do it. Do it now, so he may mount with your assistance. I’ll send him to you. I’ll tell him you wished to inspect a swelling.”

“The horse has no swelling. We’ve taken good care—”

“I know that.”

“Oh, I see, miss.” He ducked his head and went to where a stable-thane held the dark horse’s reins, conversed briefly with him, then took the reins and led the stallion away. 

Lucinda told herself she wanted the folk’s last memory of Lord Stephen to be a good one, an image of his strength, so that when they heard of it, his sacrifice would have meaning to them. She did not want to think there was another all-too-human reason she might want to spare him embarrassment.

A moment later, he stepped out of the keep. In the morning sunlight, the brightest this spring had yet allowed, the hollows on his face stood out in sharp relief, his eyes deeply shadowed. For a moment, she experienced a qualm: Could he even survive the journey? 

He didn’t seem to notice the crowds as he crossed the foreyard through the open gate to where the company waited in the road, the cart creaking under its load, the horses whickering, flicking their tails and throwing their heads impatiently. This was the first time many of the folk had seen him since his injury and she knew they wanted something, a greeting or a promise, and he didn’t give it to them. She felt their disappointment as he came directly to where she stood.

“Tell them,” she said impulsively.

“Tell them what? That an itinerant entertainer has convinced me to seek my father’s lost sword?”

“You can leave out the part about me,” she said, avoiding the knowing look in his golden eyes. “Or, if you must, you can call me a visitor from the island of Rothwil.”

“Who has reason to believe I will find the sword there.”

“Well, yes.” She contemplated him. “If you have doubts about the journey—” 

“James assures me it is the
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