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Chapter 1

	City of Man

	~

	Redan Connor

	La Gracia, Larad

	Ochmoon, 4416

	Redan pulled the cowl up and over his head. His robe’s loose weave was mercifully cool in the heat of the day but of little use in keeping the morning mist from dampening his skin.

	He crossed the Passo Sacrificio footbridge, and others crossed with him, lonely figures with their heads down and sandals shuffling against the bricks, each intent on reaching his or her post before the appointed hour. Most wore saffron-dyed novice robes like his own, though an occasional blue-robed acolyte or brown-robed monk broke the uniformity of their silent procession. No one disturbed the illusion of solitude by speaking.

	They passed beneath rows of marble statues perched on pedestals along the railings. Their sculpted faces stared down at them with expressions of benevolence, disdain, or utter indifference. Without exception, all La Gracia’s art depicted the pious men and women of the one true faith. Frozen faces of saints and martyrs watched the living with a thousand unblinking eyes.

	The footbridge took him across the Beato, the gentle river meandering through the holy city. Crisscrossed by arched bridges, the Beato kept politely within its banks, too humble to encroach on La Gracia’s sanctity. A mist rose from the river this morning, softening the prickly horizon of spires, domes, and pinnacles rising above the city.

	La Gracia was a city of cathedrals. Even a modest tavern boasted a spire on its roof. The myriad spikes and peaks were meant to portray arms raised in supplication to heaven, but Redan imagined them as lances held ready in case heaven decided to attack.

	Beyond the footbridge, he cut through an alleyway. Faded red bricks paved every inch of ground. Those who walked La Gracia’s hallowed ground were too pure to allow the earth to soil their sandals. The only vegetation to be found in the city were potted palms, orange and lemon topiaries, and urns of rosemary and lavender. On lesser-used paths, sparse patches of grass tenuously crept between cracks in the bricks.

	The Orthodoxy’s faithful the world over kept the holy city supplied. La Gracia’s denizens did not sow, did not tend sheep. When Redan first arrived, it had puzzled him. The dogs, goats, and chickens he grew up dodging, the familiar animals he’d seen in every village, town, or city he’d ever visited, were conspicuously absent here.

	La Gracia was a city of man.

	Redan walked alone by choice. He kept to himself and watched for opportunities to pursue his search unnoticed, never forgetting he balanced on the rim of a cauldron. One lapse in his accent, one monk catching him in a room where he had no purpose, and the cauldron would bubble up to claim him.

	Spending his days, and often his nights, in the libraries helped him avoid unwanted attention. Redan accepted his assignments with dutiful humility, and his crisp pen and linguistic accuracy garnered the senior librarians’ approval. He had moved from simple transcription to the increasingly challenging translation assignments that gave him reasons to haunt the archives.

	Redan might never find the texts he sought. La Gracia’s labyrinth of libraries was so overwhelming that he’d taken to sorting them into categories in a feeble attempt to make his goal seem less hopeless.

	First, there were the libraries for show. The cavernous structures designed to awe visitors with their grandeur housed the books chosen for their covers, not content. Redan seldom saw anyone on the balconies girdling the towering walls of books or on the spiral stairs winding through endless tiers of gilded shelving.

	Second, were the libraries for use. Located deeper within the city where visitors seldom ventured, these held acres of books collected for research or enjoyment and served as gathering places for conversation and companionship away from the martyrs’ unblinking eyes. Equipped with stepladders, tables, and reading lanterns, the clerical libraries were never empty. Hovering librarians kept inkwells and parchment bins replenished.

	Last, were the libraries of dust. Underground grottos visited only by scribes, plus the occasional scholar in search of an obscure text, the archives had no hovering attendants. One was expected to bring one’s own lantern and to shelve one’s own books. Not surprisingly, that left a great many books waiting in musty, disheveled stacks.

	Within the many acres of the dusty catacombs Redan had explored, searching for Aurelic lettering on tattered leather spines, he’d found naught but instructional texts on farming and smithing, and a treatise on the climates of Rhynn. Excellent reading for sleepless nights.

	He could spend a lifetime here, sifting through ancient books with crumbling yellow pages and never find the answers that had drawn him into the heart of the Orthodoxy. Redan heaved a sigh and climbed the stairs to the master librarian’s office, resigned to taking yet another meaningless assignment and trudging through yet another night of fruitless searching.

	With every day that passed, he questioned why he had come and wondered how he would ever find his way back home.

	


Chapter 2

	Scent of Orange

	~

	Mouse

	La Gracia

	A musical voice called Mouse from the mists, cajoling her to come out from under the bed.

	“No harm will come to you here.” The soothing rumble reminded her of the white wolf’s soft growl. “You are shy, as befits a chaste young woman.”

	Harps. Mouse had heard the voice’s music before. It sang like the harps the silvery ones played.

	“I shall sit here and watch the sunrise. You may join me if you wish.”

	Chair legs scraped against the floor. Mouse squirmed under the bed until she could see the harper’s shoes. He sat at a table held up by babies with golden wings. His elegant hand patted a chair beside him.

	“Come, Raven. Sit with me and learn my face. I shall not look back at you.”

	“Don’t trust him. Give us time to learn what he’s about,” said the white wolf, narrowing his bright blue eyes. Yonah was ever the cautious one.

	The harper picked a fruit from a crystal bowl. It was the size of an apple, but rounder, and the color was wrong. Mouse flinched as he pierced the skin with a pearl-handled knife. The sharp blade, barely as long as his finger, sliced through the skin with ease.

	“What is that smell?” Fia sniffed. Her slithery little dragon-self shimmied closer.

	Patiently, the harper worked the knife, peeling the fruit’s skin away in a long spiral. The scent. The fruit spilled the most enticing scent.

	“Orange,” Yonah named it.

	Of course. The silvery ones sometimes had oranges, but Mouse had only ever tasted a dried peel. The magical scent drew her out from underneath the bed. She curled her legs and sat on the floor, looking the man over. His black hair was sleek, straight, and tied behind his neck. He was wider at the shoulders than a silvery one. But lean. Not thick like the guards at Twelvestones.

	True to his word, he did not look back at her.

	Instead, he pried off a wedge of the fruit, trimmed away the membrane, and plucked out seeds. He placed the orange slice in his palm and held it beyond his knee. The juicy crescent glistened in the sun. Mouse inched toward the mesmerizing morsel and plucked it from his hand with her fingertips.

	Oh, the taste. The taste was even more magical than the scent. Mouse savored the sweet tang and ran her tongue over her lips, relishing every trace of the delectable juice.

	The man sighed at the rising sun, his gaze still fixed on the window. A warm breeze stirred the filmy curtains.

	“Go ahead,” Yonah nudged her. “Sit and learn what danger waits.”

	Mouse tiptoed closer as the man tempted her with another juicy crescent. She slid to the chair beside his and took the morsel from his palm again. She pressed the orange to the roof of her mouth, tantalized again by the flavor. After swallowing the last sweet drop, she chewed the pulp, opened her eyes, and dared another glance at him.

	The man’s face was serene. Ageless. His honeyed skin was darker than the silvery ones, darker even than a Twelvestones guardsman. No tinge of yellow spoiled his dark brown eyes. His coat was long and fitted, and shimmering threads of emerald and gold embroidery adorned every inch of its deep purple satin. Under the beautiful coat, in an even deeper purple, loose-fitted breeches narrowed and bunched at his strong ankles. He wore gold satin slippers, not boots, with pointed toes bejeweled with tiny pearls.

	“The spider would claw his eyes out for those slippers,” said Fia.

	In the careful silence that followed, Mouse and the man finished the orange wedges together. Then he wiped his hands on a perfect white napkin and rose. He strolled to the window with his hands clasped behind him.

	Mouse’s eyes flitted to the pearl-handled knife he left on the table.

	“Go on. Take it,” Fia hissed.

	“Leave it be,” Yonah growled. “He would notice it gone.”

	The man’s sigh stilled Mouse’s hand. It was a lonely sigh, and it carried the heaviness born of service. Whatever troubled him, she hoped not to be its penance.

	“You are my guest,” he said. “Yet, you send away the attendants I offer.”

	Mouse knew she should say something, but nothing came to mind, and she didn’t want to make a mistake, so she watched the white curtains dance in the breeze.

	“I will send you another. Please…” He paused, as if the word tasted strange on his lips. “Please, allow her to attend to you. She is harmless.”

	With that, he left her alone.

	#   #   #

	Before the shadows signaled midday, Mouse had explored the room as thoroughly as she dared. It was a grand room, nearly as grand as the spider’s. Perched atop a tall, square tower, the round room had many sunny windows and a balcony circling all the way around. She had opened every window simply because she could, and in every direction, a city stretched as far as she could see.

	Mouse had tested the solid wooden door and found it locked. She shrugged, resigned to the confinement she had expected. It was a pleasant enough cage. She tried the latch on a glass-paned door to the balcony. It wobbled, but stuck, as if it hadn’t been used in a great while. She braced and tugged with all her weight, and the door relented with a loud crack, sending her tumbling on her backside.

	Rap, rap, rap.

	Mouse scrambled to her feet at the knock and shouldered the balcony door until it stuck again. She hadn’t asked permission to go outside. Hurriedly, she sat on the bed and folded her hands.

	Rap, rap, rap.

	“Whoever is knocking is waiting for you to answer,” said Yonah.

	“C-come in,” she said.

	“Too soft. Try again.”

	“Come in, please,” she said louder.

	The lock clicked, and a child came in carrying baskets and folded clothes piled high in her arms. The girl’s glossy black hair hung loose down her back, and she had the same dark brown eyes as the harper.

	“The child’s hair is going grey in front,” Fia noted.

	“She’s no child,” said Yonah. “She’s a tiny woman.”

	Mouse realized her mouth was hanging open and closed it quickly, not wanting to offend. The tiny woman carried her load to a bench and dropped it with a huff and a grunt. Then she turned around and grinned.

	She had a pleasant face, though different somehow. She chattered out a lively string of words, and her voice went up at the end, as if asking a question.

	Mouse hadn’t understood a single word. “I… I’m sorry. I don’t…”

	“Ah, mia mente,” the tiny woman said, slapping her palm to her forehead. “Pardon, M’sita Raven. You say the Innish. I try.”

	After filling a basket with soaps, oils, linens, and other things Mouse wasn’t quick enough to see, the woman hung the basket from one of her short arms and tapped her chest.

	“Sister Fortunata. You come. The bath,” she said, closing her eyes and drawing a contented breath. “Ahhh, warm. You like.”

	“She isn’t big enough to hurt you.” Fia was a fine one to talk. She was seldom bigger than the tiny woman, even as a dragon. But Fia was fierce.

	“Go with her,” Yonah agreed. “This time.”

	Mouse followed the little woman down the stairs, though she lost count of the steps after a few spirals. It was a tall tower. After a while, Sister Fortunata stopped and sat on a step.

	“Long walk, M’sita Raven. We rest, yes?” she said, patting the step behind her.

	Mouse obeyed at once, sitting still while Sister Fortunata caught her breath.

	“I am sorry for your discomfort,” Mouse offered. “Your legs are…” She bit her tongue. Wrong. She hadn’t meant to offend.

	“No sorry, M’sita.” Sister Fortunata’s cheerful eyes crinkled. “My legs are short. I am short. You no see Dimini before?”

	Mouse shook her head.

	“Our village, it is near to the Serpent’s wall. Make home beside the Barrens, make you small.” Sister Fortunata tapped her chest again. “Dimini. Little body. Big life.”

	The Dimini woman reached and lifted Mouse’s chin with her finger, studying her curiously. Mouse could think of no response, so she simply studied the Dimini in return.

	“Come. The bath.” Sister Fortunata patted Mouse’s knee and started down the stairs again.

	The wolf and the dragon were speechless, for once.

	Eventually, they reached the bottom of the stairs, and Sister Fortunata opened the door to a sunny room. Tall windows, set high in its buttery yellow walls, lit sparkling pools circling the room like a strand of blue pearls. Blue-and-gold mosaic tiles beckoned, and wisps of steam rose invitingly.

	“Siepe,” said Sister Fortunata.

	Mouse blinked back at her.

	The Dimini trotted over and caught a rope, pulling a tall basket woven of grass across the tiles. A hollow cylinder as tall as Mouse’s shoulder, it must be lightweight for someone so tiny to pull with such ease.

	“Siepe,” Sister Fortunata said again. “Means grass fence. Screen?” She dragged the siepe over one of the pools and held out her hand as if its purpose were obvious.

	“Privacy,” said Yonah. “For your bath. Lift it and crawl under.”

	Mouse lifted and slid under the screen. She untied the belt of the consort’s blue robe and looked around for a moment, wondering what to do with the only clothing she had.

	“Toss it over the screen,” Fia suggested.

	“Of course,” said Mouse. “How silly of me.”

	“M’sita? You need?”

	“Oh!” She hadn’t meant to say that aloud. “No. No, it’s nothing.”

	Mouse draped the robe over the screen and stepped down into the water. Marveling at the warmth, she slid deeper until the water tickled her chin. She was accustomed to bathing with hand towels dipped in washbasins or once in a great while, when no one noticed, in tepid water left behind in one of the silvery ones’ bathing tubs. She closed her eyes and reveled in the steamy luxury.

	“You don’t know this place,” Yonah warned.

	Mouse’s eyes sprang open. Yonah was right. It wouldn’t be right to close her eyes.

	


Chapter 3

	A Name

	~

	Mouse

	La Gracia

	Mouse ran her thumbs over fingertips still wrinkled from a long soak in water that never grew cold. She tried to sit still as Sister Fortunata brushed out her hair. No one had brushed her hair for her since Old Mona, since before Master Vyrdun claimed her.

	“Who claims you now?” the white wolf wondered. “Did the consort sell you?”

	Mouse smoothed her hand over the soft green folds of the gown Sister Fortunata had insisted she put on after the bath. The silvery ones wore silk. Not Ravens. Mouse had tried to explain, but Sister Fortunata didn’t understand. Someone would notice soon. Someone would take the silk away. She hoped it wouldn’t make someone angry. She had tried to explain.

	“Bella, M’sita.” Sister Fortunata stood back, cocking her head from side to side. “Beautiful eyes. Emeralds green.”

	Heat flushed Mouse’s face. Beautiful. She knew better. The Dimini was mocking her. Mouse wished she would go away again.

	“Ah, my shy bebe. You rest now. I bring dinner later.”

	“But what am I to do?” Mouse asked, her uneasiness rising. “What does the master expect of me?”

	“Do? You are a blessed one.” Sister Fortunata’s little hand cupped Mouse’s cheek. “The Father says it is so. We serve you, yes?”

	Mouse tried not to frown. She must know what service the master expected of her.

	“Please, tell me,” she tried again. “What am I to do?”

	“Sit on the galeria and let the sun warm your face.” Sister Fortunata opened a window. “Watch people below. Watch birds above.” Then she went to the shelves laden with books. “Read, until eyes…” She mimed a pleasant nodding off, then opened a brass box and pulled out a flute. “Play. Sing.”

	Sister Fortunata went to the table where the harper had fed Mouse oranges. She lifted a teapot and poured tea into a cup until the tea overflowed the brim and puddled in the saucer.

	“Is your life now, M’sita Raven. Full. Enjoy.”

	#   #   #

	No one bothered her for the rest of the day. Sister Fortunata brought dinner but mercifully left her to eat alone.

	Mouse lay awake late in the night, staring up at the mattress. The big bed was too open. Too exposed. Crawling underneath the bed felt right, more like the close, dark, safety of her box.

	“The consort is gone, I tell you,” Yonah was telling Fia. “The Red Queen sent him away.”

	After the pretty lady’s trial in the palace, Mouse had followed the Red Queen and the consort to the room behind the thrones. No one had stopped her because she didn’t matter enough to stop.

	“John, you know I believe in you.” The Red Queen held the consort’s hand. “Your faith is strong. Your cause is just. But the burden has been weighing too heavily on your shoulders. You would never have allowed such an injustice if you weren’t strained to exhaustion.”

	“All that scheming and torturing can wear a person out,” Fia snorted.

	The Red Queen had told the consort to go for a rest, back to Cadron, where people loved him. He’d agreed, but behind his mask, he was furious. Back at the townhouse where the Red Queen couldn’t hear, he’d had plenty to say, and none of it nice.

	Mouse had tried to stay invisible, hoping the consort might be finished with her, that he might send her back to the spider and her box.

	“But he sent you here instead,” said Yonah.

	Mouse sifted through the consort’s words again. She still could make no sense of them.

	“Take her to Amadeo. Tell him she is a down payment.”

	#   #   #

	The musical voice reached for her again. It beckoned her from the misty world, from her secret resting place beside the lake. The white lion who guarded her while she slept was up and pacing, sniffing the voice’s scent. Mouse stirred, and the lion faded away.

	Mouse blinked at the sliver of sunlight playing on the floor beyond the bed. The harper was back. She wiggled toward the edge of the bed until she could see his bottom half. He sat in the same chair as the morning before.

	“Good morning, Raven,” he said, as if he were in the habit of waking her every morning. The seductive scent of oranges drew her from underneath the bed. His calm gaze never left the window.

	“Come, we shall watch the sunrise together.”

	He held a juicy, perfectly peeled orange wedge over his shoulder. Mouse plucked it from his fingers. The taste was as exquisite as she remembered. She sat in the chair beside his.

	“Your hands are clean,” he said. “Sister Fortunata convinced you to try the baths. I am pleased.”

	“He is pleased.” Fia mimicked. “Spoken like a master.”

	Mouse realized she should offer a reply. She should thank the man for the food and the dress. In return for the gifts, he would expect her service. Masters expected service. Vyrdun expected service more often than the Cloistered, but less than the consort. She didn’t want to think what a master would expect for such lavish gifts. She shouldn’t have kept the dress.

	Mouse flinched when his hand covered hers. She wasn’t supposed to let him see she didn’t want his touch. That was wrong.

	“Careful,” said Yonah. “We don’t know his temper.”

	The man’s hand withdrew and rested on the white linen.

	“You are safe here,” he said. “In the tallest tower in La Gracia. Guarded night and day. You are safe in the care of God’s Chosen, Raven.”

	No, that couldn’t be right. It couldn’t matter to him whether she felt safe. She was a fool to imagine it might. She had the mind of a child. The spider had said so.

	Mouse chewed her lip. The sunlight cut a crisp black shadow into the white linen beneath his hand. He waited, and then waited some more. He wasn’t going away. She might as well get it over with.

	She forced her eyes from the table and dared look at his face. His curious gaze met hers and held her fixed. She couldn’t have moved even if she’d wanted to. His eyes smiled.

	“There, that was not so hard,” he said. “I am Father Amadeo. La Gracia is your home now, my daughter, and your life begins anew. You are reborn, my Anastacia.”

	Home. Father. His words enticed her, cajoling her to believe that some small, good thing might be hers to hold on to. And a name. A lovely, musical name. But he had not yet told her the price. The hard world always demanded a price.

	“What do you want of me?” she squeaked the question that would bring either an answer or a slap for her impertinence.

	“You are wise to ask. I admire caution.”

	When he leaned back with his curious gaze, Mouse was sure he could see straight through her, into her most private thoughts, into the secret misty world. She squirmed.

	“Your mind, Anastacia. I want you to practice.”

	“Practice?”

	Mouse realized she wanted to reason it out so as not to disappoint him, and that confused her even more.

	“Practice your mindgift,” he explained. “When you want an orange, make your attendant think of bringing you one. Ask for nothing with words.” His fingertip brushed her temple. “Command with your mind.”

	“You want me to tell them what to do?”

	“It is your birthright, Anastacia. Claim what is yours.
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Chapter 4

	Lady of Dundarien

	~

	Rory Callan

	Dundarien, Aleron

	Rain pelted Rory’s cloak in a staccato rhythm, drowning out whatever Nate was trying to tell him to do this time. He tugged the hood down over his brow, pretending not to hear. A fat raindrop trickled down his nose and splattered off his boot before making a muddy puddle’s acquaintance.

	It had been raining for days, more than he cared to count, ever since eight hundred head of Callan cattle, their drovers, and collies gathered south of Glenayre and turned their combined herds toward Dundarien. Along with Nate and Harry, he was riding guard over the bulk Clan Callan’s profits this year as the drove made its way to market.

	Not an auspicious start to his first trek to Turniff, but it ran rings around staying behind at Glenayre.

	Rory would trade comfort for adventure any day, and the wild and rowdy Ochmoon Meet was the adventure at the top of his list. Bawdy tales of Turniff’s temptations had sparked his imagination for as long as he could remember. At a fit and fine fourteen years, he was ready to start living a few tales of his own.

	How Cade could choose a telescope demonstration in Ellard over riding guard was beyond him. He’d have to sit through a whole day of astronomy lectures before he even got to see the damned contraption. Rory couldn’t understand Cade’s obsession with figuring out how the world worked, but he was glad it meant he got to take his brother’s place on the drove.

	Rory rechecked his pistol and patted his crossbow. He adjusted the sword on his belt for good measure. He was good at wielding them all. He was good because he never stopped practicing. He practiced because he hated sitting still. He had won more than his share of conclave contests already, and the drove was a chance to put his skill to a real test.

	Thank the Sweet Mother for shaggy red cows.

	The cows ambled down into the green valley corralled by the River Alsa. Dundarien’s walls were as familiar to him as the red gates at Glenayre. The rain gave up trying to drown him and switched to a tired grey drizzle.

	Herds from Windermere, Glenayre, and Dundarien would travel south from here and meet up with Gruders from Rothcraig and Medloch, and more Buchanans at Buchanell. From there, Aleron’s teeming herds would rumble across Tavish land and skirt the shores of Lake Jura until they reached Turniff.

	Then Rory could ditch the honorable Lord Nathalyan and explore every vice Turniff had to offer.

	“Set camp,” Nate shouted as he rode along the edge of the herd.

	Settling the cattle along the rain-swollen river and rounding up stragglers was a job for the drovers. Nate rode the flanks at a canter, back and forth, just long enough to see they had the herd under control. He broke off and waved Rory and Harry to follow. Their arrival could hardly have gone unnoticed, with the din of barking dogs, lowing cattle, and the drovers’ caustic cursing. Even so, they’d be expected to present themselves to the Lord of Dundarien and claim his hospitality.

	In Dundarien’s courtyard, stablehands hurried up to take their horses. Rory climbed the steps two at a time, shedding his wet cloak as soon as he stepped inside the great hall.

	“The hospitality of Dundarien is yours.”

	Ava’s voice greeted them instead of her father’s. Captain Royce and his son Shaye stood beside her. Nate caught up and shook the rain from his hair, slowly taking note of the obvious in what became an awkward pause.

	“The Lord of Dundarien is indisposed.” The set of Ava’s chin dared them to press for more.

	There was no need to press. It was no secret. Uncle Gaven had started drinking like a fish the day Aunt Rosey died, and he hadn’t let up yet. Ava was covering for him.

	“How gracious of you to receive us on his behalf, Lady Avalee,” Nate replied with a properly proper bow.

	“It is my honor to welcome you, Lord Nathalyan.”

	Rory rolled his eyes at the theatrics. Nate had known Ava her whole life and spent plenty of time fussing about how she lived it, but he was here on official Callan business, so he stiffened his shoulders and spouted the prescribed words.

	Nate was good at such fluff. It was the propriety Rory lacked the patience to master and avoided practicing with the same fervor he avoided boiled peas. Nasty little things, peas.

	“Shaye will ride guard with you,” Ava was saying. “Captain Royce will remain here.”

	Rory’s brows shot up before he thought to hide his surprise. Dundarien was scrimping on its share of the escort. The breach of protocol hung in the hush of the great hall, just a heartbeat too long.

	Rory inched closer in the silence, but his brother didn’t need prompting. Nate loved Ava, despite his attempts to rein her in. He knew she was trying her best to hold Dundarien together until her father was done wallowing in grief.

	“Shaye is a skilled guard,” said Nate. “It’s a most generous contribution to the drove.”

	“No, it isn’t, and you damned well know it,” Ava said testily. “Uncle Fergus will compensate for Dundarien’s lack of numbers when you reach Buchanell.”

	“Ava, please.” Nate’s pretense vanished. “Do you need help here? Da can send—”

	“We do not need help.”

	Captain Royce grunted his opinion at her refusal. The old soldier looked ready to speak his mind, but Ava’s elbow and a lifetime of deference to the family he served kept him quiet.

	“There’s no need for you to bear this alone,” said Nate. “We’re family.”

	Ava didn’t need Nate to tell her that she was carrying Dundarien on her shoulders. Admitting it there in Dundarien’s great hall for anyone to hear was just getting her hackles up.

	“Nate, let it be,” said Rory.

	Nate rubbed the back of his neck, but he let the matter drop.

	“Maeve has a hot meal ready with enough to feed your men,” said Ava, slipping back into the Lady of Dundarien role. “Will you camp here tonight?”

	“Until first light, with your leave,” said Nate.

	“Captain Royce will guard the herds tonight so you can enjoy a dry night’s rest inside.” Ava was glad to see them, even if pride kept her from admitting so. “When you’re hungry, we’ll share supper upstairs, and leave the hall to the drovers and guards.”

	And get privacy to speak frankly.

	“I accept,” said Rory. “On behalf of tired, wet Callans. And the scruffy Dael, too, if he can mind his manners.”

	“Harry’s manners are better than yours.” Ava’s smile softened the faint creases around her eyes.

	“Only because he practices.” Rory laughed and caught her in the crook of his arm. “Enough stuffy pleasantries, woman. Show me to a dry towel and a roaring fire.”

	#   #   #

	After supper, Rory plucked an old geddar, coaxing out a tune he must’ve heard somewhere before. Pretending to watch his fingers move over the strings was an excuse not to look at Ava, or the guilt he didn’t want to examine too closely.

	Nate had listened to her throughout dinner, barely touching his food. He’d said all the right things when Ava talked about missing her mother and Taegan. Even Harry seemed to find the right words to say. Hell, he’d had her crying on his shoulder at one point.

	Rory kept quiet, silenced by uncomfortable realization. He had let her down. He was her best friend, and he hadn’t been back to Dundarien once in the months since the funeral.

	It was a deformity in his character, he supposed. He didn’t handle death the way ordinary people did. The melodramatic jumble of sorrow and anger, and wishing away something that obviously couldn’t be undone, had always left him puzzled. Death was final. No amount of grieving was going to change the fact. Refusing to accept Aunt Rosey’s death only seemed to diminish her life.

	Stick him a room full of solemn mourners. Within five minutes, he’d be fighting the temptation to laugh. No, he was definitely the wrong Callan to represent the family at a funeral.

	But he should have been here for Ava.

	“It’s late,” he said. “Go to bed, Nate. You too, Harry.”

	“Ah, the mute speaks,” said Nate.

	“You talked enough for all of us. Go to bed.”

	Harry got the message, stretching with a yawn. Captain Dael’s only son, and as much a fixture at Glenayre as his father, Harry was smart and personable, with looks that stopped one broken nose and a dozen freckles short of handsome. And he had considerable experience keeping Callan brothers from going at each other.

	“Get moving, boss,” Harry kicked Nate’s heels off an empty chair. “You need your beauty sleep.”

	Rory bit back a snark. Nate would go looking for Hannah Royce, not sleep, at Dundarien. His noble big brother flung back the last of his aurello and gave Ava a peck on the cheek.

	“Invite Mum to visit for a few weeks,” said Nate. “Like we said, all right?”

	“If Papa is agreeable.”

	“And especially if he isn’t.”

	“All right, all right.” She shooed him away. “Quit nagging.”

	Rory waited until the door closed behind them. He poked at the fire just to have something to do. Ava’s chin rested on his shoulder.

	“I believe you have worried that poor log enough,” she said.

	Rory set the poker aside and cleared his throat, trying to work out what he meant to say.

	“You’re sorry,” said Ava. “You wanted to be here for me, but you didn’t know how.”

	“Yes, that. Ava, I’m no good at this, but if you want to talk about—”

	“No,” she cut him off. “No, no, and just be clear, no.”

	“Am I that bad?”

	“Rory, you’re honest. You are incapable of pretending to feel one way when you feel another. You gave me time and let me grieve,” she said. “And now, I need you.”

	“Conveniently, I happen to be here,” he said. “What can I do?”

	“Make me laugh,” she said. “Remind me how to live as wide-eyed, head-first, and restless as we always have. Promise we’ll go back to doing as we please and damn the consequences.”

	“Why stop now? It’s a promise.”

	“Good, because I’m going to Turniff with you.”

	


Chapter 5

	Callan’s Sons

	~

	Nate Callan

	Turniff Drove, Aleron

	Red waves of cattle washed over the green hills in the distance. A black horse galloped away from the Gruder herds. Nate signaled Harry to take charge, and he rode to meet Duncan.

	“Younger brothers should be sent away and raised by monks,” Duncan said in greeting. “It would avoid the messy business of being flayed by their older and wiser siblings.”

	“Edgar with you?”

	“Edgar and Braden. Competing to see who can gripe the longest and loudest about the rain.”

	“It’s not raining anymore.”

	“Mother of Aurel, don’t tell them that. You’ll have them griping about the heat,” said Duncan. “How many head and who’s riding with you?”

	“Eight hundred Callan,” said Nate. “About three hundred from Dundarien.”

	“Never thought we’d top Dundarien numbers,” said Duncan. “We’re six hundred strong this year.”

	“Not bad, for a Gruder,” said Nate. “Rory and Harry are with me. Grandmother sent four of Windermere’s guards.”

	“Cade?”

	“In Ellard with Daor Ranald. Gazing at constellations or some such rot.”

	Duncan smirked. “Why does that not surprise me?”

	“We took on Shaye Royce at Dundarien, and some scrawny lad Captain Royce decided to spare us. They’ve been riding the midnight shift.”

	“Dundarien’s stingy with the help this year.” Duncan frowned. “Are things all right there?”

	“Could be better. Ava’s too stubborn for her own good.”

	“So, Lord Gaven’s still drinking the world away? A man has a right to grieve, but at some point, he has to pull on his boots and muddle on.”

	A Gruder would know that all too well.

	“Tell your father Dundarien could use a visit,” said Nate. “Maybe between the two of them, he and Da can straighten out the mess there.”

	#   #   #

	They settled into a quiet stretch of the journey. Nate let the guards break away for turns in Fiddler’s Green. The village on the shore of Lake Robin was barely a wide spot in the trail between Dundarien and Buchanell, but it had a tavern. Reason enough to stop for a mug and a hot meal.

	The Lucky Buck tavern was a timber frame wattle-and-daub, long and narrow with a couple of rooms for rent under its steep-pitched roof. Waterwheels turned paddle fans and a pig on a spit. Skinny windows lit the place in smoky sunlight at midday. The Lucky Buck smelled like every other tavern Nate had ever stepped foot inside, its layered aroma of tobacco and ale and sweat the unapologetic reminder of patrons served and gone.

	Nate settled at a trestle table, and Duncan and Rory pulled back chairs across from him. A fat collie with a greying muzzle wagged up for a scratch behind her ears. Men seated at the far end of the table, farmers from the look of them, raised mugs or pipes in greeting before resuming their conversation.

	A ragged lad perched on a stool in the corner. A cripple’s crutch leaned against one bony leg as he fingered a tune on a dulcimer that had seen better days, and the bearded tavern keeper wiped a rag over the well-oiled wood at the bar.

	“What can I get ye lads?”

	“Three plates and a round of Black Hawk, if you have it,” said Nate.

	“Aye, I got a bottle. Are ye sure ye can afford it?”

	“Oh, I don’t know, Nate,” said Duncan. “Can the Rhi’Aleron’s boys afford a round of their father’s aurello?”

	“Shut it, Duncan,” Rory muttered.

	“Ye be the Callan brothers? The Glenayre Callans?”

	Nate’s hand reflexively sought his sword. He came for a quiet meal, and Duncan had every eye in the place staring them down.

	“We’re drove guards,” said Rory. “Riding with the Glenayre herd.”

	Rory cared as little as Nate did for the attention that came with being Seth Callan’s son. From most people he met, it got him deferential respect he’d done naught to earn. From a few, it stirred an ornery streak bent on challenging him for no reason but having a story to tell.

	It was enough to make anonymity in an unfamiliar tavern a damned good option.

	“I met Seth Callan once. Years ago, when he was naught but a second son,” said one of the farmers, tipping back in his chair. “Ye got the look of him.”

	The farmer had that ornery look of one out to tangle with a son of the Rhi’Aleron just to say he had. Short and stocky, with a slur that came from a mug too many, the man was trawling for an answer he could decide he didn’t like.

	“I’m not hungry,” said Rory. “Let’s get back to the herd.”

	“Sit back down, pup,” said Duncan.

	Duncan pushed back his chair, real slow, so it scraped good and loud on the uneven planks. He stood and dropped his hands to his side. His long fingers flexed over his sword’s hilt, curled into a fist, and relaxed.

	“Bring a round for the table. This one’s on the Gruders.”

	The farmer thudded his chair back down to the floor. His companions flitted glances to Duncan and back. A moment’s silence stretched into a few more, then the farmer gave a deep guffaw and raised his mug.

	“To the Gruders, then.”

	Duncan smirked that wolfish smirk no one could pull off quite like Duncan did. He settled back in his chair.

	“Let’s eat,” he said.

	“Gilley! Mae,” the tavern keeper called. “Get to servin’, girls.”

	The young women sauntered out from behind the bar, all smiles and sashays. Ruddy-cheeked, tight-laced, and plump in all the right places, they swept up and leaned over Duncan and Rory’s shoulders.

	“G’day m’lords,” said one, her young voice turned husky by the tavern’s smoke. “Shoo on, Gilley, fetch cups for the table like his lordship said.”

	“But they be hungry.” Gilley was busy twirling her finger in Rory’s hair.

	“They be thirsty first. And there’s the other end of the table ye need to tend to.” Mae nodded at the temporarily placated farmers. “Shoo on, now. Fetch their cups.”

	Gilley gave Rory’s hair a tousle and left.

	“It’s lamprey pie or roast pork today, m’lords,” Mae drawled, draped over Duncan like a shawl.

	“Is it now?” said Duncan. “With Lake Robin outside your door, it seems you should be able to offer us some fine trout.” He caught her braid and pulled her closer. “I am fond of trout.”

	Mae’s husky laugh got Nate’s gears turning clear across the table.

	“If ye be wantin’ to stay awhile,” she said, licking her lips. “I’ll cook ye up what ye want.”

	“We can’t stay,” said Nate.

	“Sorry, sweetheart. Lord Nathalyan says we’ll have the roast pork.”

	Mae made a face at Nate and left to fetch their meal. Gilley came back with their aurello and bent beside Rory with the tray, giving him a good look at her bosom. Rory snagged her and drew her to his lap, laughing as he nuzzled her neck. She gave him a quick kiss before taking the farmers their cups.

	“How do you do that?” Nate frowned.

	“Do what?”

	“You don’t say a word, and a woman falls in your lap. Why you? I hear it often enough. How we all look alike.”

	Rory tapped his forehead. “It’s your shingle.”

	Duncan choked on his drink. “Damn, I think you’re right.”

	“What?” Nate said, kicking himself for asking.

	“The shingle you hang out there for the world to see.” Rory traced his finger across his forehead.

	“D-U-L-L,” Duncan spelled out and rocked back with a laugh. “He’s right, you know. You are far too serious a man to be trifled with, Lord Nathalyan.”

	“My shingle,” Nate grunted. “I suppose yours is better.”

	“Sure it is,” said Rory. “Mine says I know it’s all just a game.”

	


Chapter 6

	The Dundarien Lad

	~

	Nate Callan

	Turniff Drove

	Nate managed to get them fed and out of the tavern without anyone throwing a punch. By late afternoon, they had reached the outskirts of the Buchanell estate.

	Finn Buchanan and his troop of brothers rode out to join them. After some good-natured bluster about who was in charge, Finn and Nate worked out a shift rotation agreeable to them both. The Buchanan brothers would ride together, of course. One never took a piss without the others. The two Dundarien men would stay with Nate to round out the numbers.

	A few days later, they’d settled into the routine well enough.

	It was a clear night. Nate and Duncan were circling the herds as they waited for Buchanans to relieve them at midnight.

	They were a few days out from Turniff. Nate realized he was looking forward to the market. He could never admit it to anyone, but the wild and rowdy crowds energized him. Drawn by the incomparable exchange of wealth the Ochmoon Meet had become, merchants flocked in from all over Innis, hawking their wares in the splendid chaos. Maybe this time, he would buy a sparkly trinket for Hannah from one of the stalls.

	“The auction could break thirty thousand this year, I expect,” he said, mostly because talking helped him stay awake.

	“Demand is steady. Prices are decent,” said Duncan. “No need for anyone to winter over a big herd.”

	“You sound almost like a real cattleman.”

	“Cattleman, beekeeper, and swordsman beyond compare.” Duncan laughed. “Father’s been talking about giving me Medloch since I managed to finish up at Ellard without doing too much additional damage to the Gruder name.”

	“And leaving no wee’uns you know of.”

	“That was Donal’s weakness.” Duncan’s tone went flat. “It won’t be mine.”

	“Sorry,” said Nate, regretting the cheap jab. “You didn’t deserve that.”

	“You’re an easy mark, Callan.” Duncan grinned that lopsided grin of his. “But no, none that I know of.”

	Two shrill whistles, a pause, and two more signaled the Buchanans were approaching and calling out the change of guard.

	Nate reined away from the herds and took his horse to a canter along the shoreline of a sea of shaggy-haired cows, repeating the change-of-guard whistles as he passed. The cadence of hooves falling in behind him said the others were following him to a campsite of his choosing.

	High ground in a copse of pines would suit for what remained of the night. Nate slid off his horse and set to unbuckling the saddle. Duncan swung down beside him, with Harry and Edgar riding in a few minutes after them. Rory and Braden rode up while Nate was scavenging for firewood. Duncan dragged a hefty branch into the clearing and took to chopping. Harry piled kindling and hunkered over a sparker.

	Soon, a fire blazed in the clearing that would be their camp for the night. Harry skinned a couple of rabbits his arrows had dropped since the last time they slept. Edgar and Braden plucked feathers off pheasants too fat to dodge their pistols that afternoon, and Rory whittled down sticks for a cooking spit. Shaye Royce ambled up to the fire with a sack over his shoulder.

	“Caught us some cheese,” he said with a grin. “It put up one hell of a fight.”

	Nate leaned back on his elbows as the off-duty guard settled in for the night. His guard. His. Was this how Da felt when he led? When men followed without asking who should lead them? He shrugged it off and noticed they were one too few.

	“Where’s the Dundarien lad?”

	Shaye rummaged through his sack. “I don’t know. He’s around.”

	“This is mine to tell, Shaye.”

	The voice behind him sent Nate to his feet in an instant.

	“Sweet Mother!” He stalked over as she edged into the firelight. “Damnation. Avalee Buchanan, you damned, addled—”

	“Oh, hush. I’ve been riding guard with you since Dundarien.”

	Duncan was on his feet and scowling. “You are riding on a drove,” he said, drawing out the words as if it might somehow put her elsewhere. “Are you a muttonhead?”

	“No, but I’ve been following a bunch of them around for the past several days.” Ava swatted his hand. “Let go. I’m not going anywhere.”

	A wide-brimmed hat covered a face darkened by trail dirt, hiding a blonde braid that disappeared under a high-collared cuirass. The baggy tunic and breeches Nate had grown accustomed to seeing through a haze of dust, or at the dim edge of a campfire, was oversized enough to hide her shape. Damn, she’d even thought to wrap her chest flat.

	Nate would wager his father had never had to deal with anyone as downright sneaky as Avalee Buchanan.

	“Shaye, get your arse over here,” Nate said, stoking a sudden need to throw a punch.

	“And you! You knew she was here.” Duncan turned on Rory, who hadn’t bothered getting up yet.

	“Here and holding her own. Doing her fair share,” said Rory. “Shaye and I were keeping an eye on her.”

	“You heard her, Duncan,” Shaye warned. “Let go of her arm.”

	Nate had enough. “Saddle the horses. You’re taking her back to Buchanell.”

	“Don’t you do it, Shaye Royce,” said Ava. “We’re staying right here.”

	“No, you aren’t, damn it,” said Nate. “You are going back to Buchanell and staying put until we come back through to get you.”

	“If you would stop barking out orders long enough to listen.” Ava wriggled from Duncan’s grip. “You can’t send me back to Buchanell. If you do, Uncle Fergus will…”

	“He’ll what?” Duncan shifted from outraged to protective like flipping a card.

	Ava sighed. “He’ll know not one single Dundarien guard made it to Turniff this year.”

	“If he knew, maybe he’d do something about it,” Nate said quietly.

	“Your father needs help, Ava,” said Duncan. “If this doesn’t prove the point, then—”

	“He needs his friends! Your fathers! You remember them, I’m sure. The men he loved like brothers who are now too busy to notice he needs them.”

	Duncan cut Nate a glance. They’d already agreed as much.

	“Please. I cannot let Fergus see him like this,” she said. “His pride wouldn’t survive it.”

	“Turniff is no place for a lady,” Nate tried reasoning with her.

	“Nate, I am not chasing some stupid adventure. I’m doing this for Papa.”

	“Why didn’t you send Captain Royce in your place?” Duncan persisted.

	“Because Captain Royce can haul Papa off the floor when he passes out. I cannot!”

	Nate’s throat tightened around the shame he felt for her. The campfire crackled in the silence while he considered what to do with her. Damn it, he could not risk taking Ava to Turniff.

	“I don’t like it either, Nate,” said Duncan. “But she’s already come this far. Sending her off now, with just Shaye, the two of them riding back alone—”

	“Turniff, Duncan. Turniff. Have you lost your mind?”

	“Turniff with us. Let her stay. I’ll see she comes to no harm.”

	“So will I,” said Shaye. “It’s only for a few more days.”

	“Seven of us and only one of her,” said Harry.

	“Stop worrying so much,” said Rory. “We take care of our own.”

	


Chapter 7

	A Masquerade

	~

	Ava Buchanan

	Turniff, Innis

	Red Watch soldiers guarded the doors of an old keep near the center of town. The Turniff outpost was a bland block of featureless grey stone, deeded to the Red Watch in exchange for guaranteeing an impressive number of soldiers filled its bunks when Ochmoon Meet rolled around. Having seen the unrestrained mayhem firsthand, Ava considered it a prudent investment on the town’s part, ensuring the cattle-obsessed crowd didn’t leave the place in shambles.

	Above its iron-banded doors, two small windows on the square-faced old keep put her in mind of a hulking brute staring out over the boisterous crowds, too jaded for their antics merit his notice. The most substantial building in Turniff besides the cathedral, the Red Watch outpost also served as the settlement house. Bankers and solicitors from all over Innis staffed desks inside its secured walls, facilitating the transfer of substantial sums from buyers to sellers.

	Three days of masquerading as a man in this madness were more than enough. It was time to settle accounts and go home. Nate and Duncan climbed the steps with her, fixed to her elbows as they’d been since the first moment they’d stepped foot into town.

	“State your business,” said a soldier.

	“Glenayre, Windermere, and Dundarien to settle accounts.” Nate held up a fistful of stockyard vouchers.

	“Rothcraig and Medloch as well,” said Duncan.

	“Check your swords and pistols in the hall,” the soldier said with a yawn. “Aleron solicitors are on the second floor.”

	Ava’s stomach roiled. She’d made it past the first checkpoint without being outed for a fraud. She kept her head down and let Nate lead the way to a trestle table strewn with weapons. The soldiers stopped their chatter as they approached.

	“Crossbow and pistol,” Duncan whispered near her ear. “Every blade you have on you. Don’t give them any cause to search.”

	Ava did as he said, keeping the brim of her hat low, making sure she took the dagger tucked behind her back out slowly enough for the soldiers to notice. She slid another blade from her boot and handed it over. Her hands. She’d forgotten to put on her gloves. Even with dirty nails, the slender fingers belonged to a woman’s hands. She balled up her fists and hoped the soldiers hadn’t noticed.

	They left the checkpoint without a challenge, and Ava followed Duncan’s boots up the winding stairs. She hurriedly pulled on her forgotten gloves. Her stomach was turning somersaults by the time they reached the second floor.

	The solicitors would be the hardest to fool.

	The solicitors came from banking companies in Greywing and Ellard. They would redeem the stockyard vouchers and prepare contracts to deposit the bulk of the sale proceeds into secured accounts, but a tenth they would pay out in silver to be delivered to the estates under the same guard as rode south with the cattle.

	Nate paused before the table with a gold thistle banner. It was the largest table in the room, occupied by three spectacled men dressed far too well for the streets of Turniff. They all rose as Nate approached and extended his hand.

	“Nathalyan Callan,” he said. “You are with Gilbraith and Company.”

	The older man in the bunch clasped Nate’s hand. He had shrewd little eyes behind his spectacles, and his shaggy grey eyebrows knotted in a peculiar wrestling match above them.

	“We are, my lord. Lyall Gilbraith, senior solicitor with the company, at your service. I hope the Rhi’Aleron will be pleased with this year’s sales.”

	“It was a good auction for the Callans,” said Nate, stacking the stockyard vouchers on the Gilbraith table. “For Dundarien and the Gruder estates, too.”

	Duncan offered his hand on cue. “Duncan Gruder of Rothcraig. And this is Taegan Buchanan of Dundarien,” he added with a nod in Ava’s direction.

	“Oh my, how splendid. Splendid,” the solicitor practically tittered, and his wrestling eyebrows parted amicably. “Sons of the Storm Hawks here together. Truly an honor, my lords. An honor.”

	Ava bit her cheek. The starched-cravat banker seemed to have a lad’s awe of their fathers’ reputations. And an odd compulsion to echo his own words.

	“We are eager to see to our business, Solicitor Gilbraith,” said Nate.

	“And set off for home,” said Duncan.

	“Oh, certainly. Certainly,” said Gilbraith. “My associates will tally the vouchers straight away. Straight away. May I assume you wish the customary ten percent to take with you?”

	“That will do,” said Duncan.

	“Excellent, my lords. Excellent. I will pen the contracts. It should only take a moment.”

	Ava turned her back to the solicitors as they hunkered over their tasks. Nate and Duncan assumed an air of nonchalance and drifted away from the table. Duncan gave her a surreptitious wink. They were three signatures away from getting out of there without anyone realizing they’d handed a young woman who had no business being there a sizable chunk of the auction’s profits. Uncle Fergus would lock her away in the tallest tower and throw away the key if he ever found out.

	“Ready at your convenience, my lords,” called Gilbraith. “Your convenience, of course.”

	Nate signed the Glenayre and Windermere contracts first, chatting with the solicitors as they recounted their favorite tales of the Storm Hawks. Duncan embellished a retelling of Talon’s ransom from Blackheart as he read over the settlement for Rothcraig and Medloch. He scrawled his name across the bottom, and Gilbraith slid the Dundarien contract across the table.

	“This one is for you, Lord Taegan” His hand lingered on the contract, awaiting an acknowledgment she dared not give. “I must say you are the quiet one. Quiet indeed.”

	“I don’t think the lad has said a word since he got here,” said one of Gilbraith’s associates.

	“Tae’s a bit green around the gills this morning.” Duncan’s hearty slap on her back sent her stumbling.

	“First time here.” Nate caught her arm before she sprawled across Gilbraith and Company’s table. “He’s learning the lessons of a nasty hangover, I’m afraid.”

	Ava grunted and nodded, wobbling a bit for good measure.

	“Ah, yes. The sweet temptations of Turniff,” Gilbraith chuckled. “No matter. As long as he can sign his name.” He offered her the quill. “Sign here, my lord. Sign here.”

	#   #   #

	They ducked and darted through the throngs milling about in the streets, the pouches of gold falkenders and silver deira strapped under their tunics adding fresh urgency to their plans to depart Turniff. Duncan led the way through narrow side streets and alleyways, cutting a haphazard path through the tight-stitched rag quilt of buildings.

	Turniff was a town that had grown too fast and with little thought to permanence. Shops and homes of fieldstone or brick were rare, outnumbered by the skewed geometrics of wattle-and-daub, and rough-hewn planks painted a milky rainbow of pastels or weathered to shades of grey.

	“Nate?” Ava said as they hurried along. “I’m sorry I’ve been so much trouble.”

	“No, you aren’t. You thrive on being trouble.”

	“I do not.”

	“No, you revel in it,” said Duncan. “Here. This is the place.”

	The side entrance to the Wicked Rose was a bright red door in a narrow alley between a row of buildings close enough to touch with outstretched arms. Ava pretended confidence she could not genuinely claim and stepped inside with Nate and Duncan at her elbows again. Smoke from tobacco and who knew what else wrapped around her like a fog rolling off Lake Raven. The clink of glass and coins met the snick of cards across a sea of gaming tables.

	Somewhere in the haze, she would find Rory.

	In a stroke of luck, Harry was watching for them. He wound his way through the maze of tables, and he had Shaye with him.

	“I quit the tables after a dozen losing hands,” said Harry. “Rory’s on fire, though.”

	“Douse him,” she said. “We’re leaving. Where are Edgar and Braden?”

	Harry squinted out over the tables. “Not where I saw them last. They must have moved on to another game.”

	“Spread out,” said Nate. “Find them so we can get out of here.”

	Duncan muttered something about brothers raised by monks and set out into the smoky haze. Ava and Shaye skirted walls, searching for familiar faces. At the far side of the gaming room, Ava jiggled the handles on a pair of doors painted lavender and gilded in brassy gold trim. One of the doors cracked open a bit. She pushed it wider and ventured inside. Heavy scents of perfume and musk replaced the smoke of the gaming hall.

	Bodies moved in the dim light. Bodies with an astonishing amount of skin exposed. On a rosy velvet sofa, Braden lay trapped between a woman’s bare legs. He was grunting and grinding his hips against hers. Edgar leaned back in a chair. A woman had her face in his lap and…

	“Oh, my.”

	Hands gripped her shoulders and spun her around. Duncan pushed her out of the room and into Shaye’s chest.

	“Wait here,” he ordered.

	


Chapter 8

	In Play

	~

	Nigel Willoughby

	Falkender Theater, Jorendon

	Ruadmoon, 4416

	Pawley whistled the horses to a stop before Falkender Theater. Nigel and Lucinda stepped from their carriage and joined a bustling crowd gathering for an evening’s entertainment. The cream of Jorendon society milled about outside the theater, enjoying a clear autumn evening after weeks of dreary rain.

	Nigel could almost hear Rotharia spouting dire warnings about rising tides and of omens predicting the waning of the cycle, but he cared little for her gloomy predictions. Let her measure and fret. He had work to do.

	Lucinda snaked her arm through his, and they crossed the festive courtyard together. Vendors hawked tempting sweets and trinkets. Minstrels performed for coppers and young boys darted through the crowd, bargaining to polish boots or swords.

	It was opening night of Catharina’s new play, and the city was abuzz with anticipation. Those close to the Dumfrie-Griffiths hinted that the Rose of Aleron’s victory over the Prophet had inspired the famed playwright’s latest story. Nigel suspected Lady Isobel would blush when she heard of her own fame. Still, her determination to stand up to John Deighton had set a precedent that was protecting other healers, and her courage had won many admirers.

	Considering Catharina’s grudge against Deighton and her desire to convince her fellow Rhynns she had not forgotten her heritage, Nigel expected the Prophet’s already dented reputation would take another hammering tonight.

	“Jules is here, enjoying himself.” Lucinda pointed to the theater’s terrace. Jules was mingling with Jorendon’s elite, with Lady Helena draped on his arm.

	“Jules is working, as always.”

	“Lord Nigel!”

	An eager salutation reached him through the crowd. Mattean Devereaux was headed their way, leading his new bride by the hand.

	“Delegate Devereaux,” Nigel replied. “Always a pleasure to see you.”

	Mattean’s wife flashed her irrepressible smile. Theirs was a marriage of choice, not political advantage. Abu Bakari’s daughter had attracted an abundance of suitors, but Mattean’s persistence had eventually won her heart. Their wedding last Midwinter’s Eve had been the highlight of the social season.

	“Minister Willoughby,” Lady Zuri greeted him with a kiss. “My favorite diplomat.”

	“That is faint praise, my dear,” Nigel said with a wry smile. “How is your father these days?”

	“Old, fat, and rich,” she laughed. “Badgering me daily about when we will give him a grandchild.” She embraced Lucinda and returned to her husband’s arm.

	“The rhi remains grateful for your part in his sister’s release,” said Mattean. “Iverach is in your debt.”

	“Lady Isobel is an extraordinary woman. The victory was hers,” said Nigel.

	Lady Isobel’s vindication meant Iverach and Aleron, and common folk throughout the kingdom, would see their families through another quiet winter, their lives untouched by war for a while longer. It was only a temporary respite, and one more turn of the seasons as the underground resistance grew in its determination and solidified its support. Soon enough, resistance would
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