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Chapter 1

BLACKBRIAR KEEP, THE THIRD MONTH OF THE TWENTY-FIFTH YEAR OF MAGNUS VANDAL’S REIGN

Calista Thorne reached into the quiver at her back and grasped air. The Faceless One take it. With the enemy at the gate, she couldn’t be out of bolts so soon. Her mother’s words to her drifted through her mind. Should the battle go ill, save the last bolt for yourself.

The crack of solid oak splintering, accompanied by a metallic groan, split the air. Sweat trickled along her temple beneath her helm. If the Bastard Brotherhood had just broken the gates, the battle was going ill, indeed.

Footsteps thundered along the parapet. Men were repositioning themselves the better to strike at the enemy. Rand, one of her father’s guards, pulled up short when he spotted her. “My lady, you should not be here.”

She wouldn’t be on Blackbriar Keep’s walls, except the sizeable force her father had sent to the king’s aid left too small a garrison at home. Every hand was needed, even her inexperienced ones, but at least she could crank a crossbow.

“Better here than in the keep.”

None were now safe anywhere. Women least of all. With any luck, the attackers wouldn’t see beneath the bronze-studded leather that hid her body as well as her identity. Not until it was too late.

Rand edged in front of her, crowding her out. He raised his crossbow and released a quarrel—into the bailey, on what was supposed to be the safe side.

A glance between the crenellations showed the Brothers pouring in, one mail-clad rider leading them on a white charger. Flames glinted along the steel edge of the sword he raised in the air. A shiver traced down her spine in spite of the day’s heat and the protective padding beneath her gear.

She did not need to see the black bird on his banners for confirmation. The sword was enough. Torch.

If she had a bolt, she wouldn’t bother using it on herself. She’d use it to bring him down.

Her gaze alit on a fallen guard. A black-fletched arrow protruded between his shoulder blades. He wore the same boiled leather as she. Small protection, that. Thankfully, he lay prone; if his face were turned toward the sky, she’d surely have known him. At least he’d fallen before he spent all his quarrels.

She loaded one in her crossbow and turned the crank. Like startled birds taking flight, shouts soared from the yard. Hoofbeats. Panic. The clash of steel. The cries of the wounded.

Beside her, Rand released bolt after bolt, but each shot flew wide of its mark. Cursing, he groped among the bodies for more ammunition.

Keeping her body low, Calista peered over the wall. Torch’s riders had engaged what few men her father had left. Blades danced a lethal reel, but Blackbriar’s guardsmen were falling back. Her father rushed down the steps to the keep, fully armored, a naked sword in hand, ready to defend himself to the last.

And that last was nearly upon him. Torch spurred his charger into the melee.

Calista raised her bow. Aimed. One shot to the heart was all she needed. She sent a quick prayer to the All-Father and yanked back the tickler. Her quarrel catapulted from its slot with a heavy thrum.

It embedded itself in Torch’s thigh. At the impact, he barely flinched, but his mount reared and pivoted on hind legs, hooves pawing the air. Torch scanned the walls, the glint of his eyes visible beneath his helmet, even from several fathoms. As Calista shrunk back, he pinned her to the spot with a glare that would freeze his own sword.

And then amid the din of battle, he smiled, his teeth a flash of white in the midst of a grit-streaked face. “Stand forth,” he cried up to her.

Rand tugged at her hand. “No, my lady. He means to make an example of you.”

But something about that voice commanded immediate obedience. She straightened and stared over the wall. His gear was a mishmash of chain mail and plate, gleaned no doubt from his many prior battles. An upstart bastard had to scavenge his arms where he could if he was to survive for long.

And Torch had. Unfortunately for Blackbriar Keep.

His smile broadened, and he reached down with a gauntleted hand to grasp her quarrel. He yanked it from his thigh muscle and tossed it aside as if it were no more than a bit of kindling. A mere annoyance and nothing deadly. Then he wheeled his mount toward the keep.

His men had surrounded her father. Her heart gave a terrifying leap as she watched him sink to his knees, head bowed in surrender.

—

The main floor of Blackbriar Keep smelled of dankness, mildew, and too many men packed into a small space. The fire guttering in a stone hearth at one end did no more to burn off the humidity than it did to warm the room. Its smoke rose to the low ceiling to hang over the company like a dismal winter pall. Great hall, indeed.

Torch’s men surrounded him as he forced his way toward the dais where Belwin Thorne stood ready to officially hand over his castle.

This conquest had been almost too easy. A diversion was all he’d needed. One large enough to cause Magnus Rathbone to demand a tribute of Blackbriar’s best troops. Torch’s brother, Griffin, had given him that diversion in the Strongholds to the west, and he’d won himself some lands. Just like that.

Barely a scratch, beyond the bolt through his thigh that hampered a proper stride to befit a conqueror. As if to remind him of its existence, the wound throbbed. He gritted his teeth, and forced himself to march through the discomfort. A small price in exchange for lands and a keep. He hadn’t even sacrificed one of his men, and not many of Thorne’s. He’d need them all before Magnus turned his attentions to Thorne’s estate, and that would be soon enough. Just as soon as the Usurper figured out the Bastard Brotherhood had played him for a fool.

Again.

Torch scanned the assembled men, looking for the boy who’d shot him. The lad had bollocks to spare for exposing himself to enemy fire, even on order. All that wanted was work on his aim, but he’d learn that soon enough. Hours of practice with a longbow—until his fingers were bloody—would be fitting payment for attempting to kill his rightful lord.

Ah, there he stood—on the dais, no less. But Thorne had no heir, only a daughter, enough of an enticement to target this particular keep. Perhaps Thorne meant to hand him the lad as a token of goodwill, so he could punish the boy as he saw fit and go easier on the rest of them.

And wasn’t that a troubling thought? His reputation was black enough without making any of the claims against his name true. They called him Torch for reasons that went beyond the red in his hair and the flaming sword he bore. Those reasons might be useful at times for stirring fear in his foes, but every last one was a lie.

He met the boy’s gaze, and the boy stared boldly back, just as he had on the walls. Something about those eyes, so gray and clear. He’d seen them before. He fingered the stone at his throat, hidden beneath his mail and padded gambeson. Yes, he’d seen, but the Stone had revealed them belonging to a different person.

A female, for one. But then Wolf of the Avestari, the tribal horse-masters whose herds thundered across the plains to the east of the Strongholds, had always warned that the visions in the Stone might be deceptive. Unless the lad had a sister.

He tore his gaze away from the boy to focus on Thorne. A grizzled old bear with more gray in his hair than brown but still solid, still firm of arm, even if his belly had begun to run to fat. With the full force of his men behind him, he might have held his keep. He eyed Torch, mistrust glimmering in his dark gaze, his mouth set in the harsh lines of one who dislikes defeat. Torch was well acquainted with that sentiment.

After a telling moment, the older man bowed his head, but only the requisite amount. The loss of his keep had surely left him with a taste in his mouth sourer than the dawn after a night’s carousing. If he handed his castle over so grudgingly, how much more would he begrudge Torch’s next demand?

A sideways glance at his second in command, and Kestrel nodded. That single jerk of his head comprised an entire conversation. Thorne would bear watching. Without a word, Torch’s cavaliers fanned out across the hall, effectively surrounding Thorne’s remaining guards.

As he stepped onto the dais, a bolt of pain radiated from his wound. He stifled a grunt. If he ignored it, it would go away. His squire had bound up the hole with a length of white cloth tied about his leg beneath his hauberk. He could cast the discomfort from his mind, but not the beading of sweat that broke out on his forehead. Thankfully, his coif hid that much. Now was no time to appear weak.

“My lord of Blackbriar.” Though he addressed Thorne, he raised his voice so that all in the hall might hear, both his men and the keep’s remaining defenders. “I have bested you, and would take possession of your stronghold. In return, I grant your lives to you, your family, and all your retainers, provided they swear oaths of allegiance and take me as their lord. Do you yield me your keep and all its holdings?”

“No.” The word was a mere whisper, but Torch heard it all the same. Except it hadn’t emanated from the old lord’s lips. No, the boy had said it.

Torch fixed his stare on Thorne. His people lived and died on his word. “Your answer?” he prompted.

“I yield, sir,” Thorne said thickly, resentment tingeing every syllable.

A collective sigh seemed to rise from the assembly, but the tension in the air did not lighten. Just as well. Torch’s men were too well trained to let down their guard so easily.

Torch nodded. “A wise decision. I claim Blackbriar Keep in the name of landless brigands everywhere.”

“And what of my men who are abroad?” Thorne asked, his terse question heavy with insinuation. He knew quite well that Torch had chosen his moment with care. “Will you guarantee their safety upon their return?”

The flames in the sconces lining the walls wavered, but Torch forced himself to focus. “That will depend on the manner of their return. Should they choose to swear me allegiance, they may reside here on the same terms I am willing to offer you.”

“And what are those terms?” A just question. Thorne might well expect him to send his family into exile to beg lodgings from the nearest stronghold that would have him. If he were fortunate. In the same position, Magnus Ironfist might well lop off everyone’s heads to display at his gates for the sport of crows.

“Despite the means of my arrival, I did not come with the intention of decimating your lands. That would be of no profit to either of us. I do wish to settle in peace and prosperity.” Eventually. Once he got his own back. But he couldn’t let on as much in front of a roomful of men who were more likely to ally themselves with the king than him. “I require only one thing.”

“One other thing, you mean. There’s only the small matter of my keep and holdings.” For a man newly defeated, Thorne certainly kept a sharp tongue in his mouth.

“A man in possession of lands requires an heir eventually, and for the getting of an heir, he requires a bride.”

Thorne’s ruddy face went a shade redder. “And you expect me to assist you in such an endeavor?”

“Indeed, I expect you to provide the bride.” Once more, he glanced about the dais. No sign of any female, not even Thorne’s lady wife. Doubtless the women were holed up in some high chamber under guard until circumstances guaranteed their safety. “You do have a daughter as I understand.”

A movement in the corner of his eye drew his attention. The lad who’d shot at him had flinched at that comment. Thorne, on the other hand, barely reacted. “Thus you would legitimize your claim on my lands. Alas…” He hardly sounded sorry. “My daughter is already promised.”

“To Magnus Rathbone, I know.” The name tasted sour on his tongue, but he could hardly bandy such terms as usurper in front of so many.

“To King Magnus Vandal.” Thorne put unnecessary emphasis on the correction. “Who will not appreciate another laying hands on his intended.”

The throbbing in his thigh increased. Damn it to the Void. If this got any worse, he’d have to resort to an infusion of poppy, but the last thing he needed was a display of weakness before a newly conquered enemy. “Then poor Magnus will have to learn to deal with one of life’s little disappointments.”

“You’re aware of his usual method of dealing with life’s little disappointments, as you term them. And with the gates newly broken.” Thorne shook his head. “Such a pity the king will easily overrun you. And you so new to the lordship and all.”

“I shall set men to their repair immediately, and I will look forward to Magnus Ironfist’s congratulations on my marriage.” Congratulations that would no doubt involve siege engines and battering rams sooner than cases of strong southland wine, but if Torch were ever to claim his birthright, this was all part of the plan. One more step to be conquered.

“Father, no!” The boy again. And since when was Thorne one to sire bastards? By all accounts he enjoyed a rarity among noble marriages. He loved his wife and remained faithful to her.

Torch forced his eyes to focus so he could study the features more closely—high cheekbones, a delicate jaw, not even the barest shade of a beard. What if the yeoman who had shot him wasn’t truly a lad?

He bit back a smile. “Do you have some objection to my choice of bride? Enough that you would have the insolence to voice your opinions before your lord and a roomful of your betters?” If this truly was Thorne’s daughter, let her choke on that, but he was only giving her the treatment she was due based on her dress.

“My lord?” she spluttered. “I have no lord.”

“Not even your father?” The flames along the walls danced in front of his eyes, tiny pinpoints that swirled like snow before swinging back into sharper focus. Damn it. He could not afford to pass out now. “And what of your betrothed?”

She reached up and pulled the black leather skullcap from her head. A cascade of thick, dark curls fell to her waist, incongruous against her gear. “My betrothed is not present here.”

“Pity.” He took a step forward, and regretted the action when pain shot down his leg. He forced his voice to remain light and steady as he went on. “I’m sure he’d find your current garments amusing. Is this the latest in ladies’ fashion in this part of the Eastern Strongholds?”

A wash of pink stained her cheeks. “He would commend me for shooting at you.”

“No doubt, no doubt, although he might chastise you about your aim.” Not to mention placing herself in such danger. “If you meant to kill me, you missed.” Although the way his thigh plagued him, she still stood a chance of accomplishing the deed.

Her gaze trailed down his leg, and he could nearly feel it like a flame burning through mail and padding. “What makes you think I was aiming for your heart?”

A buzz of laughter filled the hall. Even the austere-faced Kestrel’s lips quirked. Torch placed a hand on his chest and bowed to her, gritting his teeth against the pain.

“Well answered.” How he would love to trade barbs with her—of the verbal sort now that the fighting was over—but not until someone saw to his leg. A trickle of warmth coursed along his thigh—blood, beginning to seep through the binding. “But given my intent to wed you, perhaps you ought to aim for my heart next time. Only in place of a crossbow bolt, use your tongue.”

She gasped, and her cheeks went purple.

“Oh, dear, and now I’ve shocked you.” He would have answered with his most roguish smile, one that he’d used to charm women of all stations, from chatelaine to serving wench, but his vision clouded once more. An odd shiver crept along his spine, and his legs turned to water. He’d seen men go white and bloodless, but he never thought to actually feel the color draining from his face. He was sure it was happening though—just as sure as the blackness around the edges of his vision encroached, until he could see nothing more.

His knees buckled, and he fell.


Chapter 2

Calista had never seen swords drawn so quickly. One moment, she’d been trading jibes with an utter rogue, and the next five deadly blades pointed at her heart. The other Blackbriar guards all stood, unarmed and facing steel. Across the dais, a black-haired man had pinioned her father from behind. Torchlight glinted along the shining edge of the dagger that now dug into his throat.

Her hands shook as she raised them, weaponless. “Please,” she whispered.

How she wished her voice carried to the back of the hall. Her mother had raised her to be a proper lady with the expectation of making a suitable match. She’d never been trained to bear arms or shoot crossbows, any more than she was meant to stand at sword point and boldly hold her chin high in defiance.

“You would ask mercy?” said the man who held the knife on her father. His blue eyes glittered like cold sapphires. “Then see to your lord.”

She glanced at the body of the brigand who had taken the keep. A youth, no doubt someone who passed for the man’s squire, knelt at his side, patting his cheek. Blood seeped from a bandage that covered the place where she’d shot him.

A handbreadth inward, and the bolt might have been fatal. If she’d so much as nicked the large artery that ran down the inner thigh, he’d have bled to death. But this was merely a flesh wound. He might yet sicken from it, should infection set in, but there was no reason it should fell him now.

Unless that bolt had carried a poison…Her heart slammed into her throat. If any of the defenders had treated the points of their quarrels, she’d been unaware. Slowly she raised her gaze to the Brother who held her father and read suspicion in his eyes, his expression, in his very posture.

“What would you have me do?” They had no way of knowing of her healing skills, and she saw no reason to tell them.

“You inflicted the wound. You can treat it.” The man tightened his grip on her father and the dagger dug into his throat. A trickle of blood welled along the blade. “As Torch fares, so does your father.”

Her hands turned to ice, and her knees wavered. If she wasn’t careful, she’d join Torch on the flagstones, in no position to assure his survival. But a thread of relief wove itself through the fear. Based on all the tales noised about, she’d have expected one of the Brotherhood to slice her father’s throat outright and put the entire keep to the sword.

“If you would ensure his healing,” she said through a thick throat, “my lady mother has a great deal more learning.”

“Then ask for her advice, but you will bring him through.” His eyes were hard and determined. This man might be a stranger to her, but she was familiar enough with authority that she knew better than to buck his. And he wasn’t even their leader. He must be their commander, though, second only to their lord.

And who would have believed brigands such as these—bastards, younger sons, landless knights, mercenaries, if not simple outlaws—would follow such an accepted structure? For they were brigands. They had the look of men hardened to the wild, men who had seen too much destruction, and who lived a desperate existence that might end at any moment.

But it wouldn’t end now, not when they’d just secured themselves a foothold on respectability. Their lord wants to buy his respectability through a marriage alliance. He wants to legitimize himself through me.

And who was she to stop him, even if he were in her hands now? She might possess the means to ensure he died of his wound, superficial though it may be, but only at the cost of her father’s life. The price was too high. She would comply—for now—and once he was healed, she’d find a way out of a marriage contract with him.

With Torch.

By all accounts a bastard, a marauder, a merciless pillager.

She met the gaze of the man holding a knife on her father and nodded. “As you will. Have your Brothers bring him to my chambers. And I work far better when I don’t have a sword threatening to run me through.”

—

Never had Calista’s chamber felt so small as when Torch filled her bed. Even stripped of his gear, his naked shoulders seemed to span her mattress. Those thickly muscled shoulders, strong and dangerous like the arms lying atop the coverlet. As no doubt the rest of him beneath. Tall and menacing, a threat, but not in the manner she’d supposed. Bare toes protruded from under the linen sheet, and she curled her fingers against a desire to cover them.

She’d have to remove that sheet soon enough. Worse, a wicked part of her wanted to study the makeup of such a well-formed man. The baser part of her nature prodded her to bare him to her gaze, to view taut flesh over honed muscle and sinew.

Danger. He is dangerous to you, to Father, to the keep and all its inhabitants. Perhaps if she reminded herself often enough, she’d come to believe it. Why should danger come wrapped in such an appealing package?

“Ye’d best get t’ work.” The broad accent of the Freeholds infused the speech of a gangly youth, his eyes narrowed with suspicion. No older than sixteen, he bore the same mismatched gear as his lord. A black ravenlike bird adorned the patched tunic he wore over a mail shirt.

“Yes, sir.” The desire to needle him for his serious manner was so strong, she nearly dipped into a curtsey. “What should I call you?” she added. “I prefer to address my guards by name.”

Dark eyes narrowed behind a curtain of stringy hair. “Owl.”

She raised her brows. “Am I to believe your mother looked on you the day you were born and called you Owl?”

“O’ course not, but that’s what ye’re t’ call me.” Naturally. Given his friends’ reputations, no doubt they all terrorized the countryside under false names. “ ’S what ever’one calls me. Now best ye see t’ th’ lord.”

Her mother’s appearance in the doorway to her bedchamber saved her from having to reply to the boy’s insolence. Amara took one look at Owl and raised her nose. “Off with you.”

Owl crossed his arms and did his best to stare her down. If he remained at the keep long enough, he’d eventually learn he had no hope of winning that particular contest. Many other servitors, older but certainly no wiser, had tried. “I’m t’ guard th’ lord, see.”

“You can do your guarding outside the door, then,” Amara replied briskly. “I’ve no need for boys dirtying up the sick room with their foul manners and fouler odors and generally getting in my way.”

But Owl refused to be persuaded. “I ain’t t’ leave th’ pair of ye alone w’ th’ lord, and that’s orders. Ye has a problem, ye takes it up wit’ Kestrel.”

“And where might I address my complaints?” Mama stared down the length of her nose, fine traces of her native accent creeping into her speech. “Should I seek him in the mews?”

“Kestrel’s commander.” Commander, yes. The very man who had held a knife to her father’s throat. “He’s in charge till th’ lord wakes.” The rest of his threat hung unspoken in the air. If Torch didn’t wake up, Calista’s father would meet the same fate. Kestrel was holding him under guard in one of his own dungeons.

“You want your lord to wake up in a timely manner, you’ll stay far out of my way,” her mother replied in the voice of a woman who expected immediate obedience. “I don’t need some young upstart telling me what to do.”

“I’ve been ordered to do all the healing,” Calista replied low. “I’m certain this Owl person is on hand to make sure that happens.”

“That an’ nothing unnatural happens t’ th’ lord,” Owl replied from near the door.

The Faceless One take it. And how were she and her mother to exchange any confidences with that scrawny boy listening to every word they said? Even if they resorted to Mother’s tongue, Owl would only insist they use language he understood.

Her mother gave a curt nod. “They’ve told me the conditions.”

Calista glanced across at Owl and lowered her voice even further. “Have you any idea what might have made him succumb to such a superficial hurt so quickly?”

“From what I heard, you shot that quarrel,” her mother replied between her teeth. “If you’ve been putting potions on the tips of your bolts, shouldn’t you know the answer to that?”

“I ran out of bolts, so I took one from a guard.” She shuddered at the memory of the man lying facedown. She still didn’t know which of Blackbriar’s men had fallen in her defense; had she seen his face, she’d have immediately assigned a name to the lifeless body. “He no longer needed it.”

“That gives me a notion, then. Once you’ve cleaned the wound, a poultice of dragonwort, tansy, and blackbriar haws will draw out the poison. You must renew it faithfully every eighth-day. And with each change, also cleanse the wound with boiled ice wine.”

She paused and passed a shaky hand over her mouth, her brisk demeanor dropping in a trice. “If we don’t see any improvement by the morning, things will not go so well for your father, I’m afraid.”

Amara Thorne was not a woman to let her emotions get the better of her, at least not in front of the servants—which included Owl now—but the tremor in her voice spoke as much for her battered emotions as if she’d screamed and burst into tears. She’d come to Blackbriar a score and five years ago as a prize of war, but bright-eyed. Some of the older servants whispered that Amara had chosen her captor. Despite the passing of years, she still loved her lord husband.

Calista nodded with assurance, though her hands had turned to ice. Somehow she must make her suddenly stiff fingers work for her, for her father’s sake.

“I can stay if you wish,” her mother added, her tone soft and soothing. The sort of tone a mother would use to comfort a child who’d just awoken from a nightmare.

“No.” They wanted her to do this on her own, and she would. Her mother had passed on much of her lore, and Calista felt ready to prove herself now. She was a woman grown. Let this be her test. “I will call you if necessary.”

“Send Tamsin if you must. I will not be far, seeing to our own wounded.” Calista understood what her mother had left unsaid. Save this miscreant, and so save my husband.

With her mother’s departure came time to focus on her task. Owl had tossed his lord’s gear in a haphazard pile next to the bed, a tooled black leather scabbard topmost. From one end protruded a steel hilt, the pommel carved in the likeness of a raptor. That sword had seemed to blaze over Torch’s head like a beacon as he’d rallied his men to sack Blackbriar, but its flame was doused now. If she drew it, would it come to life? She didn’t dare. Not with Owl watching, and not with the blade’s owner at hand, even if he was insensible.

Briefly, she scanned her basket of supplies: water of life, clean swaths of linen bandaging, needle and thread, vials of herbal preparations, her mother’s special potions, mortar and pestle.

Torch reclined quietly, the hardened muscles of his bare arms idle, calloused hands folded over his chest. He almost looked as if he’d already passed on to the next world, his body laid out for the final farewells. Calista shook herself. No, she mustn’t think that way.

As Torch fares, so does your father.

Simple enough justice and only to be expected.

Still, she paused for a good look at the man rumor painted as a ruthless plunderer, a maimer of the innocent. Some would claim him to be the Faceless One incarnate. Only, as he slept, the harsh planes of his face eased into almost boyish lines. Thick lashes formed crescents against high cheekbones. Some women might even deem that handsome.

Torch, indeed. His name supposedly derived in part from his red hair, but the unruly mop that tumbled about his forehead and shoulders was a shade closer to chestnut. The dancing fire on the hearth picked up glints of red in the tangle, and the day’s growth of stubble on his squared chin glowed ruddy, a subtler flame than the one his name evoked.

She clenched a fist against the temptation to test its texture with her fingertip, lest she burn herself. How could she ogle him like some silly young chit mooning over the cavaliers in the king’s court, when she had a job to do? She’d best get about healing him before he succumbed.

With a spate of impatience, she jerked the sheet back from his legs—only to drop it as if it had suddenly caught fire. Her cheeks flamed. Owl had removed even his lord’s smallclothes. As an unmarried woman, she shouldn’t have to contend with a naked man, especially not one so wholly masculine. Even out cold, his presence on her mattress made her feel somehow vulnerable. Something inside her melted and simmered.

This would never do. If she meant to prove herself, she’d have to grit her teeth and do her duty. Her father’s life depended on it.

Picking up the edge of the sheet with a thumb and forefinger, she eased it back just enough to expose his wound while preserving his modesty. She could ignore the bulk of his muscled thigh, surely. Yet, she must touch it to unwind the bandaging his squire had swaddled him with. Fresh blood stained the white linen.

Thank the All-Mother. The wound must remain open if she were to expel the poison.

With a firm jaw, she reached for the water of life and a clean cloth. With an equally firm hand, she dabbed away the blood to expose the angry flesh beneath.


Chapter 3

He dreamed of a woman’s hands on his cock, but somehow the touch brought no pleasure. A spot on his thigh the size of a gold sovereign burned as if someone had jabbed him with a hot poker and melted the skin. He fought the sensation, unable to cry out, his neck and back arched, his mouth a grimace.

“Easy.” The light, feminine tones floated from somewhere nearby. “It’ll all be over soon.”

Had the hands touching him so intimately been hers? By the Three Gods, he hoped so. If only his thrice-damned leg would stop plaguing him, he’d pull her down on this mattress and show her a few other uses for his staff.

Over? And what was she talking about? The fog in his brain lifted to thin shreds of mist. It couldn’t be. He couldn’t have come this far only to die in this weak excuse for a stronghold that he’d taken with less than half his men. He couldn’t die before he reclaimed his throne.

“No.” Somewhere through the fleece that stuffed his brain, he found his voice. “No, it can’t be over.”

The hands lay something cool and soothing on his forehead. “Lie quietly and let me work.”

The voice was equally cool and soothing and light. Real. More real than the tendrils of his dream, which were even now unraveling in his mind. Damn it, the dream had been better.

With an effort, he lifted his lids. “What—”

“Hush.” A pair of gray eyes blinked down at him.

Familiar eyes. He’d seen them before. Without thinking, he reached for the Scrying Stone at his neck. It warmed to his palm. Yes, he’d seen them there. Ages and ages ago when he’d first come across the Stone as a youth. Those eyes had haunted his dreams ever since.

“Do not try to speak.” Her fingertips glanced along his lower lip. No doubt she’d meant the gesture to quiet him, but it only made him want to capture those seeking fingers between his teeth.

“Where—”

The fingers returned, the pressure firmer. “Are you always so contrary?”

If she thought the gesture would shut him up, she was sadly mistaken. As long as it meant she’d keep touching him, he’d gladly jabber like a magpie.

“Worse.” The sound emerged cracked and desiccated. By the Three Gods, could he manage no more than monosyllables?

Lush lips stretched into a smile for a fleeting moment. Then the mattress shifted beneath him. She had been sitting on his bed, damn it all. But now she was gone, gone to bring relief in the form of a water-soaked cloth pressed to his mouth. When she pulled it away, he craned toward it.

“More,” he croaked.

“I can only give you so much.” The mattress sagged once more as she sat. A hint of roses wafted to his nostrils. “You’re not yet fit to sit and drink from a cup.”

He pressed his lips together, his tongue seeking every last bit of the cool paradise she’d offered. Then he struggled to hoist his torso into a sitting position.

“No.” She laid a firm hand against his chest, her palm burning against the bare skin. “I said you were not yet fit.”

“Water,” he insisted, and a warm sort of satisfaction settled over him to hear the command return to his voice. He had that, at least. And as soon as his strength returned, he’d have more. He’d have her on this bed with him. Beneath him.

She sighed and shook her head. Her dark curls tumbled about her shoulders with the movement, and he let himself think of what those tresses might feel like trailing over his bare chest.

“Try this.” She offered him a vial, and he clamped his lips shut. “It will make you sleep.”

“Don’t need sleep.” Or anything worse. Poison was ever a woman’s weapon. “How long?”

“You’ve been in my care three days now.”

Three days. Ah, that explained the sour smell that overpowered the roses. He was damned lucky she deigned to come this close. “Care?”

“Do you remember what happened?”

Images flitted through his mind. A long march, a ram breaking through a stout oak gate, victory. And a bolt from a crossbow. His thigh gave a throb of agreement. “You shot me.”

“That I did.”

By all that was holy, Calista Thorne. His intended. He’d innocently let her offer him water. And asked for more. Worse, she was offering him some nameless potion. “If you think I’m about to allow you to administer any more of your care, think again.”

At least his ability to speak more than a few words at a time had returned.

“You’ve been in my power for the past three days.” Her brows lowered. In another moment, she’d have her hands on her hips. “If you’re going to come over all suspicious now, you’re rather late.”

“The last thing I need is more sleep.” Not only had his speech returned, he’d rediscovered his ability to growl. So much the better. He shook the final cobwebs from his mind. “Where is my squire?”

“Owl? He’s barely left your side.” She glanced behind her. “It looks as if his guard duty has finally caught up with him, though.”

Ignoring the pain simple motion brought, he craned past her shoulder and spotted the boy curled on a pallet in the corner. “So you’ve nothing to lose by feeding me something unnatural now.”

She muttered under her breath, but he caught her meaning well enough. He even picked up a few of her words.

He let himself smile. “Arrogant, I will allow. Perhaps pigheaded. As for intolerable, I reserve the right to prove you wrong at some point in the near future.”

She let out a sigh. “I could have done for you anytime, but if you insist.” Then she uncapped the vial and raised it to her lips.

“Not you.”

She hiked her brows.

“You could have taken the antidote already.”

“For the love of—” She broke off, and her glance shifted to Owl, still snoring softly on the pallet.

Exhausted, the poor lad, but Torch would teach him the true meaning of the word as soon as he was up and about. Guard duty allowed for very few slips, and this was an outright spill. Still, it didn’t warrant the lad acting as his personal taster. “Don’t even think it. Do you not have a maid?”

“As a matter of fact, I do, unless you think I’ve given her the antidote as well.”

“Summon her.”

Calista turned for the door, but she didn’t even get a chance to cry out. A younger girl, somewhere about sixteen, bustled in, her considerable bosom preceding her into the chamber.

“The commander’s on his way, me lady.” She dropped a quick curtsey.

A smile that bode no good at all stretched Calista’s lips. “Excellent.”

“Kestrel?” Torch made another attempt at raising himself on his elbow, but his damned body was too weak to support his own weight. “What do you need him for?”

“To preside at my trial when you die a painful death by hemlock.”

The maid giggled. “Will ye be needin’ me?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. I’ll need you to drink some of this and prove to my lord that I’m not trying to do him in.”

The girl turned her head to the side and eyed the vial. “What’s in it?”

“Elixir of poppy. For pain. Don’t take too much, though. I don’t have any more left, and we may be needing it before he’s healthy again.” A smug sort of satisfaction rang through that statement. It portended as much ill as her smile had.

The maid took the vial and sniffed before raising it to her lips. Clever thing. She pulled a face and handed it back. “Foul.”

Calista crossed her arms and tapped the fingers of her free hand against her elbow. “You’ll let us know if you’re about to keel over.”

Her stance drew Torch’s eye to her breasts—nowhere near as large as the maid’s but magnificent in their own way. Enough to fill his hands and more. His palms itched with the desire to test their weight. As soon as he was strong enough to stand before the altar, he’d have a right to them—and the rest of her. Sharp-tongued she may be, but he’d show her better uses for that particular bit of her. Gods, yes.

The maid showed no sign of collapsing any time soon, but still Calista waited, until Torch suspected she was drawing out the production on purpose. Before he could comment, a scratch sounded at the door, and the maid admitted Kestrel.

His commander advanced into the room, looking as dour as ever. “My lord, you’re awake.”

“You don’t sound particularly happy about that.” Kestrel, damn the man, would doubtless sound just as bleak on his own wedding day.

“On the contrary, it’s been a tense few days.”

“What news?” Torch didn’t need to specify more than that. Kestrel would understand.

“None to be had.” Kestrel’s glance shifted to the chain at Torch’s throat. “Now that you’re awake, perhaps you can divine something.”

Despite the note of irony behind his commander’s words, Torch fingered his Scrying Stone. It warmed to his hand, but his mind remained as blank as when he’d first awakened. And all he recalled of his dreams while he lay insensible was nothing of his commander’s affairs. As useful as the Stone was, it was annoyingly contrary about deciding when to reveal information. At the moment, it might just as well have been the ordinary rock it resembled.

He shook his head. “And what of the keep?”

“Everything in order.” Kestrel kept his tone low. “When you fell, I locked Belwin in a cell, but it looks as if we might let him out as long as you continue to heal properly.”

“Have we lost anyone?”

“None but a few of Belwin’s men. Both the dead, whom we gave a proper burial, and the others.”

“What others?” Although Torch knew.

“Those who preferred not to fall under your command.” Those who would run straight to Magnus Ironfist, in other words.

“And those who remain? What of their numbers?”

“Enough have remained, more than have left.” Kestrel forked his fingers through his curling black hair. “But I believe they wait to see what their lord does once he is released.”

“I am their new lord. Will they swear oaths of allegiance?”

“It remains to be seen. We must take care, though. We’ll need all the men we can gather.”

True enough. They’d chosen Blackbriar because its position and defenses made it the most vulnerable of the Strongholds. For years, Thorne had relied on strong allies to shield him. But Magnus could take the keep back just as easily unless they built improvements and quickly. Fixing the broken gate was the least of their worries; Kestrel knew that as well as he. Torch trusted his second in command to take the appropriate measures. And one minor fortress was more fortress than they’d possessed a fortnight ago.

Kestrel turned a piercing blue gaze on Calista, who had retreated to a corner with her maid. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes, you can change Owl’s orders.”

“The boy is merely loyal. What would you have me do? He insists on standing guard.”

“He must learn to obey his betters. Make certain he takes his training in the yard. I will not have him fall behind while I lie here. And tell him to take a bath. It would do him some good to smell of something other than horse dung for a change. It might even change his luck.”

“His luck?”

“His disposition, at least. I don’t suppose you can order it, but if you could convince the maid to make a man of him, things might be rather more pleasant around here.”

Kestrel shot a glance at Calista. “Am I to surmise you’ve put your trust in Thorne’s daughter?”

She stood near the fire, deep in discussion with her maid. If she’d paid any heed to their exchange, she showed no sign.

“I have and you know it.” Torch touched the Stone at his throat. “I’ve seen…”

Kestrel held up a hand. “Save me from your superstitions. Even if I were to believe in such, you know better than to trust every vision you see.”

“I am willing to trust this one.” But if Kestrel questioned that assertion, Torch could not have explained why. A feeling, nothing more, and Kestrel would be just as fast to dismiss a mere feeling, even one that originated in the gut. “As long as I’m here, we can hold her father as a guarantee to her good behavior.”

“Are you quite through?” Calista asked from her corner. “We need to get on with the procedure.”

At Torch’s raised brows, Kestrel inclined his head. “My lady summoned me here.”

Calista stepped closer, that bloody vial still clenched in her fist. “I think you might take your elixir now.”

He couldn’t help it. He looked at the maid, who stood there, roses blooming in her cheeks, the very picture of health. “Will it put me back to sleep?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then before I take it, I should like to order a bath. Your maid can see to the task, surely.”

Calista firmed her lips before turning and poking at something in the fire. “I think you’ll want to wait for the bath,” she said over her shoulder. “And you really ought to take that potion.”

“Why?”

“Because I need to close your wound.”

Kestrel moved to the side of the bed, and pressed something into Torch’s hand—a length of clean linen wrapped tightly over itself to form an unbending cylinder. “You’ll want that between your teeth, my lord.”

Calista turned back from the fire, brandishing a poker wrapped in a length of cloth. Its tip glowed red hot.


Chapter 4

The wrong banners were flying over the castle. In place of the Blackbriar rose with its foot-long thorns, a blue field emblazoned with a raptor floated in the sky. A Black Kerrick, a bad omen, if the tales Calista’s grandmother told were true.

Why would anyone take such a symbol to himself? Calista shivered in spite of the sunlit day. Best not to consider, whatever her suspicions. The man wished to inspire fear in his foes, certainly, but the black birds could well draw misfortune to the Bastard Brotherhood.

No matter. She still had a job to do. Tearing her eyes away from the flags that floated from each of the corner towers, she turned her attention to her surroundings. Except for her father’s imprisonment and the families who mourned their dead, life at Blackbriar Keep had renewed itself.

A handful of mail-clad men traded blows with blunted blades, sweating beneath their helms. A flock of maids tittered in one corner, sneaking glances and exchanging whispers. An overflowing basket of damp sheets lay neglected in their midst. Nan, the fat old cook, marched out from the kitchens, wooden spoon in hand. At her shout, the giggling girls dispersed to their duties, leaving only the clank of metal and the distant throb of pounding hammers.

From the steward to the stable boys, Torch had set all the menservants who could be spared to work at repairing their broken gates, for time pressed. Magnus would not long stand for Torch’s insolence.

Calista tore her eyes away from the scene and hurried to the herb garden. Torch and the other wounded had depleted her supplies. At her feet stretched neat rows of green plants—brambles of dragon’s bane, the green garlic spears, rosemary needles, fresh-scented thyme coming into its clustered spikes of purple blooms.

At the far end, a riot of deep pink marked the plant that gave the keep both its name and fame. Blackbriar roses. Fine soap-makers and perfumers demanded the blooms for their delicate scent, yet their beauty masked treacherous thorns stronger than steel. Had the fletchers run out of arrowheads, they might well have been tempted to raid the gardens for the plant. But its true use was the swollen haws that grew once the flowers faded. Their healing qualities were many, and she needed them now, for Torch’s injury still plagued him.

Two days ago, she’d thrust a hot poker into the puncture left by her quarrel. He’d bit down on a rag, Kestrel pressing him to the mattress while his back bowed and the cords stuck out in his neck. Despite his efforts to contain his scream, he’d ended up succumbing to the pain.

Even now, her heart pounded at the memory of that agonized cry. The scent of burnt flesh rose sharp in her mind, overpowering the gentle fragrance of the gardens. She’d given him an extra dose of elixir of poppy and prayed to the All-Mother to heal him.

The fever had overtaken him in the night. She’d woken on her mean little pallet in the corner, the place Tamsin usually slept, to deranged mutters. Torch’s head turned on the pillow, his arms thrashed, and his skin burned unnaturally hot beneath her fingers.

“It’s all to be expected,” she said to herself for the hundredth if not the thousandth time. She’d cleaned that wound as best she could, changed the poultices faithfully, but the fever had still taken him. “Part of the healing.”

She had to believe it, because her father was still imprisoned. Kestrel refused to release him until Torch rose from the sickbed under his own power and unlocked the man himself.

Donning a pair of elbow-length leather gloves, she set to work, carefully nudging the roses aside to look for the swelling beneath where the flowers had already spent themselves. Gathering the deep purple haws without impaling herself on the spikes was painstaking work, but thankfully her mother had shown her years ago how to harvest them.

“How fares our lord today?” At the lightly accented words, Calista turned to find her mother behind her, basket in hand.

“Still insensible, still uttering nonsense.”

Twin furrows above the bridge of Mother’s downturned nose deepened. “If the fever does not break soon on its own, you will have to break it yourself.”

Calista knew this. She’d come to the garden in hopes that another dose of Blackbriar tea, spooned sip by painful sip through Torch’s burning lips, would help her avoid that very thing. “I’ll give it until this evening.”

Perhaps by then she could work up the courage to strip the linens from him and sponge his entire body with cool water.

“You may not have that much time. You know what happens if a fever is allowed to continue too long. Old Brand nearly boiled his brains last winter.”

“Yes, I recall. I was there.” Old Brand hadn’t been right in the head to begin with, though. Or so Calista told herself. At his age, it was only natural his mind weakened. Surely someone as strong and vital as Torch wouldn’t allow himself to be felled by a fever.

It’s not the fever, so much as the bolt that caused it. Hers, and it was only fitting she be the one to cure him of the ill.

“But it’s not the same thing, is it?” she asked. “The fever doesn’t have the same cause.”

“With a wound, it’s even worse.” Her mother’s black eyes glittered with concern. “It’s a sign of infection. Have you checked to make certain there are no streaks of blood beneath the skin?”

She nodded. “The dressings have all been clean. Not an off smell about them.”

Her mother pressed her lips into a line. “I don’t like this.”

“Could the men have put something on their bolts?” Sometimes they dipped their quarrels in a slops bucket to ensure fatality one way or another. A clean shot to a vital spot was a far pleasanter demise.

Mother looked around them carefully. Not a soul in sight, except for Torch’s men on the walls and a lone figure poised at the edge of the gardens. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired, grave of expression. Watching. Kestrel.

From far off echoed the clank of swords meeting shields and the thump of hammers.

“This remains between us,” she said, her voice low and urgent. “I do not wish you to take the blame should things go ill.”

“They will blame me no matter what. I shot that bolt.”

“Yes.” She dropped her tone to a whisper. “But if they learn what was on that bolt, they could make your punishment worse.”

Great beyond. If Torch did not recover, they’d kill her father. They’d most likely demand her head as well. What could possibly be worse? “What was on that bolt?”

“Kingsbane.”

Calista’s heart slammed into her ribs. “Where did you come by such?”

She hardly dared voice the rest of her thought. Why was Torch still alive? Kingsbane killed within minutes of ingestion. Torch might well ask her to make Tamsin taste anything she gave him if he knew they kept such a thing in their stores.

Mother reached into the blackbriar and cut a stem laden with darkening haws, the movement so practiced and precise she did it without gloves. A clean scent cut through the air, briefly masking the heavier odor of damp earth. “I made it.”

“You made it? Why?” It wasn’t as if they might rid themselves of an infestation of rats, and should something so toxic fall into the wrong hands…If someone wished to wipe out the entire castle and quickly, a few drops at the main meal of the day would suffice.

As if they always discussed deadly poison while gathering the necessary antidote, Mother continued to harvest the fruit of the blackbriar. “Your father wished to see if it would be as effective on arrow tips as it is in a man’s dinner. He thought of it as a secret weapon—something we can use, as easily as the keep was taken.”

Calista placed a hand at her throat, but even that gesture was insufficient to calm her racing heart. “Clearly, it isn’t.”

Her mother’s eyes darted to one side. Kestrel hovered, closer now, at the edge of the first plantings, well out of earshot for as quietly as they conversed, but still a presence, a reminder, a threat. “And you may be thankful for that. Poison works the same as any cure. It depends on dosage and the manner of ingestion.”

“Did Papa suspect we might come under attack?” she asked faintly. “He must have.”

“Attack is an ever-present danger when our lands are not well situated.” As much a truth, that statement, for Torch as it was for the Thornes. Even with the gates repaired, Magnus would have an easy go of retaking the keep.

“Mother.” She put a hand on her mother’s forearm, stopping her from cutting another bough. “If you’ve Kingsbane left, they cannot be allowed to find it. If any of them catches us with it…”

Her mind whirled with the possibilities. Even if her father had yielded the keep in due form, they might still rid themselves of these invaders.

“I know.” Once again, her eyes drifted to Kestrel. “They do not trust us yet. They see to their own meals, and they watch. They know your bolt contained something, and they must not find out what. But we’ve hidden it away. No one will find it or the recipe.” She reached for another stem. “Faceless One take it.”

One of the thorns had cut a deep scratch along Mother’s forefinger. Blood welled along the line, and her mother popped the finger into her mouth.

“I don’t like this,” she added after a moment, “you shut up alone with that stranger for so many days.”

Calista well understood her mother’s worry. Torch out of his mind with fever was barely a concern, but once he’d recovered his strength…She recalled his reputation and shuddered. “We’re not alone. His squire stays with us when he’s not training. He claims I still may try to do his lord harm.”

“All the same, be on your guard. He’s planning something. He’s already claimed he’ll marry you. As if Magnus will stand for it on top of his claiming this keep. But if he can take you, with or without your leave, we’ll have no choice but to admit the marriage.”

She knew. Oh, she knew, although she didn’t quite see how marriage to Magnus would be so much better than a union with Torch. Both were essentially strangers, and she’d have to submit to either man. “Yes, Mother, but I still have to make sure he recovers.”

“You are destined for a king. Make certain you remember that, always. Now take this.” She thrust her basket of haws at Calista. “You’ll have more need of this than I. As long as they hold your father, we must comply with their wishes.”


Chapter 5

When Calista returned to her chamber, laden with preparations from the stillroom, Torch fared the same. He clearly still walked in a feverish mist, his head turning on the pillow, his fingers clenching and unclenching. Every so often, his entire body jerked, and he winced. No doubt he was tweaking the burn she’d left on his upper thigh.

Ever on guard, Owl glared at her. “He ain’t gettin’ any better.”

“I can see that.” She set her basket down and hurried to the mattress.

An arm twitched, and a hand came to rest on her thigh. Long fingers calloused from reins and bowstrings and days of practice at swordplay closed around the leg muscle and squeezed. She thought a smile flitted across his face. Rogue. But if he had his way—if he recovered, and he must—he’d soon claim the right to touch her far more intimately than that.

We must comply with their wishes. Her mother’s parting words floated back to her, taking on hard new meaning. If he brought her before the altar to the Three and made his vows to her, she’d have no choice but to comply. To submit. To let him take her into his bed.

She shook the thoughts aside. Difficult when his fingers still gripped her. His touch, however unknowing, caused a heat of another sort to unfurl inside her. Not the dry burn of a fever, but something moist and delicious. Submission somehow seemed less frightening than it should.

With her fingers, she brushed a lock of chestnut hair back from his forehead. His skin was far too warm. Still.

“What yer plannin’ on doin’ ter make him better?” Owl again. At times like these, she nearly forgot he was still in the chamber, until he spoke up.

“I’ve brought willow bark for the fever. Put some water on to heat, so I can make an infusion.” Idly, she traced a line on Torch’s forehead. Care had begun to etch on his flesh something that would deepen into a furrow in his later years—if ever he reached them. Odd to think she wasn’t even certain how old he was.

Yes, and if he took her to wife, how long would she have with such a man as this, truly, when the king had a price on his head that was likely to double and double again on their wedding day?

A rustle of fabric and the clank of the kettle in the grate told her the boy had complied.

And now to check Torch’s bandaging. She lifted the sheet and folded it back carefully to preserve his modesty, such as it was. A wide swath of linen wrapped about the muscle of his upper thigh, and she well knew what lay beneath it. What had been a puncture a fingerbreadth wide had become a shiny burn where she’d stuck the poker. The fabric that covered it was clean. After two days the wound was no longer seeping, a good sign.

She leaned closer and sniffed to be certain. No sickly odor of putrefaction, just the heady scent of leather tinged with spice underlain by a heavy dose of masculine strength. The hand on her thigh moved to her head, palm molding to the contour of her scalp, fingers tangling into her hair.

“Ah, yes, love.”

Heat flooded her cheeks and prickled down her spine. She snapped her head up, and his hand flopped to the mattress. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed Owl gaping in shock. Certain her cheeks were purple by now, she turned away, and her gaze slammed into Torch’s.

Brown eyes flecked with green and gold regarded her through a haze of fever, but a wicked smile somehow found its way to his lips. “Don’t stop now, sweet. You were so close.”

He was half out of his mind. He had to be. Surely if he were lucid, he wouldn’t make such lascivious comments.

He would, and you know it.

She tried to push the annoying voice in her head aside, but it was difficult to ignore. Somewhere inside, she knew it spoke the truth. Next time use your tongue, indeed. And if he expected her to use it there…By the Three, why did that notion make her warm all over? She hadn’t so much as kissed him, and yet she was contemplating something far, far more intimate.

Her knowledge of exactly what lay beneath that sheet didn’t help in the slightest, and not just the section she’d uncovered. In the course of his healing, she’d had ample time to see all the mysteries of the male body garment and gear normally kept hidden. Muscle and hair and skin. Tempting planes and contours. And if she were completely honest with herself, part of her burned with curiosity to press her tongue to his skin and sample that taste.

Where were these thoughts coming from? And with Owl in the room?

“You need rest,” she admonished her patient as much as herself. Now was hardly the time to contemplate any of this. Not while he was ailing.

“I’ll rest better after a little loving.”

Damn the man, he was incorrigible. “You haven’t the strength.”

His grin only widened and somehow his hand found its way back to her thigh. “Try me.”

“You’re mad with fever. You won’t recall any of this later.”

His other hand drifted to the stone he wore at his throat. “You I recall. You haunt my dreams. You I cannot get out of my head.”

Now she knew he was jesting. Her eyes narrowed but somehow remained focused on that stone. And why would a man wear such a piece? Smooth and round from once lining a riverbed, the stone was gray with a darker vein running through it. In fact, if she found it lying in the path, she’d merely kick it aside as another pebble. She certainly wouldn’t think to have it set into a clasp for her neck. His squire had even left it untouched when he’d removed the rest of Torch’s clothing.

How odd, but perhaps it was a custom of the Freeholds she was unfamiliar with.

He reached out, his heated fingers curling about hers. She held her breath as he raised her hand. And would he bring it to his lips? But no, he set it over his throat. Over that stone. Its smoothness fit into the curve of her palm, and the rock seemed to pulse like a living thing.

She snatched her hand away, but a moment later, she almost laughed at herself. It was merely a fancy, nothing more. That stone was simply transferring the heat of his fever to her.

His eyes drifted shut again, and she turned away to find Owl watching her through narrowed eyes. “Ye aren’t t’ touch that.” Even his voice was more sullen than usual.

“I didn’t. He placed my hand over it.”

“Even so,” Owl muttered.

“What is it?”

“I’m not t’ tell ye that, either. His lordship wants ye t’ know, he’ll tell ye himself.”

“It seems he wants me to know,” she persisted.

“Then he’ll tell ye when he’s able.” Stubborn thing, but that was only part of his age. She’d known a good many castle youths just as sullen and pigheaded, from the stables to the pages and squires in the retinues of the other Strongholders. He’d grow out of it, or have it beaten out of him, eventually.

Or perhaps not. His master was just as hard of head.

“Yer water’s boilin’.”

With a sigh, she clambered off the mattress and set about infusing willow bark into a cup of hot water. “You’ll have to help me get this into him.”

“Oh no.” She turned to find Owl backing away. “Last time he nearly took me head off.”

“Do you wish to see your lord recover or not?”

“Not at the price of me head or any other part.” Last time the infusion had been too hot, and Owl had spilled some down Torch’s chin. He’d cuffed the boy, sending him sprawling, and a wave of hot liquid had soaked the front of Owl’s garments.

“The least you could do is help me lift him.” If she had to perform this task, she would, even at the risk to her head. But if the boy cooperated, she might avoid more physical contact with Torch than was proper. Not that she hadn’t already experienced more than her share—still her thoughts hardly needed the fodder.

She set the steaming mug on the windowsill and took several pillows to set against the headboard. Then she and Owl struggled to ease Torch’s considerable dead weight into a sitting position. At last, the pillows were propped at his back, Calista tucked in beside him. The heat radiating from his body soaked into her like hot bathwater. His head slumped to one side, her hair cushioning his cheek, and one arm flopped into her lap.

She glowered at Owl. “Now if you’ll just bring me that cup, you can vacate.”

He folded his arms, as she knew he would. “Orders.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be training? I am tired of your surly face, and I’m sure you’re tired of mine.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but Tamsin chose that moment to enter the chamber. “Would ye be needin’ anythin’, me lady?”

The scowl melted away from Owl’s face along with whatever wits the boy possessed. In its place appeared a slack-jawed, vacant expression as his gaze focused somewhat south of the maid’s chin. Naturally. Calista had no proof, having been shut up here with Torch for nearly the past sennight, but she could well imagine her maid leading the Bastard Brotherhood on a merry chase. With so many others to choose from, poor Owl hardly stood a chance.

Calista bit back a smile. “As a matter of fact, this chamber needs airing. It’s awfully stuffy in here with so many people. Perhaps you might show Owl here about the castle. The bathhouse would be a good place to start.”

Owl’s face went white before it bloomed red. “Bathhouse?” His voice sounded strangled. “Kestrel already made me bathe.”

“I hear bathing works wonders if carried out more often than once a fortnight. I’m certain Tamsin can fix you up quite nicely with some sweet smelling soap.” Her poor maid. Calista would owe her several favors after this. “It would do wonders for your disposition.”

“No, no, I can’t do it. Orders.”

“What do you possibly think I’d do to your lord while you’re off bathing? Do you think I care so little about my father that I’d dare try something harmful?”

“N-no.” He scratched at a spot on his nose. “I don’t suppose so.”

“Send Kestrel along if you must. Or at least inform him of the plans, and he can decide. But I swear on all the gods, I will do no more than dose him with willow bark and do my best to break the fever.”

“All…all right.”

Thank the gods. “Now off with you. But hand me that mug first.”

Tamsin dropped a curtsey that set her chest to jiggling. Owl’s eyes nearly popped out of his head before glazing over as if he’d caught Torch’s fever. “Thank you, Tamsin,” she muttered. “Next harvest festival, I’ll give you the entire three days off to attend.”

“Aye, me lady.”

The door closed behind them, and Calista let out a breath. With Owl’s brooding presence gone, she felt lighter already. Torch seemed to have mistaken her for a pillow. She nudged him, but his head merely swayed before coming to settle on her shoulder once more. One of his hands came to rest on her thigh. At least, should he start in with his suggestive ravings, whatever he said would remain between the pair of them.

This would never do. She shifted, slipping her shoulder from beneath him, and inched one arm behind his neck. Pressing forward, she eased him back against the pillows and brought the cup to his lips. Carefully. Just enough to moisten.

He muttered, and she yanked the infusion away—just in time, for he shook his head. “Nasty.”

“I know it’s bitter, but you must drink this. Otherwise I’ll be forced to bathe you in cold water to bring down your fever.”

His eyes fluttered open. “I should rather have the bath if you’re to be the one who gives it.”

And why should he sound so lucid at a time like this, when his flesh still burned and his eyes remained glazed with illness?

She pressed her lips together. “My method involves a great deal less trouble and mess.”

“Getting messy with someone when it involves no clothes…Hmm…” Somewhere he found the energy for a wicked grin. “You ought to give it a try sometime.”

“Not when you’re sick.”

“Does that mean you’re willing to try once I’m well?” Damn it, he sounded more coherent by the moment. “I’ll have some of that, please.”

She proffered the cup. He raised a hand to take it from her, but she preferred to keep control. She wouldn’t put it past him to spill the contents all over the bed—thus requiring not only a change of sheets, but a bath as well. And she’d just sent Tamsin off.

“Easy. Just a sip.”

Holding her gaze as if she were feeding him wine and sweetmeats, he obeyed. “That stuff would be a sight better if you put it in something other than water. I’d wager ale would disguise the taste.”

“I don’t know how ale would affect the healing properties.”

“You could try it and see if it worked. Stuff’s undrinkable as it stands.”

“You’ll need to finish this if it’s to do you any good.”

“You healers, all alike. Why you can’t invent potions and tinctures and what all that actually taste pleasant? You’d think the worse something tastes the more beneficial it is.”

She pressed the cup on him again. “I need you to get better. For my father’s sake.”

He took another swallow, a larger one, and grimaced. “I need me to get better for my own sake. And yours.”

“Why do you insist on wedding me?” Although she thought she knew. If he wished to provoke Magnus, stealing a bride out from under him was an excellent choice.

He placed his hand over hers, his fingers curling about the contour of the cup. “Are you so set on your current betrothal, then?”

“If I told you yes, would you relent?”

The beginnings of a smile faded from his lips. “No. I never relent. But if you would resolve yourself to this match it would go easier on you.”

“Resolve,” she echoed. Her mother wanted her to hold him off, but when he pronounced the word with such intensity…He said he wouldn’t relent, and she believed him.

“I’ve never yet forced a woman, and I do not intend to begin with you. But I will have my heir.” Just as he would have his castle—he’d marched in and taken it. His very confidence made something inside her quiver dangerously.

Great beyond, where was this reaction coming from? The man was well made, certainly, but so were any number of his followers—as were the king’s guards, for that matter. Young men in their prime, chosen for their brawn. A maid could admire, but to melt so quickly?

On top of that, he’d been out cold for most of their acquaintance. If anything, Torch’s arrogance ought to tweak at her last nerve. She ought to hate him for the position in which he’d placed her entire family.

Yet, he’d shown them more mercy than she’d expected. The order may have come through his second in command, but he’d done nothing to countermand the dictates. The first time he’d wakened, he could have demanded all the Thornes’ heads.

Based on what she’d learned of the king’s treatment of his enemies, Magnus would have done just that.

“I know nothing of you. Nothing of the man you are. Only…” Dare she say it? “Only your reputation.”

“Ah, but which reputation is that?”

When Torch cast such easy verbal darts with her, she had difficulty believing the more brutal tales. His charm might prove a more dangerous weapon than his sword. “The one that earned you your name.”

“Again, which one is that? The one where I put innocent villages to the torch, or the one where highborn lady and serving wench alike carry a torch for me?” He leaned his head against her shoulder and nuzzled at her neck. The week’s growth of beard on his face prickled, but so did something else.

Whatever that hot, melty feeling inside her was, it was beginning to cause her discomfort, an odd sort of ache that made her want to squirm where she sat. It made her want to move closer to him. It made her want to beg him not to stop whatever he was doing.

From her shoulder, he added, “I like to believe only one is true, but they may both be lies.”

She ought to push him away, but for some reason the arm she’d used to support him tightened about his shoulder, unbidden, clutching at him, keeping him right where he was. Steely muscle bunched beneath her fingers. She felt something more against her neck, something warm and damp. His lips or his tongue? By all the gods, was this what her mother had warned her against?

She tried to duck away. “I believe I’d like you better if you shaved.”

“Are you volunteering for that duty?” He said it low and soft, his breath wafting warm against her neck.

“You’d allow me near your throat with a blade? After you forced my maid to act as your taster the last time you were awake?”

“Kestrel wouldn’t, that’s certain.” He laughed, the bark somehow strong despite the way he lay so boneless against her. “Owl would have my head. That’s even more certain. But what better way to prove some trust might exist between us? You’ve had me at your mercy for days now. I have to believe you wouldn’t do me any intentional harm.” How wicked he made it all sound. Wicked and tempting.

“Kestrel’s still got my father locked up as a gauge of my good behavior,” she reminded him. She had to keep him at a distance somehow, even if she didn’t wish it. If she allowed him free rein, he would seduce her all too easily. She could sense that much. “You don’t know what I’ll be capable of after his release.”

“Hmm…” He pressed his lips to her neck, just below her ear. Right at the point where her pulse was pounding out of control. “I’d dearly like to find out what you’re capable of. I’m more and more certain we’ll both enjoy it. I know I will.”

Gods. “And I’m more and more certain you say that to all the ladies.”

He raised his head and captured her gaze. “No.” A single word, but so solid. So sure. “Only you. I’ve seen you.”

“Seen me? On the walls, you mean.”

He shook his head. “No.” He raised a hand and touched the stone at his throat. “I’ve seen you in my mind. I’ve dreamed of you.”

“How can that be?” From what she knew of him, he and his band of Brothers had come out of the Freeholds to terrorize the northern lands and harry Magnus’s supporters. They raided, they stole, they put villages to the sword. Or so she’d heard. But they’d never come this far east, and they’d never captured a Stronghold. “You didn’t even know of my existence until you came to Blackbriar.”

“That is where you’re wrong. I knew of you even before the Ironfist contracted a betrothal with you.”

Magnus. Something lay between him and Magnus, clearly, based on his chosen targets. And she was just another one. He’d steal Magnus’s tributes, and now he dared steal Magnus’s bride. His pursuit could not go any deeper than that. His references to dreams were only part of the seductive web he wove about her, along with his lips, his body pressed to hers, his wicked words.

“Impossible.”

“It seems like it would be. I didn’t even know how I was going to find you until I saw you in the hall. And then I knew I’d been led here. I wasn’t only meant to take this keep. I was meant to hold it. It is my destiny.” Gracious, utter conviction infused each syllable. Whatever nonsense he was spouting, he believed every last word. “And so are you.”

Destined for a king. That was what her mother had always insisted, and yet if she gave in to his demands, if she wed him, she would be doing the exact opposite. “I can’t be.”

“Is there something between you and Magnus?” A harshness replaced his sleepy, seductive tone—the same sort of brutality she might attribute to the Torch of fearsome repute.

“Nothing but an agreement between my father and him. I’ve only ever met his proxy.” A soft-handed, white-complected excuse for a man who dressed in bright silks. The very opposite of Torch. “I’ve yet to be presented to the king in person.” Her father had made the arrangement at the great summoning last year. Belwin Thorne had traveled with all of Magnus’s other vassals to renew oaths of fealty and pay tribute at the royal palace at Highspring Moor. Calista couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been part of that tribute along with blackbriar soaps and perfumes and her mother’s special potions.

Torch raised three fingers ranked tightly like soldiers, the gesture meant to ward off the Faceless One. “The Mother and Father preserve you against such an eventuality.”

She gave in to temptation and traced two fingers along his bearded cheek. The short hairs prickled, wiry beneath her fingertips. “What have you got against him?”

He straightened, backing away from her touch, to look her head-on. For a moment, she could nearly read his expression: As if you didn’t already know. But she didn’t, and a moment later his eyes shuttered. “Let’s just say we’ve a score to settle between us.”

“A score?” she prompted. She couldn’t work out what a man of no name and no family from the Freeholds might possibly have against the king. Torch couldn’t be old enough to hold the throne against him. Magnus had seized power just over a score and five years ago, before her birth, before her parents had even met—before Torch was old enough to develop a grudge, if she didn’t miss her guess.

He stared at her a moment longer, and a glimmer passed through his gaze. Was it indecision? Before she could decide, it was gone. “I promise I will tell you one day, but not now.”

“In the meantime, you might meet up with him sooner than you think.” Magnus was supposed to come this summer to claim her hand, after all.

“Oh, I believe he’s been delayed, but no doubt he’ll come. Once he breaks away from his other troubles.”

“What do you know?”

“Only that my brother is off, creating…a diversion, shall we say? Griffin will keep him from arriving for his wedding overly soon. But I’ve no doubt Magnus will turn up outside the walls one of these days to beg entry.”

Griffin. She’d heard that name as well, and his reputation was just as fearsome. “Magnus will take your actions here as an insult of the worst sort.”

“Oh.” He smiled. “I’m counting on that.”

Yes, Magnus would come, and he’d come with strength. By the Three Gods, Torch hoped to hold Blackbriar against the king and all his armies. And then another thought chased through her mind. Her father must be counting on Magnus’s prompt arrival. In fact, that might be why he’d yielded the keep so easily. He was counting on his king to come, get rid of Torch’s threat, and claim Calista after the battle.

And if Torch believed himself relatively safe behind these walls while he recovered, so much the better. In his complacency, he might discount the threat.

Calista bit her lip. She ought to favor her father’s plan. She ought to be obedient to the king’s wishes and go through with their wedding as intended. But lying here in her own bedchamber with this flesh and blood man—one who had treated her father and his household with a great deal of leniency—she was no longer certain of anything.


Chapter 6

Torch was cold, so cold he thought he’d never be warm again. Once as a young boy in the north, he’d been lost in a snowstorm outside the walls of the Pinnacle. He’d fought that swirling wall of white for what seemed like half the day, without even the solidity of a soldier pine or a wall to guide him to shelter. The wind had clawed at his garments, searching with relentless fingers to burn his skin with frost. His feet had grown numb. And when Steelsleet the Stormlord and his men had finally found him, it had taken another day and night for him to thaw—or so it seemed.

He relived that sensation now, shivering endlessly and hugging himself, clutching at the blankets, but nothing kept him warm.

On some level, he knew he was ill—ill where he shouldn’t be. His wound had closed. Not once had he detected the sickly sweet odor of infection on the bandages. Calista had tended him with the best possible care, and yet he’d succumbed, first to a mere flesh wound and then to a fever without infection.

Something was off about that, but his befogged mind couldn’t place what. Weak as a newborn, he was. If his enemies caught him now, they’d laugh before hacking his head from his neck and displaying it on a spike atop Blackbriar’s gate.

He curled himself into a ball, and let himself drift, the way he had during the snowstorm at the last, when the cold had tempted him with the promise of sleep and warmth and he’d given in. His mind wandered the paths of the past, the paths of truth to a place where his name was not Torch, his brother was not Griffin, and his sister was recognized as such. Where his mother was no longer leman to the lord of an ice palace in the far north.

Where he rightfully donned velvet robes trimmed with fur, walked the length of a marble-lined hall, and ascended a throne. And from there, he sat in judgment of all those who had wronged his family, Magnus Ironfist foremost among them.

In sleep, his mind transported him into a dream, often revisited since he came by his Stone, back to a night when his mother stood tall before him and spoke to him in low, urgent tones.

“We must be very quiet.” She sank to her knees, her hands on his shoulders. In place of her usual silks and velvets, she’d donned the brown cottar-spun linsey of a maid. Her golden hair lay hidden beneath a cowl. A disguise, she had called it, to make it all seem like a game. “Not a single sound. Do you think you can do that?”

He nodded, even though he wondered at the need for silence. From far off came the dim but relentless pounding of a ram at the gate, punctuated at intervals by the cries of the defenders.

“It will be dark where we’re going, but you must be brave. You must be strong like your father.” Even at the mention of her lord husband, her voice did not falter. Although she had to know they’d never see him again.

“Yes, Mama.” He gave her the expected reply as if he were as brave and strong as his papa, but inside, his heart felt like a trapped moth battering against the sides of a lantern.

“Take this, then.” She pressed the cold iron of a dagger into his small hand. With an adult’s understanding, he knew she could not have expected him to use it, but as his fingers curled about the hilt, the permanence of the metal had calmed his heart. She was trusting him with his first weapon, and he must not fail her.

And then she shouldered a pack. His mother, the queen, who commanded servants, took on a burden. He’d never seen her with more in her fine, white hands than an embroidery needle, but now those long fingers gripped a torch. And into the waistband of her patched skirt, she slipped a dagger of her own. Not once did her hands waver.

When she straightened, the flicker of that torchlight showed the way through back passages known only to the servitors, down through the bowels of the keep, lower than even the lowest dungeons. The shadows fled before them, creating eerie shapes on the rounded brick walls. The corridors echoed with the squeak and rustle of rats scuttling to hiding places. A damp draft blew chill through the passage, and bit into his skin beneath his ragged clothes. But down here even the clangor of battle at the gates soon faded into a heavy silence.

At one point, Mama turned to him, one finger raised to her lips. He wanted to ask why, as he’d been carefully silent thus far. Before he could whisper the question, she placed a firm hand on his shoulder and leaned close to breathe, “Wait here.”

His heart turned into a moth once again. The passage walls pressed close, like the sides of a lantern, and the desire to escape turned into a cold block of ice deep in his belly. But he must be brave, so he nodded.

His mother eased herself through a crack in the wall, and the torchlight followed her through that tiny space. He strained his ears, fancying he could hear the scrabble of rats coming back, and he held in a whimper. Brave. Silent. Like Papa.

Ages passed before she returned. “Come.”

The brick gave way to earth, both above and below, and the air filled with the rich scent of humus. Like rabbits in a warren, they crept onward, while the ceiling lowered until his mother had to bend double. Before long, she sank to her knees. On and on, they went, until he felt as if he could not take another step. But he forced himself, for his queenly mother was crawling like a worm, and crumbs of dirt streaked her face. If she could keep on, so could he.

By the time they emerged, hot and dirty, from the tunnel, they truly looked like peasants who had spent a long day laboring in the fields. They found themselves surrounded by trees, the din of battle blessedly replaced with birdsong that greeted the pinkening sky to the east.

Finally, he might voice the question that had been plaguing his childish mind since they’d left the palace behind. “Why, Mama?”

His mother knelt before him and set both hands on his shoulders. Beneath her eyes, the smear of earth on her face had given way to two salty tracks. “I’ve brought you something.” She reached into her pack to produce a long, narrow bundle. In the growing dawn light, she unbound the rough cloth. Metal rung like a bell as she withdrew a long, heavy broadsword. “This is Char. I laid it by for when you’re old enough.”

Far better than a dagger, this. Papa’s eagle decorated the pommel. Round-eyed, he reached out and touched the glimmering metal. Then he traced the embossed runes, his fingertip bumping down the black leather.

“Do you want to know what that says?” his mama asked in her quiet way. “Death to the unworthy.”

“What does that mean?”

She set the blade aside. “He who draws it lives or dies by the king’s will.”

He shook his head. “But Papa is the king.”

“You are the king now.”

He nodded as if he understood. Yet the question still remained. “Why, Mama?”

She did not answer it, not directly. “I must keep you safe. One day you might reclaim the kingship that is yours.”

Sometime later, he felt hands on his body. Soft hands, feminine hands stroking his chest, his arms, his shoulders, his legs. They left cold dampness in their wake. He reached out to capture them. To take away whatever was leaving him chilled. To replace them with her body’s warmth.

He grasped at air. The hands returned, stroking, stroking, but never bringing the sort of relief he sought, and always they melted away when he reached. Fingers caressed his face, accompanied by words spoken in a soothing tone, but his brain was too muddled to untangle them into sense.

He reached again, touched this time. Soft skin. A cheek. His fingers trailed down over a pair of lush lips. Traced a smile. The lips puckered beneath the pad of his thumb for the briefest of moments, and then the hands clasped his wrists and pressed them back to the bed.

“Easy.” At last the voice penetrated. Soft, yet tinged with a note of desperation.

Something cool and damp and slightly rough sloughed along his chest. A sponge. Cold water. Last he’d known, Calista was cuddled on the mattress with him, and now she was bathing him. Three Gods, how long had he been out?

“How long?” he whispered, just like the first time he’d awoken in her chamber, his voice just as weak.

“Too long, you’ve burned too long.” The desperation had taken over fully now. And no wonder. Her father’s life hung in the same balance as his. As long as Kestrel held Belwin, she’d take good care of him.

He must remember that. She’d lain beside him, long enough for her reserve to thaw. He’d detected the beginnings of a response to him in the easing of her body, the touch of her hands. But it was all for her father’s sake, not for his. Not yet. One day, he might elicit that. But not before he got better. And not before he’d gained everything he wanted. Including their marriage.

—

“Who is Josse Vandal?”

Torch’s eyes snapped open. Calista had asked the question in all innocence—or had she? He could no longer tell. One moment, she’d been spooning weak broth into his mouth like he was some toothless dotard, and the next she’d posed that question.

He dodged the spoon. Damned broth was tasteless and not likely to bring his strength back any time soon. “Where did you hear that name?”

“Vandal? It’s the king’s family name.”

The Usurper had attached the Vandal name to his own, certainly. Not that he had a right to it. “No, the other. Where did you hear that?”

“From you. You were fairly raving last night.”

Damn. Damn, damn, damn. He recalled the dream now, his memory turning the pages of his past as through an ancient chronicle.

At least his fever had broken, so he was unlikely to repeat that mistake. He’d awoken in the deep watches of the night drenched in sweat and shivering, but it had been real shivering brought on by true cold, not the false sense brought on by his illness. He lay now at Calista’s mercy, still, weakened from his ordeal. He’d been able to rise from the bed only for the time it took her to change his sheets, before he had to lie down and sleep again.

“It is a name best forgotten.” He was so weak, he couldn’t even put the usual note of command in his tone. The Faceless One take it, Kestrel would have a good laugh at his expense. And not just Kestrel. The rest of his Brotherhood as well.

“Vandal.” She spooned up some more of that damned broth. “Just like the king.”

He couldn’t even reply to that. Magnus had taken the Vandal name to himself, but it wasn’t his, even if he had done his level best to erase that fact from living memory. As for Josse or Jaffe or any of the true Vandals, rumor had it, Magnus didn’t suffer anyone to utter the names in his presence.

“Like the king, indeed.” For want of any better answer, he occupied his mouth by taking the proffered spoon. A pity he couldn’t waste a little more time chewing. If he took long enough, he might even make her forget her curiosity. “You don’t suppose you could find me something a little more substantial to eat?” he added once he’d swallowed. “And some ale to wash it down?”

“Not yet.” She’d replied just as he’d suspected. “You’ve only just recovered, and I’d like to make sure you stay that way.”

Typical woman, but if he acted like less than a model patient, he might succeed in distracting her further. “Odd, I didn’t think forcing dirty dishwater on a sick man was all that beneficial.”

She sent him a dark look and offered him the spoon again.

“I’m completely serious. Have you tasted this?”

He grabbed the utensil from her hand. Thank the gods he’d taken her by surprise and she let him have it. If she’d resisted, he wasn’t certain he’d have the energy to fight her. Leaning forward, he dipped into the bowl and dredged up a spoonful of watery brown mess.

She jerked her head away. “I’m not the one who needs to regain her strength.”

He let himself grin. “I prefer to think you’d simply rather not test this yourself. Then you’ll have to admit how vile it truly is.”

“You need this more than I,” she protested.

“Is it because you’d rather not share a spoon?” His lips stretched even wider. He may be weak as a newborn puppy, but he could still tease outrageously. “Come now, it would be no different than giving me a kiss.”

Two spots of red formed on her cheeks, and she ducked her head. “Somehow I don’t think so.”

“You’re absolutely right. I can guarantee you my kisses would taste far better than this swill.”

“Not at the moment.” Despite her deepening blush, she cast him a dark look. “That’s all you’ve been eating, and you haven’t taken in much for days before that.”

“Promise you’ll give me a chance to test the theory, and I’ll finish my porridge like a good boy. On my own, for that matter.” He took the bowl in both hands. “Just give me some mint to chew and a twig to clean my teeth, and I’ll prove you wrong on all counts.”

He disposed of the contents in three gulps. The liquid seared his tongue, and he grimaced as it burned a path to his stomach.

“Now.” He pushed back the blankets.

Her eyes went round, and she snapped them to his face. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I’ve spent enough time abed this past sennight, don’t you think?”

“Yes, but…”

He hadn’t forgotten he was naked beneath the blankets—and neither had she, judging by the color rising in her cheeks. The pink washed up her neck to her forehead. This is how she’ll look in your bed, once she’s spent her passion. And she would spend all her passion. He’d satisfy the both of them, and the sooner the better.

“You’re not going to come over all shy on me, are you?” He swung his legs to the side of the mattress. The scarred skin over his wound stretched and pulled. “As much time as you’ve spent with me these past days, you ought to be used to the sight of me by now.” And if she wasn’t, she’d best get used to it. Once he married her, he planned on spending as much time as possible shut up in this room, with nary a stitch of clothing between the pair of them.

“I suppose so, but…” She turned and rooted in a chest. A moment later, a crisp swath of fabric, smelling of lavender, smacked him in the face. “When you had to see to any personal needs, I let Owl take care of that.”

“Yes, but now you’ve finally managed to get rid of him. A wise decision there.” To preserve her sensibilities, he eased the clean braies about his hips. “And I won’t even ask you to help me with any personal matters, as you put it. I can manage on my own, I believe.”

“I wouldn’t be so certain.” Even though he’d covered himself, she kept her gaze on her clasped hands.

“Shall we put it to the test?” The rushes beneath his bare feet prickled beneath his toes and released a fresh scent of cut hay. He planted his palms and leaned forward. So far so good. As long as his legs supported him, he’d be fine. And if they didn’t, well, Calista was on hand to make certain he didn’t collapse into an awkward heap on the floor.

“It’s too soon.” At last she deigned to look at him, if only to fix him with a glare. “You’ve barely come back to yourself.” She crossed her arms. “But if you’re going to be stubborn about it, go ahead. You fall on your arse, I’m not going to help you up. You can just lie there.”

Torch was a veteran of enough battles and tourneys to recognize a gauntlet when one was cast. “I’m not going to fall.”

He pressed himself to his feet. The room reeled like a storm-tossed vessel, and his knees felt as if they were made of water. The exact sensation he recalled from the great hall, just before he’d keeled over the first time. Bloody, bloody weakness. But he’d sworn to her he wouldn’t fall, and damn it all, he would keep his vow. So he gritted his teeth and gripped the headboard.

Like a dancer reluctant for the music to end, the chamber stopped its mad whirl. “There now. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

When the black spots dancing before his eyes settled, he discovered her hovering a handbreadth away and closer. “You’ll injure yourself if you’re not careful.”

“And if I don’t move, I’ll become an invalid. I cannot afford that.” Gods, no. Magnus would be on them as soon as the Usurper got word where the real danger lay. The last thing Torch wanted was to leave the command of that battle to Kestrel while he lay abed like an old woman. “Come, help me as far as the window.”

“And if you collapse, who will hold you up? I cannot support your entire weight.”

Oh, but she would in bed. She would, and revel in every last thrust. He’d make certain of it. “I’m not planning on collapsing.”

“You say that because you cannot see how white you went just now…”

“Even if I saw, I’d still move about. I cannot stand another instant in that bed. At least not alone.” He paused and softened his tone. “Come, lend me your shoulder.”

She shook her head, but still ducked beneath his arm to press her lithe body against his side. Her skin and gown were soft against him, her curves yielding. One firm breast thrust against the side of his chest, and one arm circled his waist. A scent rose from her, clean and flowery and sweet. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

Soon, he promised himself. Soon, that scent would be imprinted on him, just as her body would don his essence. As soon as he was able to make it belowstairs to the family altar, he would kneel before her and make his vows. And then she would be his by right. His queen.

Step by step, they shuffled to the window. Damn it all, the chamber hadn’t appeared so big, but with each hesitant footfall, the distance seemed to broaden. Bloody, bloody weakness. He must overcome it and soon. By the time he could grip the stone sill, he was panting.

Calista drew away, and reluctantly he let her. He no longer possessed the energy to tighten his arm about her and hold her where she belonged. “And how do you think you’re going to get back?”

“Half a moment, and I’ll manage it.” He’d never felt so completely unmanned, not even when he was first learning swordplay at the hands of the Stormlord, whose sons beat him mercilessly to the taunts of bastard.

His fingernails dug into the stone until his knuckles whitened. The damned black spots came back fluttering before his eyes like a flock of Black Kerrick. He gritted his teeth. He would not pass out.

He swayed, and from somewhere a hand came up to steady him. Calista. Her palm burned into the bare skin of his shoulder, and he leaned into the touch. She put her arms around him, and despite his efforts, he slumped forward, his weight settling against her. Her breath emerged in a rush of warm air.

“Thought you were going to let me lie where I fell,” he said as much to keep himself conscious as anything.

“I ought to.” Despite her words, she leaned into him.

Her forehead came to rest at the base of his throat, directly on the clasp that bound his neck. Suddenly his Scrying Stone burned as hot as the damnable poker she’d used on his wound.

“Oh.” She tried to flinch away, but the balance between them was too precarious.

He lowered his head to the top of hers and clenched the Stone in his fist. A fiery brand seared his palm, and he half expected the acrid smell of burning flesh to taint the air. Sweat beaded on his forehead, but slowly, without the contact between the two of them and the Stone, the damnable thing eased off, until it felt barely warm in his hand. Still, it seemed to throb against his flesh like a heart. Pulse…pulse…and…pulse.

“What was that?” she asked faintly. Her voice strained through gritted teeth as she fought to support him.

He forced himself away and leaned on the wall, panting as if he’d just fought in a melee with the greatest swordsmen of the age. The fieldstone wall pressed cool against his back. He stared at the ceiling beams for a long moment before his breath returned enough for a reply. “My Stone.”

“Why…why did it do that?” She eyed his throat as if the stone might suddenly decide to turn into a rat and lunge for her nose.

“I’m not sure. It’s never done that before.” Only half a lie.

“You…you pressed my hand over it, and it warmed. Do you recall? You were half mad with fever.”

He shook his head. Another lie of a sort there. He had deliberately placed her hand over it, but as a test, one she’d passed. He never expected the thing to blaze red-hot the second time. But the stone’s reaction only solidified his conviction. Calista was meant for him.

His, not Magnus’s.

“What…” She raised a finger, not pointing in accusation, but partly curious. Almost as if she wished to test it again. “What is it?”

“The Avestari call it a Scrying Stone. You should ask Wolf about it sometime.”

“Wolf?”

“One of my Brotherhood.” One she might meet eventually, once Wolf came back from the field with Griffin. “The Avestari seek them out, but not everyone finds one. When you do, you must guard it preciously, for it has chosen you.”

She dropped her hand and crossed her arms. “It doesn’t look as if yours has chosen me.”

“Oh, but it has. I saw you long before I turned my sights to this keep.”

“So you’ve claimed. Because of a stone you decided to attack us?”

“I took this keep because it was the easiest of the Strongholds to take.” He couldn’t help but smile. “But because of a stone, I’ve decided to keep you.”


Chapter 7

Metal shrieked against metal as blades pounded shields. The steady clanking rhythm nearly drowned out the men’s grunts, yet underneath lay the distant steady beat of hammers on the gates. The repairs were all but completed, though Kestrel had set Blackbriar retainers to shoring up the other defenses. A second curtain wall was envisioned, so outside the gates, men labored at digging the foundations, one heavy shovelful of earth at a time.

He’d set all hands to the work, while maintaining a rotating schedule between work and guard duty with a day of mandated rest here and there. But rest did not guarantee idleness. The Brotherhood needed to keep their sword arms strong and their reflexes keen to face Magnus’s forces.

Kestrel faced off with Owl, his blunted practice sword raining blows on the boy’s shield. With each clash of the blade on the buckler, Owl retreated a step, unable to parry, while a grim-faced Kestrel barked reminders.

“Knees!”

Clank!

“Elbows!”

Clank!

“Eyes!”

Crash!

As the boy lost yet more ground to his opponent, Calista crossed her arms. She’d rather be anywhere but the practice yard, but she must keep an eye on her charge. Torch had made his halting way to the opposite side to survey the proceedings, arms crossed, stance tense and wide, expression assessing.

“What do ye want to wager he’d like to be in there himself?” Calista turned to find her maid watching the action just as closely, assessing after her own manner.

“He may well want to, but he’s not strong enough yet.” Four days risen from his sickbed, and Torch had wished to inspect his new defenses, but he’d only managed the trek as far as the yard. And he had yet to climb the staircases back to her chamber. Until his assured stride came back, she had to remain at hand to help him walk.

“I’ll wager it would be a sight to see, him fighting.” Tamsin’s voice turned soft and airy. “I’d like to see him take on his commander.”

Said commander had forced Owl to retreat nearly to the far wall. “Fight, damn you!” His shout rose above the general clangor of the yard. “Defend yourself!”

Owl tossed his shield aside and gripped his blade two-handed. He glared up at his opponent through narrowed eyes. Without warning he slashed at the air. Kestrel leapt to one side, never once giving ground, and delivered a side-hand cut that clipped the boy’s left arm.

His blade clattered to the packed earth, but Kestrel gave him no quarter. Grabbing him by the gorget, he pulled back his sword hand, as if he would stab the boy in the heart. “You’re dead, you idiot. Now pick up your weapons and try again.”

A red-faced Owl strode back to the middle of the yard. Heat practically rose off his cheeks in waves.

“One thing’s certain,” Calista commented. “He needs a more worthy opponent.”

“There’s a poetry to it, all the same,” Tamsin sighed. “But, yes, it would be lovely to see him take on someone who’s more of a match.”

Torch pushed himself away from the wall and strode between the combatants. Even that effort caused a sheen of sweat to break out on his brow, and the tension in his jaw pointed to clenched teeth.

Calista pressed her lips together. “If he isn’t careful, they’ll be hauling him back abovestairs on a bier. And then Father will be stuck in that cell while the oaf regains his strength again.”

“Just like a man, though. He’s not one to lie abed, that one. Not unless…” A dreamy sort of smile replaced the remainder of that sentence.

Calista found herself unclenching her teeth. “Unless what?”

“Oh, nothing. I merely meant he’s not one to stay in bed overlong, unless he has company.”

“And what would you know about it?” A useless question when Calista had spent nearly every waking moment with the man since his arrival.

“Nothing at all, my lady.” Her eyes went round, and roses bloomed in her cheeks. “I’m merely speculating. Besides, I’ve heard him declare his intentions. I know better than to overstep. And it’s his commander that’s caught my eye.”

“Kestrel?” Objectively, Calista could look at the man and declare him handsome, though far too serious. But something about Torch’s stance—his arrogant confidence despite his injuries—drew her eye back to him.

Tamsin merely smiled. “I wouldn’t mind being the one to make him drop that sour expression.”

Calista turned her attention back to the yard. “I doubt he ever drops it.”

If he did, Owl wasn’t likely to be the one to make him do so. The boy was losing badly once more. Even the threat of Torch hovering over him wasn’t improving his swordplay.

“I believe the boy would stand a better chance if he could keep his eye on the fight in front of him,” Calista commented.

Torch had noticed as well. He kept glancing in their direction. His gaze traced from Tamsin to Owl and back, and then he stepped between the combatants. Just before a lethal blow hit Torch, Kestrel turned it aside.

“Are you daft?” he shouted. “You’re not even wearing a helm.”

A sudden silence fell. The other men stopped their sparring, as everyone’s attention turned on Kestrel. Torch thrust out a hand, his intent clear from across the yard. Without a word, Owl proffered his weapon.

Torch raised the sword in a salute, but even from this distance, Calista could see the point waver.

“What does he think he’s doing?” she murmured to herself as much as to Tamsin.

Despite the growing sense of tension hovering over the scene, Tamsin giggled. “I don’t know as I’d mind watching them take each other on.”

“But he’s in no condition to fight.”

Kestrel seemed to be in agreement. Two red splotches formed on his cheeks, and he dropped both hands to his sides, sword and shield, leaving himself open and vulnerable.

“What’s your problem?” Torch’s shout carried to the walls. “Defend yourself.”

Kestrel stared for a long moment, his lips flat, and a prickle worked its way up Calista’s spine. “No, my lord.”

“Why? Do you not deem me a fit opponent?”

Kestrel bowed his head, as if he expected Torch to sever his neck then and there. “Your pardon, sir,” Kestrel muttered, but in the utter silence his voice seemed to echo. “I forgot myself.”

With a curt nod, Torch lowered his weapon. “It’s my duty to know my men and their abilities. If I didn’t trust your reflexes, I’d never have placed myself in front of your blade. As for you…”

He turned to Owl, presenting the hilt to the boy. “I expect better. If you would continue to serve me, you must become more proficient. You will fight out here every day until you can turn every last one of Kestrel’s attacks. Understood?”

Owl stared at the ground, but his knuckles as he gripped the sword were white. “Yes, sir.”

Torch glanced about the yard. “As you were. Show one another no mercy, for you can be certain Magnus Ironfist’s men will not.”

Not a single jest or shout of laughter greeted the command. Only obedience, pure and immediate. And, for a band of marauders, didn’t the Brotherhood treat their leader with deference?

As Torch made his way from the center of the yard, the murderous dance, punctuated with the beat of sword on shield, resumed about him. The ground-eating stride with which he began his walk soon gave way to a noticeable limp. By the time he reached Calista and Tamsin, lines of tension had formed about his jaw where he gritted his teeth.

“The pair of you, out of the yard,” he barked. “The men don’t need your sort of distraction.”

At his sharp tone, Tamsin gave a squeak, but Calista raised her chin. “And who will help you back up those stairs to your bed?”

“If I ask it, any one of these men would bear me on a bier.”

“But you wouldn’t ask them, would you?”

He turned to gaze about the yard, and something sparked in his eyes. Pride, yes, but longing as well. He yearned to be out there with his Brothers, honing his skills, sharpening his reflexes, regaining his strength. “No.”

She laid a hand on his forearm. “Come. Rest now, before you completely exhaust yourself.”

“I’m bloody tired of resting. If this keeps up much longer, my arm will forget what it’s like to lift my sword.”

At the frustration behind his words, her heart gave an odd sort of flutter, and her fingers tightened about his wrist. Had he been armed, he wouldn’t have even felt the movement beneath his steel gauntlets. Except he wore a simple jerkin. But for the metal studs dotting the boiled leather, he was hardly distinguishable from the servants. And how that must grate at him.

“You’ll take up your sword again, soon enough, and your hand will remember the moment it grips the hilt.”

He twisted his arm beneath her, his fingers coming around to grasp her arm. “May you have the right of it.”

“Come,” she coaxed, as much to evade the strange light in his eyes as to persuade him to rest.

Surprisingly enough, he obeyed, their hands joined, following her into the cool darkness of the great hall, quiet at this hour. The servants had finished clearing the midday meal and the trestle tables stood at their places around the walls. At the back of the space, steps arched upward to the higher levels of the keep.

When they reached the flight, she sensed his hesitation through the grip of her hand.

“Have you overextended yourself?” she asked.

“I can climb it. I have to.” Stark words, those, and harshly spoken, as if he might order his recalcitrant muscles into obedience the way he ordered his men. “One step at a time.”

Maintaining his hold on her, he gripped the stone railing with his other hand. Through the contact, she could feel the grit and determination to succeed, but she could also feel the slight tremor coming from his weakened leg.

He hauled himself over the first few risers before stopping to stare out a window. Beyond the curved stone mullions, the curtain wall gave way to the towers above the gates. “Do you know what lies beyond the Freeholds?”

She blinked and blinked again. The question had come out of nowhere. “Wasteland? That is what I’ve always heard.”

“No.”

She caught him eyeing the stairs and understanding blossomed. He would make the trek to her chamber under his own power, but he’d use any excuse to stop and rest along the way. Leastways, as long as that fact wasn’t too apparent. So she played along. “What, then?”

“You’ve never heard of the Pinnacle?”

She sifted through all the stories her childhood tutor had told her, but nothing matched. “I’m afraid not.”

He dragged himself up another few stairs before replying. “The Steelsleet family has held that stronghold for centuries.”

She could only nod politely. None of this meant anything to her.

“Imagine.” He turned to face her and his expression took on a faraway look. “A castle made entirely out of ice.”

“That sounds like the stories my nursemaid used to tell me.” Only her nursemaid had come from the same lands as her mother. The Aranya far to the south told tales of blazing deserts haunted by mirages and chimera.

“This is no tale to beguile children. I’ve seen it.” He moved sideways up the steps. “I lived there. It’s like a vast, shining spike that pierces the clouds.”

“It cannot truly be made of ice. It would melt, unless the cold is so enduring there. But then you would not have survived.” Even though she had witnessed him sick with fever, she could barely fathom a situation Torch would not withstand. Not when he exuded such intriguing power. Not when strength emanated from his entire being. Survival seemed to be woven into his sinew.

“It begins as ice. There’s some secret involved that turns it hard as Adamant. Unbreakable. Impregnable even to the heat of the armorer’s forge.” He glanced about, as if trying once more to catch a glimpse of Blackbriar’s walls, but they’d moved past the window. “Such a fortress could never be taken.”

She shook her head. “Then why hasn’t every lord of a stronghold built himself a similar fortress?”

“The Pinnacle is ancient, the secret closely guarded,” he muttered almost to himself.

“More’s the pity. Otherwise you could hire workmen from the Pinnacle to shore up our walls.”

His forehead furrowed into thoughtfulness. “Yes…That I could.”

The clump of booted feet in the hall below drew her attention. Men marched across the space, headed for the bailey and the walls. The guard was changing. Others tramped in from outdoors, sweaty with a long day’s labor at the gates. From above, another set of footsteps approached at a rapid clip.

Rand, one of the Blackbriar guards, emerged from the upper story and pulled up short on the landing, his gaze passing from Torch to Calista and back. His lip curled in a way she’d rarely seen from the guard.

“Is aught amiss?” she asked carefully.

“Nothing at all. My lady,” Rand added almost as an afterthought.

“What were you doing abovestairs?”

“Your lady mother required my assistance.”

Torch stepped forward, nearly shouldering her aside. “With what?”

Rand pressed his lips together but withered soon enough under Torch’s glare. “She wished me to carry a message to Lord Belwin.”

“I do not need to remind you that Belwin is no longer lord here.” Torch did not raise his voice. He did not need to. Every word from his mouth bore a surprising authority for a man reportedly raised in the wild. “You will go to the walls and take up your duty. There will be no carrying of messages.”

“Your pardon. Lady Amara begged me. Your commander has forbidden her to visit her husband.”

“I shall have a word with Kestrel, then. Never let it be said I stood in the way of conjugal bliss. Lady Amara may visit her husband under supervision.” Torch’s hand sought the railing, his knuckles whitening as he gripped, as if he could not support himself much longer. Or perhaps he missed gripping the hilt of his sword. “What is your name?”

“Rand.” Again, the hesitation. “My lord.”

“In the future you will remember to treat your lady with respect.” There was no mistaking which lady he referred to.

Rand eyed Calista. “Your pardon, my lady.”

Torch nodded. “As you were.”

He watched Rand descend the stairs before tackling the next flight. He held fast to the railing as if it were a weapon. Proud, oh yes. Too proud to beg a woman for help.

But however long it took, she would stand beside him. Gods help her if he stumbled, though. His weight would be too much for her to stop him from falling. She shook her head to chase away the image of him lying crumpled at the foot of the stairs, broken. She had to make certain he arrived at the top safely. For her father.

“I thank you for allowing my mother a small kindness,” she said. “Although it occurs to me that if you can walk as far as the bailey and take up arms, you might let my father go free.”

Once more, he came to a halt, but this time, she suspected, his stopping had less to do with fatigue. “Not yet.”

“Why?”

He stiffened.

Yes, and now she’d put her foot in things quite neatly. She straightened her spine. “Your conditions for my father’s freedom have been met. You’re healed.”

He turned to face her, his expression grim. She felt as if she were back in the bailey watching him lift his sword against Kestrel. Only this time, she was the one facing the blade. Like Kestrel, she’d overstepped. Torch held all the power, and she’d best remember that.

“It is as I told Rand.” He spoke to her just as quietly but every syllable rang with authority. A shivery tingle passed down the back of her neck. “I am in command here. Belwin will be released on my word and no other’s.”


Chapter 8

Infuriating man. Calista’s stride lengthened as she circled the interior of the castle walls, ever aware of the guards above. Torch’s men. At an order, they’d shoot her, and she’d best remember that.

He wouldn’t do it.

No, not when he insisted on marrying her instead. He’d come to claim her, along with this keep, and claim her he would. His actions today left her with no doubt on that point.

He was a man who expected and received unquestioning obedience from his men. Surely he’d require as much from his wife. But Magnus would hardly be any different.

Bloody, stubborn, thickheaded arse…

But handsome nonetheless. Powerful. Enticing. Intriguing.

She slammed into a barrel, sending the air rushing from her lungs. Staggering back, she hugged her belly.

A red-faced farmwife clad in brown cottar-spun opened her mouth, no doubt to berate Calista’s clumsiness, but her expression changed in an instant when she saw whom she was addressing. “Take care, m’lady.”

A glance about revealed several others with laden carts in varied stages of off-loading. Casks of ale and wine, barrels of grain, cattle and pigs for the slaughter. Provisions to feed Torch’s men.

Or to withstand a siege.

With a nod, Calista backed away from the farmwife. She ought to go check on her charge. If she cared at all about her father’s welfare, she would. At least, she’d extracted a promise from Torch that he’d rest himself. Yes, but would he?

Not bloody likely.

And she’d made so many turns of the yard already, she’d lost count. With a sigh, she headed for the great hall. As she ascended the stairs to her bedchamber, guilt nibbled at the corners of her conscience, an insidious little mouse at a wheel of cheese. What if his fever had returned? Worse, what if he had fallen and cracked his head on the windowsill? She pushed aside a vision of him lying in a pool of blood. If he’d been foolish enough to rise again after his exertions earlier today, he deserved whatever fate dealt him.

In fact, if he wasn’t lying peacefully in bed like an obedient boy, she’d be tempted to crack his head for him. He may require her to speed his healing, but he could at least help matters along by cooperating with her orders.

As if a man such as he would take orders from anyone, let alone a woman.

She yanked the door to her chamber open and froze on the threshold.

In spite of his earlier exertions, he stood in the middle of the floor, his sword raised, the other arm extended to balance. The blade whooshed through the air as he brought it down in a lethal arc. Jaw set, he swung the weapon in a series of graceful movements. Left, right. Up, down. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead.

“What in the name of all the hells do you think you’re about?” She marched into the room, narrowly avoiding the weapon.

In the nick of time, he pulled himself to a halt. “What do you mean stepping in front of a blade like that?”

She ignored the warning note in his voice. “It’s no more than you did down in the yard.”

“Those were practice weapons. I could have sliced your head off.”

She stared at the sword, the same one he’d used when he’d taken the castle. Its edges glinted red, some cunning work of the smith that, under sunlight, would give the impression of flames. An ancient art, possibly—one long forgotten in these later days. But how did one such as he, with no parentage to speak of, one who’d plundered every last bit of gear he owned, come by such a costly weapon? Not just costly. That blade would have held pride of place in a king’s horde.

She shook the thought aside and willed her heart into submission. “You shouldn’t even be out of bed,” she insisted. “I’m beginning to think Kestrel was mistaken when he called you daft. You’re worse than daft.”

“I’ve been laid up in bed long enough to drive any man insane with boredom.” He spit the words out between clenched teeth. Anger? Or was he trying to mask the shaking that preceded another collapse?

“You will not heal if you do not allow yourself the time.”

“That is my problem. I have no time.” He loomed closer, his broad shoulders seeming to span from wall to wall. “There’s no telling when Magnus will be upon us. I need to be ready to face him when he comes. I cannot be laid up in this chamber like some craven dotard. My men follow me. I need to lead them.”

“And if you’re not healed properly, he will slay you just as certainly. Is that what you want?” The gods only knew why she was defending him. If she were a loyal subject, she’d pray for his death. She ought to encourage him along this current path. Only they still held her father.

“No, damn it. I want to win.” He might have shouted for all the intensity behind those words. Only once he’d finished speaking did she realize he’d made that declaration quietly.

“What gain is there for you here?”

“I’d think that clear. Lands, a place of strength to hold under my own name.” His glance flicked to her lips. “Some semblance of permanence.”

She tore her gaze away at all he’d left unsaid. He wanted her, and an heir as well, but some feeling deep in her belly told her he was after even more than that. She knew of no way to divine the future the way he claimed to, but that gnawing inside her was beginning to burn just as hot as his Scrying Stone.

At last she held out her hand. “Give me the sword.”

A roguish smile spread over his features. “Gladly, my lady, but I thought one such as you might prefer to wait until our wedding night to take my sword in hand.”

She gasped. “You know quite well what I meant. You are to put up all weapons until I give you leave, sir.”

Like a candle being doused, his smile disappeared. “I’d have thought you’d learn by now. I do not take orders. I give them.”

She reached for his sword hand, curled her fingers over his, but they held firm about the hilt. “In my chamber, I give the orders.” Daring of her, after his displays earlier, but she must assert herself if she wanted to get anywhere with him. “If you wish to heal, you would be wise to obey.”

“And what would you have me do to pass the time until that glorious day you decide to release me from this prison?” His face hovered a mere handbreadth from hers, his breath wafting warm over her cheeks. It carried the scent of mint, and perforce she recalled his words of the other day.

Give me some mint to chew and a twig to clean my teeth, and I’ll prove you wrong on all counts.

He’d been chewing mint, and he most definitely had something to prove. The thought settled deep in her midsection and generated as much warmth as the midday sun. She should back away now, before his lips descended, before he could construe any of her actions as encouragement. As confident as he was, the last thing he needed was for her to fall at his feet.

And yet, her own feet seemed rooted to the spot.

He raised his free hand, and set it to her jaw. The rough calluses on his fingertips tickled her skin. “I can think of any number of ways to pass the time that don’t involve fighting.”

She reached up and covered his hand with her palm, whether to peel it away or for the excuse to touch him, she didn’t know. But she didn’t need an excuse to touch him. She’d done little else since he’d arrived, and in far more intimate spots than the back of his hands.

He leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. Softly he caressed her, the gentleness surprising in a man rumored to take whatever he wanted and to the Faceless One with the consequences. And that one simple movement communicated volumes to her. He wanted her, yes, but he wanted her willing, and he’d wait for her consent.

That thought alone was enough to uproot her, but instead of away, she stepped closer, stepped into his embrace, and twined her arms about his neck. His blade clattered to the floor, and he framed her face with his hands, his fingers spearing into her hair.

The second time he touched his mouth to hers, he delivered the sort of blow she’d expected with his first kiss, demanding her surrender as he’d demanded her father yield the keep. His lips firm on hers, he traced her lower lip with his tongue.

Unsure, she backed away, but he followed, repeating the gesture. “Open for me, sweetling. Let me teach you.”

Teach. And what all might he teach her beyond kisses? Delicious things, if the feelings this simple touch aroused in her were any indication.

She raised her chin, and her lips parted. He angled his head and deepened the contact, while his hands wandered over her shoulders, bringing her into the full circle of his embrace. Over the past few days, her fingertips had grown familiar with the hard planes of his body, the grooves of his skin that delineated each muscle. But this way, his chest to her breasts, their hips pressed together, their thighs aligned, this full contact ignited a sudden spark in her belly. In the next instant, it was more than a mere spark. A fire deep inside her roared to life, demanded release, demanded she respond to him as much as anything he asked of her.

A few kisses, an embrace, and she was lost. Lost not just in his body but his clean taste. Mint, yes, but something frank and earthy lay beneath. His scent enveloped her, the freshness of leather, combined with the coldness of metal, both the hard and the soft.

His hands wandered down her spine, as he pressed eager kisses to her lower lip, her chin, the end of her nose. He dipped below her waist, and his palms molded themselves to the contours of her backside, bringing their lower bodies into fuller contact. Something hard and thick and long insistently probed at her belly, and she moaned.

By all the gods, was that his shaft? She couldn’t avoid seeing it while she was caring for him. At rest it hadn’t seemed so intimidating. But now…Curiosity and terror mingled with desire, and she clenched her fists into the leather of his jerkin, to stop herself from testing its length and girth with her hands.

He pulled away, and looked down at her, his breath heavy. “Aren’t you a surprising little minx?”

She ought to take such a comment for an insult, but something in his tone brought her up short. The rough notes of desire fueled that rumble, certainly, but a strain of reverence entwined with it, and that made her gasp and her knees crumble just as surely as his embrace had.

“What is happening to me?” The question had leapt to her mind on multiple occasions since Torch had captured Blackbriar, but now she gave it voice. Whenever she was in his presence, she felt as if a separate entity was pushing her in his direction. A blush rushed to heat her cheeks.

“It seems to me you’re awakening. Your body, not your mind.” He brushed a strand of hair back from her forehead. “Have you never kissed before?”

A few suitors had tried, but she’d rebuffed their fumbling attempts. She’d bitten the last man who’d tried to thrust his tongue in her mouth…however, Torch didn’t repel her. On the contrary, he tempted her. Awakened was just the word for it. He’d awakened a hunger inside her that craved more and more and more. And only he could satisfy it.

“Not like this.” Her voice sounded unfamiliar in her ears, lower and husky and rough.

“Perhaps we should try again.”

He did not wait for her assent this time. Like a jouster in the lists, he charged in, his kiss hard and demanding and devouring. She reached up and ran her fingers along his cheek. The stubble of his beard rasped beneath her fingertips with every movement of his jaw.

“Such a lovely temptation,” he whispered between kisses. “But I knew you would be.”

He knew. She recalled the sudden blaze of heat of the Stone between their hands. He’d seen her somehow. For him this marriage was a foregone conclusion. All that was wanting was the ceremony itself. And where was her choice in all of this? Did she have one? Was her body’s raging response to him even real, or somehow ordained by some outside force?

Magnus was no more your choice, echoed a persistent voice in her head.

No, her father had negotiated that betrothal. Magnus wanted a young bride capable of giving him sons, and her father wanted a better position among the king’s men. All along, she’d been nothing but a pawn.

With Torch, you still have a choice. A choice, yes, to accept him or not, but if she did not choose him, she was left with Magnus. And gods, how Torch could convince. But she didn’t have to make the decision yet.

She set her hands on his chest and pushed away, ducking her head from the continued questing of his mouth.

“What is it?” His embrace loosened, but he didn’t release her. His hands clasped easily at her waist. His fingers bumped along the crisscross of lacing on each side of her bodice. “You were going all lovely and soft just now.”

“I shouldn’t do this.”

That roguish grin of his returned. “Of course you should.” In harmony with his expression, his tone was light and playful. “You can’t convince me you weren’t enjoying yourself. Not with that becoming flush on your cheeks. I’d wager you’re the color of your family’s roses.”

By all the gods, this impish side of him was impossible to resist. It demanded a response just as surely as his kisses did. It coaxed her to play along with him, to return jibe for jibe. Only this time he wasn’t needling her. He was paying her a compliment in his way. “Yes, but—”

“Come, now. Try again. This lesson isn’t finished.” He leaned in, but rather than press his lips to her again, he dipped his head farther, and his teeth tugged at her earlobe. His fingers skimmed her sides, once again bouncing along the laces of her gown.

She could feel him fiddling at her waist, the way his teeth and tongue worried at her neck. Tempting, those laces, tempting him to undo them, the way he was tempting her to let him. And when he nipped and licked and caressed with his mouth, all she wanted to do was close her eyes and permit him every last liberty. And revel in every sensation he aroused, every moan and sigh he elicited.

The bed loomed just beyond her field of vision, its presence palpable. If he carried this lesson far enough, he’d have her on it. On her back. Beneath him. Her heart skittered at the notion, for he made her want that. Made her want the joining of their bodies. Made her want to cast aside all her father’s ambitions and choose the bastard outlaw.

“By all the gods, what is this?” Her mother’s sharp admonition sent an awful jolt through Calista. She’d been so caught up in Torch, she hadn’t even heard the door open. Or had she neglected to close it, and her mother simply walked in? She didn’t remember, so confused were her thoughts.

She spun out of his embrace, hot color rising to her cheeks.

“My lady.” If anything, Torch sounded amused, damn the man. Amused and ready to spout off some roguish witticism to make her blush further. Make her melt and want to return the spar, if she was honest. She couldn’t let that happen.

“Did you need something, Mother?” she asked crisply, as if she’d been caught at nothing more daring than rearranging the stillroom.

“It seems I require a word with you in private.” Her voice dry and cracked as autumn leaves, she jerked her head toward the corridor.

If she meant by that gesture that Torch should vacate the chamber, he chose to ignore it. “I find myself weakened from my recent exertions.”

At that word, Calista’s cheeks burned even hotter. Good gods, he made it sound as if they’d been engaging in a vigorous round of bed sport. No, just leading up to it.

He stepped to the bed and stretched his body across the mattress. “I will gladly excuse you ladies to conduct your conversation in great privacy.”

The rogue. He was enjoying her discomfiture. Her mother’s thoughts seemed to reflect her own, for she cast him a narrow look. “Come along, then, Calista.”

With surprising force, her mother wrapped her fingers about Calista’s upper arm and dragged her into the corridor. The upper story was deserted for now, although a servant might happen along at any time. Hardly the spot for a private conversation, but apparently Mother was too overset to notice.

“What did you think you were doing in there?” she spat. “Give the slightest encouragement to a man like that, and he’ll have you on your back before you can even think to scream.”

“It…He wasn’t like that, Mother.” For the life of her, Calista couldn’t have said why she was defending Torch. A man like that, indeed. But Mother was only judging by his reputation. She couldn’t have known how long they’d been kissing when she walked in. “He wouldn’t have forced me.”

“He was doing an excellent job of seducing you, then,” her mother seethed. “And that’s not any better. The result is the same. You ruined and a bastard in your belly.”

Yes, and he’d maintained he wanted an heir. Only an heir required legitimacy. “He claimed on his arrival he desired marriage.” She wasn’t even certain why she bothered to raise his point.

“And why should you desire a union with a nameless, landless bastard when you have an offer from the king himself? Not only that, this man is our enemy. He has stolen the keep from your father.”

“He’s shown us a great deal of mercy nonetheless. More than his reputation would warrant.”

“He has his reasons, you can be certain of that. I cannot trust him. And you, my dear, you should be very careful not to trust him, either. He’ll ruin you for good and all. In fact, if he’s healed well enough to be in mind of seduction, he’s well enough to vacate your chambers.”


Chapter 9

Torch stretched out on Calista’s bed and relived the last several moments. Quite pleasant and heading toward an even more pleasant ending, until her mother came in. His cock ached with unfulfilled desire, but he tamped that down. The next time he managed to get Calista alone, he’d seduce her, and once he’d done that, she’d have to marry him. No choice there.

And another victory gained over Magnus. The man was an idiot for not marrying the girl straightaway. He’d left things open for Torch to step in and steal his bride. And Torch was going to reap every last benefit. A legitimate heir and a truly responsive woman to warm his bed for the rest of his years. Gods grant they be long.

As long as he got another chance alone with her. Her mother was no doubt berating her for allowing such a situation to arise. Reminding Calista what she was tossing aside for the pleasure of giving herself to a landless bastard. Even if Amara Thorne knew his true identity, he had no doubt she’d not believe a word of his story.

But he had some time, at least. His brother had bought him this opportunity, and he was going to make it pay off, no matter what. First Blackbriar Keep and a marriage to a suitable bride, then one by one he’d win the rest of the Strongholds under Magnus until he had enough force to take the throne back.

The door opened, but unfortunately his visitor did not prove to be Calista returning. Kestrel strode into the room. “Your brother’s sent a messenger.”

Torch shifted himself into a sitting position. “What news?”

“The Ironfist’s army has mustered at Landsdowne Crossing. Griffin intends to engage our enemy as soon as may be.”

Landsdowne Crossing, thirty leagues and more from Blackbriar, but the terrain would allow a straight enough march on the keep once the outcome of the battle was decided. Only the wide river to ford, a few more minor crossings, and some low hills barred the way, but the road was good. And naturally, the information itself was at least several days old. “That gives us a sennight at best before we find Magnus at our gates.”

Kestrel nodded, a short jerk of his head. “Your reckoning agrees with mine.”

“The question is, will our gates hold up?”

“About as well as they held for us.”

Torch had suspected as much. A sennight was barely enough to complete the trebuchets. He’d need a year and more to build up this place properly with a second curtain wall, but he might use the trenches they’d begun to dig for the foundations to advantage. “Does Griffin give you any idea of numbers?”

“He doesn’t think he’s facing the entire muster.”

Less than ten thousand, then, but surely more men than Torch could put in the field within seven days. “Griffin knows what to do.”

Engage the enemy. Harry them on their march to Blackbriar. Somehow arrive with his much-needed forces ahead of the Usurper.

“The question is, what will you do?” Kestrel rarely challenged Torch’s plans, but he was doing so now. And rightly enough.

“I will face my enemy and pray that right prevails. And hope that once word gets out of my true name, Magnus Ironfist will find he has fewer loyal vassals than he believed.”

Kestrel flattened his lips and turned to leave.

“Hold. I’ve one more thing to ask of you.”

The commander raised a single dark brow. “Sir?”

“You will allow Amara Thorne to visit her husband for as long as Belwin is imprisoned.”

The second brow joined the first. “Sir?”

“You heard me. Naturally, you will keep her under surveillance and not allow the two close enough to whisper or have any other contact. If anything, though, I need to offer that woman a distraction.”

“As you wish.”

After Kestrel left, Torch allowed his fingers to drift to his Scrying Stone. What he wouldn’t give for a glimpse of Griffin now and a hint as to whether the battle had gone well or ill. The Stone warmed beneath his touch, and he let his thoughts drift in hopes of a vision or some form of news.

But he couldn’t keep Calista completely from his mind. The Stone had burned her the other day. It had burned him as well, and that had only happened on one other occasion. Always it had warmed in response to him, but never to the point of pain.

Wolf’s people believed that when a man found his destined bride, his Stone would increase in power. Was that what the heat had been about? And if he wanted a vision, would her proximity help the Stone see?

He could try, as long as her mother kept her nose out.

As if on cue Calista returned to the chamber. Her mother hovered in the corridor just beyond until Kestrel drew her away.

“Since you find yourself fit to take up training once more,” she said, “I see no choice but to declare you healed of your injuries.”

He kept his fingers on his Stone and watched her from beneath his eyelids. “So you’d like me to order your father’s release, is that it?”

“Among other things. As you fare, so fares my lord father, and if you are well, and restored, so should he be.”

“In the morning, I will order it.” He could accord her that much of a concession. He might not be completely restored to his former health, but it would come in time. He only needed to see that he didn’t become a sluggard and he’d regain his former swiftness with his blade.

“You will also have to find yourself some new quarters. I see no reason why I need to watch over you now that you’re up and about.”

He might have guessed that was coming, after what her mother had walked in on. Damn it, and he could have hoped for more time alone with Calista. He might still contrive that. No matter what, he would take her to wife, whether he contracted with her father or saw to the matter himself. Through seduction. “I will grant you that on one condition.”

She cocked her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “Condition?”

Clever girl not to trust him. “Close the door, and I will tell you.”

Her jaw dropped. “How naïve must you think me.”

He let himself grin. “Naïve enough that you didn’t recognize a proper kiss when I gave you one. But if it will convince you to obey, I will swear not to kiss you or touch you in any inappropriate manner.”

“And I’m supposed to take you at your word?”

“Yes.” His reply emerged on a harsher tone than he intended, but damn it all, he tired of the endless struggle against Magnus’s lies. For the Ironfist had painted him as a ruthless rapist, a maimer, and a marauder. A heartless burner of villages. A bastard who possessed not the slightest shred of honor. Just once he’d like for someone to believe in him as if he was an honorable cavalier.

Not just someone. Calista. A strange shiver passed down his spine at the thought. Her opinion of him mattered more than anything.

“Yes,” he repeated more softly. “I need you to try something for me.”

“All right.” She turned to the door and closed it behind her.

“Come here,” he said quietly.

“You just said…”

“Come here, and I’ll explain.” He pulled out the Stone on its chain.

She eyed it with apprehension, no doubt remembering the last time she’d come into contact with it. “What would you have me do?”

“Do you know the history of the Scrying Stones?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t, either, actually,” he said with a grin. “Not all of it. I only know what Wolf told me of them. Among the Avestari, each young man sets out on a quest when he reaches his fifteenth summer to see if he can find a Stone of his own.”

She eyed the chain, and he knew what she was seeing. Something that looked like a perfectly ordinary rock. Nothing to recommend it. No value at all, except to the possessor who knew how to use it. “I shouldn’t think it so difficult. I can find any number of pebbles like that out in the garden.”

“It isn’t so simple. The Avestari believe there is a particular Stone for every man, but only one. Not everyone is fortunate enough to find his. My Stone may look ordinary. Someone else’s might be a precious gemstone.”

“And how does one go about finding such a thing? How did you find yours, for that matter?”

“It’s part of the quest. The Avestari have means of summoning their Stone, and if they’re lucky they find theirs. I came across mine by accident.”

“And you knew what it was.”

“It happened that Wolf was with me and recognized what I’d found when I stumbled across it. I put my hand down at random, and the Stone heated beneath my palm. In fact, it burned me, much the same way it burned you.”

“And what does it mean that it burned me as well?”

“That is another piece of their lore. When a Horselord finds the woman destined to be his, the powers of his Stone increase.”

“The Avestari steal their brides.” She folded her arms. She’d come this close to spluttering. “I suppose you’ve learned that from them.”

He crossed to her. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re stealing me, aren’t you? From my intended.”

“From Magnus?” How could she possibly be thinking of him after that kiss they’d shared? “Do you…” Gods, why was he doing this? Why couldn’t he just take possession the way he’d planned? He’d stormed the gate and taken the keep. He’d always figured he could storm her gate the same way, only his onslaught with her would be charm and seduction. “Did you agree to that betrothal because you have feelings for the man?”

He could barely credit the question. How anyone could have feelings for that coldhearted usurper…

“How could I?” Her eyes widened. “I told you I’ve never even met him.”

Thank all the gods. There was one obstacle out of the way, and a huge one. A political union he could deal with. He’d have to convince her father more than her, perhaps, but he still might forge ahead and seduce her in the meantime. “Do you even know what sort of man he is?”

“I know very little of him, beyond his age, of course.” There was another thing he couldn’t fathom—why a comely young maid such as Calista might agree to attach herself to a man old enough to be her father. The advantage for Magnus, on the other hand, was perfectly plain. The man needed an heir, and a young wife was just the person to provide him with such. “My father arranged our union.”

“For political gain.”

“For power,” she replied simply enough, as if the answer were obvious. And it was rather obvious. Blackbriar was a small keep and easily taken, as Torch and his men had proven. Thorne needed to surround himself with powerful alliances in order to hold his lands. “And a tie to the king himself is the most powerful alliance he could possibly make.”

“A tie to the king,” he echoed, before coming to his senses. If he wasn’t careful, he’d reveal his true identity to her, and he wasn’t quite ready for that yet. He would have to convince her father of the truth, though. If Thorne wished an alliance with the king, he’d have to break the betrothal to Magnus, thus incurring the man’s wrath, certainly, and arousing his considerable power. But that storm must be weathered. And the keep was no longer Thorne’s.

“If it were up to you,” Torch asked, “would you have made the same agreement?”

“No one asked for my opinion.” The tinge of bitterness twining through her reply was clear. “My father presented the bargain as a fait accompli.”

“I’m asking your opinion now. Would you make the same choice for yourself if it were up to you to decide?”

She considered him for a long moment before replying. “You cannot trick me into believing you are truly giving me a choice in the matter. I heard you plainly the first day. You intend to marry me. You never planned to get down on your knees and ask for my hand.”

“But I will get down on my knees in front of the altar and swear to protect you from whatever comes.” He’d never made any statement as adamantly.

“Whatever comes will be your doing. By simply taking Blackbriar, you are calling Magnus to fall on us with all his strength.”

“A storm I plan on weathering, with a little help.” He clenched his fist about his Stone. “And I need your assistance as well, if you’ll lend it to me.”

“Once more, I do not see any choice in the matter. I must do whatever is in my power to protect my home and its people.”

He smiled to hear her. “We are of a common purpose, then, my lady. I only require one thing of you.”

“What is that?” she asked carefully.

“That you pass the night in this bed with me.”

She tossed her head, setting the long waves of her dark hair to swinging like a drapery in a breeze. “I might have known, and after you swore you wouldn’t touch me.”

“I will not. I mean that in the plainest sense there is. You do not have to do anything more than lie beside me.”

“Why?” Still cautious, she turned her head to one side and studied him from the corner of her eye.

“It’s all to do with my Stone. I must find out what Magnus is up to. I told you of my brother’s diversion. I must know if Griffin has succeeded and in what measure.” After all, the messenger would have taken more than a day or two to ride the thirty leagues to Blackbriar. Even now, Magnus’s troops might be on the march, Landsdowne Crossing at his back. “And the best, most true visions come in dreams.”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

“It all hearkens back to what the Avestari believe about the nature of their Stones. You can increase its power. Your presence alone. Nothing more.” And the gods help him if she agreed to this plan. He needed to dream, yes, but with the temptation she presented lying beside him, so close at hand, how would he ever manage to drop off?

“My mother told me to move my own things if you refused to vacate this chamber. She no longer believes it’s fit for me to stay with you since you’re up and about.”

“One night.” By the Three, could he sound any more desperate? Owl didn’t sound half so bad in his pursuit of Tamsin. “That is all I ask.”


Chapter 10

In some sense, Calista realized she wasn’t in her own body. Her thighs burned from the saddle, the mail shirt weighed heavily on her shoulders, and her helm was slightly too large. It had rubbed the skin of her forehead raw, the wound stinging when runnels of sweat ran into the spot. When she breathed in, the salty smell combined with the metallic scent of her gear and her own blood.

The cold length of a concealed dagger chafed inside her right boot. A full quiver of arrows rode just behind her left thigh, and a bow was slung across her back. Not a crossbow, but a longbow. She had no idea if she possessed the strength to draw it, but she’d find out soon enough.

Still, she advanced, her mount’s brisk trot jarring and making her helm abrade already raw skin. She had no choice when horsemen pressed around her on all sides. Forward, ever forward. She focused on the banner just ahead. Tattered, it bore a black bird on a blue field. A Black Kerrick. Torch’s device. But Torch wasn’t leading them toward battle. Her brother was.

Somehow she knew this without thinking about it, even when Calista knew she didn’t have a brother. Her mother had given birth to several babes after her, but none of them had survived past their first year. But the body she inhabited had a brother—a twin brother. And he was bearing the banner, inciting his troops to move on, to attack.

Impersonating Torch, with a naked blade in his hand.

No one would believe he was Torch, though. His sword didn’t flame so much as it blinded, white and hot like a streak of lightning. Calista had never seen the like; the sister took it for granted.

At the thought, a wave of irritation overpowered the discomfort of the saddle, the burden of her arms, and her outsized helmet. They’d argued over this so-called disguise. He thought he’d won the argument. She knew this as well as she knew her twin was leading them into a possible ambush.

As well as she knew Magnus would not fall for the ruse, not completely. While he wanted Torch, he’d settle for Griffin. Griffin would make the perfect hostage to draw his enemy out. What Magnus couldn’t know was that he might also take the sister as well.

Jerrah. That was the name, although the Brotherhood referred to her as Swift. Calista called up the information, even if Torch had told her nothing of his siblings. She hadn’t known about the sister until she came to inhabit the body.

I’m dreaming, her real self said. I’m dreaming, but at the same time this is actually happening. Or it had happened. Or would. Somehow, despite attempting to share a mattress with a man who took up more than his fair share, a man she’d kissed that very day, a man who aroused feelings in her that she very much wanted to explore, despite his identity, she’d managed to drift off to sleep.

But if she was dreaming, and still this was all real, that meant something else. The Stone was working. And if the Stone was working, that meant something further. Something she’d rather not think about at this particular moment. The thought intruded nonetheless.

Destined. Her mother had always claimed she was destined for the king, and now Torch’s claims came into play. Had the Stone’s powers increased? That she could not say, but Torch certainly could. Which meant she was his destined bride, after all.

In her mind she struggled toward wakefulness, against the truth of what was happening, but the dream had taken hold. It held her captive. And she needed all her focus, for the column had come to a halt.

Shouted orders assaulted her ears. Their leader—Griffin—had turned his courser to parade up and down in front of his line, arraying his troops. She stared at the face, bared by his raised visor. It was at once familiar and strange. Familiar because of the body she inhabited, familiar due to his resemblance to Torch, but strange because of slight differences. His jaw was not quite as square, his eyes were a stark gray, and a thin, jagged scar streaked across one cheek.

He met her gaze, his eyes widening for a moment, then narrowing. And with that change in expression, she understood something else. She was not supposed to be here. Yet, she hadn’t looked away. She met her brother’s gaze head-on. Where you go, I go. The thought originated with Jerrah, not Calista, but Calista felt the defiance rise within her as if it were her own.

Griffin’s eyes blazed, but he could do nothing about the situation now. Not when he had a battle to conduct. But the magnitude of his anger and fear hit her with all the force of a gale at the top of a mountain. If not for the mount beneath her, she might have fallen.

“Stay behind the banner,” was his terse command, and then he was off, galloping down the line, barking more orders.

Jerrah, however, was not about to obey that order. The moment he was gone, she spurred her steed to the front of the line off to one side, massed in a group of other mounted archers.

Across the field, at the top of a crest, the enemy appeared, a solid wall of steel and banners. Jerrah looped the reins about her saddle, plucked an arrow from her quiver, and nocked it. The range was long, and the other bowmen waited, while Magnus’s men formed behind the crown stuck through with an arrow that emblazoned his standard. To the left, Calista noted her own father’s troops, grouped about the thorn of Blackbriar Keep. By the Three Gods, she might well inhabit another body, a person who saw these men as the enemy, but to her they were friends. Her father’s loyal men, merely following orders.

Such is the way of war. She’d do well to remember it, but she was not fit for this sort of duty.

A chorus of shouts echoed across the field. Magnus had sounded the charge. At an order from the lead bowman, Jerrah pointed her arrow toward the sky and pulled back the bowstring. Her arm ached with the draw as she held the position, waiting for the call to release.

“Volley!”

She loosed her dart into the wall of horsemen who charged Griffin’s line. She didn’t even bother to follow her arrow’s course. Already she was reaching for her next shaft, nocking, drawing, waiting.

Trying not to panic as Magnus’s cavaliers charged into their pikemen. Trying to block the screams, the shrieking metal, the scent of blood, and the terror that threatened to engulf her. Just her. Jerrah sat tall in the saddle, faced with the horrors of pitched battle.

The enemy surged like an incoming steel tide. Arrows found their marks, but still the cavaliers came on. So many. Her ammunition spent, Jerrah took the reins in one hand while drawing a blade with the other—a light, curved weapon whose edge reflected a fitful sun along its lethal sharpness. Not the one in her boot. That one was secret. With a cry, she spurred her mount.

Heart pounding in her throat, she tightened her grip on both the hilt and the reins. The onrush of galloping steeds overwhelmed their line, and they were plunged into an existence of moments, a world of screams, shrieking metal, grunts, moans, and red. So much red. A world where thought became impossible. She existed on sheer instinct. Parry. Thrust. Stab. Evade. Blocking the sound when her blade hit its mark. Trying to shut out the feeling of metal piercing flesh and muscle and bowel. The force required to shear through mail and bone. She must forge ahead or be engulfed. There was no other choice, just as there was no direction but ahead, always ahead to the next enemy and the next and the next.

A horse wearing blinders must feel this way, for she could no longer sense the men about her. Only the inexorable rush of the enemy. Time ceased, and burning filled her entire awareness—the burning of aching muscle, both her sword arm and her thighs. Sweat poured down her forehead, and she blinked.

When her vision cleared, a rider lunged ahead of her into a space. One of their own, swinging a blinding white sword in a wide arc. Recognition or instinct struck. Griffin.

His mount angled in front of her. The Faceless One take it, he was trying to block her. To protect her from the enemy assault. Her teeth gritting, she spurred to the right, but he anticipated the move and remained ahead of her.

“Damn you!” The clangor of battle engulfed her cry. She could take care of herself. She’d proven it thus far. And Griffin, damn it all, needed to take heed for himself.

His blade flashed skyward once more, meeting the mad thrust of a battle-axe. But whoever wielded that weapon was not alone. A second blade came screaming from nowhere. Thrust. And to her complete and utter horror pierced armor and mail and flesh and bone. It erupted from her brother’s back in a spout of blood.

Her scream could not prevent him from falling, any more than it could prevent the arms that grappled her waist, and dragged her from the saddle.

Calista awoke, her heart pounding, a scream in her throat, and a grisly memory stamped on her brain forever. For a long moment, she listened to the blessed peace of her darkened chamber, the only sound her breathing.

No, not just hers. Another rhythm, ragged, not quite matching, echoed hers.

Torch.

Had he been caught in the same dream? Had he sat by, a prisoner of the vision and seen his own brother cut down? She lay still, hardly daring to move, hoping she’d been alone in that nightmare. But it hardly seemed possible she’d be the only one to experience that dream. His siblings had nothing to do with her. The vision had to come from his Stone, which only meant one thing.

He’d just witnessed his own brother’s death.


Chapter 11

Calista’s scream pulled him out of the nightmare, but it could not erase the image that had been permanently etched in his mind. Griffin. By all the gods, his younger brother cut down savagely by Magnus’s men.

And if he’d fought that day, it was at Torch’s own behest. No. No. It wasn’t possible. But the Stone wouldn’t lie. Not about this.

Pain worse than a sword thrust, worse than fire, worse than anything he’d ever experienced, welled within him like a wave ready to engulf the entire world. When he’d set out on his quest to reclaim his birthright, he’d known there’d be a price. He’d just never expected it to be this high. He’d had plans for his younger brother. Great plans. Griffin was to serve on his council. He was to become his warleader.

No more. No more.

He reached out blindly. He needed to hold something to stop these throes. Anything. The first thing he encountered was soft and smelled of roses. He pulled it close and clung to it, as if it might serve as a shield. For long and longer, those arms tightened about him and rocked him in the dark, while he fought off the storm of emotions that tried to claw its way free of his belly.

He must hold on to this anguish. Hold on to this anger. Hold on to this guilt above all. Keep it within and let it fuel him to vengeance, for he would surely take it. He would make Magnus pay for this loss. He would tear Magnus from his throne and take him apart piece by piece.

“I felt it.” The croak of his own voice surprised him. “I felt the life leave him.”

He’d felt more than that, the truth be told. He’d felt the bite of steel through his body. The agony. He’d experienced the excruciating grip of death’s talons. He’d seen the flicker, the face of the Faceless One.

“Hush.” Arms tightened about him, and her body shuddered against him. Her softness offered him comfort, but Faceless One take it, she’d been there, too, behind Griffin. Somewhere in his mind, the picture completed itself, and he knew—through Jerrah’s eyes, she’d seen. Beneath all the shock and suffering, a wave of protectiveness rose in him. She’d seen things she never should have, same as he.

“It was my fault he was there.” Gods, what had driven him to confess? “I sent him into that.”

Gentle fingers combed through his hair. “No, you couldn’t have known.”

But it was no good. He could not erase that final image from his brain. His mouth found lips, warm and supple and responsive. Full breasts pressed to his chest. Gods, her breasts, her body. Heaven. Need rose in him, inescapable. Life. He needed to feel alive. And Calista returned his kiss, so he gave himself over.

Her hands were still in his hair, stroking. He rolled her beneath him, and matched their kiss to the soothing rhythm of her fingers sifting through the strands. She tasted of sweetness and comfort, better than the strongest of wines to erase what he’d just seen. Not that he could allow himself to forget, but for the next little while he craved the kind of oblivion that only the haven of a female might bring.

And based on her response, she craved the same thing. Her touch might be unschooled, but she voiced no protest. She lay beneath him, her mouth and tongue moving in tandem with his, her body pliant and supple.

He tore away for a moment, to study her face as it was now, still innocent. In the moonlight that filtered through her window, her eyes were huge and dark, and the blush on her face appeared as a shadow, a slightly darker shade of gray against the milky paleness of her complexion. Her hair fanned out over the pillow like a fragrant cloud. Her lips parted, swollen, her breath coming in puffs against his cheek. He raised his hand and traced his thumb across the plumpness of her bottom lip, stung with his kisses.

“You are all that is beautiful, my lady.” The reverence in his voice shocked even him, but after the ugliness they had both just witnessed, he could sound no other way. Such perfection was to be cherished in its rarity.

The tip of her tongue darted out to trace the same path his thumb had taken, and his groin hitched at the sight. With his fingers, he raised her chin, shifted her face to one side, and bared her throat to his kiss. He licked the slender column of her neck, and she whimpered. Not a protest, but encouragement. He leaned in again and nipped, and her hands tightened in his hair. More than encouragement. A demand.

He let himself revel in her taste and her scent, so clean, while his fingers found the laces that bound her bodice. Slowly he plucked at the ribbons until the top of her gown loosened—loose enough to slip his hand beneath the fine linen. The soft upper swells of her breasts were like silk beneath his calloused fingers. Lower he quested, and lower still until his fingers brushed the hardened peak of her nipple. At the touch she closed her eyes and emitted a sigh, her back arching.

By all the gods, he needed a taste of her. He craved it. Just one before she stopped him, for surely she would not allow him to keep at her. Not when she was still innocent. Not when he had yet to kneel in front of her at the altar of the Three and make his vows. He tugged the fabric of her bodice aside and dipped his head to take her nipple in his mouth. She tasted as fresh as she smelled, like a tiny bit of heaven on earth. Beneath him, she arched her back and let out a long moan.

Damn, damn, and damn. He ought to stop, but he couldn’t bring himself to. Not when his body demanded yet another taste and then another and another. Neither did she call a halt. She lay beneath him, her arms about him, a shield against the world, while her body responded more sweetly than he ever recalled a woman had before.

Her fingers wandered to his nape, and quested beneath his collar, seeking skin the way his tongue sought hers. Gently, she traced an ear, the cord in his neck, down the front of his shirt, her touch light but hot as a brand.

With a groan, he pulled away from her body. Just below, her bodice gaped open, and he wanted it gone, along with his breeks and braies. He wanted nothing between them, not even air. And he needed to stop before he took exactly what he wanted. His body was drawn tight as a bowstring, and the slightest give would make it snap, but he couldn’t take her like that, roughly without thought to her pleasure. Not the first time.

Not ever.

“By all the gods, lady, say me nay. Stop me now, while I still can.”

Her eyelids fluttered open, and her chest heaved with every inhalation. Just as breathless as he, and he’d wager her pulse was pounding as fast. Boldly, holding his gaze, she reached up with her fingers once more, trailed them down his neck, still soft, still bloody frustrating, until she flattened her palm over his heart.

“You’re alive,” she whispered. “I want to feel alive.”

He knew what was on her then. After the bloodlust came lust, pure and simple. He’d felt it himself after battle. He was feeling it even now, when he hadn’t fought. But he’d witnessed. Oh, he’d witnessed.

“Make me live,” she pleaded. “Live with me. Show me.”

He hardly knew what she was saying. She probably didn’t know herself. The Stone at his neck throbbed with the beat of his heart, and with the rush of his blood to his cock.

“You would have me buried deep inside you.” He no longer knew if he was asking permission or warning. His head felt empty of everything but her and her warmth and her softness.

Her only reply was her hand slipping lower, a firm caress that sent more blood racing south. She reached the waistband of his breeks and hesitated. She’d never done anything so brazen in her life, he was certain, but gods don’t let her stop now. He reared up and yanked the shirttails from his breeks and sent the garment sailing over his head.

She gasped, and the color on her cheeks deepened. He knew what she was seeing—a mass of muscle and hair traced through with the thin veins of scars. Her fingers reached out and touched a ridge that cleaved from his shoulder to his upper arm, and he knew she must be recalling their shared dream.

He lowered his body over hers. “Do not think on it.” He nuzzled her bodice aside and found her nipple. “Now is not the time to think,” he whispered around the bud. “Just feel.”

“Feel.” The word floated to his ear on a desire-drenched rasp.

And then she took him at his word, her hands flattening over the planes of his chest and back. Moving, seeking, exploring. Her nails scraped his skin. Gods, once she’d gained a bit of experience…Once he’d shown her what he liked…But at the moment, he couldn’t imagine liking anything more than awakening a maiden—this maiden—to the power that lay within her. The power to bring even a king to his knees.

Her hand drifted lower, across his belly, teasing, tempting. Agony.

With his fingers, he tore at the laces on his breeks. “You’re like to drive me mad.”

“I am?” He could hear the widening, sensual smile in her voice. The intrigue. The need.

“You are.” He grasped her wrist, and moved her hand lower. “Touch me.”

Her fingers traced his length, lightly. Too lightly. He gritted his teeth. Gods.

“More. Don’t be afraid of it. It’s only flesh and blood.”

“Your flesh and blood.” But she slid her hand lower, and her fingers curled about his cock, gripping, testing the girth.

He surged against her hand. He couldn’t help himself. And a groan emerged from the back of his throat.

She flattened her palm, pressing, her fingers questing lower still, to the base, and her nails teased at his bollocks. Mindlessly, he moved against her, until she gripped him once more, but that was far worse. His breath hissed through his teeth.

“Is this right?”

“More than right.” He could barely get the words out. “Too right.”

He should let her finish him. In that way he’d pose no danger to taking her before his time. But he also needed to touch her, to taste her. His hand slipped along her thigh until his fingers found the edge of her skirt. The skin of her inner thigh lay smooth and soft beneath his palm. Her breath quickened as he worked his way upward.

When his fingers parted her, she sighed.

“If there’s anything you don’t like, you must tell me.” Gods only knew how he got the words out, for her hand was still busy on his cock.

Her hand stilled. “I…I hardly know.”

“You’ll know when it happens. I swear before the Three, if you tell me to stop, I will.” With his fingertip, he traced the seam between her legs. Dampness and warmth slipped out to greet his touch. Gods, so eager, and yet he’d find the strength to keep his vow if she asked it of him.

Her thighs fell open to accommodate his touch, and he pressed more firmly, seeking the bud at the top of her cleft. Her eyes fluttered closed, and he let himself imagine watching her face as he filled her again and again and again, until her body gripped him in ripples of ecstasy. By all Three Gods he wanted to be inside her when that happened.

And she wasn’t telling him to stop.

His finger circled the knot of flesh. She gasped and sighed with the movement.

“Is that what you feel when I touch you?” Her fingers curled tighter about his cock, and the ache in his bollocks tightened with it.

“I can only imagine. Tell me what it feels like.”

“It’s like you’re twisting me tighter and tighter until I can’t stand anymore.” At her words, he paused and searched her face for any sign of discomfort, but her eyes remained closed, her lips parted, her breath coming in shallow puffs.

She canted her hips. “Don’t you dare stop.”

A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Your willing servant, my lady.”

And so he teased and tested, watching her response, driving her higher, drawing the most delicious cries from her lips, until her entire body tensed. Her back arched, a shudder passed through, and she keened, oh, she keened. He pushed her through the climax, drawing out the pleasure with lighter touches, until her body fell limp beneath him.

Now was the time to stop. He ought to ease away from her now, and slake his desire with his hands. It wouldn’t take much. The memory of her cries still echoed through his brain. He could pleasure himself to the memory of that sound until the end of his days.

But her arms reached up and she clung to him, her lips seeking his. He gave in to the temptation to kiss her, gently, to ease her back to earth, but his lady was demanding. One kiss wasn’t enough, and soon it wasn’t enough for him, either. But he must pull away before he buried himself inside her.

When he tore his lips from hers, her eyes fluttered open. “I haven’t asked you to stop.”

Holy Mother. “I should, before it’s too late.”

“It is already too late, and I cannot take all the pleasure for myself and not give any back. The dream was shared.”

Shared, indeed. In more ways than she realized. Not only the nightmare they’d just lived. She’d been part of his dreams ever since he’d discovered his Stone.

But by the Faceless One, how did she know? He reached up and brushed a stray tendril of her hair back from her face. “I would have spared you.”

“You didn’t know. How could you?” She raised her lips to his and pressed. A gentle pressure. It shouldn’t have fired him.

Shouldn’t have, but something burned inside him, and it was more than simple lust. Against his chest, his Stone seemed to throb in time with his heartbeat, rapid and urgent. Her hands slid down his back, mapping planes and muscle, smooth skin and scars.

“That could have just as easily been you,” she murmured against his mouth.

Her touch roamed still farther, dipping beneath his breeks until she gripped his backside. A shudder passed through him. His control balanced on the edge of a knife.

“But it wasn’t,” he grated in a last-ditch effort to stop. “I wish it had been. I sent him onto that field. He went there for me.”

“For love of you. You can’t stop now.” She kissed him again, this time with more force. By the Three Gods, she was seducing him. It made no sense, but his mind was beyond puzzling that out.

He angled his head and took over the kiss, deepening it, his tongue dancing with hers, arousing her once more. With her hands, she peeled back his breeks, and her body relaxed beneath his. Surrender. She was giving herself to him.

Somehow he kicked himself free of the rest of his garments. Her skirts lay bunched between them, and he pushed them up and out of the way. And all the while he kissed her with a passion whose origin he could not fathom. His Stone dangled on its chain to hang between their bodies.

Taking himself in hand, he found her entrance. Moist heat greeted him, and his cock throbbed with a desire to be fully sheathed. He pressed forward a fingerbreadth, met resistance. In and in and in and again in, until her warmth surrounded him.

She went rigid beneath him. He pushed onto his elbows to look upon her. Her white skin stood in stark contrast to the cloud of dark hair spread over the pillow. She kept her gray eyes closed and her teeth sank into her lower lip.

Damn. He clenched his jaw and fought the red haze of lust that threatened to take over his mind. To erase everything except the need to possess. Her body gripped his in such incredible tightness, he wanted to conquer the paradise she offered and conquer it now. To pound at her blindly and claim his pleasure.

The only thing holding him back was the notion that he’d cause her hurt. No.

He ran the back of his knuckles across her cheek. “Are you certain you don’t want me to stop?” By all Three Gods, he would, even now.

Her eyes fluttered open. “No.”

“Easy, then.” He would control himself. He would, even though his body shook with the urgency for release.

Slowly, he began to withdraw.

Her thighs tightened about his haunches. “I said no. Don’t stop.”

He held in a chuckle. “It is the way of it. I move.” He pushed into her heat, and she gasped. “You move with me.” He pulled back, grasping her hips and applying pressure as he thrust once more. “Together.”

“Together,” she echoed on the next surge.

“Yes.” Gods, yes.

A swivel of his hips, and her hands drifted to his backside. Clutched as surely as he clasped her flank, as surely as her internal muscles held him fast. Within and without. Keeping him where he belonged.

And then she was smooth as silk and hotter than a forge. At last, he could give himself over to need. He thrust, and she flowed with him, pushing higher and higher, until the world about him seemed to shatter and he found what he’d sought.

The sweet onrush of oblivion.

Paradise. Calista.


Chapter 12

The soft moonlight penetrating the high windows slipped toward the paleness of dawn. Calista lay in the darkness, combing her fingers through Torch’s hair while the shades of gray in the chamber gradually gave way to color. Soft, those dark strands, possibly the softest thing about him. Her hands now knew from experience.

However long they’d lain there, Torch was not asleep, either. The slight tension of his body betrayed his wakefulness. She’d known one moment of complete relaxation in him and that came the instant after he’d spent himself inside her. She’d given him that one tiny instant of peace, a rarity in a life like his. She’d gladly borne his weight after he collapsed onto her.

If, for that one moment, he’d been able to erase the images…Gods, the images. They’d come flooding back, as soon as her brain had cleared from spent passion. They must haunt him all the more, and the dream had been so real.

Was it real? She’d never experienced anything like it. She had, for all intents and purposes, inhabited another body. The body of Griffin’s sister. Torch’s sister. Which meant she’d seen more than just the events of the dream. She’d had access to an entire lifetime of memories of another person.

Somewhere she found her voice. “What happened?”

“That was a loss of control. I never meant…” The strength of Torch’s voice proved he was just as awake as she. “It’s a common thing after battle. After you see so much…death.”

“No, I meant the dream.” She would not begrudge him her maidenhood. Not when he’d told her she could stop him at any time. Not when she’d insisted and reveled in the giving of herself. “I was…I was inside another person.”

“So was I.” That might well have been a joking reference to her, only he’d replied in such utter seriousness. “I was in my brother. I was my brother. Until…”

Dear gods. The hollowness that formed inside her made her tighten her hold. “I know. I saw.”

“I need to know. Were…were you…” Caution laced his tone, as if he already suspected she now possessed more information than she ought.

“Your sister. It was as if I inhabited Jerrah’s body.”

Abruptly, he pulled out of her embrace. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, and the rising sun limned the muscled planes of his back in golden light. It highlighted every beautiful masculine contour, the furrow down the center enhanced with shadow. He bent his head and pushed both hands through his hair. “So you know.”

“I know who you claim to be. Who your sister believes you to be.” She made her reply carefully, sensing the growing tension in him. If she stated his sister’s beliefs aloud, it might make them seem all too real. And Calista wasn’t yet certain she could believe. Not without more proof. And who was to say the entire dream wasn’t some trick of the Stone’s? “Has…Have you ever had such a dream?”

“Never.” A single word and harsh, as if he could read her thoughts. Her doubts. “I was desperate for information, but I never once expected…”

So much despondency twisted her heart. The emotion tearing at his voice should confirm he wasn’t behind the dream. He might know more about his Stone than she did, but he hadn’t controlled what it showed. The Stone had. Because he wouldn’t have put himself through such anguish to prove a point.

“How do you know it really happened? The battle, I mean. Your brother.”

“Because I was there.” He whipped his head about to glare at her. “The Stone has brought me visions in the past, but never anything this vivid. I held a sword in my hand, but not my sword. My voice gave the orders. I killed the enemy. I felt the steel pass through my body.” He clenched a fist and pounded it on the mattress with a dull thump. “I felt the cold burn, the agony.” Thump. “I felt the life leaving me.” Thump. “It might have been me.” Thump. “It should have been me.”

She stared at pale scars that lined his back, almost expecting to find a new one to the left, just off the furrow that marked his spine, the length and width of the blade that had killed his brother. Yes, it had been that real to her as well. She might not know the pain of a mortal wound, but she’d lived his sister’s shock and horror.

Pushing herself into a sitting position, she leaned across the mattress and laid her head on his shoulder, her hands clasped about his waist. The skin beneath her cheek was warm and vital, pulsing with life and anger and the desire for vengeance.

“As much as I am sorry for your brother, I am glad it wasn’t you.” Every last word bubbled up from her heart, and she hoped he believed she meant them.

He placed calloused palms over her hands, pressing the knot of their entangled fingers against his belly. “You know that it could be me one day. It is the nature of what I do.”

He’d no doubt meant the words lightly enough, but a note of gravity underlay them.

“There is no safety in this world.” A swift arrow can fell even an eagle. Apparently the saying was King Magnus’s favorite, and no wonder. If Torch’s claim were true, it made perfect sense. “From the moment we’re born, we’ve set our feet on the path toward death. Some of us reach that end sooner than others. A woman might die just as well in childbed.”

His grip on her hands tightened. “I need you to know I did not plan for this outcome. I swore to leave you untouched, and I did not keep my word. My failure and mine alone. My intent always was to wed you first. We have no choice in the matter now.”

She knew. Well she knew. Her own mention of childbed brought the possibility to her mind. An heir. A king’s heir. “You know Magnus will contest this.”

“I knew he’d contest me from the beginning. And he does not yet know the full extent of what I will take from him.” Will take. As if the deeds were already accomplished. His utter confidence drew her to press her lips to his shoulder. But Griffin had possessed the same assurance before the onset of the battle. “Did you think he’d lie by and allow me to take this keep unopposed?”

“No.” Jerrah’s scream at the sight of her brother’s deathblow echoed through Calista’s mind. She’d likely hear more of such horrors, and soon. Witness them herself. And she’d have the wounds of the survivors to contend with as well. “You’ll bring the full brunt of Magnus’s power down on us, and we’re hardly prepared for such an assault.”

“We will prepare as we can and weather the storm as we must.”

How she wanted to believe it was that easy. But she also did not get a chance to protest, for a scratch sounded at the door.

“My lord.” A male voice came muffled through solid oak. “Are you awake?”

Calista barely had time to duck beneath the covers before Torch replied. “Come.”

Kestrel strode into the chamber, his vivid blue eyes taking in the scene. But if he noted his lord’s nakedness, the disarray of the bed, or the female form peering over the edge of the blankets, none of it registered in his tone when he spoke. “A messenger, my lord. He came with the dawn.”

The mattress shifted beneath Calista as Torch reached into the discarded clothes on the floor for his breeks. He pulled them on and sat straighter. Stiff. Steeling himself. As real as the dream had been, it still might have been a figment of both their imaginations. A glamour created by his Stone to dazzle both of them. To lead them into taking a step from which neither of them might turn back.

But this messenger was living proof.

“What news?” Torch asked, voice steady and strong. He might as well have said, Deliver me the worst, and get it over with so I might face my grief with courage.

“He brought this and insisted you alone read it.” Over the edge of the blankets, Calista spied Kestrel’s hand gripping a piece of parchment.

Torch took the parchment and broke the seal.

“What is it?” Kestrel asked after a moment. Calista could not see Torch’s expression, but she imagined he must have paled to raise such a note of alarm in his commander’s voice.

“Magnus has taken my sister,” Torch replied slowly. “He’s holding her captive.”

“Jerrah?” The name emerged on a croak, and Kestrel’s healthy complexion turned white as chalk.

“Swift, you mean,” Torch reminded him sharply. Though Calista had learned his sister’s right name, it wouldn’t be prudent to bandy such information about in a keep whose loyalty had yet to be ensured.

“And what of Griffin?”

“He is in no position to help us.”

Kestrel’s jaw went rigid, as if he were grinding his teeth. “How in the name of the Three Gods did Magnus lay hands on her?”

“The message does not say, but the Ironfist has clearly had word of all our plans. He’s holding Swift in view of an exchange. My sister for his intended bride. And whatever harm we’ve done to Calista Thorne will be visited upon my sister three times over.”

—

Silence reigned for a long moment, while Kestrel’s lips moved, clearly repeating the terrible sentence to himself.

“I’ve already ordered Thorne’s release. Have him brought to me immediately.” Taking command was easier than dwelling. If he dwelled, he might once again relive his brother’s death. He might once again remember how the utter tangle that had enmeshed his sister was also his fault.

“Thorne?” Kestrel voiced the name in a hoarse whisper made all the more vehement by the softness of his tone. “What in the name of all that is holy does he have to do with this? You cannot possibly intend to leave your sister where she is now.”

“I do not.” He fought to keep his voice steady. Fought for all the required authority.

“Thank the Three. For a moment there, I thought you had it in mind to allow her to fend for herself.” Yes, and that was censure lacing the commander’s words.

“Take heed you do not forget yourself. You are fortunate to question me behind closed doors.”

“There is nothing to question. If you will not go after your sister, I shall.”

“No, you will not. I need you here to order the battle when Magnus’s troops attack. For surely they will.”

“And you would abandon your sister.”

Torch lunged at the other man, his hands fisting in the front of Kestrel’s jerkin. Friend or no, Torch was within a hairbreadth of releasing his fury. “I am not abandoning her. I will go after her just as soon as I take care of another matter.” He had to wed Calista first, with all the proper ceremony. Not that he believed Magnus would balk at handing Jerrah over to his men once he learned what Torch had done, but when the truth came out, Magnus would come off looking like a barbarian. “And for that I require Thorne.”

“Yes, my lord,” Kestrel said between clenched teeth.

“Let there be no misunderstanding. Remember your oath. I command you to stay here at Blackbriar.”

Kestrel made no reply. He simply bowed himself out, leaving Torch to face the contents of the message. His brother dead and now his sister. Still alive, yes, and tough—though female, a fighter as much as either of her brothers. But in Magnus’s hands she might soon wish she’d suffered the same fate as Griffin. To the Faceless One with it all.

He let out an incoherent cry of rage and heaved the parchment onto yesterday’s coals. It caught on a hot ember and a tendril of smoke curled up the chimney.

Calista roused herself from the bed and crossed the chamber to lay a hand on his arm. “You’ve done me no harm.”

Torch rounded on her. “Are you really so naïve?”

Harsh of him, yes, but life was harsh, and the sooner she faced that fact the better. Hadn’t he learned through the long years he’d spent awaiting his hour that life would find a way to slap him in the face every single time? He’d not had a stroke of fortune since he was a boy of five and his mother smuggled him out of the keep at Highspring Moor. They’d escaped with their lives, but to what sort of existence?

Calista dropped her hand and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t suppose so, no. Not now. And yet, I can vouch for the fact that nothing has happened between us that we didn’t both want.”

“Do you honestly believe you’ll convince Magnus of that? Even if I wed you, he will not see past your stolen innocence, and hand my sister over to his men.”

“If you don’t believe me sorry for that, you’re much mistaken. But neither is the situation your fault. You couldn’t have known.”

“Known, yes.” He reached for his shirt. “The dream…Once that blade passed through Griffin, once he died…” How he stopped his voice from breaking on that word, he couldn’t say. “Once he died, I came back to myself. I did not see what happened to my sister. How do we know for certain this isn’t some ruse?”

He watched her as she shook her skirts, creased beyond repair from her sleeping in her gown, among other things. Her hair fell in a hopeless tangle about her shoulders. For all the world, she looked exactly like she’d spent the entire night at bed sport, which wasn’t so far from the truth.

She kept her gaze downcast as she set her bodice to rights. “I felt hands grapple me when I was in Swift’s body. I do believe she has been taken.”

Damn, there went his last hope, as fragile a filament as it was. “Then I must go after her.”

“How?” She finished tightening her laces and stared up at him through wide gray eyes. “You don’t even know where she’s been taken. As for the rest, it may already be too late.”

“No, perhaps it isn’t. Not when I hold his intended the way he holds my sister. If he harms her without provocation, what, in his mind, is to stop me from harming you in the same way or worse? Don’t you see? As long as he believes I’ve treated you with honor, he cannot afford to treat my sister with any less honor, for fear of what I might do to you.”

“And how will you stop him from discovering what has transpired between us? He already knows you hold this keep. Clearly he has ways of gathering news.” Her gaze focused on his chest. “Do you think he has a Stone of his own?”

The possibility had never occurred to him. “Not that I am aware. I suppose he might, but Stones like these are rare, even among the Avestari, who actively seek them. He’d have to know the lore, and he’d have to have been fortunate enough to find one.”

“Then what will you do to stop him from learning what’s happened?”

“This is why I must act without delay.” Another thought occurred to him, at once heartening and terrifying. “Although Magnus may come to me instead. I hold this keep. He’ll want to take it back. And now he has a bargaining chip on top of everything else.”

A scratch at the door had him reaching for his sword belt. “Come!”

“What are you doing?” Calista whispered. “The more people who discover I spent the night with you, the more likely word will get out.”

She looked ready to duck under the bed, but she was too late. Thorne came into the chamber, freezing in his tracks when his gaze landed on his daughter. His expression hardened to granite. Yes, the situation is every bit what it looks like. Your daughter caught with me in her bedchamber, her hair and clothes in disarray and the sun barely risen. The servants haven’t even been in to light the fire.

“You summoned me?” Thorne asked carefully.

“Indeed.” Torch crossed his arms and leaned one hip against a bedside table. “I’d like to negotiate my wedding contract with your daughter.”

“Wedding?” The question was wary, almost disbelieving.

At the same time, Calista interjected. “No!”

Gods, he should have sent her off to dress, but he was the one in her chamber and not the other way around. “Sweetling, I don’t think we’ve a choice in the matter anymore. Not after last night.” That last was calculated of him, to be sure, but he had to secure Thorne’s agreement to the proposal.

“But your sister—”

“My sister knew of my plans to wed. She would never ask me to change them over a small snag.”

“Small snag?” Calista went white and shook her head. “You call what’s happened a small snag?”

Gods, he sounded callous, but he had to. He’d learned the trick from a young age, out of necessity. Hide your true feelings behind a shield of sarcasm or charm or coldness, but above all hide them. That way no one could discover your weaknesses. “I’ve no other choice but to call it that. And we will rescue her. But my marriage to you was always the goal here.”

“Perhaps we ought to discuss this at another time,” Thorne put in. “When emotions are running less high.”

In the blink of an eye, Calista’s complexion went from colorless to bright red. “You mean once you’ve gotten rid of me, is that it, Father? Just like you decided my fate once before without even consulting me?”

“If you disapproved of the match between you and the king, you had only to speak up,” Thorne said mildly. “I daresay you’re being offered an alternative, of sorts, now.” Thorne glanced from Calista to Torch and back, his gaze lingering a moment longer on the tangled blankets strewn across the bed. “One might even say you’ve made your choice already. Or do you think Magnus will blindly accept a union with this man’s leavings?”

Calista’s jaw dropped. “Leavings?”

Overwhelmed in a hot wave of rage, Torch launched himself at the man and grabbed two fistfuls of velvet doublet. “Daughter or no,” he grated, “you will not refer to my intended in this manner. She will wed me. No child of mine will know the life of a bastard.”

Beneath his ruddy complexion, Thorne paled.

Torch inhaled through his nostrils. Control. Damn, but that quality had deserted him sometime in the night. He needed it back. Now. He uncurled his fingers from Thorne’s garments. “Honor demands I make this offer, but I daresay I would have made it either way.”

“Do you have any specific objections to this man?” Thorne asked.

Calista narrowed her gaze on Torch. Then she crossed one arm over her waist in support of her opposite elbow. Her index finger tapped her chin and she studied the rafters for a few moments. Damn her for drawing it out. She was playing now, and he had no choice but to endure. A small enough price to pay in the end, when they were both asking her to decide the course of her life.

“Let me think…He has no castle, no lands to speak of, a reputation as a heartless marauder. No, I can’t think of a single reason I’d agree to such a union.”

Torch glared at her. “You know better,” he said, infusing his rejoinder with a note of warning. “And I can lay every single one of those same accusations at the door of Magnus Ironfist.”

“You can if you wish to end up on a gibbet for treason, but pray, do not drag me and my family down with you,” said Thorne. “A man can lay accusations where he will, but if he cannot prove them, they’re only so much wind.”

“I intend to prove them in time, as your daughter well knows.” He kept his gaze riveted on her, willing her to give in. “She’s now aware of a great many of my ultimate goals, and I would ask her to help me rather than hinder me. I aim to right a great wrong among the lords of the Strongholds. I ask only for a little patience and trust.”

“You ask a great deal of me.” For a man who lived and died by Torch’s decree, Thorne displayed more than his share of defiance. “A great deal too much.”

“Not to mention lands and a castle,” Calista supplied. “Which is where I come in.”

It is more than that now, and you know it. If only the Scrying Stone permitted him to speak those words directly into her mind; he did not wish to voice them in front of her father. Not when the man was still an enemy. Still a king’s man. One who would bear watching.

“I’ll require far more than just the Blackbriar lands before I’m finished.” No, he’d have to win the other Strongholds to his cause, one castle at a time. The others would be harder. He could only arrange one allegiance through wedlock. “But it’s a start.”

Thorne raised his brows at his daughter. “I am still awaiting your reply. Will you toss your lot in with this upstart and damn us all?”

“As if I truly had a choice in the matter. I have none after last night.”

Yet you gave yourself freely. He stopped himself just short of voicing that thought aloud. He was certain neither Thorne nor Calista would appreciate it. “Then let the negotiations begin.”


Chapter 13

Torch stalked across the yard in a high dudgeon, ignoring the clang of swords of his men at practice. Damned Thornes, both father and daughter. If he’d known they’d be so difficult to deal with, he’d have left Calista for Magnus and chosen another bride. Damned pride that pushed him to take as much as he could from the Ironfist.

Thorne had had no choice but to allow the marriage, but he’d still chosen to complicate matters. “What do you offer my daughter other than this keep?” he’d said, unable to prevent the smugness from creeping into his tone. “The keep she’s grown up in, when Magnus offers Highspring Moor.”

The barb had stung, but Torch had no choice but to bear it. At this juncture, he wasn’t about to reveal his true identity to a man he did not trust. Not that Thorne was likely to take him at his word, for all that. “I offer her protection, which is more than Magnus can.”

“Do you really believe that, when the man can raise an army of ten thousand and surrounds himself with guards?”

Torch pushed aside thoughts of his sister and brother. When he was finished with the Usurper, Magnus was going to need every last guard to protect his sorry hide. “I do. And the protection of this keep has been good enough for your daughter her entire life. It can suffice until I find more suitable lodgings.”

Thorne hadn’t borne that barb much better than Torch had held up under his, but he’d moved on to other matters quickly enough at the reminder that he hadn’t been able to hold his own keep. “As for the wedding itself, I see no reason to rush matters.”

“The wedding will take place as soon as it can possibly be arranged.” The sooner he married Calista, the less likely word would get back to Magnus that he’d anticipated his wedding night.

Thorne had raised his brows above his hairline. “And so you would bring the king’s wrath down on us all.”

Yes! Torch’s mind had screamed. Now more than ever, with his siblings added to Magnus’s tally of sins. The more Torch provoked the Ironfist’s wrath, the more likely Magnus would descend on them without taking the time to raise an even larger host. “You don’t believe he’ll pay his respects one way or the other? To deal with you, since you yielded this keep? Then he’s likely going to demand I swear him allegiance. Cast your lot in with me, and I will shield you as I shield myself.”

The matter was settled now—with the father, at any rate. He only needed to bring his intended to heel. By all the gods, what had happened to her when her father came in? She’d been pliant enough in his arms. Beneath him. More than pliant. She’d been responsive and soft. Everything he could want in a bedmate.

And he’d made damned certain she’d enjoyed herself. Even afterward, when he’d read the note, she’d reached out to him with comfort. The reaction had given him hope for their future as husband and wife. It made him think they might eventually develop a kind of partnership once he took back his kingdom—or even before. She possessed all he needed to see him through the dark days ahead, and she was strong enough to bear up. He’d seen that during the time she’d cared for him.

But her father had come in, and she’d turned cold and recalcitrant. Why? What had changed?

A shout from the yard, close at hand, drew him from his musings.

“You bloody, bloody idiot. How many times must I tell you?” One of his men was standing over Owl, who lay on the ground, his blunted training sword lying just out of his grasp. Hawk held his own blade to the boy’s throat. “You need to pay closer attention if you’re going to defend yourself properly. Now up with you and try again.”

Gods, the boy’s troubles on the training grounds had gone on longer than could be borne. Torch walked over to the pair. “What’s the boy done now?”

“What hasn’t he done, more like,” Hawk growled. “He was supposed to practice and clearly he hasn’t. He keeps dropping his bloody blade at the slightest provocation.”

“Please, m’lord.” Hells, the boy was practically sobbing. “It hurts too much.”

“You think that hurts?” Hawk raised his blade, presenting the flat. “I’ll show you something worse.”

“What seems to be the matter?” Torch asked his squire. The boy needed training, to be certain, but he usually presented more mettle than this.

“What isn’t the matter?” Hawk asked. “First he can’t concentrate, and now he can’t even keep a sword to hand. We may as well leave him behind with the maids and dotards for all the good he’ll be in a fight.”

“Please, sir. My hands.” He held them up, still encased in leather gauntlets. “They sting.”

Torch had been on the receiving end of enough of Hawk’s disarming moves to understand where the boy was coming from. The man had a way of striking that made the blade vibrate. Dropping the weapon was easiest, but even that hurt. Maintaining the grip was far worse. “You’ve got to grit your teeth through that. There’s nothing else for it. Your enemy isn’t going to wait for you to stop and gather your things in the middle of a battle.”

“I know, sir, and I tried. Please. Something’s not right.”

Something certainly wasn’t right about the boy’s voice. He normally displayed more fortitude in front of the older men. He normally tried harder as well.

Torch grabbed his hand and yanked at the fingers of his gauntlet. Owl let out a cry and tried to pull away. This was more than just his hands stinging from a mere disarming. The pain ought to diminish, in any case. Torch relaxed his grip, and tried again.

The gauntlet wouldn’t move. “What in the name of the Faceless One?”

He pulled harder, and Owl’s breath came out in a hiss of pain. “Stop. It hurts too much.”

“What have you done to your hands?”

“Nothin’, sir. I swears.”

Torch exchanged a look with Hawk. His jaw was just as taut as ever, but a glimmer of concern had come into his eyes. “Perhaps we should cut them free, my lord.”

“No, sirs, and beggin’ yer pardon. I wouldn’t know where I might come by another pair.”

“The next time a leather worker comes by the keep,” Torch said, “I’ll purchase you new gauntlets myself.”

He pulled a knife from his belt and inserted the blade between Owl’s wrist and the gauntlet. The leather split beneath the blade’s sharpness, and Owl let out another cry. The flesh above his wrist was swollen and covered with red blisters crossed by angry scratches. As he eased the gauntlet from the boy’s hand, more damaged skin came into view.

“By the Three, boy, what have you been into?”

“Nothin’ sir, I swears it.” The reply came too quickly, and Owl refused to meet his gaze.

Hawk picked up his other hand for inspection. “I’ve seen something like this before.” He dropped the hand just as quickly. “Some sort of pox. Best not touch him if you don’t wish to catch it, too.” Hawk’s eyes narrowed. “You’re like to need to burn all your clothes.”

“That depends,” Torch said. “If it’s just on your hands. It is just on your hands, isn’t it?”

Owl studied the ground, but the back of his neck turned flushed. At least that part of him was free of blisters, at the moment.

“Best tell us what you’ve been up to,” Hawk prodded.

“Nothin’. At least nothin’ out o’ th’ ordinary.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Torch said. “At your age, I was after about anything wearing a skirt.”

“I never touched her.” Now Owl looked him in the eye, and his tone took on a belligerence.

“Touched who?”

“The maid, Tamsin.”

“What about anyone else?”

“No, sir, I swears it by all Three Gods.” Too much vehemence there, but Torch didn’t think the boy was lying. Not completely.

“Perhaps we ought to question the girl.”

“Please don’t, sir.” Owl’s cheeks turned so red, they might have matched a robust southland wine in the glass. “She already won’t talk to me as it is.”

“We’re going to have to take you to Calista with this, though.”

“Ah, do you have to?”

Torch nodded. “Might be she has some kind of salve that could relieve you.” She also might have some sort of notion of what afflicted the boy.

—

The stillroom was dark and silent—the perfect spot to shut out the rest of the keep and seek calm. Calista took a deep breath of dank air, redolent with rare and precious cinnamon and cloves along with lavender, honeysuckle, and blackbriar roses. The flowers hung in bunches from the ceiling, where they would eventually dry and their scent could be preserved in the sweet-smelling soaps and lotions her mother made.

Those scents were Blackbriar’s true bounty, Amara always claimed. Her tinctures and perfumes fetched a hefty price at Highspring, which was the source of much of the castle’s wealth. One day, Calista herself would be entrusted with the secret recipes and the making of such things. Bounty to bring to her husband’s coffers.

Husband. For some reason the word weighed heavily in her gut, turning her stomach sour, but for the life of her, she could not work out why. She’d grown up in the knowledge her father would marry her off to form the most advantageous alliance possible. When he’d presented her with the king himself, she’d immediately agreed. He could not ask for a more powerful ally.

And now Torch had stepped in to claim her. Another king. One who would claim Magnus’s throne. One who believed his claim was the true one. While he might bring her passion, he would accompany that personal joy with a wider war. It would bring wounded and dead. It would bring about the horror she’d witnessed firsthand last night. And if she defied Magnus and married Torch, she’d bring all that down directly on Blackbriar.

Torch has already challenged Magnus in taking this keep, a voice in her head reminded her. Magnus would have swept his hosts down upon us either way. True, but she couldn’t escape the feeling it would happen all the sooner now, with Torch’s desire to marry as quickly as possible.

Once more she heard the echo of his words. No child of mine will know the life of a bastard. His voice had strained with suppressed emotion. And he should know the rigors of such a life. She’d seen as much filtered through Jerrah’s memories.

“Gracious, my dear. I’ve been looking all over for you.” She turned to find her mother’s form silhouetted in the sunlight filtering from the bailey. “Your father’s been released at last. Such a relief. But is it true what he tells me? You’re planning on wedding this upstart?”

Thank the gods for the darkness that hid the blush fast rising on her cheeks. “I’ve no choice.”

“So your father says.” Her mother crossed to her and took Calista by the shoulders, angling her face so the daylight from the door illuminated her features. Mother’s gaze penetrated. “That man…tell me he did not force you.”

“No, he did not. It was…” She nearly said “comfort,” but she preferred not to have to recount her experience with the Stone to her mother. Something at the back of her mind warned her to keep the depth of her experience and knowledge quiet for now, both the horrors she’d witnessed and the secret she’d discovered. You’re not even certain it’s true. It’s what Jerrah believes, but that’s no solid proof.

“It was seduction, I’m sure.” Mother enfolded her in an embrace. “Thank the Three it was no worse. There’s no denying he’s easy on the eyes, and he can be charming when he chooses.”

Charming, handsome, seductive—he was all that and more. “How do you know this?”

Mother stepped back to study her daughter once more. “Tamsin has gone on at considerable length about the entire lot of them. It’s grown quite tiresome. And naturally, I’ve kept an eye on things myself.” She raised a hand to Calista’s jaw. “You won’t be the first maid to fall victim to a man’s clever tongue, nor the last, but this does not condemn you to a marriage you do not want nor one that would lower your status, no matter what the men have told you.”

Calista stepped away from her mother’s touch. “You cannot believe Magnus would go through with a wedding now. He would set me aside after one night.”

“A mere trifle.” Her mother looked about, as if to make certain no one stood at hand. “There are ways around it, ruses you would not be the first to play, potions you might drink to ensure your courses come upon you in a timely manner. Magnus need never suspect a thing.”

The silence of the stillroom bore down on Calista. It all seemed so easy. Too easy. But then, her mother was offering what she’d wished for all along—a choice. But was it a true choice when her father had arranged the union with Magnus from the start? Or had her body made the choice for her last night? Worse, had it been her heart? “I shall think on it.”

“Do not take too long considering. Your father says Torch will not delay.”

She knew as much. Torch wanted this done as soon as might be so he could ride to his sister’s aid. And how could Calista blame him? “He can drag me to the altar, but he cannot force me to repeat vows if I refuse.”

“If you refuse? How can you even consider throwing aside the offer of a king for this…this…Well, he’s nothing more than a landless bastard, isn’t he? And he only wants you for the keep you can provide him.”

He wanted her for that, yes, but he wasn’t just a landless bastard. Not if what Jerrah believed was the truth. Not if what her brother believed, and all the rest of the Bastard Brotherhood. But Calista couldn’t get into that with her mother, not without some kind of proof less nebulous than a magical dream where she’d inhabited someone else’s head, no matter how real it had seemed. And that was assuming Torch wasn’t controlling what the Stone had shown her, for his own ends.

But if his claims were, in fact, true, he did not need her lands. He didn’t choose you for your beauty or your accomplishments or even your body. He believes you’re his destiny because of that Stone, much as he believes himself to be the rightful heir to the throne at Highspring. For some reason that thought settled uneasily over her heart.

Part of her, at least, wished he had chosen her for Calista Thorne.

She thrust those notions aside. It was time to think about her marriage with her head, not her heart. What she really needed was more information, but she wasn’t going to get that from her mother, her father, or even Torch. They all had their own aims in this. She needed to talk to someone neutral who was familiar with events that occurred before her birth.

“Calista,” her mother went on. “Remember why I named you.”

“I won’t forget, Mother.” She turned for the door. As loath as she was to leave the peace of the stillroom, she wasn’t going to find her answers here, either. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some thinking to do.”

“But—”

She had to give some kind of reply her mother would accept. “Perhaps it’s a matter of the man I know compared to the man I don’t know.”

The man she knew, indeed. The handsome charmer who weakened her knees with a single seductive grin. Who had known how to wring every last drop of pleasure from her body. Magnus will never be that to you.

“What did he do to you?” Her mother shook her head. “It’s almost as if he bewitched you.”

“What he did to me was nothing more than what men and women have been doing for centuries. For what it’s worth, he wasn’t cruel.” Cruel. Now, there was a descriptor that ought to apply to Torch based on rumor, but in the bedchamber, his touch had been singularly gentle. He would have stopped had she asked it of him. Magnus, on the other hand, wasn’t one to go easy on any who dared oppose him. All the more reason for her parents to fear his reaction.

All the more reason for her to fear, but her every choice led down a frightening path. She could repudiate Torch and watch him die slowly. Or she could go through with the wedding and condemn herself and her entire family, unless by some miracle Torch prevailed.

But Torch didn’t seem to fear Magnus. Nor had Jerrah or Griffin. They had the belief in their own rightness in taking on the king. A belief strong enough to overcome any fear, but again, it was not proof. It wasn’t something solid she might hold in her hand or show someone else. It wasn’t something she could point to and say, “This is the truth. Josse Vandal still lives, and he is our true king. He’s merely been in hiding for the last score of years and five.”

“Any man’s hand and body can give you the same pleasure,” her mother said.

“By the Three, Mother.” For a moment she could not go on. It was as if her own mother had picked up a club and slammed it into her stomach. “And here I’d always believed you were true to Father.”

“I have been, my dear. All these years. He and I are proof that two strangers may wed and yet grow to love each other, given time.”

Strangers? Calista had never before heard her parents’ marriage was anything but a love match. “You chose him, Mother. That is the story you always told me.”

Mother pressed her lips together. “I did, but that does not mean I knew him, not the way I do after so many years together.”

By all the hells, that reply solved nothing, for her mother had still been given a choice. Yes, and Calista still had one, even if Mother wanted to push her in one direction. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve much to think on.”

She didn’t let her mother protest. She ducked beneath the low-hanging lintel into the yard. Torch’s men were training hard, bashing at each other with blunted swords. A few of Blackbriar’s men had joined them, while others walked the wall, side by side with brigands. And from about the walls came the ever-present pounding of work on the gates. Along the parapet, platforms had been raised, and above them soared the skeletons of trebuchets.

Shored up defenses, indeed. And they would need them before long. A sennight. No, less. For with Griffin’s defeat, nothing stood in the way of Magnus’s army.

A cry from behind drew her attention. Torch. His long legs ate up the ground that separated them as if he’d never been injured. The last thing she wanted was to face him now after the talk she’d just had with her mother, but he wasn’t alone. Hawk was with him, and in between, as if the two older men were personal guards, Owl trudged, head down.

Nothing for it. She’d have to see what they wanted.

“My lady.” Torch touched a hand to his chest and inclined his head. So formal. So courtly. And where had he learned such manners? Certainly not in the wild and certainly not while burning and plundering the villages of the Freeholds. But she knew where he’d grown up. He’d talked about the Pinnacle. She’d seen it through Jerrah’s memories. “Since you healed me, I wondered if you might not see to my squire’s hands.”

Hawk nudged the boy. “Show her.”

Not raising his gaze, Owl thrust his hands at her. Weeping blisters covered red, angry skin. Long welts housing scratches cut across the expanse. “Gracious, that must pain you,” she commented, “especially when you try to hold a sword.”

For some reason, what she could see of Owl’s face turned bright red. “Yes, m’lady.”

She glanced up at Torch to catch him smirking. Even serious Hawk’s lips looked as if they wanted to turn upwards. “Is this some sort of jest?”

“Not at all.” Torch reined in his expression. “The boy can hardly keep up his training with his hands in such a state. I had to cut the gauntlets off him.”

“What have you been into?” she asked the boy. “This looks like the reaction some people have to our roses.”

Instead of replying, Owl turned his head down and away.

“Have you been in the Blackbriar gardens?” She ducked so as to look him in the eye and see if she could detect a lie, but he still refused to raise his eyes to her.

“Answer the lady’s question,” Torch said. The lady. Still so formal. Not as if he’d had her in his bed a mere quarter day earlier. A spot on her hip tingled—the very spot where those long fingers of his had bitten into her flesh while he thrust into her. Again and again and again.

“I only thought t’ pick a few flowers,” Owl said at last. “Thought Tamsin would like ’em.”

A muffled snort came from one of the men. Calista looked up sharply to catch Hawk schooling his features.

She narrowed her eyes on him. “Did you put him up to this?”

“No, my lady. Never me. Someone else might’ve.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“The idea was mine,” Torch said. “I merely thought if the boy might convince your maid to…well, to spend a little pleasant time with him in some dark corner of the hayloft, his disposition might improve.”

“What?” Owl glared at his master. “That weren’t how it happened a’ tall. Kestrel only said t’ try t’ win Tamsin’s favor. He didn’t say nothing ’bout no hayloft. Or whatcha call it? Pleasant time?”

Hawk cuffed him on the back of his head. “What do you think winning a maid’s favor means?”

“I thought I was t’ give her flowers and such. Maids like that.”

During this entire exchange, Calista refused to look Torch in the eye. “Maids do indeed like such things,” she said. “But gifts ought not be given with the idea you might get something in return. Especially not gifts like Blackbriar roses. As you’ve seen, the thorns are vicious, and some people have a reaction to touching the leaves. You, my boy, are one of them. But never fear, I have some salve you can put on them. The blisters ought to heal in a day or two.”

Cheeks flaming ever redder, Owl looked away and mumbled something at the ground.

“What did you say?”

Torch cleared his throat. “I cannot be certain. If you’re not used to deciphering his speech, the boy can be difficult to understand under the best of circumstances. But I believe he asked how much of a supply you have.”

“I’ve plenty, and I can make more if necessary. Why?”

Again it was Torch who supplied an answer. “From what I gather the blisters have afflicted more than his hands.”

—

No one lurked about the stables when Calista slipped in through a back door. Thank all the gods. She breathed in a lungful of clean-smelling hay and leather and horse, hoping the familiar scents would calm her. Not wanting to consider the habits of a sixteen-year-old boy, she’d left Owl in her mother’s care. She’d managed to leave Torch and Hawk behind along with the rest.

Now if only she could slip out of the keep undetected, for she was certain if anyone noticed her leaving, she’d find herself with an escort in no time at all. Not just any escort. No, Torch would insist, and she preferred not having to explain herself to him.

For she’d remembered a time in her childhood, before her body had developed a woman’s shape. A tutor had lived with them, a thin grizzle-haired man in brown cottar-spun linsey robes, wearing a curious triangular pendant on a leather thong. He had taught her to read and to write her name, and to add columns of numbers and subtract still other columns of numbers until she could do it in her head.

She’d far preferred the reality of plants beneath her fingers, and the softness of fresh-turned sun-warmed earth. The scents of the stillroom and the satisfaction of a well-weeded bed of herbs. So Brother Tancrid had played a game with her. For every column of numbers she figured properly, he’d tell her a story.

She’d liked the stories enough to untangle the confusing rows of numbers until she could reckon her way through the steward’s ledgers. At the time, she hadn’t realized he was teaching her history as well, but he had through his tales of the Avestari and the Freeholds and all the varied families of the Eastern Strongholds. He’d told her of the royal family who lived in the gilded palace at Highspring Moor, surrounded by courtiers dressed in rich clothing. She’d recognized his stories as true when, from time to time, a rider dressed in rich velvets and samite and silk would pay a call on her father. Said courtiers bore messages from King Magnus.

Magnus Vandal.

Never once had Master Tancrid mentioned any figure named Josse Vandal or his father Jaffe, only Magnus, who had ascended the throne before Calista’s birth, as a young man, strong of arm and stronger of will.

But if anyone could tell her anything about the rest of the Vandals, she trusted her old tutor to know.

When she grew old enough to discern, she realized his rough garb was a sign he’d taken vows as a member of the Acolytes. Their cloister lay within an easy ride of Blackbriar Keep. So once she’d quietly readied her palfrey, eased along the curtain wall, and slipped through a postern gate, she heaved herself into the saddle and set a course for the southwest.

The air outside the confines of the keep was warm and somehow lighter. How freeing to breathe in its freshness, to hear the birdcalls, to feel the warmth of the sunlight through the trees after all the days she’d been cooped up with Torch. Already her heart beat less heavily in her chest. It seemed to patter more easily without the constant worry, without the eyes on her.

And her thoughts felt clearer as well. In no time at all, the cloister’s buff walls rose before her eyes, nestled on the far side of a pond behind which rolling hills tumbled green and cheerful on the horizon. In the fervent hope her old tutor would supply her with answers, she cantered the final furlong to the gate.


Chapter 14

A wrought-iron barrier, a filigree of grillwork surrounding an inverted triangle in the gate’s center, separated the cloister from the outside world. Beyond, in the courtyard, chickens scratched in the dirt, much as they did in Blackbriar’s bailey. A goat or two cropped at a patch of grass.

Calista dismounted and pulled on a rope that hung next to the gate. A bell’s chime echoed through the space. Presently, a barefoot brother meandered from one of the ocher-colored stone buildings within. “What might I do for you, my child?”

“I’ve come to seek the counsel of someone more learned than I. Is Brother Tancrid here?”

The breeze swept his rough brown robes about spindly legs. “What is your name?”

“Calista Thorne of Blackbriar Keep. Brother Tancrid was my tutor when I was a girl.”

Taking a step back, he nodded and swung the gate open. “Enter and be at peace.”

Peace was an apt description. As soon as she crossed into the cloister, she felt as if she’d entered a different world. The brother led her into the low building across the compound, the brown hens clucking peevishly as he glided through their midst.

The brother showed her to a tiny chamber, little more than a cell. A single window pierced a wall half as thick as the length of her forearm. No fire blazed on the hearth to burn off the musty scents of humidity and mildew. “Be seated, and I will inform Tancrid he has a visitor. I would offer refreshment, but few come seeking the wisdom of the earth these days.”

She took a seat on a rough-hewn wooden bench. The only other furnishing in the room was a low table. Old scrolls of parchment lay scattered across the surface. She unrolled one to reveal a map denoting the boundaries of each of the Strongholds. At its center, a large star marked the location of Highspring Moor. The silence about her deepened until she could hear the rush of blood in her head.

Before long, the soft padding of bare feet on cold stones ruptured the quiet. Calista turned to find her old master standing in the doorway. His rough brown robes brushed the floor, almost hiding his bare feet. His grizzled hair had lightened to gray and the furrows on his brow were etched deeper than she recalled, but his blue eyes still twinkled with their old curiosity.

As she rose, she resisted the impulse to launch herself at him the way she had as a child.

He stopped a foot away and looked her up and down. “Calista—or rather, I should call you my lady, as you are a woman grown.”

At his tone, she nearly curtseyed. “How wonderful to see you again after so long.”

He inclined his head. “I’ve always been here, never far. You could have called at any time. But tell me, what brings you now. I’d have thought you long since wed and moved away.”

An odd statement, when he’d known so much about the families of the Strongholds and their allegiances. Could he not have known of her betrothal? “My father would see me wed to King Magnus.”

He raised a pair of bushy brows, gone as gray as his hair. “Is that so?” Decorum would have dictated congratulations, yet he offered none, nor did he sound delighted at the news. “And what are your wishes in this matter? For as often as fathers try to decide their daughters’ fates for them, the daughters form their own opinions.”

“That is why I have come to see you. I have a decision to make, you see.”

“Indeed.”

He turned to the door and closed it before indicating the bench. She resumed her seat, while he remained on his feet, almost as if their former roles were reversed. As her tutor, he’d always bid her stand before him to recite her lessons or read from one scroll or another, while he remained seated, hands clasped in his lap, and listened with interest, no matter that he must have heard such lessons repeated hundreds of times before. If the repetition vexed him, he never allowed the reaction to show.

“Before I say any more, I’d like your assurance that whatever we discuss does not leave this room.” Torch had not wanted her to repeat his claim even to him in the privacy of her bedchamber, after all. Whatever else he had done or would do, she’d respect his secrecy for now. Unless Brother Tancrid could give her good reason not to trust Torch.

The Acolyte’s expression hardened, something she’d never seen before on his face. “I give you my word by my vows before the Three and to the earth beneath our feet that supports and sustains us all. Now, what have you come to ask me?”

“I’ve come for a story.”

Once again his expression changed, softening into the lines she remembered. A quiet laugh emerged from his lips. “You’re a woman grown and still asking after stories. I ought to make you work for it, but I suspect you’ll need to get back home before you’re missed. As much as I suspect you’ll be asking me about a story you haven’t yet heard.”

“If it’s one you’ve told me in the past, I’d have remembered it myself.”

He sniffed, the reddened rims of his nostrils flaring for an instant. “You always were asking to hear the same ones over again. I admit a failing there.”

“How so?”

“If I’d done my job properly and aroused your curiosity, you might already possess the knowledge you seek. So come.” He ran his index finger over his upper lip. The yellowed nail stretched past the tip of the digit, long as a hawk’s talon. “What story would you like to hear?”

In spite of herself, she glanced around the chamber, as if she might find the walls riddled with holes and an ear pressed to every one. “I need you to tell me the story of Josse Vandal.”

“And where have you heard that name?” He said the words low, as if he, too, feared eavesdroppers. “King Magnus struck that name from existence a score and five years ago when he rose to power. Even to pronounce it in his presence would be deemed treason. Pray you do not make that mistake should you wed him, or I fear he will seek a new bride in less than a year.”

She ought to have expected such an ominous reply, but even so a shiver prickled up and down her spine. “Treason? For a mere name?”

“There are those”—Tancrid’s voice fell to a whisper so she had to strain to catch his words—“who would claim Josse Vandal to be our rightful king.”

She nodded. “That much I knew.”

“And who have you been talking to that you even know this name?” The question carried caution and concern for her.

“I prefer not to say. But can you tell me, if one exists who might possibly take the kingship away from Magnus, what sort of proof he might bear to back his claim?”

“Is it not already proof that Magnus fears the name so much he’s had it all but erased? There is no written record of it, and it lives only in older men’s memories.” Her father, for one, but he was hardly likely to pronounce a name that would brand him a traitor. Not when he was such a staunch king’s man. “In another generation, that, too, will be gone, once the last who recall those times have died off.”

“Yes, but should one appear who claims to be Josse Vandal himself, how would I know he’s telling the truth? Surely there must have been other pretenders over the years.”

“Not until recently, for Josse would be a younger man. He was a boy of five when Magnus came to the throne. As for proof, there is none, for Magnus has been certain to get rid of all evidence, the same as he’s caused the name to be stricken.”

A boy of five. Convenient that no one who’d known the child was like to recognize the man after all these years. But that put Torch at just about the right age for his claim to be true.

“But if, as you say, Magnus has succeeded in erasing the past, how is it you know these things?”

Brother Tancrid clutched at the carved wooden triangle he bore about his neck. But for his index finger, all the other nails were cut short. Calista sifted through her childhood memories, but if he’d ever worn his nails in such a fashion, she’d never noticed. “It is part of the vows we take to become the Sons of Earth.”

“Sons of Earth?” She’d never heard him refer to himself as such.

“Acolyte is a descriptor thrust upon us by the outside world. Within these walls, we take our true name and declare our true purpose. Here we not only seek knowledge of all things, we preserve it, both the permitted and the forbidden.”

She brushed a finger across the map, lingering on the raised ink of the star at its center. “Does your true purpose enable you to share the story?”

“Enables me, yes.” He sniffed. “But be warned. This knowledge is deadly should you repeat it to the wrong person. In this chamber, it is safe, as am I. But you would carry it back into the world, where it might breed war.”

“I think we’ve established I already know more than I ought.” And war was coming, no matter what. “Please.”

“Perhaps your appearance here and now is the sign that it is time to restore the balance.” He rubbed the space below his nose. “But the story does not begin with Josse Vandal. We must reach further back through the generations and annals of the kings, back to Josse’s grandfather. By the official records, he only married once, but depending on whom you ask, he either married at the age of sixteen to a dairy maid who bore the family name of Rathbone or at the age of twenty when he made a far better alliance. Either way, King Magnus and Jaffe Vandal were half brothers. The only open question is which one of them was legitimate.”

—

Blackbriar Keep glowed in the level rays of the setting sun as Calista made her way back from the cloister. Smoke seemed to cloud her brain after all she’d learned. Tancrid had once more couched his history in terms of a story, but all the unfamiliar names and places and events of ages ago seemed to swirl in her mind until it formed a simmering stew.

And she wasn’t much closer to making a decision than she had been. “There can be no solid proof,” Tancrid had said. “If the queen escaped with her young son, they’d have had little time to collect anything from the palace. And the boy would long since have grown to manhood. If he had a claim, he’d have made it and produced whatever proof he had.”

She hadn’t told him Torch was the claimant. Not that Torch had any proof, other than a strangely noble sword for one of his apparent upbringing. But he could have taken that during a raid. He could have plundered a corpse. Given his reputation, he’d sooner have done either one of those than carry a carefully preserved blade out of the royal armory.

But the pommel bore a raptor, and the Vandal symbol was an eagle. Or at least according to Tancrid it had been once. Before Magnus came along and cast the entire palace in iron. He’d replaced the eagle on his banners with an arrow-struck crown.

Once again the saying the king was so fond of repeating echoed through her mind: A swift arrow can fell even an eagle. That was what he’d done. Their father barely cold in his grave, Magnus had felled his half brother within a sennight of the man’s own coronation. He’d paid homage with steel and iron, sharp blades, and cruel bolts.

If the queen had escaped the carnage, the matter was kept a strict secret. Magnus buried three corpses, but whether the bodies possessed any royal blood was still an open question. Of King Jaffe, there had been no doubt. The other two might well have been lowly servants.

“I could ask Torch,” she muttered to herself, “but the most he can tell me are his vague childhood memories and stories passed along from his mother, retold so often they carry the ring of truth.” He might well believe he was the rightful king, but that didn’t make it so.

And truth or not, did she wish to ally herself with him? Choose him over Magnus? How could she be certain Torch would rule justly? He had the assurance he was right in what he was doing, nothing more. That wouldn’t make him a good ruler, any more than Magnus had been.

Magnus…A man who had attempted to erase the past. Perhaps he’d succeeded on even a grander scale. Tancrid had told her many stories in her youth, but were those stories true history or lies made up and spread by a monarch with something to hide?

“Whatever else Magnus has done,” Tancrid had pointed out, “he must still fear the Vandals. Why else would he claim it treason to mention the name of a boy who was last seen at the age of five?”

Though Calista had never met the king, for the span of a dream she’d inhabited the body of a woman who had experienced the effects of Magnus’s rule. Someone on the outside. Not the pampered daughter of one of his supporters. Jerrah had known a life of cruelty due to that man. Could Calista fault the brother for wishing to right such wrongs?

“No one can tell what the future holds,” Tancrid had advised her at the gate. “None but the Three. You must listen with your heart.”

She hadn’t even told him her dilemma, and yet he seemed to sense something of its nature.

At the postern gate, she slid from the saddle and led her palfrey beneath the shadow of the wall. The bailey was in an uproar of servants dashing here and there. In the middle of it all, Torch’s men stood in ranks, armed, beside their mounts. Torch had hauled himself up on his charger and was shouting orders.

“What in the name of the Three?” she muttered. Had they received word of Magnus marching on them already? Her heart seized at the idea. The defenses weren’t even halfway prepared. Torch had ridden in to claim Blackbriar so easily. Magnus would do the same, and he would not show the same mercy to the Brotherhood as Torch had shown the men of Blackbriar.

Overlooked, she led her mare into the dark of the stable.

“My lady!” Rand froze in his tracks, his hand clenched about the reins of still another mount. He was dressed in boiled leather over mail with a bow slung at his back. His saddle held a quiver full of fletched arrows.

“What is afoot?” she asked the guard. “Is the enemy coming?”

Beneath his helm, his brows lowered. “The enemy is within our walls and has been for the past fortnight.” He stepped directly into her path, halting her on the spot. Her mare jerked her head back and snorted. “Tell me it isn’t true. Tell me you’re not going to wed that upstart.”

She opened her mouth on the verge of replying that she hadn’t made up her mind yet, when she realized it was none of his affair. “You seem rather eager for the answer to that.”

“By the Faceless One, you were betrothed to a king.”

“I still am.” Let him make of that what he would. “Magnus may come to claim me yet, and in the meantime, Father has yielded the castle to Torch. He gave you a chance to leave if you would not follow him. If you did not go, he is by rights your lord.”

“And you would make him yours, would you not?”

“I must obey my betters just as you must.” Part of her was uncertain as to why she was defending Torch when Rand had the right of the situation, but there it was. In any case, she didn’t need her father’s retainers and guardsmen making her decisions for her.

“You there!” Calista could not see past the charger that Rand had been leading toward the yard, but she recognized that voice readily enough. Torch. “Rand, is it? Come along. We’ve no time to lose. The sun will go down soon.”

“My lady is here.”

“What? Why didn’t you say so?” Torch pushed past both guard and horse to eye her from the top of her disheveled head to her booted toes. “Where in the name of the Three have you been?”

“I went for a ride. I had no idea it was forbidden.”

Rand still stood, reins in hand, looking from one to the other. His eyes glittered in the dim light. Too interested by far, that one. Torch glanced over his shoulder. “Put that beast away along with this palfrey and tell Hawk to call off the search.” His fingers curled about Calista’s wrist, binding tight as a shackle. “You, my lady, will come with me.”

She ought to follow him, ought to get them both out of earshot of any of her father’s men, but something inside her rebelled. No one had ever seen fit to manhandle her in all her life at Blackbriar. She didn’t intend to start allowing it now. “Whatever orders you mean to give me, you can do it here.”

“I prefer to carry out this conversation in private, if it please you.”

She returned his glare. “Then unhand me.”

“In your chambers. Now.”


Chapter 15

Calista nearly balked, but Rand’s eyes narrowed at Torch’s command. She wasn’t about to begin taking orders from either one of them. She yanked her wrist out of Torch’s grasp and preceded him across the bailey. As she passed, his men stopped to stare at her, their gazes weighing on her shoulders, but she held her head high, despite the burning in her cheeks, despite knowing how she appeared to them—a rebellious child in need of chastisement.

Across the great hall, up the stone stairs at its back to her tower chamber—with every step Torch’s heavy footfalls thudded loudly in her ears. As did the oaken door when he closed it behind them.

“Where did you go that you saw fit to leave this keep without informing anyone?” he asked without preamble. Once again, she met his gaze. His expression was set, his arms crossed over the expanse of his chest. He’d donned mail and covered it with a tunic of leather. From head to toe, he looked every bit a mercenary and a marauder, every bit as ruthless as his reputation painted him, a man hardened by life beyond his years. If his claim is true, his years number only a score and ten. The lines at the corners of his eyes and on his forehead were etched far deeper.

“I went for a ride.” She crossed her arms in imitation of his stance. “I’ve done so often enough in the past without anything tragic befalling me. No one told me it was forbidden now.”

He looked away for a moment and raked a hand through his hair. He’d removed his gauntlets and held them clenched in his other fist. “Yet you must have suspected I’d prevent you from leaving. Or else you would have told someone, not to mention using the front gate. I ask you again, where did you go?”

“If you are concerned about me running to your enemies, I have not.”

“The Ironfist is not yet near this keep, or my scouts would have brought word. And when he comes, he will bring a host. I cannot have you wandering about the countryside unescorted.”

This level of concern for a mere ride was beyond her experience, but then the lands about the keep had always been relatively safe. He is not used to safety. The thought rolled over her as true. Based on what Brother Tancrid had told her, based on her experience as Jerrah, Torch had spent his entire life looking over his shoulder—berated falsely as a bastard, concerned someone might discover his true identity. Magnus may have made a show of burying a queen and a prince, but behind all that, his spies had spent years scouring the countryside for news, ever quietly, lest people ask too many questions and hit on the truth.

Fear. Magnus fears this man. A shiver passed down the back of her neck.

“As long as you allow me a chance for a ride now and then, I can bring an escort with me.”

“You will not leave unless it’s in my own company, or Kestrel’s. And you cannot go with Kestrel now. He has left us, too.”

The statement hit her like a blow from a bludgeon. “What?”

“By all appearances, he has defied my order and gone after my sister when I need him here.” Torch stepped closer, filling her field of vision with his presence. “I can do nothing about that now. You’ve yet to tell me why you felt the need to sneak away.”

“I grant you, I preferred to ride out on my own today and suspected I would not be permitted to do so had you known of it. As for what I was about, I simply paid a visit to an old friend.”

“And who is this friend?”

“Brother Tancrid, one of the Acolyte order.” A Son of the Earth, whatever that meant.

“Acolytes? There are Acolytes here?”

“Not at Blackbriar, but near enough. When I was child, Brother Tancrid lived at the keep and taught me my letters and numbers. He also knew a great deal of history.”

Torch opened his mouth and closed it again, while a glimmer of understanding dawned on his face. “And you wished to ask him what he knew of the circumstances when Magnus stole the throne?”

“That, and I wanted to find out if there was any possible way you might prove your claim. Because even if you defeat Magnus, you will have to win over the other Strongholds. Their warleaders will want proof you are who you say you are.”

“And who is this Brother Tancrid that he should know so much of my doings and the events at Highspring Moor?”

“I did not think to ask. He’s always…well, he’s known. If you’ve heard of their order, you know they seek and preserve knowledge. He used to tell me the most amazing stories. I just assumed he’d know of this, and it seems he did.”

Torch went rigid, almost wary. “Then what did he have to say about this proof?”

“That there was none, at least that he was aware of. Magnus’s claim was based on his father’s marriage to his mother being legitimate, and since it came before your father was born, the throne passes to him. If he possessed proof enough to convince the others at the time and depose your father—”

“He did not depose my father. He murdered him.” His vehemence made her step back. He couldn’t have remembered this. He couldn’t have witnessed it, or he would not have been left alive to recount this tale now. And yet he spoke with the conviction of one who had seen.

“But the others did nothing to stop him. Were he in the wrong, the other lords would have risen against him.”

“Which did not happen, clearly. He held the power. He’d raised a large enough army that the remaining lords would not dare oppose him. Any who did could easily have been replaced by followers more faithful to Magnus’s cause. I merely intend to right a wrong by visiting the same treatment on him.”

“And how will you convince them you’re right?”

“Through this.” He reached behind his back and drew his sword. The rays of the setting sun glittered on its edges, making flames appear to dance along its length. “And where would a bastard such as I obtain a sword like this?”

“You might have won it in a tourney or taken it from another.”

“But there’d be witnesses in that case. This sword has not been seen for over a century. My mother took it out of the palace when we escaped. She kept it for me until I was old enough to heft it, and made me vow to avenge my father’s blood with it. In the end, I shall need no more proof than Magnus. I will depend on the power a weapon lends me. A weapon, a host such as I might raise, and the will of the gods that right might lead me back to where I belong.”

A pretty speech, true enough, and it didn’t come off as rehearsed. But would it be enough? In the end, they were mere words, but if his blade could back them up…Still, the cost would be high. He’d already lost a brother to this cause, and perhaps a sister as well.

“I suppose the question remaining now is, are you with me or not? Did your tutor tell you enough to sway your good opinion?”

“Brother Tancrid tells a fine tale, but he’s always left the final decision up to me.” Or so she’d always felt, even if she was aware her tutor might have painted the facts with subtle hues to persuade her to one side or the other without her realizing. Still, she saw no reason why he ought to sway her to Torch’s side.

As a smaller keep and one not easily defended through its natural setting, Blackbriar had always kept its position by relying on its stronger neighbors. Her father had depended on his allegiances for his defense. And shouldn’t a maiden in her position do the same?

Which meant, logically, she ought to choose the man currently in power over a potential victor. Ought to, but her heart told her no, and nothing Tancrid had recounted to her this afternoon changed that position.

A known, one she could deal with, one honorable after his own fashion, over an unknown.

And she’d seen him with his men. She’d witnessed the mercy he’d shown his newly conquered subjects. Nothing about his reputation seemed true in light of what she’d seen of him. The only question still open was whether he was fit to rule, but he’d no more experience at ruling than Magnus had when he’d assumed power.

But he is fit to command. You have seen that.

“And have you reached a decision, my lady?” He posed the question lightly enough, as if the reply mattered not at all. But she knew it did. Even if his Stone and its visions ought to give him the confidence that her choice would turn his way. He ought to swagger, but none of his usual arrogance showed in his tone.

And that, more than anything she’d heard and seen since his arrival, swayed her opinion.

—

Torch found himself leaning forward, practically standing on his toes as he waited for Calista’s reply. For some reason it mattered. Well, of course it mattered, but not on the expected grounds. Certainly, he wanted his intended bride to go along with his plans, to fit in with them willingly. It would make the upcoming days much easier if he didn’t constantly have to convince her of seeing things his way. If he didn’t constantly have to seduce her.

Not that he’d have minded that aspect. And he could still set aside some time for such things. Now, if necessary. Oh, yes.

But it shocked him how deeply he wanted her to voice her consent and become his bride. As if she believed in him and what he was attempting. As if she cared beyond the confines of her keep. As if she cared on a much smaller scale as well. As if she cared for him, the man.

And how long had it been since he’d had that? Outside his family, never. His mother, his brother, his sister cared for him on that level, naturally. His men, certainly, but that wasn’t the same. They respected and admired him as a leader, as the rightful king. None of them cared for him the way a woman ought to care for a man.

The way his mother had loved his father. He only had her stories, of course, but somewhere on the fringes of his imagination he recalled deep, chest-wrenching sobs in the night. He’d waken to the sound to find darkness still enveloping the world and known his mother was mourning the loss of his father. He’d heard it as well in the way her voice softened whenever she remembered him, whenever she’d told her son about his sire.

And he recalled the way she’d gazed on her twin babies. He’d barely reached his sixth birthday when they’d arrived, but the look in his mother’s eyes as she’d watched her babes sleep, the soft caresses of her fingers on their fat cheeks, the way she could study them for hours…Somewhere he’d known. This was her last connection to the husband she’d loved. Especially Griffin, to whom she’d secretly given their father’s name.

Griffin. Damn it all. The thought reared up and plowed through his gut like a sword thrust. Their mother would be devastated when he told her the news. But when he did bear her that particular tiding, he’d accompany it with a gift—Magnus Ironfist’s heart.

She deserved no less than that revenge. For as he grew, Torch came to realize how rare such a thing was. Lords and ladies made matches for allegiances, for power, to cement alliances, and if they could tolerate each other, it was considered a stroke of luck. Those who came to love were rarer still. Even among the lowborn, the kitchen wenches and stable boys eyeing one another with lust when their masters’ backs were turned, even their affections often didn’t last longer than a night’s pleasure.

He’d observed. He’d experienced that sort of fleeting tenderness himself. But somewhere deep, he’d wanted more, even if he knew such an occurrence was unlikely.

But damn it all, if Calista accepted him of her own free will, accepted not just the alliance, but him, the man, that was a step in the right direction.

And he hadn’t even realized how important it was until this moment.

Her shoulders lifted on an indrawn breath. “I will marry you.”

He released a stream of air. Somewhere in the back of his head, a rapid pulse beat—his own blood rushing through his veins, faster than usual.

“Why?” The gods help him, he had to know.

She raised her brows, and she turned her head to regard him from the corner of her eyes, as if she were afraid to give the wrong answer. “Because you’ve ordered it, and you’re my lord.”

His heart dropped to somewhere in the vicinity of his stomach, where it lay like an overly rich meal, but he would not let his disappointment show. He moved work harder on seducing her higher on his list of priorities.

“Well, yes, naturally.” There, that sounded sufficiently casual. “And you’re a good girl who always obeys her lord.”

Her lips parted, and a burst of laughter exploded from her. “If you want to believe that, I’ll certainly not disabuse you of the notion.”

He raised a brow. Surprising, how easy it was to retreat behind a façade of nonchalance. “Oh, ho. This sounds like an interesting conversation. Are you trying to imply you’ve been naughty at times? Pray, tell me about them.”

Gods, he sounded like Steelsleet’s younger son, who went through women faster than he went through his quarterly allowance.

“You’ve just caught me sneaking back into the keep, and you have to ask me about my other transgressions?”

The implication behind those words caused the smile to fade from his face. But she’d been a maid until last night. She couldn’t have been slipping off to meet with lovers. “You’ve just confessed to meeting with a man who swore a vow of chastity. Hardly a high point on anyone’s list of sins.”

She gazed up at him from beneath her lashes. “I think I’d rather hear about yours.” Gods, where had that throaty note in her voice come from? It streaked straight to his groin. “Perhaps we can compare.”

He placed a hand beneath her chin and tipped her face toward his. “I think that is something that is better demonstrated, don’t you?”

Her lips parted, an invitation he couldn’t have resisted if he wanted to. He hadn’t brought her back here with the explicit intention of seducing her once more, but the moment his mouth fitted over hers, it was all he could think of. Their bodies fitting together as easily and as naturally as their lips. Hands, bodies, tongues all moving as one until their clothing melted away and they lay in a sated tangle on her bed.

But not now. Not yet. He pulled away before he lost control. Calista kept her eyes closed; her lips were swollen, and her cheeks pink. He fitted a palm to her jaw and drank in the sight. If he could remember her just like this…He’d carry that image with him into the battle he knew was coming.

And he’d use it as a reminder of all he was fighting for. At some point, his objective had shifted away from taking everything he could from Magnus. Now he wanted. He wanted the kingdom, the throne—the future, for Calista’s sake, that together they might someday build something like his parents had had for all too short a time.

By the Three, he wanted that, and he wanted it forever.


Chapter 16

Torch awoke to the feeling that something was amiss, a heaviness that weighed deep in his gut. He rolled over on the unforgiving flagstones of the great hall. All about him, his men slept—at least, those who weren’t on watch. Various grunts and snores surrounded him along with a funk of unwashed bodies that clashed with the freshness of clean rushes.

All quiet in the rising gray of dawn. All as it should be.

Reflexively, he touched the Stone at his throat. Not the slightest pulse, not the barest hint of heat beneath his palm. Yet something had disturbed his sleep.

His gaze drifted across the hall to the family altar. In half a day, he would lead Calista before it and wed her before the gods. And weren’t nerves supposed to beset a man on his wedding day?

But not him, not when the union was preordained. He clenched his fist about the Stone. Foretold, all of it, and he had Calista’s consent.

Yet there remained another concern. After today, he would declare himself openly. No more hiding behind a nom de guerre. No turning aside. If the Ironfist didn’t have reason to kill him already, after today he would. But that, too, was inevitable. Not death at the hand of the Usurper, but Torch’s bid for the throne in his true name. It was his fate. He had to believe it.

“Sir?” Owl picked his way through the sleeping bodies. Both his hands were bound tightly in enormous swathes of linen. “They sent me from the walls.”

Torch heaved himself to his feet. “Of course they did. When you can’t even hold a weapon you’re good for naught but carrying messages. And with Kestrel gone, I need all the swords I can get. Even yours.”

Owl flushed, his face taking on a darker shade of gray in the dim morning light. “I’ll serve as I can.”

“That you will, but I’d prefer it if you could wield a crossbow at the least.”

Owl drew himself up. “There’s a man at the gate. Not one of our scouts. Hawk wants to know what to do with him.”

Torch reached for his scabbard and secured his sword at his back. “Take me to him.”

He followed Owl across the silent bailey. Not even the servants were stirring at this hour, although they would soon enough. Through the rising light of dawn, the skeletons of his unfinished defenses rose like broken fingers toward the sky.

They’ll never be ready in time. Not the trebuchets, nor the trenches. Not even if they left the keep unguarded and worked night and day.

The thought came to him as clearly as a vision from his Stone. No matter. He had to believe he would prevail somehow. He would marry Calista, he would hold his keep. He would win the other lords to his cause. He would see his sister rescued. He would avenge his father and brother. He would sit on the throne at Highspring Moor. It was his birthright.

As long as the newly repaired gates held, they had a chance.

Owl showed him to the guardroom on the opposite side of the bailey. He ducked his head beneath the lintel to find Hawk standing over a thin, gray-haired man in rough robes. A length of knotted rope served as a belt. Peeking from the folds of his robes, a small brown pouch swung at his waist. An Acolyte, by his dress. Calista’s former tutor, if Torch didn’t miss his guess.

He jerked his head at Hawk. “Leave us.” Then he turned to the Acolyte. “What business do you have at Blackbriar?”

The man placed one hand over his heart, his head dipping, the gesture inordinately reverent for a man of Torch’s reputation. “I am Brother Tancrid.”

“I presumed as much.”

“And you are the new lord of Blackbriar.” Brother Tancrid took a step forward, his gaze wandering from the top of Torch’s head to his booted feet and back up. In an instant it touched everything—red-brown waves of hair, travel-worn leather jerkin, the Stone at Torch’s throat, the sword at his back. “Yes. Yes. After Calista came to me, I thought long on the matter.” With a sniff, he ran his finger beneath his nose. “I consulted, and I decided the best course of action was to ascertain for myself. There have been other pretenders. None have convinced me until I set eyes on you. You do have the look of your father about you, even if you bear your mother’s coloring.”

The air in the guardroom became suddenly scarce. Never. Never in his life had he met someone besides his mother who claimed to have known his father. Torch inhaled, long, slow. Easy. The revelation may have come as a shock, but there was no need to let it show. If he’d survived the wild this long, it was because he knew how to maintain a calm demeanor.

“My mother had golden hair,” Torch challenged.

Brother Tancrid nodded, a smile tugging at his lips. “Another test passed.”

Torch tamped down a surge of emotion. “Just who do you think my father is?”

“I do not think. I know.” Brother Tancrid wrapped his fingers about the carved triangular symbol that swung at his neck, the emblem of his order. “One whose name it is treason to speak. One who was murdered. One whose throne was stolen.”

Torch could barely credit the man’s words, yet they rang with conviction. “How do you know this?”

“My order has its ways.” Torch had heard rumors of the Acolytes using secret means of inducing visions and thus obtaining esoteric knowledge. “But in this case, I am relying on my own memory.”

“You knew my father?”

“Nothing so exalted as that, but I spent some time studying in the archives at Highspring before they were destroyed. That gave me occasion to observe the royal family when chance befell. Your parents’ wedding day was a sight to behold. The entire city gathered on the concourse before the palace to see your mother arrive all bedecked in silk. Such pomp, such finery I have never seen.” He waved a hand. “But I’m sure you do not wish to hear my reminisces.”

Torch did. He hungered for them the way a starving man craves a banquet. But not now. Not with the immediate future so uncertain. “Perhaps another time.”

“Of course.” Once more Brother Tancrid’s gaze lit on Torch’s throat. “But now that I have seen, I would offer what service I might.”

Torch took a step back. “It was my understanding your order did not involve itself in the affairs of men.”

It was the only reason someone like Magnus Ironfist would have allowed their continued existence when the Acolytes maintained the king’s annals.

Tancrid smiled. “Who told you that? Not one of my brothers, certainly. No true Son of Earth would ever proclaim such.” He reached behind his head and untied the leather thong about his neck. The carved triangle danced on its string, point down. “Do you understand the symbolism behind this device?”

Torch blinked. The last thing he’d expected was a lesson as if he were still a boy. As if he’d ever benefited from a tutor. Any schooling that had served him had come in the training yard—and in the stables where Steelsleet’s sons doled out an education with fists and booted feet.

“Three sides for the three gods,” he hazarded.

“Not quite, even if it’s what everyone thinks. No, the angles represent the Three. Do you see how they’re all equal?”

“That is only because the All-Mother and the All-Father have not yet defeated the Faceless One.”

“You speak heresy.” Another man might have turned such a statement into an accusation. Brother Tancrid maintained his air of mild amusement.

“If that is heresy, it is only what everyone believes.” After all, Torch had received little in the way of religious education—only a mishmash of practices from his upbringing at the Pinnacle to his travels through the Freeholds and beyond.

“The Sons of Earth do not believe it. The notion that the Faceless One is evil and should be defeated is erroneous. None of the Three are good or evil. They simply are, and they are not at odds. Evil only arises when the world falls out of balance. Only foolish men believe it is necessary for one god to defeat another.”

Brother Tancrid proffered his pendant. “Consider our device. Three equal sides, three equal corners, and the point on which all hinges? That is the Faceless One. Remove It from the equation and all else founders.”

“What does any of this have to do with me?”

“Ah, now, that is the question.” Brother Tancrid nodded encouragement. “There are those who would claim Magnus upset the balance when he stole the throne.”

“So my reclaiming it would set the world to rights. It would restore what he upset.”

“Yes, indeed. But take care. Most men believe their actions exist to right past wrongs. Under that conviction, Magnus took the throne.”

Torch scrubbed a hand over his chin. “His claim to the throne is not legitimate.”

“Magnus would claim otherwise. Do you have proof?”

There was the crux of the issue. Torch didn’t have proof beyond the name that he would declare before the gods today. A believer might take that as solid evidence, but he had nothing tangible. Only what his mother had told him. In other terms, his own belief in the rightness of his claim. “I bring upheaval. I bring fire and sword. Who is to determine if I am restoring balance?”

“Most often, those who come after make that determination.”

“My chroniclers.”

“If you succeed, you shall have them. And if you retake the throne, you will be in a position to name those who set forth your history. It is ever the way of things.” Brother Tancrid set the pendant in motion, swaying back and forth on its thong. “The greater the imbalance, the greater all must swing to the opposite side to compensate and the longer things require to settle. Magnus created an enormous upheaval when he seized power. It will take just as great an upheaval to restore peace to the Strongholds.”

“I expected no less. But come, you did not turn up here to discuss philosophy.”

Brother Tancrid closed his fingers about his emblem to stop its rocking. “I have no weapons to lend you nor any skill at arms or strength. What I do possess is the power of knowledge.” He focused once more on Torch’s throat. “I am not the only seeker present, I see.”

Torch raised his hand to cover his Stone. Something about the vivid interest in the Acolyte’s gaze aroused a wave of protectiveness. “Hardly a gem worthy of a monarch.”

“Might I have a closer look?”

No.

Torch dropped his hand as if the Stone had flamed hot beneath his fingers. While it hadn’t, the denial had leapt directly into his mind as if the Stone itself had spoken. And yet, he’d just told Brother Tancrid it was a trifle. If he let his protective urge show, the Acolyte might suspect something. Perhaps he already did.

Reluctantly, Torch held out the short chain, so Brother Tancrid could inspect the Stone. The Acolyte extended his index finger, the yellowed nail jutting like a claw.

With the very tip of that nail, he traced the vein of darker mineral that cut through the Stone. “This is the blood of the earth.”

This conversation reminded Torch of the day he put his hand down to break his fall and the unimaginable happened. The ground under his palm had warmed. “What?”

“You bear the earth’s blood with you. It runs in veins beneath all the lands to connect them.”

“It cannot be blood. It does not flow.”

“But it does. Far beneath the earth, there is heat, hotter than any forge, enough to melt stone and send the earth’s blood pumping beneath the surface. It is the link. The source of all knowledge. It is the master; I am but a servant. It is the father; I am the son.”

Torch glanced down at his Stone, half expecting it to blaze just as hot as Brother Tancrid claimed. And it had—when Calista touched it. Perhaps the Acolyte’s ravings weren’t complete lunacy. The Avestari believed in the visions. Torch had experienced them himself. “Could it tell me how to create Adamant?”

Adamant would solve Torch’s problems. It would make Blackbriar Keep impregnable. It would give him unbreakable weapons. It would allow him to defeat Magnus.

Brother Tancrid raised his brows. “I daresay it could if you knew how to use it.” The implication was clear—Brother Tancrid thought himself able to access this forgotten lore.

But once again, No echoed through Torch’s mind. If the stone itself knew the secrets, it did not wish to give them up.

Brother Tancrid glanced about the guardroom, and Torch caught the significance of that look, too. The Acolyte’s mind was piecing together what Torch wished to accomplish. “Yes, you will need a place of strength to face what is coming. But you’ll never unlock the secret and construct weapons of Adamant, let alone walls, before Magnus sends his hosts.”


Chapter 17

Blackbriar’s altar to the Three stood in an alcove at one side of the great hall, a tiny little niche lined with stone, where perfumed embers were ever kept alit, a perpetual flame for the Three Gods who existed before the beginning and would persist after the end. Hardly room for a crowd to witness their vows, but there was space enough for two.

Calista never imagined herself standing here to make her wedding vows. With her betrothal to the king, she’d expected an elaborate ceremony at Highspring Moor, at the palace itself, attended by courtiers in silk and velvet and samite. Her mother had already commissioned a gown in cloth-of-gold tailored to skim the slender lines of her body and fit like a glove. Edged in costly Freehold lace, its neckline plunged to show off her bosom, and the sleeves fitted skin-tight to the elbow before belling out until they draped to the floor, lined in white silk and edged in more lace.

A gown fit for a queen. Tamsin had sewn her into it this morning. Torch was likely going to tear the delicate fabric when it came time to disrobe.

As she descended the steps into the great hall, taking great care not to trip on her train or her sleeves, her mother came to meet her, shaking her head. “You cannot think to wear this to wed that…that…”

“Upstart?” It was her mother’s favorite expression for Torch. “Would you have me in cottar-spun or linsey?”

“You were meant for Magnus. You were meant for the king.”

Calista opened her mouth and closed it again. Yes, and why not declare it openly? In a few moments, the entire hall would hear. “Perhaps I still am.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll see.” She hoped so. As long as a bolt of lightning didn’t strike her where she stood when she declared Torch’s true name.

Mother pinched the trailing fabric of Calista’s sleeve and tugged. “I should like an explanation.”

“Let her be, Amara.” Her father appeared on the steps and put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. Her mother turned, and a telling look passed between them, a wordless conversation, such as Calista had seen them conduct many times in the past, but never had their expressions been so serious. “The choice has been made. Events must now play out as they were meant to.”

Calista dearly wanted to ask her father what he meant by that last comment. He wasn’t one to invoke destiny. No, that was her mother’s favored point. Coming from her father, it rang an off note, like a warning bell.

For the thousandth time since she’d agreed to go through with this, she spared a thought for Jerrah. There was another horrible wrong in this entire situation. Calista suppressed a shudder at the thought of Magnus callously turning Torch’s sister over to his guards. But even if Calista refused to go through with this wedding, the damage was done. Magnus would dispose of Jerrah either way.

Too late now. The hall was filling with servants and retainers, Blackbriar’s men, whom she’d known all her life, and Torch’s Brothers alike. I must trust in Kestrel and Jerrah herself. Calista had inhabited the woman’s body in the midst of battle. She knew that Torch’s sister could defend herself.

“Your intended awaits,” her father added.

Calista looked up the hall toward the niche that housed the altar. Torch stood, clad in his gear. Black boiled leather, tooled and worn soft, covered shiny ring mail. Owl must have stayed up half the night cleaning it, in spite of his bandaged fingers. Matching boots and a faded deep green cloak. Just beyond Torch’s left shoulder the hilt of his sword protruded from its scabbard; a leather strap embossed in intricate patterns that reminded Calista of her mother’s tattoos bound his sword in place. A matching belt at his waist sported a silver dagger. From head to foot, he looked every bit the rogue.

“He looks as if he’s dressed for battle, not a wedding,” her mother muttered.

“Some would say marriage is a battle, my dear,” her father replied. “But never ours.”

Calista bit her lip. As a girl, whenever she’d envisioned her marriage, she’d hoped to have a relationship such as her parents enjoyed. You wouldn’t have had that with Magnus. No, she realized that now. But would she have it with Torch? At times, like last night when he kissed her so thoroughly in her solar, an entire vista of sensual possibility—far beyond what he’d already shown her—had opened up. The All-Mother knew how she’d love to explore every corner of that world. With him. With Torch. Only the future will tell.

If they all lived that long. For Magnus would surely descend on the keep as soon as the news reached him.

Conscious of the hall full of eyes watching her, she marched the length, her head held high in a show of bravado she barely felt. Tamsin grinned, but just beyond Calista caught sight of two scullery maids with their heads together. One lowered her brows and shook her head.

Let them speculate. Let them say she’d betrayed them all. She had no choice now but to go through with this wedding.

Before the niche, decorated with its carvings of the Mother, the Father, and the Faceless One, the air fragrant with the spicy scent of incense, her father took her hand and laid it in Torch’s. “I give my only daughter into your care for the rest of her days. Protect her.”

Such terse words, but protection was likely what she needed most. What they would all need.

Torch’s fingers entwined with hers. He’d left off his gauntlets, and the warmth of his palm seeped into her skin. Not taking his gaze from hers, he lifted her hand, and brushed his lips across the back of it, the heat almost like a brand. She half expected to find the imprint of his mouth permanently burned into her flesh.

Then he released her hand and knelt at her feet. She gasped, as did the onlookers, all but a few females who emitted a breathy sigh. He reached behind him and drew his sword, setting the point on the stone floor and presenting her with the hilt.

“I take you as my queen, to protect and honor, to be my light in darkness, my courage in fear, my healing in sickness, my riches in need, my peace in war, my life in death. In token I present you my sword by which I so swear from this hour henceforth, until death take me or the world end.” He paused, holding her gaze with his compelling eyes, brown with flecks of gold and green. “I name you now Calista Vandal.”

Utter silence fell over the hall. He’d spoken loudly and with such assurance. The final word—the king’s family name—echoed into the stone-vaulted ceiling. Calista’s heart pounded in her ears. And then a murmur arose behind her. She pictured her parents, heads together, eyebrows raised, wondering over this claim. The rest of Blackbriar’s retainers as well. The only ones who might have anticipated this were the Bastard Brotherhood, and perhaps even they hadn’t expected a public declaration so soon.

At her feet, Torch raised his brows and nodded. He wanted her to say her vows, but first she had to find her voice. She began to repeat the familiar words by rote, words almost any girl had spoken in her imagination hundreds of times as she pictured herself standing before her family’s altar with a man of her choosing, or her father’s.

“I take you as my king…” She nearly faltered on the word, not realizing until this moment the complete import of what she was saying. What she was declaring. That word had been part of the wedding vows from time immemorial, but with the revelation of his name, it took on a new meaning. She wasn’t merely swearing fealty to her husband. She was cementing an alliance with a claimant to the throne. In public and before the gods. And with witnesses who might somehow carry the tale back to Magnus. Unbidden, Rand’s image, as she’d seen him in the stables yesterday floated through her mind. Yes, if anyone might set himself against Torch, he would.

She came to the end of the declaration, pausing in her turn. “I name you…”

Wide-eyed she stared at Torch, looking for guidance. Once more, he nodded. His entire body strained toward her as if to say, Yes, do it. Proclaim it. Declare my true name.

“Josse Vandal.”

As he rose, a cheer erupted from the hall behind her. His men. They’d drawn their daggers to beat on their shields in a great clatter that drowned out everything else. If her own people were muttering against her, denouncing her for a traitor to the true king, she could not hear it.

“Kiss her! Give her a good one!” She did not recognize the voice. One of his own, surely.

A wicked grin spread slowly over Torch’s features, and he glanced past her shoulder. “By all means.”

And then his entire attention focused on her, his hands found her shoulders, and he crushed her against him. His lips met hers in a kiss that was the very definition of possessive, deep and hard and—gods—heart-pounding. An eternity later, he pulled back, regret and promise mingling in his gaze.

“Alas, we aren’t yet finished,” he said loudly enough for the hall to hear. “Our feast awaits, but first we’ve one final ritual to observe.”

He pulled a silver dagger from his belt, and the light from the sconces glittered along its blade. Perfectly honed, perfectly lethal. He reached behind her ear, pulled a tendril of hair from beneath her veil, and cut it off with a single deft stroke before removing a lock of his own. The colors mingled, her dark brown with his lighter shade, tinged with red. He placed it on the glowing embers, where flames took it, the strands curling quickly to ash and giving off an acrid smell that cut through the incense.

And then a wave engulfed her. Torch’s men, his Brothers, all swarmed the altar to claim their kiss until her cheeks were raw with the scrape of their whiskers. If Torch would protest their attentions, he did so with a light heart, laughing as he shoved each man aside with not even enough force to knock him to the ground. Loudly, boisterously, his men lifted her to their shoulders. The room spun, but not before she caught a glimpse of her mother’s disapproving face.

Barbarians. Mother might as well have said the word aloud, for the depth of the lines between her eyes. Her father took her arm and turned her aside, while the men bore Calista shrieking to the dais, where the table lay spread for her wedding feast.

There’d been no time to prepare an elaborate meal, and even less to consider dishes fit for a king. But wine flowed in quantity, and the cup she shared with Torch was never left empty. The company became loud and louder, Torch’s men leading the way with ribald comments, which became ever bawdier with each drained goblet.

After a while, Blackbriar’s men fell into the spirit, drinking toast after toast to the couple. And then Rand lurched onto a table, raising his glass. “In your honor, a riddle, my lord and lady.” He wavered where he stood, the words slurred. “How many Freehold whores does it take to whelp a bastard?”

As it had when Torch declared her name, utter silence fell, and the mood in the hall went from boisterous to strained in an instant. The subtle ring of metal sounded as sword and daggers were loosened, but Torch’s men looked to their leader for his reaction.

—

Bastard. How that word mocked him, and he’d heard it all his life. The only worse word was whore, and he’d heard that as well. Steelsleet’s two sons who were eager enough to form their own conclusions, both about his mother’s status and his. Especially when his brother and sister came along less than nine turns of the moon after Magnus stole the throne. It was widely believed that his mother served as the lord’s leman, no matter the truth.

But Torch couldn’t let that show. To react to the taunting was to give Thorne’s man that power over him. So he let himself smile. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that question,” he said mildly. “Because if I didn’t know better, I might think you were referring to my lady wife. And we all know you’d never intend such an insult, especially on her wedding day.”

That ought to have subdued the man, at least had he been sober. But his cheeks and nose were red with drink, and he wavered as he stood on the table. Wine, unfortunately, leant him courage he might not have otherwise possessed. “Referring to your wife? Not at all. Known the girl all her life, I have. I know her well enough that it saddens me to see her sully herself with such likes when she could have wed a king.”

So much for trying to turn this situation aside. If he was to hold any authority in the keep, he’d have to deal with this man, and now. He planted his palms on the table and rose to his feet. “She has wed a king, or did the significance of the name I claimed escape you?”

Beside him, Calista laid a hand on his arm and murmured something, but the blood rushing in his head drowned out her words.

Still mounted on the table, the Blackbriar guardsman took a staggering step toward the dais. His booted foot narrowly missed landing in a full plate of food. “A man without a name can call himself what he wants. That doesn’t change what he is.”

“A man must declare his true name before the sanctified altar of the Three or be forever damned. Or are you not a believer?”

“I…well…”

“If I’d not claimed my right name, the gods would have struck me down, would they not? None can lie before them. Therefore, all must recognize that my true name is Josse Vandal, son of Jaffe Vandal, the man Magnus Ironfist murdered in order to rule these lands. Deny my own claim to the throne as you see fit, but never, ever say I’ve lied about who I am.” He fixed the man with his iciest stare, one he’d perfected on Steelsleet’s sons.

Those boys had never been able to withstand it long, and neither did Thorne’s retainer. He took a step back, somehow managed to trip, and sat down hard, sending trenchers, food, and goblets flying.

“Take that man off,” Torch ordered with a wave of his hand. He was perhaps going soft on the miscreant. Someone like Magnus would have hewn the man’s head from his shoulders where he stood. But if Torch could present a fairer alternative, he might just win a few more followers. “He’s clearly had all that’s good for him.” He glared a challenge about the hall. His own men sat alert, while Thorne’s seemed to sink in their seats. Thorne in particular, seated on Calista’s far side, avoided Torch’s gaze.

“I’ve clearly been negligent about some of my duties,” he went on. His voice echoed to the vaulted ceiling. “Among them hearing your oaths of allegiance. But since this is a day for vows before the Three, we might as well get on with it. I’ll begin with yours, Thorne.”

Thorne glared at him behind his daughter’s back. “I’ve already yielded my keep and handed you my daughter. What more do you need?”

“I’ve just told you. Unless, of course, you don’t feel you can swear me such an oath. It will be binding on your life.” Another glance about the hall revealed Thorne’s men suddenly interested in their drinks. “Any who refuse to swear me an oath of allegiance will be escorted to the gates. I grant you your lives for now, but should any here ever raise his blade against me or one of my own, you’ll find you’ve made a deadly enemy.”

He jerked his head in the direction of the niche where he’d kneeled before Thorne’s daughter and offered his sword. “Thorne?”

Thorne planted both hands on the table and heaved himself to his feet. “You will force me to forswear any oaths I’ve given to Magnus.”

“The only thing I’m forcing on you is a choice. If you prefer not to kneel to me, you know where the gate is.”

“But this is my keep…”

“My keep. You yielded.”

“Your keep, my life. My family. My home.”

“It can continue to be so. The price is your sworn allegiance to defend these lands with your life. I’d prefer not to continue my days here under the constant worry that one of your retainers might plunge a knife into my back. Or indeed insult me in my own hall.”

Thorne looked back at his wife and daughter. Calista’s cheeks had paled, but Amara held her head high. Roses bloomed in her cheeks, and her eyes glittered. Not a comforting expression, by any means. An understanding seemed to pass between them, and Thorne nodded before trudging to the altar, kneeling, bowing his head, and offering the hilt of his sword.

“I swear to you, Josse Vandal, my fealty and my service from this day hence and through all the days that remain to me. And should I ever betray you or yours, may the Faceless One take me swiftly, for I shall deserve no mercy at your hand.”

Thorne ended there, but Torch needed a bit more. “You will recognize me as your rightful king, denying all others, and you will swear the same in the name of your lady wife.”

Thorne pressed his lips into a line, and held firm.

“When we negotiated this marriage, I asked for your trust that I could prove my identity. I say to you as I said to your man. If you are at all a believer, you cannot deny my true name.”

Thorne stole a glance up at the carved images of the gods, raised his fingers in the warding gesture, and complied.

“I recognize you as my liege. Stand and be faithful in your service.”

When Thorne regained his seat, Torch went on. “And now your guardsmen. I will see about the drunkard later.” He turned to Calista. “Sweetling, I’m afraid my position comes between us already. I deeply regret putting off our wedding night, but this may take a while. I’ll forgive you if you’d prefer to await me abovestairs.”


Chapter 18

Tamsin slowly pulled the brush through Calista’s hair. Normally the action soothed, but not tonight, not when Torch had been down in the great hall for what seemed like half the night. Josse. His name is Josse, and he declared himself.

He still hadn’t come to claim his right. She listened, but no sound filtered up the staircase from the hall below. If tensions had led to drawn blades, she’d have heard the metallic clatter of swordplay. She’d have heard the cries.

She’d taken him at his word and left after her father had bent the knee, but a queer sort of tension had begun emanating from her mother from the moment Torch had called her father out. A tension that had followed Calista up the stairs to her chamber. Father had sworn an oath in Mother’s name, but Calista wasn’t at all certain her mother agreed. No, not one bit.

Tamsin set the brush aside. “D’ye want me to unsew you from your gown, m’lady?”

Calista shrugged. “You may as well.” Although unpicking all the tiny stitches might easily occupy the remaining hours before sunrise. “By the time you’re finished, my lord may have finally heard all the oaths.”

She tamped down a certain disappointment. Her gown was designed for a single wearing, and in theory, her new husband was supposed to help her remove it—with a dagger if necessary. Part of her had been looking forward to Torch forcibly divesting her of the garment.

“Do you believe such oaths even carry any weight?” She posed the question that had lingered in the back of her mind since she’d come up here to wait.

Tamsin produced a pair of scissors and began snipping at the tiny stitches about the armscye. She leaned close enough that her braid dangled against Calista’s arm, the end tickling the back of her hand. “What d’ye mean?”

“They invoked the Three down there. The Faceless One most of all. My father did. Yet in doing so, he forswore the oath he’d made to Magnus. Surely he invoked the gods then as well. In that case, which one holds?”

“I’m sure an’ I don’t know, m’lady. I tries to swear as few oaths as possible so’s I don’t have to worry over such things.”

“Very wise of you.” But Father had no choice. Calista would think the oath he’d sworn to Magnus would take priority, but the gods hadn’t struck him dead where he stood. Nor any of the others. Nor her, for that matter, if her father had ever sworn fealty to Magnus in her name. “Perhaps Brother Tancrid knows the answer.”

She could hardly go to him with her questions now, though.

“My lady.” The low rumble of Torch’s voice nearly made her jump out of her skin. She turned her head to find him filling the doorway. In the dim light of the dying fire, his eyes seemed to glow. “Perhaps you ought to dismiss your maid. You’ll have no more need of her.”

At the rasped suggestion, Calista let out a gasp. Tamsin giggled and scuttled from the room, ducking around Torch. He strode into the chamber, his long legs devouring the space that separated them. Calista felt as if her feet had frozen to the spot.

“Thank the Three Gods, you’re still awake. I thought your maid had robbed me of a certain pleasure.” Not taking his eyes from her, he pulled the tooled sword belt from across his chest and set the weapon against the wall. Then he began his advance. One step. Another. Before she knew it, he stood facing her. “One I’ve been looking forward to all evening.”

Calista had to swallow to find her voice. “A certain pleasure?”

By the Three, could she have sounded any more innocent and naïve? She knew very well what he expected to pass between them. She expected, hoped for, yearned for, the same thing.

“Why, yes.” He reached out with a forefinger and traced the neckline of her gown, from her collarbone to the upper swell of a breast. “Your maid was undressing you, but I claim that right.”

Her heart pounded, and filling her lungs became a difficult prospect. Indeed, with her lacing, she’d been trussed up like a chicken for the spit, but this was something more. She’d managed all day without this shallow, light-headed feeling taking her over. Even the wine from their shared cup hadn’t had such an effect on her.

His fingers played along the smooth fabric, tangling amid the lace, teasing her with the possibility. Her lips parted of their own accord, and her breasts felt heavy. “Have you much experience as a lady’s maid, then?”

“As a lady’s maid? Hardly. With ladies’ maids and the ladies themselves?” One half of his mouth quirked upward in a lopsided grin. Full of wicked intent, that grin, just like the fire reflected in his eyes. “I suppose prudence ought to keep me from answering that.”

“Hmm.” She could hardly expect a man of his upbringing and years to be chaste, but she was just as glad he preferred not to dwell on his past encounters.

“However, I will admit to a certain efficiency of divesting a lady from her gown.” His fingers skated down her ribs to the dangling laces at her sides. “Would you like me to demonstrate?”

“On one condition.”

He arched a brow. “You would make demands of me?”

Holding his gaze, she nodded. “I think you’ll have few objections if I ask you to divest yourself as well.”

His laugh was low and lingering. The sound settled into her chest and further into her midsection, where it melted into a liquid heat. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll ask you to undress me.”

Her cheeks stretched into an answering grin. “Do I look like your squire?”

“No, and thank all the gods.”

She placed her hands on his jerkin. The leather was soft and warm beneath her fingertips. Years of wear had formed the garment to his body, almost as if it were another skin. She breathed in the clean scent, the leather mingling with the man himself. She raised her lips to his and tasted the wine lingering there, teasing him with light kisses until he tightened his embrace and hauled her close.

She closed her eyes and gave herself over. Her hands slipped from his shoulders, her fingers searching for the row of small buckles down the front of his leather jerkin. The straps slid easily from their moorings, one after the next, down and down, but then she encountered something on his front.

Something warm and wet and sticky. Odd. It was like touching…

She stiffened, tore her lips from his, and glanced down. Red stained her fingertips. More red marred her fine golden gown, splotches of it, as if someone had taken a dagger to her.

“What in the name of the Three?” Her hands trembled as she snatched at his garments.

Strong fingers circled her wrists, pinning her hands against his chest.

“It’s not my blood.” He said it quietly, calmly, in the kind of tone one might use on a skittish filly.

“Not your…” She closed her fingers into fists to hide the stains, but she could not cover her ruined gown. “Then whose? What happened in the hall after you sent me away?”

“The drunkard on the table.”

“Rand. His name was Rand.” For some reason, she had to force those words past a rapidly closing throat. One of her father’s guards, he’d been a fixture about the keep for as long as she could remember.

Torch caught her chin in his hand. “It still is.”

“He’s not…”

He shook his head. “No, but I will not tell you falsehoods. He refused me his oath.”

“Yet…Those who would not bow. You said you’d let them go free.”

“And I would have, except he decided to make matters difficult.” Torch voiced that vague statement with a certain finality. Do not beg for details, he might as well have said. “I had no choice but to confine him.”

Unable to speak, Calista nodded.

“Was he…was he anything to you?”

“Beyond my father’s retainer, no,” she said thickly. “I…I…”

“I never claimed what I mean to do will be easy. People would paint me as a ruthless monster. I am not, but at times I shall have to do things that may seem heartless. It will be no less difficult for you. No less dangerous. But I swore to protect you, and I mean to keep that oath.”

Once more, he traced the neckline of her gown, up one breast and over the next, and warmth trailed after his finger. “Marriage to me is going to demand a lot of you.” He leaned even closer, and his voice lowered to a husky rasp. “I’m going to need you. I need to know you’re with me.”

Gracious, what had that admission cost such a proud and independent man? “I am.” She set her hand in his. Squeezed, as if that one gesture could transfer all the feelings welling in her chest to him. She hardly knew why or how, but she believed in him now. “I don’t want to think about those things now.”

“No,” he agreed. “Not tonight. Tonight is about what we want. I want you. I want your naked skin branded with mine. I haven’t yet seen you, and I want that, too. I want to see all of you.”

Mother and Father, she wanted the same. She grappled with the fastenings at his front, but he grasped her wrists and set her hands by her sides. Drawing his dagger, the same weapon he used to cut off a lock of hair to burn on the altar, he set the blade against the swells of her breasts. In one swift motion, he slashed the front of her gown. The breath raced from her suddenly expanded lungs, and her gown and chemise parted, leaving her bared to the waist. Bared to his view.

But he wanted more. He peeled back the tattered sides of her bodice, easing her arms from the tight sleeves, one fingerbreadth at a time. The costly fabric draped about her hips, a river of gold flowing to pool at her feet. Her hair fell about her shoulders in dark waves, the soft ends teasing her nipples to hardness.

Or perhaps that might be ascribed to his utter focus on her. His gaze fixed on her chest, and his eyes darkened with raw need. His jaw firmed, and he muttered a curse under his breath. One calloused finger reached out to trace the contour of her breast, skimming the areola, barely glancing against the aching bud at its tip.

Still, even that mild contact provoked a gasp.

“Does my lady desire more?”

An impish impulse rose inside her. “What if I told you no?”

“I would not believe you. Not when you’re looking at me like that.”

Her eyelids had drifted halfway shut. “How am I looking at you?”

“Like you want me to do this.”

He dipped his head and caught her nipple between his teeth, biting down to the barest edge between pleasure and pain. The moment she moaned, his tongue darted out to soothe, but that small comfort only intensified the need that roared to life inside her.

She tangled her fingers in his hair and held him to the spot while her back arched in offering. A firm hand covered her other breast, and she felt as if she were swelling to fill the cup of his palm.

Her head dropped back, her lids fluttered shut, and she let the sensations he roused lick her body like the flames on the hearth. Like his tongue on the peak of her breast.

“Perfection,” he muttered about the bud. “You are perfection.”

He raised his head to claim her lips, while his arms encircled her. His hands spread across her shoulder blades to press her close. As the rough leather and studs of his jerkin chafed at her sensitized nipples, arousal and abrasion vied with each other, but soon enough she placed her palms on his chest and pushed him back.

“You’re wearing too many clothes.” The throaty intonation took her by surprise. Goodness, she sounded like an accomplished seductress.

His answering grin was the embodiment of wicked promise. “I believe you offered to help me with that.”

That grin was also infectious. “So I did.”

With trembling fingers, she slipped the belt at his waist through its buckle before attacking the remaining fastenings down his chest. The leather separated to reveal his hauberk of polished rings. He shrugged the jerkin to the rush-covered floor, and tugged the heavy mail over his head. Beneath, a soft well-worn shirt of padded wool protected his body. Her eager fingers tore at the laces until his shirt joined the rest of his garments, and he stood before her in nothing but his breeks.

Even though she’d viewed him on numerous occasions—and in less—her mouth went dry at the sight. Tanned skin, sprinkled with hair and marred by scars, covered solid planes of muscle. She spread her fingers and placed her palms to his chest to map the terrain. Rough and sleek at once, but above all, warm. Alive. Vital. Hard.

Her lips followed as she took her first taste of the salt of his flesh and breathed in his clean scent. He wrapped her hair in his fist while his other hand smoothed down her back, over her hips, to cover her derriere. Against her belly, the length of his erection rose in a solid ridge.

He flexed his hips, pushing into her, a foretaste of the coming pleasure of their joining. An answering current pulsed between her thighs. He pressed more firmly, with his entire body, hardened chest to her breasts, until he forced her to take a step back.

Her feet tangled in the remains of her gown, and she wobbled. Strong arms steadied her, lifted, and then she knew the heady sensation of him cradling her body against his. How easily he bore her weight.

She touched her fingers to the smoothness of his clean-shaven cheek, and he dipped his head to sip from her mouth.

“The bed,” she whispered against his smile.

“As you command.” He laid her out before him, and tugged at the tangle of her gown until it gave way and slipped down her legs. Stiff gold fabric slid to the floor as he straightened.

He emitted another invocation to the Three on a hiss. “I said ‘perfection’ before, but there is no word to describe your beauty. I doubt a poet could find the right term.”

A rush of heat flushed up her chest. “Your reputation as a flatterer precedes you.”

“This is no flattery. It is but the truth. A flatterer would invent some pretty phrase or another without thought because it would be a lie. You blank my mind and rob me of the words to charm.” Despite his claims, he was doing quite well, for his words settled into her heart and stole any possible notion of resisting him. She lay before him, boneless and completely open to his will.

The mattress dipped as he knelt beside her. “I want to taste every corner of you. Every crevice.”

That last statement caused all manner of wicked images to flit through her mind, and her cheeks flamed even hotter. Surely, he couldn’t mean…

He leaned over her, running his hands from her shoulders and down her arms, the touch innocent enough yet fraught with intent. His lips settled into the angle where her neck met her body. Slowly, with teeth and tongue, he traced a path downward, lingering over each nipple in turn, while his palms eased along her hips and thighs.

She moved restlessly beneath him as the pulse between her legs became more insistent. One knee and then the other pressed her thighs apart, and he settled between them, sitting back on his heels, watching his hands as they skated up and down and up again. He was looking right there, in her most secret place. She ought to be embarrassed, but his heated gaze made her quiver.

His head dipped. She watched its descent, and the light from the fire danced in red reflections through his hair. His palms pressed behind her knees, lifted before tracking up the backs of her thighs. His thumbs converged at her very center, and he parted her willing flesh. At the same instant, his tongue swiped through the space he’d made for himself.

“Oh.” Her back bowed. By the Three, this was a sensual revelation of the highest order. What he was doing—where he was kissing—should have shocked her, but her body had moved beyond shock to demand. Need. It wanted more, and urgently, but she didn’t have to give voice to that desire.

Again and again, he returned to just that spot—the sensitive knot of flesh his fingers had shown her the other night. His hair brushed against the softness of her inner thighs, a softness all its own. The moist heat of his tongue delivered infinitely more pleasure as it circled, teasing, but always coming back to where she needed him.

He slipped a finger into her, and the sensation redoubled. With a relentless rhythm, he drove her up and up, coaxing her body to that point where it would soar. The rush was near. Her internal muscles clenched about his finger, drawing him in. Her breath came in rapid puffs. A ripple passed through her thighs, and then her entire being was convulsing along with the world.

He remained with her, pushing her through the peak, only easing off when she collapsed to the mattress, limp and panting. When she opened her eyes, Torch was leaning on his elbows, looming over her. Grinning. Smug was the only possible descriptor for his expression. She ought to cuff that smile right off his face, but for some inexplicable reason, she only wanted to wrap him into an embrace and kiss him. Or perhaps divest him of his breeks and complete this joining. To take him into herself, all of him. As he said, to brand her flesh with his, within and without.

She reached for the laces at his waist.

His grin widened. “So eager, are you?”

Then his fingers grappled with hers. As one, they tore at the fastenings. With a violent series of kicks, he shucked the remaining barrier between them.

Once again, he rose before her on his knees, but this time his erection strained toward her. She touched a fingertip to the silken head, and he shuddered, a rippling wave across the muscles of his chest and thighs.

She extended her hands, recalling the feeling of supple skin sliding over a steely core, but his fingers circled her wrist in an iron grip.

“Not tonight, sweetling.” Lust darkened his voice to something rough and haunting. “I’ll never last. Not after watching you come apart so sweetly for me.” He gathered her hips and lifted her to him. Her shoulders and upper back pressed into the mattress. Suddenly he was probing at her entrance. “Look at me.”

She had no choice but to obey. She anchored her gaze to his, and he slipped into her, one smooth stroke that demanded she succumb. Her body stretched to accommodate him, and she wrapped her legs about the only support offered her in this sensual world—him, her husband.

He pulled back and, with a groan, surged once more, a single powerful thrust that found him fully seated. No pain accompanied the movement, only the pleasure of her reawakening nerves.

“Look at me,” he muttered again.

Slowly, he began to move, and as he moved, she watched. With every thrust, some of the smugness melted from his expression, giving way to a private tenderness that transformed him. Her heart seemed to swell in her chest. The familiarity of Torch, his confidence, his cocksure arrogance yielded to something beautiful.

A man, to be certain, one with the very highest of hopes and dreams, but who wasn’t at all sure he’d achieve any of it. One who’d experienced both love and deep, abiding loneliness. One who wanted to attain that love again. That air of vulnerability floating about him revealed a face he must never show to anyone. But he was demanding she witness it, now, when she was one with him.

She reached for him, gently this time. Her fingers skimmed the straining muscles of his back as she met every last stroke.

“Josse,” she whispered, knowing it for the truth. This fragile vision, this private side of him was Josse.

He answered with a deep groan. His eyes fluttered shut, as if he could no longer stand to face the raw emotion building between them. He picked up the pace, each successive thrust deeper, more insistent, more demanding than the last. But still she watched, even as she moved with him. Even as he drove her toward another shuddering climax.

His brow furrowed in concentration. His chin lifted. His breath emerged on a hiss, then a grunt. How fascinating to watch pleasure transport this man. How beautiful. The backs of her eyes burned with the feeling.

—

Torch never wanted to leave this bed, the haven it represented, a refuge separate from the world without. He’d hardly been aware of how much he’d longed for solace, and yet he’d found it with Calista.

She drowsed in his embrace, her hair spread across the pillow in a hopeless tangle. He picked up a dark tendril and let its silk flow through his fingers. The flush of passion still lay pink on her cheeks and breasts.

Josse. While he’d been buried to the hilt in her, she’d called him by his right name, as if she’d seen into his soul. Not only seen but accepted him for his true self, a wedding gift none other could match.

He tightened his arms about her. The warmth of her breath wafted in an even rhythm against his shoulder. In, out, steady and dependable, in the midst of a life where nothing was predictable.

Damn it all, and he was about to let the world intrude. Just a little longer, that’s all he needed. A few more moments where he could drift and forget and pretend he’d won all the things he’d set out to achieve—the throne that was his by right, but most of all, vengeance.

Gods, what was it about this woman that she gave him just what he needed? Without thinking, his fingers wandered to the Stone at his throat. Like his wife, it lay cool and slumbering beneath his touch.

It had shown him. It had led him here. A heady sensation akin to triumph exploded in his chest. Surely if he kept on this path, all he wanted might yet be attainable.

How had Brother Tancrid termed it? The blood of the earth that linked all to all. Even now the Acolyte lay secreted away in another chamber, seeking visions, questing for the hidden knowledge that would further Torch’s cause. One more step on the path to the throne.

Perhaps Torch ought to try as well. With Calista beside him, could he direct the power of his Stone to show him what he wanted? Even the lost secret to creating Adamant from ice?

But even as the thought floated through his mind, a far more horrific image took its place. Once again, cruel steel bit through his chest and erupted out his back in a spout of blood and agony. Was it only two nights ago he’d experienced the death of his brother as if it were his own?

That reminder had him reaching for the clasp at his nape to do something he’d never done since his youth—remove the Stone from his person. For just one night, he wanted utter peace and uninterrupted sleep. No horrors, no secrets, no promises of future power. Only the same simple rest the lowest cottar was granted.

A series of heavy thuds outside the chamber stalled his hand. What in the name of…? It sounded like someone was kicking at the door.

“What is it?” he called. At his side, Calista muttered and rolled over. “It’s my wedding night, damn your eyes.”

“Sorry, sir.” Heavy oak muffled the reply. Owl, which explained the kicking. The boy’s hands were still bound in bandages. “Hawk sent me to warn ye. A scout’s come in. Th’ Ironfist’s army’ll be on us by the morrow.”


Chapter 19

From atop the walls, Torch squinted into the rising sun. Under the cover of darkness, the Usurper’s armies had approached from the east; even now they were arraying themselves in the field below. If they wished to take advantage of the angle of the morning sun, the assault would come soon.

Torch turned to Owl. The boy’s hands still bore bandages, rendering him useless for all but running messages—and just when Torch needed all the loyal swords he could get. “Fetch me Thorne.”

“Yes, sir.” Owl cast a glance between the crenellations, and his complexion took on a greenish tinge. He hadn’t feared battle when the Bastard Brotherhood had taken the keep, but the king’s army was another prospect altogether.

Before Torch’s eyes, they formed disciplined ranks beneath their banners. To the right, the charging bull of the Tarrs of Kinwood Keep floated on the morning breeze next to the wild boar of the Brinmars, and in the center, the king’s arrow. To the left stood the Blackbriar thorn. Belwin Thorne’s own men, the ones he’d sent off at the king’s summons to meet Griffin’s diversion, and now they were preparing to attack their own keep.

Odds were, they’d retake it as well. Magnus’s army had come on too quickly. Another day or so, and Torch might have devised a better defense. He’d have had time to fortify the trenches they’d dug for the new walls. He might have turned them into hidden traps for the unwary, given the manpower.

Too late, but clearly Magnus had marched quickly. He hadn’t come for a protracted standoff. No siege-towers rose above his troops. Only ranks of bowmen, forming up to cover the men bearing ladders and grappling hooks. At the rear, his mounted cavaliers waited in reserve, to ride in with naked blades once the gates were breached.

Torch reached over his shoulder to unsheathe his sword, raising it so the sun’s rays would catch on the edges, giving the cunning illusion of flame. A show of bravado, to be certain, but it let Magnus know a true Vandal heir still lived to challenge him.

Below the walls, a bowman nocked an arrow. All along the parapet, Torch’s Brothers tensed, bows at the ready.

“Hold your fire,” Torch ordered. “You’ll have chance enough when the attack begins in earnest.”

Below, one of the enemy archer’s fellows shoved him before he could loose the dart. Torch could almost imagine the admonition not to waste ammunition, since he stood out of bow shot. Some young pup out for glory, no doubt. Torch waved his sword in salute. Soon now, this game would be on.

Another stir among his archers tore his attention away from the enemy’s preparations. A new figure, smaller, slender, by all appearances a youth no older than Owl, made its way down the parapet. A highly familiar figure, crossbow in hand, the feathers of her quarrels rising above her left shoulder. Calista wore the same boiled leather and mail as the day Torch had claimed this keep.

“By the Three, you will go back,” he ordered the moment his wife was within shouting range. His wife—married less than a day, yet her presence here chilled his heart.

“I wish to serve, and you need all hands.”

Though her hair lay concealed beneath a skullcap, he took her by the arms and pulled her beyond the enemy’s sight. No matter the outcome today, he wanted no rumors reaching Magnus’s ears that Calista had taken part in the impending battle. Nor did he wish her to become a target.

“You will take shelter in the keep with the servants and other women.” He fought to gentle his tone, but the morning promised to be ugly, and he did not want her to be any part of it.

You made her part of it when you married her. He thrust that voice aside.

“Only yesterday,” he went on, “I swore you protection. I would keep you from harm’s way, not place you in the midst of it.”

“I can help you,” she insisted. “Kestrel is gone. Owl cannot fight. Half your men are scattered between here and Landsdowne Crossing.” She glanced over the battlement. “You are clearly outnumbered. Even I can see that.”

Stubborn female.

“All the more reason to keep you safe. Does the keep have a bolt-hole?” Damn him for not thinking of it sooner, but too much had happened.

“No. Even if it did, I would not cower in some burrow to await my fate like a scared rabbit.”

No, and she hadn’t done that the first time, either. She’d met the threat he posed straight on, armed and armored. Still, he studied her expression, searching for the lie.

The muscles about her eyes tightened. “If we had a bolt-hole, you can be sure my father would have sent me to hide when you appeared outside our walls.”

“He should never have let you take part in the defenses. This is no game.”

“It wasn’t the last time, either.” Reaching over her shoulder, she unslung her quiver and shoved it at him. “At least take these.”

“My men do not lack for bolts, only the ready arms to fire them.”

“I found these hidden in the stillroom. I believe they’ve been treated with Kingsbane.”

She watched him closely, obviously expecting him to make some connection. The word Kingsbane meant nothing to him, even if the implication was apparent. “You’re saying they’re poisoned.”

“Kingsbane is one of the deadliest. How can you not know it?”

“Is this what you shot me with?”

A hint of color rose on her cheeks. “I did not know my bolt was treated when I shot you.”

He let his lips stretch into a smile. “As a means of dispatching me, it wasn’t very efficient.”

“It was an experiment. Had there been Kingsbane in your food, you wouldn’t have lasted until the end of the meal. And yours was a flesh wound, yet you fell ill.”

He plucked one of the quarrels away from its fellows and inspected the tip. Nothing at all off about it—not that he actually expected to find anything. Frowning, he looked from Calista to the arrow and back. To the Faceless One with it, he’d been in her power. She’d possessed something that deadly, yet never used it—although he’d held her father as insurance.

But now…

Torch might have married her, he might have spent one of his pleasantest evenings in recent memory with her, he might have shared the sorrow and grief of his brother’s death with her. But none of that meant he should trust her blindly.

Not yet. Perhaps not ever.

He had to remember that and not let any softer emotions command him against all reason. Yet she’d come to him now and freely admitted the existence of this substance. She’d come ready to help defend the keep.

It’s her home, the only one she knows.

He slipped the bolt back into the quiver. “I will keep these, and you will go see to the other women. Make certain your lady mother remains in safety.”

“For once, I agree.” Torch looked beyond his wife to find her father approaching. And here was someone else whose loyalties, despite oaths taken before the gods, were even less certain. But Torch had no choice but to trust him. “Go look after your mother.”

Calista pressed her lips together. “Yes, Papa.”

When she had gone, Belwin Thorne addressed Torch. “You wished to see me.”

“Yes, I want you to tell me what we’re facing.”

Thorne stepped nearer the wall and peered over. “Enough power to take this keep more easily than you did.” He nodded at the skeletons of the uncompleted trebuchets and poked his chin toward the newly shored-up gate. “Despite the attempts at improvements to the defenses.”

“If I’d had more time, I could have made something of this place.” An accusation there, but so be it. Thorne had had years to build a better wall.

“I’ll admit I’ve relied on my neighbors’ strength too long.” Thorne met Torch’s gaze steadily, and Torch understood. If Belwin Thorne had seen to his own defenses, Torch would never have taken this keep in the first place.

“And yet you will fight for your home.” A statement—an order, really—not a question.

“I will fight for my home as I ever have. I will not see it destroyed while two factions quarrel over it.” An honest reply, if an enigmatic one.

“You swore by the Three,” Torch reminded him.

“That I did.”

“I want you and Blackbriar’s men to man the main gates.”

“Sir?” Surprise was evident in Thorne’s tone.

Torch was taking a risk, perhaps, but a calculated one. “You would not be so bold as to throw open your main gate to my enemy. In any case, my bowmen have orders to keep watch and shoot anyone who opens the gates—from within or without.”

Thorne nodded, a single sharp jerk of his head. They understood each other, then. “And what of the postern?”

“Yes, I’ve arranged to have it covered as well.” Torch had learned of its existence thanks to Calista’s little visit to the Acolyte cloister.

“It cannot be opened from without. The Blackbriar men know that.”

Truth? Or a stratagem to trip him up? Torch gestured to the hordes lined up at their feet. “Tell me who we face. Surely Magnus does not lead his own troops.”

“It is well known he does not take the field.” He never had in all the years since he took the throne.

“Then who has he sent us?”

Thorne studied the ranks about the king’s banner. “From the armor, it looks like the king’s justiciar.”

“Justiciar,” Torch scoffed. “That’s no more than a vaunted term for executioner.”

—

Calista narrowly missed colliding with Tamsin on the stairs as the white-faced girl clattered down from the keep’s upper reaches. At the last moment, Calista pulled up short, and Tamsin jumped back, one hand to her heaving breasts.

“Have you seen Mama?”

“I’ve not seen anyone.” Tamsin’s reply was weak-voiced. “Beyond the enemy massed at the walls. Do you think—”

“No.” Best to cut off that line of query before it started. To someone like Tamsin, Blackbriar was home, and anyone who attacked was the enemy. Torch’s men had treated her well, but any army tended to have a fearsome reputation when it came to girls of Tamsin’s standing.

Or even the higher born.

Calista shook herself. Such dark thoughts would do her no good, either, but she also knew it would take a miracle for Torch’s men to hold the walls.

“Go on,” she added more gently. “Get belowstairs.”

“Where are you going?”

“To find Mama.”

“I told you no one’s up there.”

But Mama hadn’t retreated to the relative safety of the kitchens, either. Nor was she in the stillroom taking stock of what medicines they would surely need before the day ended. Or the great hall. “Let me check, and I’ll be along.”

Calista rushed upward, pointedly ignoring the windows she passed. She was already too well aware what the view would offer. Magnus’s soldiers standing in rank upon rank outside the walls, awaiting the order to attack.

The upper stories lay under an almost unnatural, muffled silence, like the heavy air before a summer storm, broken only by Calista’s panting breaths and the rush of blood in her ears. They’re coming. Magnus is coming to take back the keep. And then he will wish to claim you. What will he do when he learns you gave yourself freely to his enemy? As for Torch…

No. She lengthened her stride in hopes of outrunning her train of thought. Door after door crashed open beneath her hands. Behind them, the bedchambers lay empty and silent—hers, her parents’, the closed-off room reserved for guests.

Tamsin was right. No one here.

Only one door remained, at the far end of the passage, the entrance to a tiny chamber meant for a guest of little standing—or the servants of some more distinguished visitor. Hopes fading, Calista raced toward it.

She thrust open the heavy plank to a darkened chamber. An overheated blast of air gusted over her. A fire roared on the grate. But why in an empty room?

“Mama?”

She ventured into dark stillness. Heavy draperies blocked the light, but she knew a bed dominated this chamber. She put out a hand and touched velvet. The hangings were drawn. For all the world, the arrangement reminded her of a sickroom, but no one was ailing.

Were they?

She nudged aside the bed-hanging. In the flickering firelight, she could just make out a reclining figure, hands folded over his chest, still as death. A sour stench of sweat and unwashed body filled her nostrils. A pair of bare feet poked from beneath rough robes.

An Acolyte. And how did he come to be here?

Turning, she pulled the drapery from the windows. The man’s face came into focus as her eyes adjusted. She gasped. “Brother Tancrid. Oh my goodness.”

She laid a hand over his, the flesh beneath her warm and living. His chest rose and fell, the movement nearly imperceptible. Cool relief washed through her.

“Brother Tancrid, wake up.”

No reaction. Not even a hitch in his shallow breathing.

“Please, Brother Tancrid. You must wake up before we’re attacked.”

The Acolyte slumbered on undisturbed.

Cautiously, she felt for the pulse at his wrist. Even though he was breathing, she might discern something from the speed of his heart. The gentle throbbing came even and steady, though oddly slow, as if his blood ran sluggishly through his veins at half the usual rate.

She turned his hand over in hers. The unusually long nail on his forefinger was edged in grime. He slept on, clearly unaware of her touch.

“You must wake up,” she tried again. “I have to get you to safety.” Or as safe as they could be under the circumstances.

She leaned in and studied his lined features. Two days’ growth of graying stubble roughened his chin. His nostrils were red-rimmed and swollen as though he’d been suffering a cold. Carefully, she raised a thumb and rolled an eyelid back to reveal pure white.

Outside, shouts echoed from the walls. Damn. She had to get him out of here.

Taking his shoulder in hand, she gave him a firm shake. “Brother Tancrid.” Fear sharpened her tone. “Wake up. Urgently.”

Nothing, and nothing for it. She patted his cheeks, harder and harder, the taps turning into slaps, until, at last, she detected a glimmer of response.

“Brother Tancrid, you must wake up.”

A shudder passed through his body.

“That’s it. Come on, now.”

His eyelids fluttered before opening with a snap. In the space of an instant, he was awake and blinking at her. “The dream,” he muttered, his voice rasping and cracked. “So close. I was so close. Need more blood.”

“What?”

He shook himself. “Who are you?” he croaked. “And why did you call me back?”

“It’s Calista.” Her gear. That had to be the reason why he didn’t recognize her. He expected her in gowns. Except she’d set aside the helmet that hid her face. “The keep is under attack. Please, you must come with me.”

“Water.”

She cast about. A pewter pitcher stood at the side of the bed, but its contents must have long since gone stale in this overheated room. Still, she handed it to him. He passed over the offered cup to gulp directly from the ewer.

When the liquid was gone, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. Then he groped at the length of rope that served as his belt. His fingers shook as he clutched at his robes. “Gone,” he muttered. “All gone.”

At least his voice had strengthened, even if he seemed to take no heed of the danger outside.

“If you’ll come with me,” Calista tried once more, “I’ll take you belowstairs, where it’s safer.”

“I must return to my journey.” He laced his statement with harsh tones Calista had never heard from her gentle old tutor. “Why did you take me from the road?”

What in the name of the Three? “Magnus’s army is attacking the keep.” Please let her get through to him. “We cannot stay here.”

“No, we cannot.” Thank the gods. “I must get back to my journey. My destination was in sight—nearly upon a secret none have discovered since the Days of Dawn.” He continued to pluck at the rough, brown fabric of his robes.

She spotted a small cloth pouch on the mattress beside him, its sides sunken, and picked it up. Black dust coated her fingers. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

He snatched it from her, upended it over his palm, but all that appeared was a sprinkling of the powder, like pepper. “Gone. It’s gone.” He cast the scrap aside, and wrapped his arms about himself. “So cold.”

How in the name of the Three could he be cold? Even with the window unblocked, the fire pumped heat into the chamber, making it hotter than a forge. The All-Mother only knew what ailment gnawed at him. He was raving, pure and simple. He’d become unbalanced, when but two days ago he’d been the mild-mannered tutor she recalled.

She bit her lip. Since he was beyond reason, she was going to have to figure out how to cajole him into obeying. “You’ll be warmer in a trice if you come with me.”

The instant the words left her mouth, an arrow flew through the window and buried itself in the bedpost. Its fletched tip vibrated a few fingerbreadths from Brother Tancrid’s temple. Calista choked back a screech. The Acolyte did not so much as flinch.

“We must go.” She managed to get the words past her tightening throat. The gods only knew what they’d find in the great hall if stray arrows were finding their way through the upper-story windows. Please let it be a stray.

“I can’t go. Not without blood.” And she definitely didn’t want to know what that referred to.

“There will be blood to spare below.” Hopefully the enemy’s. Not any of Blackbriar’s people. Not Tamsin, not Owl, not Papa. Not Torch.

“Not the right blood.”

For all Calista’s mounting sense of urgency, Brother Tancrid still had not moved from the mattress. He lay there, hugging himself, his fingers twitching, his spindly legs protruding from beneath his robes.

“Are you able to walk?”

“Need blood.”

An arrow thunked into the door. If they were going to get out of this at all, they had to move now. Calista bent over the Acolyte to help him up. The moment her hand made contact with his shoulder, he clutched at her.

His gaze drifted to the base of her neck. “Not there,” he muttered. “Where is it? Where did you put it?”

With wiry arms, he yanked her to the mattress. His fingers scrabbled at her throat.

She screamed, the echo of her voice coming back to mock her. There’s no one to hear you. No one. No one.

“Hush!” Brother Tancrid barked. His eyes were on a level with hers. Not a hint of kindness reflected in their depths. Nothing but a strange, flat emptiness that froze her heart.

He clawed at her. The delicate skin of her neck stung and tore beneath his nails before his fingers tightened. She gasped for breath, trying in vain to pry his hands from her, but his thinness belied a fearsome strength. One she could not overcome. She could barely move. She couldn’t even scream—screaming required air. Black splotches swam in her vision.

“I need blood to walk the road.”

—

“To the bailey! We’re breached!” The cry reached as far as the walls over the din of battle.

Shite. A quick sword thrust dispatched Torch’s opponent. He ducked beneath an axe stroke and sprinted for the stairs. “To me! To me!”

Below in the yard, the enemy poured in. On all sides, his men were beset. He swung his blade and crashed into an armored soldier from behind. Metal shrieked as his weapon sheared through mail, sinew, and bone.

Then a shriek of a different sort rent the clangor and chilled his blood. High-pitched. Feminine.

Calista.

Fear seized him, followed by a hot rush of anger. If the women were threatened, all was lost. He must get to his wife. Protect her. Save her.

With a roar, he carved his way toward the sound. Amid the mayhem, a buxom maid dodged the grasping arms of an enemy soldier. Not Calista. Tamsin.

The sight brought no relief. Before Torch could engage the would-be captor, Owl leapt into the fray, clutching a sword in his bandaged fists. A snarl twisted scarred features as the enemy raised a mace. Owl’s parry went wide, his blade spinning out of his grasp, and he crumpled beneath the attack.

No!

The moment of distraction cost Torch. A blow out of nowhere rang through his helmet. He stumbled, head pounding, stars swirling before his eyes. The ground flew toward him. Rough arms grappled him, sparing him the fall. His sword dropped, useless, to the packed earth of the bailey.

This was it, then. For the second time in less than a moon’s turn, Blackbriar Keep had fallen—and with it, all of Torch’s plans.


Chapter 20

Torch’s head pounded as if his armorer had decided to use it as an anvil. The bite of dank stone served as the only cushion for his body. The feeling, at least, told him he was alive. That and the stench that rivaled a midden heap.

Reluctantly, he opened his eyes to darkness. A paler gray square high in one wall, traversed by bars of black, confirmed what his nostrils already knew. He’d been confined to a dungeon. With that thought, memory came flooding back.

He’d lost Blackbriar. He’d allowed himself to be taken. Yes, and Magnus’s men would have orders to keep him alive, no matter that the king’s executioner was leading them. True, the justiciar could claim his head and be done with it, but the Ironfist would reserve the pleasure of dealing personally with an upstart like Torch.

The clink of chains broke the silence, as Torch lifted hands weighed down by heavy shackles to finger his Stone. It remained cool. Useless chunk of rock. The least it could offer was advice.

It had led him to this. He required a way out—not only for himself, but for his men. They’d trusted his leadership, and this was where he had dumped them. As long as they were still alive. And then there was Calista. She’d come to him convinced of his cause, hadn’t she?

Kingsbane. The word echoed through his mind like a curse. Were the Thornes playing a deeper game, pretending to believe his claims, the better to turn him over to the Usurper in the end? Was his wife in on it? Did she even realize what sort of punishment Magnus might deal her once he discovered she’d betrayed him in body?

There, at any rate, Torch had prevailed. He’d taken that much away from the Ironfist. A small enough victory if it cost him his life and his revenge.

“Sir?” The voice croaked to his left. “Are you awake?”

Torch raised himself on his elbows to look around. Dark lumps of deeper shadow, each more-or-less human-sized, surrounded him. “Who’s there?”

Chains rattled as one of the shadows loomed closer. “Hawk.”

“And who else has joined our little gathering?”

Hawk rattled off several names before adding, “I don’t know if we’ve lost anyone, although some are in a bad way.”

If that statement was true, the Brotherhood would be fortunate, indeed. Or perhaps not so much. Not if Magnus was planning them a warm welcome in Highspring Moor. “Who?”

“They brought in Owl a while ago. He hasn’t come back to us.”

An image flashed through Torch’s brain of the boy foolishly trying to defend Tamsin against a fully trained man-at-arms. Torch’s stomach churned, but he didn’t think it had anything to do with the smell in the dungeon. “Can someone see to him?”

“We’ve been doing what we can. He took an awful blow.”

Once again Torch relived the moment where he stood by, helpless, while that mace came crashing down. “I know. Where is he?”

“We gave the lad a spot by the door.” A metallic clink indicated Hawk must have been pointing. “The air’s a bit better next to the grate.”

“Good thinking. What chances do you give us on coming up with an escape plan?”

“They’re about the same as a high-and-mighty bastard ever sitting on Magnus’s throne,” scoffed an unfortunately familiar voice. The last time Torch had heard it, he’d been beating an oath of fealty out of Rand, for all the good it had done.

“Someone make sure he keeps his gob shut,” Torch called.

Chains clinked, followed by a thump and a muffled oof before silence fell again.

“Anyone offers us food or drink, we don’t touch it,” Torch went on. “Not unless we make our friend Rand here taste it first.” He didn’t think Magnus’s men would stoop to poison—not when they likely had orders to deliver him, at least, alive. But he had no idea about the Blackbriar faction.

“So are we all in here together?” he asked Hawk.

“A goodly number of us, both Brotherhood and Blackbriar men.”

“What are our odds if we lure the guards in here, rush them, and cosh them with our shackles?”

“I’d say there’s a chance you’d get a few breaths of fresh air, but how far you’d make it after that is anyone’s guess.”

“I think we ought to try.”

“To what end? If they’re keeping us for the Ironfist, they’ll have to transport us. We’ve a better chance at escape on the journey.” Hawk had a point, but Torch didn’t want to leave Blackbriar until he learned what had become of Calista—and whose side she was ultimately on.

“Do you have any idea what the tipping point in the battle was?” Torch searched his memory. All he recalled was a cry that the walls had been breached, but he didn’t remember the pounding of a ram or the boom of explosive trickery.

“Someone opened the postern.”

Torch released a string of invective.

“My sentiments exactly.”

“But we’ve no way of knowing who.”

“It had to be one of the Blackbriar people.”

Not Calista. Please no. Torch closed his fist about his Stone, as if it might identify the culprit for him, but as before, the Stone remained stubbornly cold and silent.

A rattle from across the cell broke into his thoughts. He tensed, all his senses straining toward the door and freedom. Yes, if he was going to form an escape plan, he needed to start taking stock of the guards’ routine—how many stood before the door, how they were armed, how often they changed.

Surely he had enough of his Brothers with him to overwhelm whoever stood sentry, but how far would they get? One man alone was easier to conceal than their numbers, and that was assuming everyone was healthy. Torch needed to account for Owl. He couldn’t leave the boy behind.

“Stand clear.” The order came muffled from behind a thick panel of wood. “No one try anything funny now.”

There was a clanking and a shifting of bodies before the door swung open. A wedge of yellow torchlight illuminated a pair of burly guards, helmeted, blades drawn. Between them sagged a third man, smaller and slightly built. The guards shoved him inside, and the door slammed shut again.

Torch squinted into the renewed darkness. “Who has joined us?”

“It’s me,” said a mild voice. “Brother Tancrid.”

Damn. But it was hardly a surprise Magnus’s men had found the Acolyte. Torch could only hope the man had discovered something useful. “Welcome to our humble abode. I’d offer you hospitality, but I’m afraid any food would be chancy at best.”

With more clanking and shuffling, Brother Tancrid made his way through Torch’s men. “It’s no more than I deserve. My quest has failed, and I have not the means to undertake another.”

“It is of little import given our current circumstances.” The secret to creating Adamant would hardly help them escape.

“I was close, so close. I journeyed through years and across leagues into the farthest north, where I saw things that even the most learned masters of lore dare not dream of. Alas, I was pulled back before I could gain the knowledge we sought.”

“Unfortunately there was the small problem of this keep coming under attack and falling.”

“Just one more journey.” A pleading note crept into his tone. “Now that I know the way, I could retrace my steps in a trice, if I had but the means.”

“I’m not sure we can do anything about that now. I’ve got more pressing troubles at the moment.”

“You do have the means.” With uncanny accuracy, Brother Tancrid reached out and touched the clasp at Torch’s throat. “In your Stone.”

What was the matter with the man? He talked like someone who wasn’t even aware he’d been locked in a dungeon. “Do you have any knowledge of healing?” Torch asked instead.

“I’ve given the matter some study.”

“Then see to my squire.” Torch gestured toward the door, even though the shadows likely hid the movement. “He’s suffered a blow to the head. Once we’re safely out of this mess, we can think about that other matter we discussed.”

“As you wish, sire.”

—

The heady scent of roses did nothing to counteract the sting of Mother’s unguent. Calista gritted her teeth against the pain as her mother rubbed healing into the gouge that ran the length of her neck.

Things could be far, far worse. Torch lay in chains, but at least he was alive—for now. As was she.

“Who did this to you?” Mother asked, keeping her voice low. Though they’d been left to themselves, there was no mistaking the role of the mail-clad soldier loitering outside Mother’s bedchamber.

Calista bit her lip, unsure how to reply. “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I told you it was Brother Tancrid.” The words emerged, hoarse, from a tight throat.

Mother left off her dabbing to gaze at Calista, her dark eyes narrow. “Do not be ridiculous. As much as we’ve gone through, now is no time to play childish games.”

Calista returned her mother’s stare with a wide-eyed, guileless expression. “I am not playing games.”

“You expect me to believe your old tutor appeared from wherever he’s holed himself away since he left us, to attack you? While the keep was besieged?” Stated like that, the truth did sound ridiculous, but Mother had not known of the Acolyte’s presence. No one had, apparently—unless Torch had installed him in that upper room. Though how that event had come to pass, she could not say.

“If you prefer to believe Magnus’s men did this, you’re welcome to.” Not that Mother would sooner believe that version of events, but Calista could hardly bring herself to blame her wound on the Brotherhood.

Mother reached for soft padding to bind over Calista’s throat. “Magnus’s men have taken your father from me,” she muttered, a note of betrayal creeping into her voice. “They will not allow me to attend my own husband. Barbarians.”

Great beyond, was Mother finally softening her stance on Torch and his men? “Are you talking about Magnus’s troops?”

She spat into the rushes. “Even this Torch allowed me to see him eventually, and he wasn’t suffering then.”

“How…” Calista forced the question from her lips. “How bad are Papa’s wounds?”

Mother threw up her hands, and her sleeves fell back to reveal the fine filigree of tattoos along her arms. “I do not know, as they will not allow me to see him. And I cannot trust these soldiers to know what to do for him.”

Calista swallowed against a knot of worry. “I don’t suppose they trust our loyalty, since Papa fought against them.”

“Who are they to question our loyalty when we opened the gate and let them in?”

Mother’s question struck Calista in the gut like a spear. “Did Papa break his oath to Torch?” she asked carefully.

“What does it matter?” Mother ran her finger down a column of Aranyan characters that lined one of the scrolls scattered across the bed. “He had to break faith with one monarch or another.”

“But did he break faith with Torch?” Calista insisted. She wasn’t at all certain why it mattered so much, when Torch had forced all her father’s actions since his arrival at Blackbriar.

“Do you think they’d be holding him under guard, wounded as he is, if he had?” Mother brushed one scroll aside to take up another. The first drifted to the floor at Calista’s feet. “But someone had to make us appear loyal.”

Calista caught the long trailing edge of her mother’s sleeve. “Are you saying you let the enemy in?”

“Some would say the enemy was already within our walls.” Mother shook her head slowly. So much for her softening her stance. “I merely shortened the battle and likely saved lives in the process. Torch was never going to prevail against so many.”

Though she wanted to argue, Calista held her tongue. She’d seen for herself. Had the struggle for the keep gone on, Torch might have lost even more of his men. He himself might have been killed rather than merely taken prisoner.

The pain that notion brought far eclipsed any residual sting from her scratches. For as short a time as she’d known the man, she could not begin to imagine such vital energy snuffed out for good and all.

But then, if the keep hadn’t fallen when it did, there was no telling what might have happened in that tiny, overheated room, either. Brother Tancrid never truly meant you harm.

She had to believe that, yet he hadn’t been himself. If Magnus’s soldiers hadn’t broken in at just the right moment…

No, he was coming back to himself on his own.

Perhaps.

She shuddered at the memory of his hands scrabbling at her throat until that one unnatural nail broke the skin and drew blood. He’d claimed to require blood, but once he’d spilled hers, he seemed to return—truly this time—from wherever that strange sleep had taken him. The light of recognition had come back into his eyes, followed by shock and horror. His grip had slacked in the instant before the soldiers had broken down the door.

Another memory—one from his ravings—intruded on her thoughts. Not the right blood. Apparently hers hadn’t been, either, thank the Three, and he’d come to that realization in time.

Still, relief flooded her at the thought of Magnus’s men taking the Acolyte off. As much as she treasured her childhood memories of the man, she would never allow herself to remain alone with him again.

“You must get out.” Mother’s harsh statement, proclaimed in the guttural tones of her native tongue, shocked Calista from her musings.

“What?”

“You must leave. Take Tamsin and get out while you can. They found you dressed for battle.”

Calista still wore the boiled leather jerkin. Its front was stiff with dried blood.

“They will discover your wedding, if they have not already done so,” Mother continued. “You made enough of a spectacle wearing that gown intended for a king’s bride. Do you think Magnus will stand by and allow you to make a mockery of him? Get out while you can.”

It took Calista a moment to process all her mother had just said. It took her a few more to formulate a halting reply. While she understood the Aranyan language, she rarely had reason to use it herself. “I will not leave you.”

“You will not leave your lover, you mean.”

“My husband.”

“He was your lover first. Otherwise you would not have wedded him.”

“You cannot tell me you wouldn’t do the same.” After all, Mother had left her own people to settle at Blackbriar with Papa.

“I had no choice. You do until they start asking questions.”

“You had no choice?” Perhaps Calista hadn’t grasped her mother’s meaning. “That is not the way I’ve heard the story.”

“I was the daughter of a chieftain.” Amara’s pride in her origins rang through her words. “He chose to offer me to a man I wanted nothing to do with. Not your father,” she added in reply to Calista’s unvoiced question. “I rebelled by giving myself to a mercenary come to the southlands on a mission from Magnus. He’d sent your father to kill one of his detractors. I chose Belwin Thorne over the man my father wished me to marry, but that did not save us from banishment once we were discovered.”

Mercenary. Detractor. Banishment. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Calista knew she ought not understand these words. Mother had never had occasion to discuss this part with her in any language, but somehow the meaning became immediately clear.

“But Mother…Why have you done the same to me? You offered me to Magnus and I had no say in the matter. Now I’ve chosen otherwise. I would expect you to be more sympathetic to my cause.” Sympathetic to my cause. Where had that phrasing come from? She’d never possessed such a broad vocabulary.

“Your accent…Where have you acquired this sudden fluency in Aranyan?”

So her mind hadn’t been playing tricks on her. Mother had noticed, too. “I…I do not know. The proper words just come into my head.” But she wasn’t about to question the ability or allow her mother to deflect the topic of conversation. “Never mind that now. Just please answer my question.”

“I never knew Magnus was so abhorrent to you.” As if she was testing Calista’s sudden ability, Mother’s speech accelerated. “You never protested the arrangement.”

“I never knew I could.” In truth, she’d never known she wanted to until Torch rode into Blackbriar’s bailey and took the keep. “And you have always told me I was destined for a king.” Destined for a king. She’d only ever heard her mother say that in the common tongue of the Strongholds. “Those are hardly words to make me believe I have a choice.”

“I still retain the pride of my people and my position.” With a gentle hand, Mother cupped Calista’s cheek. “And in a way, I felt as if Magnus sent your father to me. I owe him loyalty for that, and if I could pay him back with the gift of my only daughter…”

“You suggested the match?”

“I suppose that makes me no better than my own father. Like me, you have chosen differently, but now you must think of your future and leave while you still can.”

“No. My place is here. Could you ever leave Father?”

Her mother’s hand dropped to her side. “Has this man seduced you that sweetly?”

Heat crept up the back of Calista’s neck. “It was sweet, and I don’t wish it to be over. Do you not believe him now that he’s stood before the altar and claimed it?”

“He believes in his claim. That is clear enough. It does not matter what I believe, so much as what your father and the other Stronghold lords do.”

“But you could influence Father if you wished.”

Calista glanced at the floor, where Mother’s scroll lay forgotten among the rushes. She had to force herself to look away. Never in the past had she been able to read the Aranyan characters, but suddenly they resolved themselves into sense.

Kingsbane.

By the Three, what was happening to her? “I must rescue him if I can.”


Chapter 21

The justiciar had called for Mother, which only meant one thing. Before long, they would come to question Calista.

“The ground pits of apricots, berries of the nightshade plant, leaves of the same, dragonwort, blackrose root.” She muttered the list of deadly ingredients under her breath like a novice loremaster reciting the tale of the years until they were committed to memory. By all that was perfect and precious, let her have enough time.

“The ground pits of apricots, berries of the nightshade plant, leaves of the same, dragonwort, blackrose root.” By the Three Gods, let her have the ingredients to hand in the stillroom.

“The ground pits of apricots.” Useful against rats, their sweetness would hide the bitter taste of the nightshade. Yes, and Mother kept that about as well. Along with the dragonwort, it was useful against diseases of the skin, if fatal when taken internally.

“Blackrose.” The only unfamiliar ingredient on the list, although a suspicion niggled at the back of her mind. She could hardly expect a scroll out of Aranya to term the plants Blackbriar roses, and her mother had smuggled the first seedlings on the long journey from that land, the root balls carefully wrapped and kept moist.

The aged parchment crackled beneath Calista’s finger as once more she went over the list. She still wasn’t sure she ought to rely on her sudden comprehension of its contents, but the ability might go away as quickly as it had appeared. And that same suspicion at the back of her mind prodded her onward. In a way, she felt as if she were wandering through a darkened passage where naught but a single light glimmered faintly ahead. She stumbled toward it, almost as if a voice encouraged her.

Here. This is your path. Follow it to the very end.

That voice seemed to wish her to destroy an entire army.

You must accomplish what Josse could not. Follow. Trust.

That was the problem. She had no idea where this voice had come from, and it was asking her to do something that ran contrary to all she’d learned at her mother’s side. Her hands were meant for healing, but this path led her toward destruction.

Yet, these scrolls also belonged to her mother. And her mother had used them. Not only that, Calista had pushed the Kingsbane-tipped quarrels onto Torch, and he’d taken them. Not a moon’s turn ago, she would have killed Torch herself to defend her home. Today, she’d been ready to fight once again.

Now that you possess the secret, you must do what is necessary.

And that sounded just a little too much like Torch himself telling her marriage to him would demand a lot of her on their wedding night. Not even a full day had passed since then. Or perhaps it had. She no longer knew, but the graininess like sand scratching at the back of her eyes told her she ought to have been abed long since.

A sound in the corridor sent her heart slamming into her throat. They were coming for her.

“The ground pits of apricots, berries of the nightshade plant, leaves of the same, dragonwort, blackrose root.” She muttered the list of ingredients one last time, even as she scrambled to hide the scrolls.

But she turned to find Tamsin on the threshold. Calista gasped at the girl’s appearance. Her hair hung in straggles over her ravaged face, hiding any hint of her habitual good nature. A purplish bruise marred her cheek, and a trickle of blood oozed from a split lip.

“Good Mother, what’s happened to you?” Calista cried as she hurried over, her mind already cataloging the remedies she’d need. Winterbloom to soothe the bruising, rose-scented unguent to calm the mind—as long as all Tamsin’s hurts were visible.

Tamsin shrugged. “Mayhap the battle caught up to me.”

Calista ran her hand down the girl’s arm. At least she didn’t flinch away from the touch. “Who did this? Did one of the soldiers force himself on you?”

“It does not matter,” she muttered. “He did not finish the deed.”

“But he did you harm.”

“Not as much as he may have. This was only my punishment for shoving my knee in his cods.”

Damn them. How dare they? Calista pushed back against the hot wave of anger that threatened to overwhelm her. Magnus’s men had no business treating Blackbriar servants as prizes of war. That was the sort of behavior Torch was purported to condone, and yet he’d left the keep’s people unmolested. Torch himself hadn’t even forced his will on Calista, in the end. But then, he hadn’t needed to. No, there his easy seduction had sufficed.

Tamsin squeezed her eyes shut and turned her face away.

“What is it, then?” Calista asked gently.

“That silly boy. Owl.” Tamsin choked on the name. “He tried to save me. Got his brains bashed for his troubles, and I don’t know what’s become of him.”

“He’s likely locked up with Torch’s men.” Whatever light shone in Calista’s mind brightened. Yes. The dungeon. “We’ll get them out, but first we must find a means of putting the guards out of commission.”

The ground pits of apricots, berries of the nightshade plant, leaves of the same, dragonwort, blackrose root. The words rang sure in her mind. She could close her eyes and see the glyphs written out on the scroll. One problem solved, but she would still have to use any and all possible means to convince the justiciar he could trust her in the stillroom.

—

A stranger sat in the lord’s seat. Although Torch had never seen this man’s face, he could hazard a guess as to the identity. Magnus’s man. The king’s justiciar.

In a hall teeming with Stronghold warleaders and cavaliers, all closer to Belwin Thorne’s age—as was the Usurper himself, for that matter—the justiciar was younger than Torch expected. Perhaps the Ironfist valued him for the strength in his arms. Massive shoulders and biceps portended an easy swing of the headman’s axe. At least the end would be swift.

But not an arrow. Torch clung to that thin thread of hope, along with the thought that the justiciar could have ordered his death long since. If they were meeting in the hall—and before others—that indicated something else entirely. Could Magnus really be so magnanimous as to grant Torch a hearing? Or was this the justiciar’s doing?

A pair of guards clad in mail overlain with the king’s livery led Torch before the seat. The chains at his ankles clinked with every step.

“To what do I owe this honor?” Torch glanced about him. Other men stood along the wall behind the lord’s seat—his seat, damn it. The symbols adorning their shields betrayed their identities—the other lords of the Eastern Strongholds, all accounted for except Belwin Thorne.

Naturally. Magnus’s men must be holding him as well, though not in the dungeon. But if they were keeping him captive, that meant he hadn’t broken his oath to Torch. A small enough victory tallied against this disaster.

“You might prefer to guard your tongue,” the justiciar replied, “especially when I am here to determine your fate.”

“You’re to determine my fate? Does the king know you’ve placed yourself in such a position?”

A murmur passed through the assembled men. Lord Tarr and Lord Brinmar put their heads together. Yes, for a man in shackles, Torch was showing a great deal of swagger. Yet he could hope his display might win over some of the audience. If Magnus was going to grant him this stage to voice his claims aloud, he would milk the opportunity for everything he could. At the very least, he could sow a few seeds of doubt among Magnus’s allies. After all, if the king at Highspring Moor held any semblance of power, it was by the grace of lords such as those who stood along the walls.

The justiciar allowed himself a grim smile. Damn, but that wasn’t a good sign. “Magnus has given me that authority, yes.”

“Might I at least be granted the courtesy to learn whom I am addressing?”

“Since I am mandated to learn your true name, I shall give you mine.” He rose from his seat and folded himself into a mocking bow. “Starke Hammerfell, King’s Justiciar.” And from all appearances, he would style himself the latest lord of Blackbriar. “And you are?”

It was Torch’s turn to smile. He let his lips spread into a slow grin, one a less patient man would doubtless wish to scrub off with his fists. “I thought surely you knew me by reputation. I am called Torch by a great many in these lands.”

“But that is not the name you were born with.”

“Come, you’ve had ample time to hear of my wedding, held in this very hall, as it happens. Not two days ago.” At least Torch thought only two days had passed. In the permanent shadows of the dungeons, the slow tick of time took on a different aspect.

“We will come to that.”

“So you must know who my wife declared me to be. Where is my wife, by the way? It would ease my heart to learn she is being treated with honor and respect.” He voiced his concern casually enough, but the thought of Calista being turned over to these men made his fists clench with the desire to rip at his shackles, yank a sword from the nearest scabbard, and lay into the company. Thank the Three, he’d married her so that these men could not claim Calista had whored herself out to a bastard and treat her accordingly.

“Calista Thorne is under my protection. I daresay she’s come to no harm—at least, not at my hands.”

“Who has harmed her?” Torch roared. His chains clinked as his arms twitched ineffectually against his shackles. “I’ll see his heart on the tip of my sword for touching her.”

Laughter echoed through the hall at his empty threat. Damn it all, his bluster had swept away any last hope he’d maintained for taking control of this meeting.

Hammerfell suppressed a smile. “She would not say. Who might she be protecting, I wonder?”

At least Calista was still capable of speech, but his insides turned as cold as the winter winds shrieking about the Pinnacle. If Hammerfell saw fit to blame Calista’s injuries on Torch, that boded ill for his sister. Pray the Three Kestrel got to her in time. “I would see her for myself.”

“I can allow that.” Hammerfell turned to a guard. “Call for Calista Thorne.”

Once again he’d referred to her as Thorne. Clearly, they were not going to recognize the marriage. And if Hammerfell had placed her under his protection, he must consider her still loyal to Magnus.

Hammerfell dismissed the guard with a wave of his hand before reaching behind him. “While we wait, you can tell me how you acquired this.” He produced a familiar-looking black scabbard. The runes tooled into the leather seemed to glow in the dim light of the hall. “Quite a noble weapon for someone of your origins.”

Death to the unworthy. Torch repeated the motto in his mind. “How kind of you to notice. But then, aren’t my origins the crux of the matter?”

“More than one retainer of this keep has told me the name you claim for your own.”

Torch let his gaze drift to the others along the walls. They were the ones he needed to convince. They must believe he was truly Josse. “And why should you question their honesty when they’ve no reason to show me loyalty by lying? But if you insist, I can produce yet another witness. One who has every reason to resent me, since he is down in the dungeon on my command.”

Hammerfell ran one beefy hand idly along the scabbard, his fingers bouncing over the runes. “I need no more witnesses to your claim. What I require is proof of the claim itself.”

Torch pointed his chin at the blade. “There are those who would see that sword as ample proof.” His mother’s words to him on that long-ago night echoed through his brain. He who draws it lives or dies by the king’s will. Once Torch had reached an age to understand, he interpreted them to mean the wrong man would bring about his own death simply by drawing the weapon. “Go on. Draw the weapon, if you dare.”

Hammerfell, damn him three times over, did not rise to the bait. Single-minded in his quest for the truth, he was. Or at least he was single-minded in his quest for a palatable story he could feed the Usurper. “I asked where you got this.”

“From my own mother’s hand. She girded it on me herself when I was of an age to draw blade. But what you really want to know is how she came by it.” He paused for effect. He must command the attention of every last one of the Stronghold Lords. “She took it from the armory at Highspring Moor the night she secreted me from the palace.”

“That is impossible.”

Torch simply raised a brow and waited for Hammerfell to explain himself.

“Magnus Vandal holds the king’s true sword, taken from the young pretender the night he reclaimed his rightful position. This is no more the true weapon than you can be the true son of the pretender.”

“Tell that to my mother and see what she thinks of your prattle,” Torch snapped. “Better yet, draw the blade and prove me a liar. If you believe me an imposter, you have naught to lose, have you?” Nothing but his life, the moment he loosed the weapon and its true fire sprung to life to strike the man down like a bolt of lightning.

Torch held his adversary’s gaze in an unblinking stare while the silence deepened. A slow, steady beat resounded in his ears to the rhythm of his final pronouncement: naught to lose, naught to lose, naught to lose. Was it his heartbeat or those of the other occupants of this hall? Perhaps they were all pounding as one, waiting on Hammerfell’s next move.

The king’s justiciar wrapped his fingers about the hilt, his palm covering the eagle’s head on the pommel.

He who draws it lives or dies by the king’s will. Thus Torch bent his will, and his entire being strained into a single thought. Prove his unworthiness and prove my identity.

The blade shuddered in its scabbard as Hammerfell loosened it. Not worthy. A metallic knell tolled along its length. Not worthy. Unsmiling, he drew it forth until he held the weapon raised in his hand. Not worthy.

But the steel merely glimmered faintly in the low light, a reflection of the torchlight from the wall sconces. No blinding thunderbolt summoned from the heavens struck the hall. Nothing.

The hollow echo of the blade’s ringing filled the emptiness in Torch’s head. Nothing. Nothing had happened.

“Was this supposed to prove something?” Hammerfell asked mildly.

Torch locked his knees, half expecting the justiciar to deal him a deathblow then and there. Through the whirl of his thoughts, he sought a reply, but nothing came to him. Damn it all to the lowest of hells. Had his mother been mistaken about the sword’s powers and provenance?

Hammerfell swung the weapon. The blade flashed through the air in a series of arcs. Torch steeled himself against the reflex to duck away. He’d learned to cow those particular impulses as a lad younger than Owl. He would stand strong and prove himself brave to the last. But though Hammerfell never touched him, each whooshing downstroke seemed to strike him like a spear through his gut.

“There’s a lovely balance to this blade. I’ll give you that.” Whoosh. “And a cunning enough trick that makes it appear to flame.” Whoosh. “I suppose if we’ve proven anything, it’s all to the credit of the smith who forged it.” Whoosh. “Such weaponry has not been produced in these lands for an age and more.” Hammerfell sheathed the sword. “I might even believe this blade did come from the palace armories. King Magnus will be delighted to have it back.”

Torch’s back teeth ached with the force of holding his jaw steady. Fury and confusion seethed through him, yet he would not allow the reaction to show. But curse it all, how could he have been so wrong?

“Ask him about his other weapons, lord justiciar,” Tarr spoke up.

Composure. More than ever, Torch needed to maintain it. He could not allow any one of the assembled lords to believe this hearing wasn’t progressing to his liking. “Other weapons? I’ve nothing special to note. Swords, battle-axes, war hammers, maces, crossbows. All the usual choices.”

“Tell me about the crossbow bolts,” Tarr persisted. “What have you been using on them?”

Torch dug deep below the layer of impotent fury to his inner well of sarcasm. “I find the contents of a slops jar produce the desired effect.”

“It cannot be that. In less than a day, over a third of my men have sickened from wounds that should not have felled them.”

Good. And wasn’t that the bitterest of ironies? His enemies were weakening and he was in no spot to take advantage of the situation.

From behind him, a rustle whispered through the hall. Light footsteps, unhampered by the clink of chains, unsettled the rushes on the floor. Calista. At least she’d missed his moment of humiliation.

He turned. The last time he’d seen her in this hall, she’d approached in the splendor of that queenly golden gown. Her eyes fixed on some point behind Hammerfell, she advanced dressed in simple linen, but no less lovely, with her hair floating about her like a dark cloud, long and loose.

In the next instant, he realized why she’d left it unbound. The sight had nearly distracted him from noting the white cloth about her throat. Bandaging. Rage surged through him anew at the reminder that someone had dared lay hands on her.

“Calista.”

She didn’t react. Her gaze didn’t even flicker in his direction. What in the name of all that was holy was going on?

“What has taken so long?” Hammerfell demanded of the guard.

“I had to seek her out, my lord,” came the reply. “I found her in the stillroom.”

“Did you require something of me, my lord?” Calista asked. “If you intend me to help with the wounded, I am needed elsewhere.”

“As a matter of fact, yes.” Hammerfell slumped back in the lord’s seat and drummed his fingers against one of the armrests. “The prisoner would claim you as his wife. What say you?”

Calista stood tall and steady. Not even a waver in Torch’s direction. Once more, he bent his entire will to a single thought. Look at me. Acknowledge me. She was his last fraying thread of hope of swaying the Strongholders’ opinions to his cause.

“He cannot be my husband.”

“Liar!” The accusation erupted from deep in Torch’s chest. “You stood before an entire assembly. You stood before the gods and proclaimed me by my true name.” You gave yourself to me so sweetly. Was that a lie, as well?

“Others have attested to this.” Hammerfell’s gaze hardened. “Would you have me believe they are all telling falsehoods?”

Calista lifted her chin, her dark hair swinging about her face. “The marriage was not within the bounds of the king’s law. Not when I named the man falsely.”

“Why would you go through with a wedding to one such as this at all? When you were promised to the king himself?”

“What choice did I have with a sword all but at my throat?” She raised a hand to press her fingers to the bandaging about her neck. “Whatever vows I swore may be set aside, as they were given under duress.”

Every last word from her viper’s lips was a knife that flayed yet another bit of skin from Torch’s body. Hammerfell slicing him open from shoulder to groin with his own sword couldn’t be more painful. At least this farce of a hearing—this farce of a life—would be over.

How could she? How could she stand before the hall and deny him? And she was supposed to be his destiny.

Hammerfell rose. “The man who stands here before me, the brigand known as Torch, I declare him a baseborn pretender and an outlaw.”

This was it. Torch had nothing left to lose. Calista’s betrayal had obliterated whatever reason he’d had to guard his tongue. “Pretender? Outlaw? Lesser men than you have called me worse.”

“For the taking of Blackbriar Keep and the defilement of the king’s intended bride,” Hammerfell continued, “you shall be taken to Highspring Moor to await Magnus’s pleasure.”

“Oh, I can just imagine the sort of tender mercy he’d show me.”

Hammerfell raised a brow. “Indeed? And you claimed the kingship. Tell me, in his place, what manner of death would you choose for yourself?”

“If I told you, would you respect my wishes?”

“You are a renegade and deserve no respect. All I know is Magnus wants you alive, although perhaps I should send a foretaste of the gift I would present him. Your sword hand should do nicely.”

Calista screamed.

Hammerfell ignored her. At a snap of his fingers, two guards grappled Torch. He forced his body to go loose, his entire being a dead weight. Still they dragged him before the lord’s seat. His stomach filled with lead. His sword hand. Killing him outright would be kinder.

Calista turned her head away.

One of the guards yanked Torch’s right hand forward. Hammerfell already had Torch’s sword unsheathed. Flames glittered along its edges as he raised the blade.

Clang!

The sword-stroke vibrated through Torch’s entire being. A white-hot light obliterated all else.


Chapter 22

From somewhere far off, Torch heard a clatter. The sound echoed through his mind for a score of heartbeats. Little by little, his vision cleared to the rhythm of the throbbing in his wrist.

Gods, it ached like an entire tribe of Avestari had galloped over it on their chargers.

Ached, but not the bright, hot pain of a clean slice.

He shook his head. His hand came into focus, cuffed by the iron shackle. He flexed his fingers to be certain. Yes, still attached to his body.

Impossible.

He snapped his gaze to Hammerfell. The justiciar’s entire arm twitched, useless, at his side. His face betrayed stunned shock before he masked the expression.

Torch’s sword lay in the rushes at Hammerfell’s feet, tendrils of smoke uncurling from the blade. As Torch watched, they disintegrated into the air.

“Take the prisoner below,” Hammerfell spat. “Give him a day to consider the concept of mercy while he still can.”

One of the guards shoved Torch, and he stumbled. His knees broke through the rushes to hit the cold flagstones beneath. A flowing length of cream-colored linen appeared in his field of vision. Calista, and here he was, sprawled at her feet like a supplicant.

Look at me.

A glance showed him naught but averted eyes. Rough hands hauled him to his feet and pushed him toward the corridor. Toward the dimly lit stone steps that led downward. Toward the overcrowded cell where Hawk was waiting, along with the rest of what remained of the Brotherhood.

“What did they want of you?” Hawk demanded the moment the door slammed shut.

“They wanted to discredit me before all the lords of the Strongholds.” Moreover, the justiciar had succeeded, thanks to his wife’s betrayal. Not even Torch’s sword had cooperated.

Or had it, when the moment counted? Torch curled the fingers of his right hand into a fist. He could no longer be certain.

Had the shackle about his wrist turned Hammerfell’s stroke aside or had some other force been at work? Something had blinded Torch in the instant of the blow. A spark raised by the striking of metal on metal, or the fabled lightning of his blade, loosed at last?

Death to the unworthy, but Hammerfell still lived, and he still possessed the sword. Who was to say his next strike wouldn’t land true?

As a sign he might point to as proof of his claims, whatever happened now was useless. Any of the Strongholders could deny that that light had been more than a spark.

“We may as well face the truth,” Torch said to the cell at large. “My quest to regain my father’s crown has failed. We’re to be taken to Highspring Moor and turned over to the mercies of the Ironfist.”

“No,” cried a voice. In the dark, Torch was unsure which of his men had protested. “The throne is your destiny. You have always said so.”

He bit back a bitter smile. “So I believed.” And his utter confidence and conviction had led them here. “For your sake—for all your sakes—I wish you’d had a little less faith in me. You might have escaped with your lives.”

“We’re not dead yet.” That was Hawk. “We could still try to escape when they move us.”

“That we could,” Torch replied. If nothing else, an escape attempt might ensure them a quicker end than if their fate was left to Magnus’s notions of kindness. Some of his Brothers might even taste freedom once more. It was the least he could offer them after the loyalty they’d shown him. “How fares Owl?”

Out of the dark, a hand clapped him on the shoulder. “The same.”

After the humiliation of the hall, Torch expected he had nothing left. No feelings, certainly, not after that sword stroke. The blow had left him numb, but at the thought of Owl, unaccountable rage burst into flame inside him.

Damn it all to the lowest hell, it wasn’t fair. Owl was just a boy, yet he’d stood like a man before an opponent of far greater skill and experience—and all to defend a maid. Owl had stood up for what was right. How could any of the Three allow a mere boy to be beaten down like a mongrel for acting like a hero out of one of the old legends?

If anything was wrong, deeply and morally, about this situation, it was that. And Torch had led them all to this juncture, just as surely as he’d planted the notions of defending the weak into the mind of that boy. Him and his thrice-damned utter faith in this notion of destiny.

Calista had supposedly been part of that destiny, and she’d proven herself no better than a lying bitch.

He clenched his fist around the Stone at his throat. Its edges bit into his skin.

The hand returned to his shoulder, squeezing for a moment before relenting. “Now is not the time to lose hope.” Brother Tancrid. He recognized the voice now. “The tale of the years is full of stories of men, low-born and noble alike, who found themselves in hopeless spots, and yet prevailed. Ask any of the Avestari the history of their people and he will tell you how a collection of wild tribes banded together to defeat the Dragon Lords of the South. Why, your own Vandal ancestors—”

“What of them?” Torch cut him off. This wearisome talk of history did nothing to resolve their current situation. “They have rightfully sat on the throne at Highspring Moor for centuries.”

“They didn’t always. Before the Vandals came out of the wilds to subjugate the Strongholds, the others fought over the throne. If I told you some of the old names of the men who have sat there, you might even recognize a few. Have you never heard the devise ‘Death to the unworthy’?”

An odd sort of thrill passed along his spine. “It’s only written on the scabbard of the sword I bear.” Or, more accurately, bore.

“That devise belonged to the Tarr family, the last to sit in the palace at Highspring before your ancestors. The lord of Kinwood Keep might even claim the Vandals themselves were the unworthy ones.”

“But they did not die. They prevailed.”

“Exactly. I like to think the original Vandal king possessed a sense of irony that he did not have that scabbard remade. Or he believed the Tarrs were, in the end, unworthy themselves.”

Torch held up a hand. “Can the tale of the years tell us how a group of chained men might escape a keep that possesses no bolt-hole?”

“I can think of no instance offhand, but if I were to meditate on the matter, I might come up with a plan.”

“What do you require to meditate other than time, which up until now, we’ve had in abundance?”

“What do you mean by up until now?” Hawk broke in.

“If we mean to attempt an escape, we’ve little time to formulate a plan. They will come for us tomorrow to send us to Magnus.” Or they’d come for him, at least. There was nothing to stop Hammerfell from sending the rest of the Brotherhood to the Usurper in pieces.

“I might yet unearth an idea from the lore accumulated in the earth.” Brother Tancrid’s voice seemed to float from somewhere just behind Torch’s ear. “I need only to take another journey.”

“Do you have what you need for such a journey?” Torch wasn’t completely certain of the specifics. The last time, the Acolyte had only asked him for a quiet room where he would not be disturbed, a commodity in rather short supply at the moment.

“Alas, I exhausted my supply on the last quest.” Brother Tancrid reached out and touched the Stone at Torch’s throat. “I have no more, but you do.”

—

Calista scrubbed the heel of her hand across her sand-filled eyes and cast a glance about the stillroom. Bits of herbs and vials, mortars, and pestles littered every available surface. Some of the mess was intentional—should anyone question what she was about, she could claim she’d been making healing balms for the wounded. But her principal creation now lay dissolved in several wineskins.

A rush of energy that made her want to run shouting through the bailey overlay her bone-deep exhaustion. She must contain it. What she needed to do now required stealth and secrecy.

She handed a wineskin to Tamsin before laying a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Whether to steady the maid or herself, Calista had no idea. “Do you know what to do? Repeat it back to me.”

“I’m to convince any guard I come across to have a drink with me.”

Mindful of the sentry outside the stillroom, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “And?”

Tamsin gave in to the urge to roll her eyes. “I’m only to pretend to drink.”

“Don’t even wet your lips if you can avoid it.” Calista had no way of knowing how strong the potion was. Her mother’s scrolls had been vague on the subject of the lethal dose. It depended on too many variables—the concentration of the decoction, the weight of the person imbibing, the manner of delivery. She could only pray she’d gotten it right.

“We’ve been through the plan a hundred times by now. I’m to make certain no one from Blackbriar gets any.”

Calista nodded. As a healer, she should not condone the death of anyone at her hands, but she’d already drawn weapons against her enemies. Poison was simply another weapon, if more insidious than a drawn blade, and her need had become desperate.

“But if I come across the cavalier who tried to take me, I’ll give him double and a knife in the bollocks besides.” Tamsin patted the handle of the dagger she’d tucked into her apron. Since yesterday, she’d gone nowhere without it.

“Do not take any unnecessary risks. I will need you.” Calista laid a hand on her maid’s shoulder. “I do not wish to see you come to grief.” The Three only knew their fate would be dire if either one was caught. “Now go. Carefully.”

Calista followed Tamsin to the door of the stillroom, hovering just beyond the sight of the sentry, while her maid strolled over the threshold. This was their test. If all went well, her plan would continue. If not, she would have to pray they could dispatch the single guard without raising the rest of the keep.

She strained her ears toward the darkened bailey. Dawn would steal over Blackbriar Keep soon enough, and with it, whatever punishment the king’s justiciar had decided to visit on Torch. If she meant to intervene, she must do so while Torch was still whole.

For the thousandth time, the scene in the hall played through her mind. It had taken her entire force of will to maintain the façade of cool detachment. In her heart, she’d yearned to look upon him, to know he was unharmed, yet she knew too well she’d give away her feelings if she permitted herself so much as a glimpse.

Still, she would never be able to erase the whistle of that blade cleaving the air in its descent, nor the awful shrieking clang as it struck metal. Metal, not flesh and bone, thank the All-Mother.

No, not now. She could reason out what had happened once this was over. Once Torch was safe. Most of all, she had to believe Torch’s safety was the only possible outcome tonight.

She forced herself to heed what was happening in the bailey. Tamsin giggled, and the low rumble of masculine laughter soon followed. Good. As long as the girl could convince him to drink…

Calista closed her fingers about her wineskin of Kingsbane. The moment Tamsin eliminated the threat of discovery, Calista had her own task to perform, one far more dangerous than pretending to flirt with the guards.

She closed her eyes, ears straining. Outside had gone quiet, eerily so, for all it was the middle of the night. The chirp of crickets echoed loudly in time with her pulse. Then—

A heavy grunt, a sigh, a dull thud, followed by the even rhythm of footsteps sauntering across the packed earth of the bailey.

One down, but how many more did that leave on the walls? In the stables? Standing before the door to the dungeon? The Stronghold lords had complained of losing men, yet enough remained to hold the keep. It would only take one to catch her.

She swallowed a knot of fear and poked her nose into the night air. She must forge onward. She had to, now that she’d sent her maid to set up everything. An indistinct lump sprawled on the ground several strides away.

Hand on the knife at her own belt, Calista tiptoed closer. No movement. Only deep silence, and the grave and the coppery scent of blood. She leaned over the body. By the All-Mother. The pale moonlight revealed a dark stain spreading beneath the sentry.

Good gods, what did that mean? Had the Kingsbane not worked or had its effect simply taken too long to suit Tamsin? No time to seek out the maid and ask. She’d have moved on to her next target.

Retreating to the protection of the walls so she could flit from one shadow to the next, Calista stole into the slumbering keep and padded into the hall. Here and there, the bulk of sleeping men dotted the floor. At least, they’d be fortunate to be sleeping until Tamsin caught up with them.

Holding her breath, she crept toward the stairs and climbed. In the deserted upper corridor, a glimmer danced on the floor before the lord’s chamber. She caught her lip between her teeth. Was the justiciar still awake? Had some innate sense of self-preservation alerted him trouble was afoot?

Back to the wall, she eased near enough to peer round the jamb. The flickering glow of a rushlight revealed Starke Hammerfell sprawled across her father’s bed. With one beefy arm flung carelessly above his head, his mouth open and emitting soft snores, he hardly looked dangerous.

Calista let out a breath and fingered her wineskin. This was going to prove almost too easy. All she had to do was tip some of her doctored wine into the man’s open mouth and await the result.

And pray she’d made a proper batch of Kingsbane.

She stepped over the threshold. Out of nowhere, a hand clamped over her mouth while long fingers grasped the wrist of the hand that automatically reached for her knife. Her heart buffeted her ribs like a battering ram. Her shocked cry emerged as a whimper.

“Not one word,” a voice hissed. A familiar voice, thank the Three, speaking the tongue of the Aranya. “What do you think you’re doing?” Mother breathed into her ear.

On the mattress, Hammerfell turned his head on the pillow and muttered unintelligible words. Calista watched him with round eyes until he settled back into sleep.

“I might ask you the same thing,” she whispered, in the same language, against her mother’s hand.

“In here.” Mother dragged Calista into the small chamber where Papa’s manservant usually slept. She turned Calista to face her. Sharp black eyes fixed on the wineskin in Calista’s hand. “What are you planning? Certainly not a seduction.”

“No more than you.” It was too much to hope that Mother was lurking in this chamber for the same reason as Calista. Not when Mother had opened the gate to allow this man his victory.

“What is in the wineskin?”

Calista looked her mother straight in the eye. “Kingsbane.”

“Kingsbane?” Beneath her olive skin, Mother paled. “Where did you learn to make that?”

“You left your scrolls out.”

Snapping black eyes narrowed. “And you could read them?”

“I could.”

“How, when I never taught you? How, when your command of my language has been weak at best—until yesterday?”

“I don’t know.” Not enough to explain to Mother, at any rate. Calista had her suspicions, but she didn’t want to voice them with so many questions unanswered. But something must have happened in that small chamber when Brother Tancrid attacked her.

She shook that memory aside. “No matter. I’ve a job to do here.”

“No!” Mother cried. Too loud. Was that a hitch in the even rhythm of Hammerfell’s breathing?

Calista glanced nervously toward the bedchamber. “Careful.”

“He won’t wake. I gave him a sleeping draught.”

“So much the better. He won’t feel a thing.” Calista shook off her mother’s grip and turned for the main room.

“No.” Once more, Mother’s fingers circled her arm.

“By the Three, why not?”

“You touch that man, and Magnus will take it as if you attacked the king himself. He will take this keep apart stone by stone to press upon our living bodies before he takes our heads.”

“Not if we get away first,” Calista grated.

“They hold your father still. His life is tied to the king’s man. Escape with that barbarian you call a husband if you must, but do not touch the justiciar.”

“I came for the sword as well.”

“Too late.” Mother waved a hand toward the bedchamber. “He already sent it off to Magnus, along with his account of what happened here.”

“You seem to know quite a bit of his doings.” Calista followed the line of her mother’s gesture and studied the hulk lying senseless on her father’s mattress. Hammerfell’s right arm lay atop the coverlet. Linen bands swathed his hand and disappeared beneath the sleeve of his tunic. “You’ve been seeing to his injuries.”

“As I was commanded, and since they hold your father…”

“Can you explain how Hammerfell came by his hurts, since you’ve seen their nature?”

“I do not know. His palm is blistered as if someone held it to a fire, and his arm has no strength. Some sort of enchantment is at work.”

Once more her mind replayed the scene. The arc of the blade’s descent, the blinding light. Sorcery—or somehow the sword itself had acted.

Her mother eyed the bandage on her neck. “An enchantment. The same as with you.”

A shudder passed through Calista. No, she did not wish to think about it. “I must go. I’ve wasted too much time talking.”

Mother nodded toward the sleeping figure on the bed. “I daresay my draught will have bought you some of that time back.” Suddenly her sharp features melted into a semblance of understanding. She laid gentle fingers on Calista’s cheek. “Go to him. I would have done the same for your father. I still would.”

A brief hug was all Calista would allow herself. Any more, and she might have to face a stark truth. More than any of the other choices she’d made over the past few sennights, the one before her now was the most irreparable. In helping Torch escape, she was essentially exiling herself from Blackbriar. She might never see her mother or father again.

And yet she did not need that voice in her head to tell her where her path lay. Onward. Onward.

“You were destined for a king,” her mother said sadly at the last.

“I still am.” Calista could not be any more certain.

On stealthy feet, she sneaked out of the bedchamber. Like a cat passing in the night, she hurried down the steps, past the hall, to the narrow staircase that led below. A sense of urgency drove her now. Soon. Soon, she’d have him free.

The torches lining the walls guttered in their sconces. Dawn was not far off, and with it the changing of the guards. She must open the dungeons before any new men came on duty and discovered the bodies Tamsin had left behind her.

The maid waited at the door to the dungeon, a feral sort of smile spread across her features. The front of her garments was stained with blood. A little farther along the passage, the slumped forms of two guardsmen lingered.

“What have you done?” Calista demanded. “Did the poison not work?”

“I merely made certain no one would play any nasty tricks on us.” Tamsin thrust a set of keys at Calista. “I’ve collected as many weapons as I could as well. You’ll be needing them, I think.”

“Yes, good thinking.” She took the keys, inserted one into the lock. Turned.

The door swung open, releasing the heavy stink of the slops jar overlain with the sharpness of sweat and fear. A moment passed, before the clink of chains heralded a surge of men pressing forward.

Torch stood at the forefront, wrists raised, ready to bash her with his shackles. At the last instant, he withheld the blow. An expression of utter scorn took over his features. “I suppose you’ve come to finish us off.”


Chapter 23

She came for you.

Torch pushed that small, hopeful—and in the end, highly irritating—voice to the back of his mind. He knew nothing of the kind. Best he remember that.

Illuminated by the flickering sconces outside the cell, Calista’s expression passed through any number of emotions from surprise to shock before settling into annoyance. “This is no time for games.” The keys rattled in her hand as she crossed the threshold. “Come.”

She came for you. Not even the stench holds her back.

“So Hammerfell can finish me? Did he send you down here to lure me with the promise of escape?”

“If you don’t stop this nonsense, your chance to escape will be gone.” She stooped at his feet, trying key after key until the chains about his ankles fell into the dirty straw on the floor. In the next moment, the heavy weight of the shackles dropped from his wrists. She pressed a dagger into his hand. “Take this as a gauge of my earnestness, if you need one, but we must hurry.”

She came for you.

She had. He stared after her, while the other men pressed forward, eager to be released from their bonds. Chains clanked against the floor, a counterpoint to the steady hammering rhythm that echoed from the back of the cell. Ever since Torch had relinquished his Stone, Brother Tancrid had been pounding away at it, the gods only knew why.

Not that it mattered. Torch no longer cared what happened to that useless bit of rock. It had done nothing but steer him wrong since he embarked in his quest to retake his throne. It had led him to Calista, convinced him she was his destined bride. And she’d betrayed him. Or so he’d thought until a few moments ago.

Now he no longer knew what to think.

A choked sob broke through the din. Not Calista, though. That was not her voice.

“Oh, what have those brutes done to you?” Near the door, Tamsin knelt next to Owl’s prostrate form, brushing lank strands of hair off his forehead.

“What are we going to do about the lad?” Hawk stood nearby, rubbing his newly unbound wrists. “If we need stealth and speed, he’ll only be a hindrance.”

“We cannot leave him here. We must find a way.” Somehow. Not that Torch had any notion what sorts of obstacles stood between his Brothers and freedom.

“What’s happened to him?” Calista asked. She’d crouched next to her maid to lay a gentle hand on Owl’s beardless cheek.

So young. Too young to die. Your fault if he does. You should have reacted faster.

“Head wound,” Torch told her. “He hasn’t woken since.”

The shadows hid her expression, but her tone, when she replied, was grave. “He is in no condition to take into hiding. He needs quiet until he comes out of this state on his own.”

“She’s right,” Hawk concurred. “He’ll only slow us down.”

Damn it all, Torch knew they were right. “I won’t leave him in enemy hands.”

“Please, sir.” Tamsin stood, shaking soiled straw from her skirts. “Leave him to me. I’ll dress him in Blackbriar livery, and if anyone asks, I’ll say he’s a stable boy who’s taken ill. A horse could have kicked him.”

Torch narrowed his gaze on Calista. “What about your mother? Will she betray him to the king’s men?”

“No, I don’t believe she would.”

“Why?” Torch couldn’t leave it at that mild dismissal of his concerns. “Why would you say that when she’s shown herself to be nothing but loyal to Magnus?”

“Because whatever she thinks of Magnus, she is more loyal to my father. Since Owl poses no threat to him, she ought to ignore the boy.”

Loyal to her husband, indeed. How admirable. He opened his mouth to remark on what a becoming trait that was in a wife, but the voice in his head stopped him.

She came for you.

Perhaps, but that did not negate one fact. She’d committed a far worse sin when she’d denied their marriage. In doing so, she’d denied him, damn it, and all he claimed to be. She’d all but called him a bastard.

But if she wished to hand him the means to escape, he would take it, and by the same token be quit of a mistake. “So be it.”

A few muttered orders sent two of his men to pick up Owl’s form and steal off down the passage with instructions to rendezvous at the postern gate. Fingering the hilt of his dagger, Torch turned back to Calista. “How can I be sure they won’t be caught?”

“You can’t, no more than any of us can be certain of making it out of here.” As well he knew, but he’d asked to assuage his own misgivings. Calista swept an arm toward what looked like a bundle of rags on the flagstoned passage—an utterly still, man-sized bundle of rags to be certain. “But there is this.”

Closer inspection revealed one of the guards, a dark cloak hiding his mail and arms. The hood had been pulled up to conceal his face. Torch raised a brow at her.

“Tamsin’s handiwork, not mine. Although I gave her the means.” Calista patted a wineskin hanging from her belt, and her gaze hardened. “And I have means of my own should the need arise.” The glitter in her eye left him with no doubt she’d like to subject him to the contents of that pouch.

“How many others can I hope she’s dispatched?”

Tap, tap, tap. As they spoke, the steady beat rang from deep in the cell.

“That I cannot say for certain.”

With a nod, Torch turned to the others. “We’ll leave in pairs. Quiet as thieves and one pair at a time. Rouse no cry but kill any guards you come across. We’ll rally in the woods beyond the postern and ride…” He hesitated, not wanting to voice too many secrets in front of Calista, not to mention the Blackbriar men among them, imprisoned for defending their own home.

Tap, tap, tap.

“Who will see about our mounts?” Hawk asked, effectively covering the moment.

Tap, tap, tap.

“I shall,” Torch replied. “Now, two of you go, and quickly. The next after a count of fifty.”

Tap, tap, tap.

Blasted Acolyte. Had he even heeded their plans? “Brother Tancrid.”

Calista’s breath expelled on a sharp hiss.

Tap, tap.

Torch approached the back of the cell, where Brother Tancrid crouched on the floor, knocking at the Stone with the shackle about his wrist. “We must go.”

Tap. “But I’m nearly there.” Tap.

Had anyone even bothered to release him from those cursed shackles? “We must go. Now.”

Tap, tap, tap.

Reining back his desire to throttle someone—and the Acolyte posed the nearest target—Torch turned to Calista. “Release him.”

She remained hovering in the doorway, but the cant of her body clearly pointed toward the stairs. Had she reached the limit of her daring? Worse, had she heard evidence of their discovery?

He crossed to her, pushing past his fellow inmates, eagerly awaiting their turn to leave. “Is someone coming?”

“What?” Distraction tinged the reply. “No.” Still she remained motionless.

“Hand me the key.”

She obeyed, the ring of keys clanking with the slight tremor of her fingers. He reined in yet another desire—to lay a hand on her shoulder in reassurance. To squeeze. To gather her in his arms for an all-too-brief moment. Not now. Not until he was sure.

Torch returned to Brother Tancrid’s side, yanked at his robe until he stood, and unlocked his shackles. Stooping, the Acolyte swept the Stone from the floor and clenched it in his fist.

“Hawk,” Torch called. “Take this man with you, and make certain he follows. In fact, both of you, go now.”

It was over. All but the waiting, as the cell emptied like the slow drip of melting ice. He joined Calista on the threshold as the shadows of the corridor swallowed the last of his men.

“And how will they escape, truly?” Calista asked in the ensuing silence. “They’re all on foot.”

“That will be our job. To bring them mounts.” He swung the cell door shut behind him, leaving it devoid of all but one. Rand still lay in that pile of filthy straw, unconscious, perhaps dead. What the others had done to him, Torch cared not. “Come.”

He clasped her hand, and climbed the steps to freedom, taking them two at a time.

The air in the bailey was heavy with anticipation. The deep black of the sky was lightening to the east. With every passing moment that light would grow, increasing their chances of someone spotting them and raising an alarm.

Torch’s fingers curled about the hilt of his dagger, the metal solid beneath his grip. Too long, it seemed, he’d been defenseless. His hand had missed the weight of a weapon.

It still did. This was not his sword.

He eyed the keep, a black bulk against the night sky. Hammerfell, he had no doubt, had taken the lord’s chamber the same as he’d taken the lord’s seat in the hall. The justiciar would place a priceless relic of the Vandal family under close guard.

“What are you contemplating?” Calista breathed against his neck. “We must be gone before we lose the cover of darkness.”

To the east, the first stars were fading. He strained his ears for any hint of sound. Nothing. Empty. This place was almost like a crypt.

“I want my sword.”

“I meant to bring it to you.” Her breath wafted in a warm stream against his flesh. “But it’s already been sent to Magnus.”

He turned to her, her face pale in the shadow of the wall. “How do you know this?”

She cast a wary glance about the silent bailey. “There’s no time now. I’ll tell you once we’re safe.”

He almost laughed at the innocence driving that statement. “When you live as I do, you are never safe.”

They crept nearer their goal. The stables lay in the lee of the wall, hard against the back of the keep. Torch put out a hand to warn Calista back. If any trouble loomed in that direction, he’d face it first. His eyes strove to pierce the darkness; his ears strained, listening for any hint of noise.

Then he saw it—a dark form slumped on the ground like a forgotten bundle in front of the stables. Man-sized. Very like to the guards at the entrance to the dungeon. A body. A scent of copper wafted through the air.

Torch cut a look in Calista’s direction, but she merely shrugged. “The horses.”

They stole into the wooden structure to find it defended. A round-eyed boy brandished a pitchfork. In the glow of a lantern, freckles stood out in contrast to the chalkiness of his skin. “My…my lady.”

“Aimery,” Calista replied gently, “who else is with you?”

“It’s just me. The others ran when they saw what happened to the sentry.”

“Where did they go?” Torch was already moving toward the first stall, where the bony head of an enormous blood bay poked over the door. “To raise an alarm?”

“I don’t know.”

“Listen.” Calista placed a hand on his thin shoulder. “You must heed me as your lady. You will let us go and tell no one who you saw.”

“I can’t do that, beggin’ yer pardon. Them Stronghold lords would have my hide.”

Torch led the destrier from the stall, and passed to the next. “Come with us, then, if you’re willing to take your chances in the wild.” He was already leading a goodly contingent of men out of here. Another boy could hardly make a difference. “I’ll do you no harm, at least.”

“Would you teach me to fight?”

Torch sized up the lad. Younger than Owl and scrawny. His summers could number no greater than twelve. “You’re likely to learn whether or not I train you.”

Calista moved to the box where her palfrey stood blinking at them with liquid eyes. The mare nosed at her skirts. She opened the gate and reached for the tack stored close at hand.

In the middle of tripping the latch on the next stall, Torch froze. “What do you think you’re about?”

Her fingers gripped the bridle. “I thought it obvious. I’m coming with you.”

“No.”

“You’re willing to take along a stable boy you don’t even know, but you’ll leave me to my fate?”

“I need to disappear into the wild and regroup. There will be danger aplenty and no place for a gently bred lady.”

“Once your escape is noted, where do you think the blame will fall? You would leave me to Magnus’s tender mercies?”

Damn it all. “No, I cannot do that, either.”

“Then let me prove my worth to you.”

Prove her worth. As if she hadn’t already. She’d gotten his men out of the dungeon. Gods willing, she’d get them out of this keep without taking further damage. She came for you. She got you out. She didn’t betray you.

A cry from beyond the stable stopped his thoughts cold. Another shout. Another. A spike of pure energy jolted through him. Act. Now.

But his gaze snapped to Calista, struggling to saddle her mare.

He sprinted to her. “No time for that now.”

Wrapping his arms about her waist, he hauled her bodily onto the palfrey’s back. Then he grabbed Aimery and tossed the lad in front of Calista. “Ride hard for the postern. Do not look back.”

The next moment, he was off, a plan clear in his mind. One after the other, he popped open stalls.

“What are you doing?” Calista’s confused question broke in on his focus.

Shite. He had to get her out, before he unleashed hell in here. Torch ran back and slapped the mare on the haunch. “Go! I need you to lead the charge. The others will follow. Do not worry about me.”

Calista’s mount snorted and, with a half rear, broke for the open door. Torch’s relief was fleeting as he cast about for the source of light. There. A glass-domed lantern hung from a hook. He grabbed it, hating what he was about to do, but seeing no choice. He needed chaos, and several tons of thundering horseflesh would give him that. He had to give his Brothers this chance.

—

Heart in her throat, thighs burning, Calista clung to her palfrey’s back as she pelted across the bailey. The postern. She stared at it, but men stood in the path. Armed men. She dug her heels into the mare’s sides, determined to ride them down. A form loomed out of the night, grappling for the reins.

Calista slammed her heel into the man’s nose.

“Go, go, go,” she urged the mare on.

Something whooshed past her cheek. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a bolt vibrating in the ground. Men shouted. Arrows whizzed. Hoofbeats pounded behind her.

Where was Torch and how was he going to get out of this?

Do not look back. The admonition echoed through her mind, but she could not help herself.

As the thunder behind grew louder, she turned. A mass of horseflesh erupted from the stables. Smoke poured from the open door. Flames leapt toward the night sky. But Torch was nowhere amid the conflagration.


Chapter 24

The rising sun’s rays topped the trees that ringed the clearing. Calista dug into the graininess in her eyes and forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand. Boiled stream water and a few none-too-clean strips of fabric to bind a shoulder wound, but they were all she had.

If she’d stopped to think beyond the hour of escape, she would have brought supplies. At home, a stillroom full of remedies lay at her disposal—water of life and dragonwort and fragrant unguents to heal. Here in the woods, she only possessed the very opposite of what she needed—a wineskin full of poison.

She met her patient’s gaze, hard and alert. Hawk, if she recalled correctly through the fog of sleeplessness. He would be fine, as would the others. They’d met with little more than a skirmish with the castle guards before the alarm sounded. Before Hammerfell’s finest were called to put out the raging flames in the stables. Before they were needed to subdue their panicking horses.

Torch’s Brotherhood and the remnant of Blackbriar’s men-at-arms, who had decided to chance their fortunes to the wild rather than face accusations of treason, would survive. Torch, on the other hand…

She straightened, jamming the heels of her hands into the small of her back, raising stinging eyes toward an impossibly blue sky. He’d sacrificed himself. Created a diversion so his followers could escape. Was that really all that remained of his dream?

This wasn’t how the old tales were meant to play out. The hero always overcame impossible odds. Right triumphed. Did this mean Torch’s claim was false despite his overwhelming belief in his cause?

“We’re safe enough for now, my lady.” Hawk’s voice broke in on her despair. “You ought to rest.”

As if she could, despite the fatigue that had seeped into her bone marrow. She didn’t want to lie down and do nothing. That was when the thoughts would invade. The memories. The recollection of his roguish smile, his searing kisses, his stirring touch. The soul-stealing pleasure he’d drawn from her. And if she thought of all that now, if she relived it…

A sob clawed its way up her chest. Clenching her fists, she swallowed it back. “Surely there’s someone else I must see to.”

With a wince, Hawk shrugged back into his jerkin. “I was the last of them, and it seems you’ve been through enough.”

Not nearly as much as Torch. She brushed her hands against her skirts, creased and filthy from the stillroom and muddied in their escape. A red-brown stain on her sleeve looked suspiciously like blood, although she could not say if it had come from one of these men or the dead guard whose keys she’d stolen.

The weight of Hawk’s hand settled on her shoulder. “He’ll find us. He knows this place.”

She turned to study Hawk’s face. Furrows of experience lined his forehead. Threads of silver streaked his dark beard. But his brown eyes remained steady on her.

“Why do you follow him?” She asked the question as much to stave off her emotions as to satisfy her curiosity. Hawk had to have known forty summers, at least. Why should he place himself under the command of someone younger? “Why do you believe?”

“It’s the hope, I suppose. Hope for something better.” He glanced about the makeshift camp, as if taking stock. “You ask any one of our Brothers, and they’re like to tell you they have a bone or two to pick with the Usurper.”

“Do you?”

“Not with Magnus, no.” He caught her gaze. “You’ve grown up in a world where you could ask for whatever you wished and your father would give it to you, I suspect.”

“Not everything.” She might be aware of her privilege as the daughter of a Stronghold lord, but she wasn’t spoiled.

“I’ll wager you’ve never gone hungry a day in your life.”

She pressed her lips together. He had her there. “No.”

“Because you were born into the right family. Cottars and simple farmers, now, they don’t have it so easy.”

“My father makes certain everyone under his care does not go without.”

“Not every Stronghold lord is as generous as Belwin Thorne. Some take so much of the harvest that most don’t make it through the winter without resorting to outlawry.” Bitter experience rang through his words. “And when you can’t stand the sound of your little ones crying because their bellies are empty, it’s all the easier to damn the laws to the Faceless One.”

He pulled his jerkin aside, revealing the gnarled flesh just below his collarbone. She’d noted it as she tended him, but an old scar had not claimed her attention the same as a fresh wound. She saw it now. White ridges pulled his skin into an intricate knot—too intricate to have occurred by chance. The scar formed a rune, the symbol of a poacher.

“I got the easier end of the bargain,” Hawk went on. “Lord Tarr felt I ought to repay him for the stag I took. I had nothing, so he declared I could pay him in kind. I still had nothing—beyond my wife. It was her or our children.”

Calista gasped. A sickening sensation roiled in her gut. Thank the gods she’d had nothing to eat, for surely she’d have spewed the contents of her belly over the ground.

“Torch, now, he’s known hardship. He’s hard but fair. Not one to take more than a person can give.”

“Merciful,” Calista murmured. Beyond the initial battle to take the keep, he’d killed no Blackbriar man, not even Rand. Another man might have cut out Rand’s tongue for his insults, but Torch had simply locked him up. And Torch had allowed the remnant of Blackbriar’s guards to escape with his Brothers, rather than leave them to face Hammerfell’s ideas of justice.

“I don’t reckon Torch will stand for such doings once he’s regained the throne.”

“If he’s alive, you mean.” There. She’d spoken the worst aloud, forced the words past the ache in her throat. Given them voice, and the sun still shone on the clearing. Birds still twittered among the trees. Her own heart still beat in her chest until she wanted to tear it out with her bare hands.

“He’s still alive. Have faith.”

Faith. It was all anyone had asked of her since the day Torch had ridden into her life, and look where it had brought her—exiled from her home and raked with pain over the loss of a love she hadn’t realized existed until it was too late.

Oh, gods.

She loved him—her husband, her lord, her king.

The tenderness cut keen and unbearably bright. Nothing but love was powerful enough to cause her this level of suffering. Her heart fairly burst with the immensity of her emotions.

And Torch still believed she’d betrayed him. Nothing else could explain his words to her when she’d opened that cell door.

I suppose you’ve come to finish us off.

He might as well have said me. The echo through her mind still stung like a slap. That cursed sob rose again, scrabbling and tearing like a wild animal. This time, she was powerless to hold it back. She doubled over, pressing her hands to her mouth, while Hawk’s fingers tightened about her shoulder.

But she wanted more than just fingers. She longed for a pair of strong arms, a muscled chest, the familiar scent of Torch. She yearned for his shoulder, his presence, his fingers threading through her hair, his low rumble of a voice telling her everything would turn out fine in the end.

Even at the last, he’d hardly touched her. Only the briefest rough grappling to get her on her palfrey. Perfunctory. No gentleness. Nothing but the desire to see her gone. And that was the last memory she kept of him.

She buried her face in her hands, hoping the storm would soon pass. Hawk’s reassuring grip turned into a series of awkward pats.

“It’s all right.” She squeezed the words past the tightness in her throat.

“You keep telling yourself that, and it will be.” She’d meant that Hawk didn’t have to keep up his attempts at comfort, but clearly he thought she was referring to Torch.

“Do not despair.” Another voice had her straightening, spine stiff. Brother Tancrid. He stood a couple of arms’ lengths away, barefoot, unkempt. A coating of grayish dust covered his rough, brown robes.

All during their escape, she’d managed to maintain her distance from the Acolyte, but he’d crept up on her while the storm of her emotions raged.

She took a step back.

He extended an arm. Ringed with grime, that one unnaturally long nail pointed straight at her, an uncanny echo in her mind of their last encounter. “There is no need to fear me.”

Reflexively, her hand rose to cover the swaths of linen about her throat. The scratch on her neck throbbed. She ought to deny his statement—she ought to lie—but she could not summon the energy.

Brow furrowed, he followed. One step. Too close. “What is it?” Sadness tinged that question. “What has happened to you?”

Good Mother, it was as if he didn’t remember his attack. Though he’d come back to himself at the end, he’d still been in some sort of trance in that little room. Had his mind blocked out what had transpired? Or had she imagined his shocked reaction? Maybe she had seen what she had wished to see—the beloved tutor from her childhood and not the monster he’d become.

Shouts from the camp saved her from having to reply. She turned in the direction of the noise. A rider emerged from the woods, tall on his beast of a white warhorse, broad-shouldered, his face blackened with soot, his gear singed.

Torch. With the morning sun glinting in his hair, setting it afire, he’d never looked better.

Calista’s knees buckled, but Hawk caught her before she fell. “Thank the gods, thank the gods. Thank all the gods.”

In the midst of the camp, Torch dismounted and handed the reins to Aimery. Then his gaze settled on her, pinned her to the spot more surely than Hawk’s supporting arm. Long legs ate up the ground as he stalked toward her.

The impulse to launch herself into his arms and take the comfort she’d yearned for burned hot in her chest. She stumbled toward him, and took a deep lungful of the smoke and fear that overlay his usual masculine scent. But the arms that encircled her and the muscled chest beneath her cheek remained stiff.

She pulled back. “You got away.”

A hot blush crept up her cheeks. Yes, and wasn’t that an astute observation?

“I got away.” He echoed her statement in an unwelcoming tone that sent a shiver through her. “A stable full of heavy warhorses running about the bailey creates an effective diversion.”

But just as quickly the chill blazed into frustration. Damn him, if not for her, he’d still be shackled in that stinking cesspool of a cell, he and all his men. The least he could do was express some gratitude. “Do you have nothing to say to me?”

“I have a great deal to say to you, but not here and not now. I’ve too many other things to order first. Including our escape.” His words were curt, abrupt. Just as abruptly, he turned to Hawk. “How many are wounded?”

Hawk had the grace to clear his throat, his ruddy cheeks reddening. “A handful, no more. And those lightly. One broken leg in the lot. Your lady wife has seen to them.”

Torch turned to her and nodded once, a simple jerk of his head. Hard but fair, Hawk had called him. Well, right now, it appeared she was seeing all of the hard and none of the fair.

“Order the men to disperse into the woods. Small groups. Blackbriar men are free to return to Hammerfell’s mercies or to seek shelter at any Stronghold of their choosing.”

“Yes, sir,” Hawk replied with a nod. “But we have few horses. There’s yours and the lady’s. Everyone else is on foot.”

“Put the injured on the palfrey. Horses won’t travel much faster, at any rate.”

“And where are we to head?”

“Into the wild. To our sanctuary.”

While Hawk and Torch worked out the company’s next move, Calista felt the uncomfortable weight of an unwanted gaze settle on her shoulders. Brother Tancrid was studying her—or more accurately, the linen about her throat. She covered the bandaging with her hand and turned her back.

What has happened to make you one of us? But we are Sons. There has never been a Daughter in a thousand years and more.

She jumped back with a cry, her heart hammering. Brother Tancrid’s voice had sounded in her mind as clearly as if he’d spoken.

Torch broke off his orders to Hawk to stare at her. “What is amiss?”

Before she could reply, Brother Tancrid stepped in. “If it would be easier, the Sons of Earth might hide your fellows for a time.”

“My thanks.” Torch bowed his head. “My men have taken to the wilds before and can do so again. If you wish to take in the Blackbriar guards, you may. That leaves only the matter of my wife.”

“No.” Please let him look at her. Let him see. Beyond the fact that she did not wish to be near the Acolytes—the Sons—she could not fathom the idea of their being separated. No matter that he was behaving like an utter clod. “I go where you go. I will not stay at the cloister.”

With a wave of his hand, Torch dismissed Hawk. Then his eyes raked her with appraisal, assessing, no doubt, her soiled clothes, smudged face, and tangled hair. “The paths I mean to take and the ways I mean to survive are unfit for a gently bred lady.”

She’d never looked less like a gently bred lady, even when she’d dressed up in boiled leather to defend Blackbriar. “I joined my destiny to yours. I stood before the altar and made a vow.” She cast a wary glance at Brother Tancrid. “I will feel safer with you.”

Oh, how she hated to admit that after the coldness of his return. But what alternative did she have?

“What’s this?” Such a simple question, but Torch posed it in a low, lethal voice that gave her hope.

She faced him straight on, forcing her expression to hardness—just as hard as his. “You have yet to ask how I came by my wounds.”

Everything about his stance became alert. A palpable tension coiled in him, ready to unleash at any moment. “Do you imply…”

“She does, I think.”

Calista would never have thought to ascribe bravery to an Acolyte, but coming from an unarmed and defenseless man, Brother Tancrid’s admission was just that.

And then he did something braver, or perhaps foolhardy. He reached toward her.

She flinched away.

Fingering the hilt of the dagger thrust into his belt, Torch stepped between them. “Tell me.”

Brother Tancrid lowered his gaze to the bare ground. “I do not rightly recall.” But you do, his voice continued in her mind. Tell him so that I can understand. Even if it damns me. If ever I harmed you, I deserve as much.

“You attacked me.” The gods help her, she was too fatigued and confused to embroider the tale. “You wanted blood.” She touched the linen banding her neck. “My blood.”

Sunlight skittered in a deadly dance down the dagger blade as Torch whipped it out.

“No!” Calista’s cry of protest welled from somewhere deep in her chest. She lunged and grabbed Torch’s wrist. The knife-stroke went wide. Power strained in every corded sinew beneath her fingers. “You must give him a hearing.”

A glance about proved her intuition correct. Their little scene had drawn an audience. Hawk stood holding his sword at the forefront of an armed group. Every single one of them had drawn blades.

“Hammerfell gave you a hearing,” Calista reminded him.

The knotted muscle beneath her palm did not ease. Torch eyed her, his expression unyielding. “For all the good it did me.”

The full weight of his blame fell onto her like a boulder. “I had no choice.”

“Not now.” He turned to the Acolyte. “I have another pressing matter before me. Explain yourself.”

Brother Tancrid remained where he was, head lowered in full acceptance of whatever fate Torch would deal him. “I did not wish for the lady’s blood. You know of the blood I speak.”

A cold finger of dread down Calista’s spine raised gooseflesh at her nape. Torch was in on this? “You know?”

“The blood of the earth,” Brother Tancrid explained. “I told your lord of it. My journey requires I take the blood of the earth into myself. If someone arouses me from the trance too soon, my body and mind crave the return. You could not know, but waking me as you did was dangerous.”

Calista shook her head. “I do not understand.”

“It is the way I access the earth’s knowledge.” It is the way you do so now. “I must take some of the blood into myself, through my nose, directly to my brain.” As he explained, the paths of her mind opened on an image of the Son of Earth scooping a gray powder into his fingernail and inhaling it. “And from there, I may quest for whatever I desire to know.”

The grime on his nail. It was this blood of which he spoke. And he’d scratched her with that nail. Some of the earth’s blood had mingled with her own. “Whatever you desire? If…If I asked to know the future, could it tell me?”

“Not the future, for that is ever changed by our present actions.”

“But if I wished it to show me a path, a means of escape…”

Brother Tancrid held up a hand. “Do not set your feet on that road. It will consume you in the end.”

It is consuming me, do you not see? Once again, he spoke directly to her mind. As I have begun in my quest for knowledge, I long for more and more and more. I shall never have enough.

And so she attempted the reply—directly. Concentrating on Brother Tancrid, she aimed her thought toward him. Too late. You’ve put the blood in me.

His eyes widened. “Show me your wound.”

“Yes, show us,” Torch added in a menacing whisper.

For some reason she couldn’t fathom, her fingers trembled as she raised them to untie the knot at her nape. She unwound the white fabric. Her heart skittered. What were they expecting?

The strip of cloth fell away. Brother Tancrid bent to peer closer, but Torch moved to block the other man. He extended two fingers and traced the length of Calista’s neck. Beneath that touch, her skin warmed.

“That is quite an impressive scar,” he commented.

“Scab, you mean. How can there be a scar, when I sustained the wound not three days ago?”

“Have you not seen yourself?”

“No.” That cold finger at her spine was back. “Should I look?”

With no mirror in the offing, she raised her fingers. In the place where Tancrid had scratched her, a ridge of skin had risen, smooth beneath her touch. Not like a scab, but very like a scar.

“Just so you know, it is black.”

Brother Tancrid leaned over Torch’s shoulder. “I’d call that more a dark gray. Like charcoal.”

The color of that streak through Torch’s Scrying Stone. The color of the earth’s blood.

She craned her neck toward the Acolyte. “What does it mean?”

“I cannot be entirely certain,” Brother Tancrid replied. “No one has ever taken the blood in this manner. No woman has ever connected herself with the Sons. It may be you are now permanently connected to the knowledge that lies in the earth.”

She blinked. If anything, those words rang true. The path. It is in your mind.

Tancrid bowed his head. “If you are ready to pass judgment on me, please do so. For my part, I make my apologies to your lady wife. I meant her no harm. It was done in ignorance, and I retain no memory of the deed.”

“I think it’s best if you leave us,” Torch said.

“I agree with you. I will return to my cloister, where I can continue my quest for the knowledge you asked of me.”

Calista looked from one man to the other before her gaze alighted on Torch. Her husband. “You were behind this?”

“I asked him for the secret to creating Adamant, yes. It seemed expedient at the time, when I possessed a keep whose defenses required improvement.”

“I was close, I tell you.” Brother Tancrid sounded anxious and excited. For all the world, his demeanor reminded Calista of a puppy. “Another journey, uninterrupted, and I’m there.”

“You can accomplish this among your brethren,” Torch said. “There’s only one more thing. I should like to have my Stone back.”

Brother Tancrid retreated a step, his fingers plucking at his robes—robes coated in a dark gray substance, very like charcoal dust. Calista’s neck throbbed, and a thrill of recognition passed through her.

“Forgive me, my lord,” Tancrid said. “The Stone no longer exists. I thought you realized. I needed the blood within it. I have now extracted it. But…” He glanced at Calista. “Your lady holds the power of the blood within her now. You no longer need the Stone to access the truth you seek.”

“Truth?” Calista asked. “What truth do you seek? Beyond the making of Adamant.”

“I ask very little,” Torch said. “A means to my throne, is all.”

“Your lady has access. She has become a Daughter of the Earth. The knowledge has become a part of her. It will come to her as she needs it.” You only have to open your mind and accept.

She had opened her mind, though, or it had been opened for her. The path she’d seen, the one that had led her to the Kingsbane, the one that had led her to freeing Torch and his Brothers. It was still there in her mind, showing her the way forward.

Yes, her mind was open now. All that was left was for her to accept.


Chapter 25

What was he going to do with his wife?

Torch pondered that very issue as he watched Brother Tancrid disappear into the southern woods, making for the security of his cloister. Some of Blackbriar’s guards accompanied him. Torch had hoped to send Calista along with the Acolyte.

Now that he’d heard her tale, that course of action was out of the question. Damn it all, and who would have expected a quiet dreamer—a man in search of knowledge—to become a danger? Calista no longer trusted her former tutor, and now Torch couldn’t, either.

He turned to eye the remainder of his followers. Many had already melted back into the surrounding trees in pairs and small groups, heading for the Bastard Brotherhood’s private lair. A few fathoms off, Calista crouched at the base of a large stone, scrabbling at the dirt. A small pile of greenery lay at her feet.

Hawk had not yet left the rendezvous, and Torch waved him over. “I must entrust you to bring Calista to safety,” Torch told the man who had become his second since Kestrel’s departure.

“My lord?”

“Surely you didn’t expect me to abandon her in the forest.”

“Of course not. I only reckoned you’d like to see to the matter yourself.”

“I have other plans.”

Hawk lowered bushy brows over the beak of a nose that had earned him his name among the Brotherhood. “How pressing are they?”

Torch raised his own brows. Hawk wasn’t usually one to question. No, Torch had Kestrel and Griffin for that duty—only he no longer had his true brother. The reminder of that pain sharpened his reply. “How long has my sister been a captive of our enemy now?”

“You don’t trust Kestrel to bring her back safely?”

He had when the news first came, but that was when he utterly trusted his Stone. He’d been so completely convinced that Calista was his proper future that he’d forged ahead with the marriage. No matter how much faith he had in his commander’s abilities, he’d never intended for Kestrel to rescue Jerrah. “He may require help.”

“Your own sister can give him that.”

He knew. Gods, he knew. If Jerrah were not able to handle weapons, she would be safely ensconced at the Pinnacle along with their mother. Still…“She was never meant to ride against the Usurper’s men.”

“Yet, she did,” Hawk prodded. And based on what Torch had seen through Griffin’s eyes, Jerrah had handled herself as well as any of his men. “You don’t even have a proper sword.”

He could get that back, too. “Who are you to question—”

“No one, my lord,” Hawk cut in quickly. “But begging your pardon, I have been married before. Once you’ve bedded a woman, she has certain expectations.”

Torch slipped a friendly arm about Hawk’s shoulders and gave him a pat. A hard one, just to warn him he was treading close to the line. “She’s not the first woman I’ve taken to my bed.”

“Best not tell her that.”

“I wasn’t planning on giving her the details.” Even he knew that much. “At any rate, I married her.” In spite of her resistance. “What more does she want?”

“Wives expect you can read their minds. You have to get good at pretending you can.”

Damn the man. “What has my marriage to do with this?”

Everything. Hadn’t he just told himself that? Still, he’d never told Hawk his reasons for his hasty wedding. Thank the Gods, since those reasons now seemed weak and ridiculous.

“Besides the fact you delayed going after your sister so you could wed? Seems you trusted Kestrel to do the job then.”

Damn the man for his insolence, but he was right. “And?”

“Take my advice. See to your lady wife. I’ve strong grounds to believe she cares a great deal. We may live in a time of trial, but all the more reason to foster her feelings, if you take my meaning.”

Why in the name of everything did that feel like a punch to the gut? “What do you know of her feelings?”

“Only how bitterly she sobbed when she believed you weren’t coming back.” Yes, and hadn’t she thrown herself straight into his embrace—an embrace he hadn’t returned? “She’s a tough one. She tried and tried to hold it in, until it became too much. What’s more, she’s proven herself. Do you really want to chase that away?”

“I’m not going to chase that away.”

“Then I shouldn’t be the one who comforts her when she’s all upset. It’s never a pleasant thing to realize what you’ve had after you’ve lost it.”

Torch eyed the older man. Hawk’s words rung with the bitter chime of experience. “Off with you, then. You know where we’re meeting. Take the stable boy—Aimery—with you, at least.”

But Hawk was not finished. He nodded in Calista’s direction. “She may not be your first woman, but you can make sure she’s the last you ever take to your bed.”

If what Hawk had said about fostering his wife’s feelings had felt like a gut punch, this statement felt like a lance straight to the heart, and the blow carried all the power of a charging destrier.

“You overstep.” But Torch could put no authority behind the warning, not with the very air knocked from his lungs.

“Your wife wouldn’t think so.”

Before Torch could reply, Hawk stalked off to collect Aimery and the remaining handful of men. One by one, they disappeared into the woods.

Torch turned to face Calista. She was standing now, brow furrowed over a bundle of greenery in her hand.

“What have you got there?” he asked. Not the most inspired question, but he had to start somewhere.

She looked up at him, her expression unchanging. In fact, it carried enough frost to blight her handful of weeds. “A few things that might turn out to be useful, at least if I had a way to preserve them properly. And if I’d thought matters through, I would have left home with something more useful than a wineskin full of poison.”

Home. She’d stated that so simply, but the word echoed through Torch’s mind. He’d never had a home, truly, but he’d uprooted Calista from the only home she’d ever known—as surely as she had uprooted those herbs in her fist. Would he need to find a way to preserve her?

No. The answer rose just as quickly. She was strong; he wouldn’t have to concern himself there. As for any feelings she might hold for him, that was where he ought to worry, just as Hawk said.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “That wineskin might still turn out to be useful.”

She watched him from beneath her lashes, but the expression reminded him more of a cornered fox than anything remotely close to flirtatious. “I daresay it might.”

Damn Hawk. Damn him and his unsolicited advice—even if it was right. “Calista.” Torch reached for her, unsure where to set his hand. Her shoulder might be safe enough. At least she didn’t shrug off his touch. “I’m not good at this, am I?”

“Would you care to be more specific?” she asked airily. “Off the top of my head, I can think of several things you might be referring to.”

Faceless One take it. “Would being married cover most of it?”

“Do you have the slightest idea what I went through to set you and your men free?”

Thump! The fist clutching those cursed weeds buried itself in his shoulder. Sharp knuckles she had, too.

“And then to watch the stable go up in flames?”

Thump!

“I didn’t dare stay to see if you made it out.”

Thump! If she didn’t take care, she was going to crush that handful of hard-won herbs into oblivion.

“And then you didn’t come.”

Her voice wavered alarmingly on that final syllable. Her entire body sagged, and the battered greenery dropped to the ground. Torch battled an odd impulse to pick it up and tuck it somewhere next to his skin.

Despite her show of temper, Calista needed him now. Wasn’t that the entire point behind her display? Sharp knuckles or no, he gathered her against him.

Comfort. This was what she’d wanted when he first entered the clearing. But he’d been too distracted and put out with her over…what? A ruse she’d had to perform to keep herself above suspicion. If she’d answered Hammerfell’s questions about their marriage truthfully, she’d never have been in a position to help him escape.

Curse him thrice over for an idiot.

“I’m here now,” he murmured. Such a simple, obvious reply. He fitted his palm to the back of her head, his fingers threading through silken tangles of hair. “I’m here, whether you want me to be or not.”

She pulled out of his embrace at that. “I’m still deciding.”

At her peevish tone, an incongruous spate of laughter rose in his chest, but he held it in. Now was not the time. Even he knew that much. “I’ve been remiss.” He framed her face with both hands, his thumbs sliding along the line of her jaw. “Thank you for risking everything for my men and me. I wish I hadn’t put you in that position, but I’m grateful.” He dropped his gaze to her lush lips. Would she even accept his kiss? “I’d show you how grateful, but you might prefer I bathed first.”

The corners of her mouth tipped upward into an exhausted smile. Dark smudges of fatigue marred the delicate skin under her eyes. Salty traces remained on her cheeks, a testament to the upset she’d poured on Hawk. Her hair was unkempt, the hems of her skirts tattered and muddy, but service to him lay behind her dishevelment. In this moment, she was every bit as beautiful as when she’d worn that golden gown on their wedding day.

“Come,” he added. “Let’s get you on my horse. You’re not out of danger yet.” Neither was he, but danger had become a long-familiar companion in his life. Calista was about to become closely acquainted with peril, whether she wished it or not, for as long as Magnus sat on the throne at Highspring Moor.

Torch’s fault. He’d brought this upon her, unasked for.

And that was merely the expected threat. His gaze traveled the length of the dark gray streak that marred her neck, a permanent reminder of the unexpected menace a friend had presented. That, too, was his fault. The weight of the responsibility for another life bore down on his shoulders, as heavy as a millstone, but at the same time a burning desire to protect her at all costs flamed to life.

“Where are you taking me?” she muttered as he lifted her onto his horse’s bare back.

He smiled grimly as he clambered on behind her and set a steadying arm about her waist. “I thought I’d live up to my reputation. I’m dragging you off to my secret lair.”

—

Lulled by the horse’s rocking gait and the steady beat of Torch’s heart beneath her ear, Calista dozed. Hours and leagues passed, but she hardly noticed them, secure in the circle of Torch’s arms. The shadows had grown long, and twilight reigned in the deeper woods when Torch brought his beast of a horse to a halt.

“It’s a pity to rouse such peaceful slumber,” he said, “but we continue on foot from here.”

She stirred. The chatter of a rushing river filled her ears, but from somewhere off in the woods came a low roar.

“Where are we?” she asked sleepily.

He leaned forward, his chest to her back, and swung himself to the ground before lifting her down. “The edges of Lord Tarr’s holdings, but since the boundary runs with Blackbriar’s lands, he does not patrol very often.”

“He probably didn’t leave many behind for that duty.”

“No,” Torch agreed, “fortunately for us, but that was the idea.” He gathered the reins in one hand, while holding out the other to her. “Follow me carefully, now. Here the path is easy, but later it becomes treacherous.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“I’ve already told you. My lair. Or if you will, sanctuary.”

He set off along the water’s edge, leading his horse. If there was a path to follow, Calista could not see it. Only stones at the river’s side, beaten earth where no grass grew, and rising ground. As she stumbled in Torch’s wake, the roar became louder, drowning the evensong of the forest birds.

The shadows about them deepened. The humid air was filled with the sharp scent of pines, underlain by the earthiness of loam and bracken. The trees closed about them, pressing from all sides, until Calista and Torch picked their way among the rocks of the riverbed. Ahead, a faint glow of white glimmered beyond low-hanging branches.

Calista squinted. Water, tons of it, poured over a lip of rock at least two fathoms high and just as wide. She increased her stride to catch up to Torch.

“Halt!”

The command came from the branches above. In the next instant, a hooded figure dropped from the trees. In the fading light, it was difficult to make out a face, but the form was tall and lean and armed.

The sharp tip of a spear pointed at Torch’s chest.

“What’s the password?” The voice emanating from the depths of the hood carried an accent that invoked the plains farther to the east and the thunder of hooves. Avestari. And hadn’t Torch mentioned that one of the horse-masters rode with his Brotherhood? But this voice was distinctly feminine.

“I’ve no need of a password,” Torch replied, “and if you don’t recognize me, you can go back to the eastlands where you came from.”

The figure laughed, a deep, throaty sound that made the hairs on the back of Calista’s neck rise. “I wasn’t asking you. I was asking your new friend here.”

“Calista needs no more of a password than I,” Torch fired back. “You will treat my wife with the same respect you accord me.”

The point of the spear lowered. “Wife, is it?”

Calista straightened her spine and summoned all the pride of her mother’s people. “I daresay you’ll treat me with more respect. What call have you to draw a weapon on your leader?”

Torch edged closer to her. “Wolf is only fulfilling her role as guard.”

Wolf, yes. That was the Avestari rider Torch had mentioned. The one who had been with him when he found his Scrying Stone. The one who had told him of its powers. “This is Wolf?”

Wolf cast back her hood. A pair of heavy golden braids, glimmering faintly in the twilight, framed honed cheekbones and a pointed chin. Some might call that face elfin, but it also managed to exude fierceness, along with a beauty that settled uneasily on Calista’s stomach.

“He’s mentioned me?” Wolf asked.

Calista couldn’t help raising her chin. “He neglected to mention you’re a she-wolf.”

Wolf’s lips stretched into a smile far too knowing for Calista’s comfort. “So this is the woman your Stone has brought you. Tell me, has she proven her worth?”

Before Torch could answer, Calista spoke up. “Have you?”

Torch shot her a warning look before addressing Wolf. “She has more than proven her worth.”

“Oh, in bed, naturally.” Wolf shrugged. “But what of where it counts?”

Calista fingered her wineskin. Should she mention she carried enough poison on her to wipe out Magnus’s entire army?

“She’s proven herself on all accounts.” At last, Torch’s tone held a note of menace. It was about time. “If not for her, we’d still be in the dungeon at Blackbriar. The Usurper sent his justiciar to deal with us.”

Wolf took a step back, all her former assurance melting from her expression faster than the last snow of the spring thaw. “Hammerfell? He is here?”

“He now holds Blackbriar in the Usurper’s name.”

Wolf pressed her lips together. Despite the dark, her complexion paled noticeably. She fixed her gaze on Torch, and her eyes narrowed as they focused on his bare throat. “Where is your Stone?”

Torch stared straight back. “I lost it.”

“Lost it? How can this be? You need—”

“Not now. I’m sure you have more important news for me.” Wariness crept into his speech. Naturally he was dreading the answer, for Wolf could certainly supply him with the details of his brother’s death.

“We’ll talk about it inside,” Wolf agreed tightly.

Curse it, there went Calista’s hope that Wolf would meekly return to her guard duty. Not that Wolf gave the impression of ever doing anything meekly. But with Wolf along on this final leg to Torch’s sanctuary, Calista couldn’t ask her husband to clarify that particular relationship. And, damn it all, she needed clarification.

Torch released his grasp on the reins. Wolf patted the beast’s proudly arched neck and leaned close to whisper something in its ear. The confounded animal shook out its mane and bowed its head—almost as if it was nodding in agreement. Then it trotted off into the trees.

Calista turned a wide-eyed look on her husband, but his lack of reaction told her all she needed to know. And hadn’t she once heard something of the Avestari speaking the language of their beloved horses? No doubt Wolf had given the steed explicit directions to the stables, along with instructions for finding the richest oats.

Then they set off, following a winding, rocky way along the river. The waterfall loomed ever closer, a faint glow of white in the starlight, until its roaring filled Calista’s ears. At the foot of the falls, sharp rocks stuck out of the stream like jagged teeth. Cold droplets spattered her face.

Torch took her hand. “This is the tricky part where we disappear.” He had to lean close so she could hear him over the pounding of tons of water. His breath wafted comforting warmth beneath her ear. “Careful now. The stones are slippery.”

She stepped where he stepped, approaching hard on the cliff face next to the sheet of water. Ahead of them, Wolf had already disappeared. Ducking his head, Torch nipped around a hidden corner. Calista followed, receiving a cold dousing for an instant, before she came out on the other side.

Before them yawned the mouth of a cave, completely hidden by the falls. The faint flicker of firelight danced on the stone walls, lighting the way within. Soon the passage opened into a wide chamber packed with men.

Some lounged on the stone floor. Others huddled around a cheering blaze, doubtless to break the evening’s chill and humidity of the cavern, while a haunch of meat turned on a spit. A man drew a whetstone the length of a blade while another polished rust from a mail shirt. All of them bore the same mish-mash of arms and gear that Torch had the day he took Blackbriar.

A few turned their attention toward the newcomers. One by one, they hailed Torch, and he returned the greeting. Soon Calista felt the curiosity of hundreds of pairs of eyes, and a wave of self-consciousness passed through her. She refused to duck her head, though. No, she held her chin high, and pretended she was still dressed in cloth-of-gold, rather than muddied and bedraggled tatters.

She looked from face to face while realization dawned. These were the refugees of the battle she’d dreamed—Torch’s diversion that would draw forth Magnus’s forces and permit him to take Blackbriar. So many of them.

But that made no sense. They’d lost that battle—hadn’t they? In the dream they certainly had.

Torch led them toward the back of the cavern to an alcove of sorts. Here, a rough roll of linens indicated this space served as his bedchamber.

He turned to Wolf, and a few others who had joined them. “Since I am here, you’ve likely guessed I’ve lost Blackbriar.” He grimaced. “I didn’t even hold it for a month. But I would hear your news.”

“Our news also is not good,” Wolf admitted. “The battle against the Usurper’s forces did not go as we’d hoped.”

Torch’s expression hardened. “I already know about Swift. The Usurper was all too happy to notify me of my sister’s capture. Kestrel has taken it upon himself to rescue her.”

One of the newcomers opened his mouth to speak, but Torch held up a hand. “And before you tell me of Griffin, I already know that also. I swear on my father’s blood, I will avenge that death.”

“What death?” Wolf shook her head. “Griffin is here.”


Chapter 26

“Griffin is alive?” The question slipped from Torch’s lips on a wave of shock and confusion. The ground seemed to give way beneath his feet, and he reeled on the spot like a drunkard. “How—” No. How was not important now. “Take me to him.”

A set of firm fingers curled about his elbow, solid support amid his chaotic emotions.

Calista.

She understood. She’d lived the dream with him. That cursed dream that had seemed so real. That lie. It had duped them both into taking irrevocable action that may have damned his sister.

“He’s been injured,” Wolf admitted.

Of course he had. And wasn’t it like a lie to flirt with the truth just enough to appear plausible? “How badly?”

“Bad enough.”

Torch had to see. He had to know to what extent he’d been fooled.

“I’ll tend to him,” Calista’s quiet confidence shored him up every bit as much as her hand at his elbow.

“You?” Wolf questioned.

“She’s a healer.” Torch infused his statement—his order, really—with all the authority he could manage under the circumstances. Less than usual, but apparently sufficient.

“He’s in the Antechamber.”

Beyond the main grotto, this cavern possessed a series of smaller chambers. The Brotherhood had given several names to distinguish them from the confusing maze of passages and galleries that wound back beneath the cliff. No one had ever explored their farthest reaches, for fear of becoming lost in the depths.

As Torch made his way to the smaller chamber, the atmosphere seemed to thicken until he labored under the impression of fighting his way through a clinging fog. It was merely an extension of the muddle in his mind.

He’d never in his life had to parse what was real, but the magnitude to which the Stone had tricked him made him question every last one of his actions from the outset. Had he indeed been destined to take Blackbriar? To wed Calista? To regain his rightful throne? Or would his fate see him continue his existence as an outlaw, a leader of brigands, until one day death caught him unawares? And where did that leave a finely bred lady like his wife? She had certainly not been born for that life.

In the Antechamber, an ashen-faced Griffin lay on a makeshift pallet, his silver-white sword of Adamant still sheathed at his belt. His eyes rolled beneath closed lids, and beads of sweat dotted his forehead. A large swath of bandaging covered his upper chest and right shoulder, yellowish streaks marring the expanse of white.

“He took a sword thrust,” Wolf explained.

Once again, Torch felt the agony of cold steel spearing through skin and sinew and bone. The hot spout of blood against his flesh the instant before all went black. “To the chest?”

Wolf cast him a curious look. “It glanced off and caught him in the shoulder. He was fortunate in that. We’ve done what we could.”

Calista knelt at Griffin’s side, her nimble fingers tearing at the bindings. Torch watched those hands work. Lovely, smooth, white hands that felt so good on his body, but they served now, their touch efficient and impersonal. Still, he longed for their comfort. But that yearning only added to his confusion. The Stone had brought him Calista, but the Stone had been wrong.

When the linen swaths refused to give, Calista drew a dagger from her belt, and cut them away. A swollen, ugly gash, partially healed but inexpertly stitched and seeping pus, sliced across Griffin’s shoulder, deep into the muscle.

“I shall require water of life, dragonwort, and tansy.” Calista voiced her order to no one in particular, but three of the Brotherhood jumped to attention. She laid two fingers on the pulse point in Griffin’s neck before her touch strayed to his forehead. “Willow bark to calm the fever. And I’ll need to reopen the wound, draw out the infection, and sew these stitches once more.”

She raised a steady gaze on Torch. “Was this his sword arm?”

He nodded.

She pressed her lips together. “Then pray I can help him, or he may never be able to lift a weapon again—as long as infection doesn’t finish him first.”

—

Calista ran a clean cloth dipped in cool water over Griffin’s brow before sitting back on her heels. After burning and raving for a day and more, his head turning fitfully, his fists clenching and unclenching, he rested easily. A while ago, his fever had finally broken.

She scanned his features, so similar to his brother’s, so familiar from that one vivid dream. Beneath his clean, white bandage and the poultice to draw out the infection, tiny, precise stitches held together muscle, sinew, and flesh. The only scents that rose from him were herbs and unguents. No longer a hint of putrefaction, no stains of pus or blood.

She’d done everything she could. All that was left was a prayer to the All-Mother for healing, a plea to the All-Father for mercy on a fearless warrior. But others could say those words as easily as she.

Wearily, she staggered to her feet. The extent of her exhaustion settled into her bones. Never in her life had she felt so wrung out, like an old rag limp from too many washings. She only wished to find a place to collapse, and sleep for the next sennight.

“How is he?” Torch hovered in a stone arch that led to a slightly larger gallery off the Antechamber. Since their arrival, he’d adopted it as his quarters, the better to remain near his brother.

“He’s resting peacefully,” Calista said. “As I must now.”

Torch made no reply but simply opened his arms. By all the gods, had he read her very thoughts? She went to him gladly and let him gather her in. A tiny sound of pleasure escaped her throat as she rested her head on his shoulder and breathed him in.

Torch swept a few stray curls back from her forehead. “Will he…will he recover?”

“His life is in no danger,” she murmured against his neck, but she knew what he was really asking. “As for the use of his arm, that will depend on many factors—how deeply the wound scars, how soon he begins to move it of his own accord so his shoulder does not stiffen. I’ve done all I can.”

The softness of Torch’s lips brushed her hairline. “I’m certain you’ve done your best.”

“Even the most experienced healers cannot mend every wound.” She struggled to get the words out. His confidence had warmed her through, but that warmth played with her conscious mind. She was fast fading. She gave in to the feeling and let herself drift…

Her dreams were of voices yammering nonsense. Upon awakening, she found them real. Someone—Torch, no doubt—had carried her to bed. She was all but alone on the pallet he’d arranged next to Griffin’s quarters—just her and the voices.

“You must explain how this can be.” That was Torch’s growl. She’d recognize it anywhere. “How can my brother live when I lived his death?”

“I cannot tell you that.” The reply was distinctly feminine—Wolf, but her voice lacked its usual assurance. “In my lands, the men find these things, if they’re fortunate. Our women do not touch them.”

“You told me it can show the future,” Torch insisted.

“It can show the future. It does not always.”

Brother Tancrid’s words echoed through Calista’s mind. None can tell what the future holds…that is ever changed by our present actions. Truth, but that truth would not lessen Torch’s current anguish.

“But why would it lie to me?” he persisted.

“Has it lied?”

“You told me, once I found the woman the Stone revealed to me, that she would increase its power. That I could summon visions.”

“And did this happen with Calista?”

“I dreamed of the battle at Landsdowne Crossing. I was in Griffin’s body when he was cut down. I died along with him. It was all real, I tell you. Completely real. And yet I discover now that he is not dead. I need to know. I need to know how much of this is a lie.”

The anguish in her husband’s voice pulled at Calista’s heart. The pain was just as deep and palpable as the night they’d woken from that vision and poured their shared suffering into something else entirely. She pushed back the blankets and stood.

Two tall figures of shadow stood in the archway to the Antechamber, one lean and lithe, the other solid and brawny.

“This is beyond my ability to explain,” Wolf said. “I have not the experience. I do know that I’ve told you not all visions are to be trusted.”

“But this one was so real,” Torch protested.

“In any event, what does it matter now, since you say the Stone is destroyed?” Wolf’s tone carried a note of reproach.

“It matters if I wish to separate the truth from the lies. This lie, in particular, pushed me into marrying.”

Calista’s scalp prickled. Gods, why did they have to wake her up? She shouldn’t listen anymore. She shouldn’t. But she couldn’t help herself.

“Ah, I see.” Wolf’s shadow nodded. At least it maintained a respectable distance. “The Stone led you to your wife, as it was meant to do, I might add. Yet it showed other things falsely.”

“That’s just it. How do I know if my marriage is true?”

Wolf’s shadow raised a hand to Torch’s shoulder. “You need to have this conversation with Calista, not with me.”

Calista wanted to bristle at the contact, but Wolf’s advice stopped her short. Wolf turned her head and spotted Calista watching them. “I will leave you now.”

As Wolf slipped off, Torch turned toward Calista. “I thought you were still asleep. You should be resting.”

She came to stand with him in the archway. In the Antechamber, a single lantern sat vigil over Griffin, lying at peace. In the main chamber beyond, shadows reigned. The sun had not yet risen. “So should you.”

“I cannot sleep.”

She wrapped her hand about his upper arm, turning her cheek into his shoulder. “What troubles you? Tell me.”

She waited for his response. The manner of his reply would mean everything. He’d confided in Wolf, after all. Would it be so hard for him to trust his wife with his problems?

“I never meant for matters to take this turn,” he burst out at last.

“No man can predict the future,” she reminded him quietly.

“What I mean is, I wasn’t supposed to take you from your home.” He swept an arm out in a gesture encompassing their rough surroundings—the rock-strewn floor, the walls that glistened with the steady drip of water, the humid air, the heavy odor of many men packed into a tight spot. A lair, no more, no less, where safety and secrecy took precedence over comfort. Where function trumped luxury. “You were not bred for this life.”

“My mother always insisted I was destined for a king. Was she wrong?”

“This is hardly a palace.” He faced her and drew his fingertips along her cheek, tucking a stray tress behind her ear. The glow of the lantern from the next room caught the bleakness in his expression. “This is no place for one such as you.”

“I hadn’t realized I’d complained. If it’s good enough for Wolf, it’s good enough for me.” The Avestari rider’s name seemed to echo between them. Calista took her courage in hand and steeled herself to ask the question that most plagued her. If she didn’t care for the reply, she simply had to stand firm. “What lies between Wolf and you?”

He stepped back and surprise took over his features. “Wolf? What makes you think—”

“I have an excellent memory. I recall you saying she was with you when you found your Stone. She must have ridden with the Brotherhood for a very long time, indeed.”

He shook his head. “Are you…Are you jealous of Wolf?”

She would not admit to that, not in so many words. “Her treatment of you hasn’t escaped my notice.” Nor had her beauty.

“Her treatment?”

“She is very familiar with you.”

“Calista.” He pulled her into his arms, and a chuckle rumbled up from his chest.

She stiffened. “I don’t find it funny.”

His smile melted away. “Calista, think. Think of everything you know about wolves.”

“They travel in packs. They follow a leader—which so far, I haven’t seen your Wolf do. They’re loyal.” She crossed her arms as another thought struck. “Clearly she does not shun men.”

“Wolves mate for life.”

“What?”

“They mate for life.” His hands grasped her shoulders. “If there was anything at all between us, I wouldn’t have come to Blackbriar seeking a wife.”

Unconvinced, Calista tapped her fingers against her upper arms.

“Many of the Brotherhood have tried at one time or another. None of them has received anything more pleasant than a drubbing for his efforts.”

“Have you?”

“I know better. I saw—” He cut himself off, but she knew what he’d been about to say. His Stone had given him visions of her, not Wolf. And here lay the heart of his troubles. He no longer knew what to trust.

“How long?” she asked quietly. “How long have you seen me?”

“From the beginning. From the very first time I took up that Stone and it warmed to my hand.”

“I heard what you were asking Wolf.”

His expression shuttered. Clearly he did not wish to discuss this with her, Wolf’s advice be damned. “Your pardon if we woke you.”

“I heard what you were asking,” she persisted, “and I think I have an answer.”

He did not reply. It struck her that he might actually fear the answer to his question. But why?

Still, she forged ahead. “Maybe the Stone showed us your brother’s death to ensure a certain outcome. As its way of restoring the balance, of making things the way they should be.”

Torch pushed his fingers through his hair. “You sound like Brother Tancrid.”

“But don’t you see? It means you were meant to marry me. Perhaps it means you were meant to take back your throne.”

“I’m finished with visions and notions of destiny. I’d rather believe in something real. Something solid.”

She closed her fingers about his right hand—the one that wielded his sword; the one Hammerfell had nearly cut off. The calluses on his thumb and palm raised by the constant rubbing of the hilt and guard were rough against her skin. “Am I not real?” She released him to sweep her hand up his arm to his chest. “Is my touch a chimera?” She pushed herself up on her toes to press her lips to his. “Is there a lie in my kiss?”

“No.” His reply emerged half a whisper, half a groan. “By all the gods, no.”

Then he pulled her flush against the firmness of his body. His mouth claimed hers, his kiss nothing less than fierce. Whatever he’d come to feel for her, passion drove his emotion. She opened to him, allowed the conquest, and desire roared to life inside her.

“Yes,” she murmured into his lips. “Yes, it’s been too long.”

Too long and too seldom, even for the short time she’d known him. She might spend the rest of her days learning his depths and revealing hers. She would gladly do so.

Never once breaking the contact of their lips, he dipped, swept an arm beneath her knees, and swung her against his body. The world tilted, and her head whirled with it. He strode to the pallet, laid her out, and straightened, his form a tall shadow in the flickering light from the other chamber.

His fingers tore at the fastenings of his jerkin, and he yanked the garment over his head. The soft linen shirt beneath followed it to the stony floor. Her throat went dry, but she held out her arms. As much as she enjoyed the rippling play of muscles across his bare chest, she craved contact, full and complete, without and within.

He stretched over her, his pelvis grinding against hers.

“Yes.”

He lowered his lips to her throat, and his tongue traced a trail downward. Heat blazed in its wake, speeding far beyond pleasure into burning pain.

“Ah!”

Her entire body went rigid. Images flashed through her mind, an entire succession too fast to follow, but her brain grasped at a few threads. Blackbriar Keep, a bolt of lightning, a flaming sword, the king’s palace, the throne room.

She opened her eyes to find Torch staring down at her, his breathing ragged as hers. Her pulse throbbed beneath her ear.

“What happened?” he asked, wary.

“You…you kissed along the scar.” That awful black line that now permanently marred her throat. He’d doubtless meant to prove that the mark did not matter to him. “It…it became too much. Didn’t you feel it?”

“No.” He heaved himself off her, muttering curses under his breath. “What does it mean? I can’t even enjoy my wife?”

“It…it was like touching your Stone. We both felt it then. I thought surely…” But her mind was already racing ahead. “I saw…” What had she seen?

The way forward. Yes. As it had the night she made the Kingsbane, the path glimmered in her mind, just a little way ahead. But in that moment when Torch had kissed her scar, she’d seen it clearly through to the end.

“Whatever you saw, I don’t want to know. I’ll no longer cling to visions. I want reality.”

“It can be real.” She extended a hand. “Please trust me. You can accomplish what you set out to do.”

“We’ve just been through how no one can predict the future,” he argued. “Even your Acolyte said as much.”

Inspiration sparked in her mind. “The future is a series of possible outcomes. Your Stone showed that. It was possible for your brother to die in battle. It was possible for you to marry me.” And fall in love. Gods, she hoped so.

“Not all possibilities come true.”

“But winning is still one of those possibilities. If you choose to trust me, you must act now. Summon your Brotherhood. Take back Blackbriar. Now.”


Chapter 27

From his perch high in a tree, Torch scanned the walls of Blackbriar Keep. The soft glow of the moon ought to reveal the pacing of the guards on the parapet, but in the shadows, nothing stirred.

He didn’t like it.

The branches below him rustled. Reaching for his knife, he looked down. In the next instant, the whistled twitter of a thrush broke the night stillness. Following the signal, Wolf’s face appeared among the leaves.

“What news?” he called quietly.

“The scouts have seen nothing.”

The hairs raised on the back of his neck. “Nothing, as in nothing out of the ordinary or nothing at all?”

“The second.”

Torch pressed his lips together. Calista might have called this anxious feeling a premonition. She might have even told him what it meant, except he’d left her at his sanctuary. Before the sun rose, he’d see battle of one kind or another. A fight was no place for his wife. “Something isn’t right. It has to be a trap.”

He wasn’t even completely convinced he should be here. Visions and premonitions and feelings. They’d proven untrustworthy, but Calista had been so damned certain.

Besides, action was better than sitting idle. He had a plan, at least, a way of fighting back from a hard defeat. It was certainly a move Magnus’s men would not expect.

Yes, and perhaps he should continue in that vein.

“Do you want me to slip over the wall and open the postern?” Wolf asked, already scrambling toward the ground.

“No.” If anything stood under guard, it would be that gate, since he’d used it as a means of escape. “Send word to Hawk.” Hawk was waiting deeper in the woods with the bulk of the Brotherhood’s forces. “When the sun comes up I want him to mount an attack on the main gate.”

Wolf’s face reappeared in the branches, her brow furrowed. “From what I’ve seen, he’ll be marching straight into trouble. They’ve got your trebuchets covering the approach.”

Bloody marvelous. In the few days it had taken for Griffin to wake from his fever plus the planning of this expedition, Hammerfell had set his men to finishing what Torch had begun. Now his own weapons were turned against him. “Not if I can help it. You see, by the time Hawk gets within bowshot of the walls, we’ll already be inside.”

A feral grin spread across Wolf’s face. “Sabotage. I like the way you think.”

Hand over hand, Torch followed Wolf to the ground. At least the Avestari rider approved of his plan. Kestrel or Griffin might come up with a more intricate strategy, but Torch was on his own here. He could only rely on his own brainpower and his faith in Calista’s advice.

As his feet struck the ground, another birdcall brought him up short. Wolf stood a few strides away, squinting into the underbrush. His eyes rounded in fear, Blackbriar’s former stable boy burst from the fern brake.

“Hawk sent me,” he panted. “Said to tell you he’s found a fight. Armed men in the woods.”

Torch patted the lad on the shoulder. “Catch your breath now…What are they calling you these days?”

The boy pulled a face. “Wren, sir.”

Torch smiled grimly. “If you’d like a more manly name among the Brotherhood, you’ll have to earn it. You’ve started, though. Did Hawk say who was leading?”

“Dunno, sir.”

“Off with you, then, and tell Hawk you’ve done your duty.”

When the boy had melted back into the bushes, Wolf asked, “Are you still going over the wall?”

Torch rubbed his chin. “Hammerfell’s got his men out looking for me. Sounds as if Hawk’s run upon a search party. That may explain why the keep seems so quiet. We’d better have a look around and see what’s what. Besides, I have a score to settle with the justiciar.”

—

Griffin, son of Jaffe Vandal, was every bit as pigheaded as his older brother. Calista drew that conclusion when Griffin staggered to his feet much too soon after his injury. Just like his brother, he broke into a sweat and grasped for any available handhold. Just like his brother, he insisted on donning mail, the agony its weight caused be damned.

She couldn’t even imagine how the strap that secured the crossbow to his back felt, despite the padding over his wound. The band of leather across her own chest dug in uncomfortably enough. His shoulder had to be ablaze with pain.

When he’d learned that the Brotherhood had left on their quest to retake Blackbriar Keep, she could say nothing to dissuade him from mounting up and following. Of all the idiotic notions. She’d never have believed in the possibility, but Griffin was far, far worse than Torch.

Gods preserve her from stubborn men. If she could not stop him, she had no choice but to accompany him. At least she’d won that particular argument. The fool had wanted to set out alone, claiming he could catch up to his Brothers.

As they picked their way through the trees, the moon lighting their path, she kept close watch on her charge. He sat rigid, holding himself in the stirrups through sheer grit, guiding his horse one-handed. So far, at least, he’d shown no signs of slumping in the saddle.

This is the path, the voice in her head reassured her. He must be present. A good lot that voice knew. If Griffin passed out, there was no physical way he could be present. Calista certainly could not transport his inert body to battle.

The Faceless One only knew why she was trusting in it now, but it had led her to create Kingsbane, and it had guided her to releasing Torch and his men. At any rate, they were nearly to Blackbriar. Griffin was closer to help at the keep than if they headed back for the cavern.

Griffin reined his horse to a stop, and held out a hand. She heeded the signal and halted.

“Listen,” he whispered, his voice taut.

She strained her ears. His breathing came more rapidly than it should, but that was not what he wished to point out. From somewhere to the left came the echo of cries and clashing swords. “They’ve engaged.”

Griffin nodded. “How much farther?”

“Not much.” She eyed him. The moonlight caught the fine sheen of sweat on his forehead, the tightness to his jawline, the uncompromising line of his back as he held himself firm by sheer will. “I’d say the fighting must be in the woods outside the walls.”

Griffin tensed, apparently ready to spur his mount toward the sound.

Not that way.

“No,” Calista all but shouted.

“Quiet,” Griffin barked. “There may be watchers in the trees.”

Any sentries would have shot them by now. Griffin knew it as well as she did. “You are in no condition to ride headlong into battle.”

“I did not come all this way for you to coddle me at the end.” Again, that adamant insistence that so reminded her of his brother.

“What would you do?” she argued. “You cannot wield a sword.”

“I can shoot.”

One bolt—if he could manage that. And would he even be able to hold the bow steady? After that, he’d be vulnerable while he cranked the string tight on his bow. But she did not need to tell him that. As a seasoned warrior, he knew.

“You cannot have me stand by idle,” he went on, “not while my brother puts his life on the line.” He’d been stating as much since rising from his sickbed.

The keep. Your path leads to the keep.

“Your brother means to take back Blackbriar. That is where our road lies. I can get us in.” She forced the words through her teeth. This time, by all the gods, he would listen to her.

After a long moment, he relented. They rode on, Calista in the lead, now that she was on familiar terrain, but all the while she sensed his growing resentment. Not at her so much as at the situation that prevented him from fighting at his brother’s side—or so she hoped.

The din of battle faded, as they guided their mounts in the opposite direction. Before long, the trees gave way, and they found themselves within sight of a solid stone wall looming three fathoms high. All lay under the eerie silence of a bone yard.

She scanned the crenellations, in search of the guards. Nothing moved. How strange.

But Griffin pointed to a far corner. Nearly at the top of the wall, two figures dangled from a rope. As she watched, the first disappeared over the battlement. A moment later, an arm extended to give the second a hand up.

“Torch and Wolf, if I don’t miss my guess,” Griffin breathed.

Urgency spiked through Calista. “We must get inside. Now.”

“How? I cannot scale the wall.”

Thank the Faceless One, he was beginning to see sense. She glanced back at him to make sure he wasn’t about to pass out, but he sat steady, rigid as ever. “There’s a postern.”

One she wouldn’t be able to open from the outside if it was latched, but the voice in her head pressed her in that direction.

“There’s bound to be a guard.”

All too true, but their only other option was the main gate. “In that case, you’ll find a use for your bow.”

—

Torch had almost reached the stairs that led to the bailey when the first shouts rang out. He flattened himself against the wall, Wolf beside him. The thunder of running feet echoed from ahead.

He drew his sword, a blade from the stash at the sanctuary, well balanced and serviceable, but the hilt felt foreign in his grip. Beside him, Wolf pulled out her own blade. Moonlight glittered along its bitter, curved edge.

The pounding feet came closer. At Torch’s nod, he and Wolf leapt into the center of the parapet, weapons raised. Three guards dressed in Lord Tarr’s livery raced out of the darkness.

Swords met with a clash. The hilt shuddered in Torch’s fist as he parried a blow. In the next instant, he dipped around his opponent’s guard and his weapon sheared through mail and flesh. With a cry, the guard slumped to the ground.

Next to him, Wolf dispatched her man. The third stared at them a moment, eyes round amid a scarred face, then spun toward the stairs.

“Catch him. He’ll raise an alarm.”

Torch was on his tail before Wolf’s warning finished echoing in his ears. At the head of the steps, he yanked the man back by an arm, pivoting to pin him against the outer wall. Torch set his blade to the man’s throat.

“What is afoot?” he demanded. “Where is everyone?”

The guard whimpered. Incongruously, for the scar slashing across his cheek spurred the memory of a raised mace and Owl crumpling beneath the savage blow.

“Might as well answer. I’d just as soon cut your throat as talk to you.” Doubly now that Torch had recognized the man.

“Please. So many of us are dead already.”

“And the others?” Not on the walls, apparently.

“They’re looking for you.”

“But you’ve found me. And now I have to do this.” Torch drew the blade across the man’s throat. Quick and clean, a better death than he deserved. With a shove, Torch sent the body over the parapet.

“They were covering the postern,” Torch said to Wolf once he’d caught up to her. “They came from that direction.”

“They can’t have expected us.”

“Maybe they were watching for deserters.” Clearly something else was going on. More than the wounded succumbing to the poison on their crossbow bolts. “Let’s find Hammerfell.”

Torch padded down the steps. Wolf’s soft footfalls reached his ears after a moment. Had she hesitated? He’d never known her to quail before an adversary.

There was no movement in the bailey. No sound beyond the rush of their own breath. Still, Torch kept to the shadows, making himself stop and listen before passing to the next dark corner. His pulse still pounded from the altercation on the walls, his mind sharp, his senses on edge.

He wanted another fight, damn it all. His arm itched to hammer at another. His body longed to absorb the impact of another’s blows, while dealing his own. He’d keep looking until he found what he sought.

Up the steps, into the hall, and still they met no one. The forms of sleeping men littered the floor, but a second glance made Torch wonder if they were really sleeping. Not even the gentle rise and fall of breathing stirred the air. A familiar coppery scent filled his nostrils.

A harsh cry rang out from above, vibrating down the staircase and into Torch’s gut. He exchanged a glance with Wolf. A metallic clash followed. Swordplay. No time to stop for questions. He raced for the steps.

More crashes. A grunt. Coming from the lord’s chamber. Torch pelted toward it.

Through the open doorway, he spied the combatants. A naked blade clenched in his fist, Belwin Thorne faced Hammerfell’s bulk. Neither man bore a shield. Nothing but light mail stood between flesh and screaming steel.

The justiciar lunged at Thorne, and his stroke cleaved the air, lightning quick. Too fast for a man his size. Nearly too fast for Thorne, who grasped his hilt in both hands and swung blindly. A hairbreadth from his nose, Thorne’s parry turned the opposing blade. Sweat streamed from the older man’s reddened cheeks and plastered his hair to his forehead.

Gripping his sword, Torch strode into the chamber. “Leave him. It’s me you want.”

Hammerfell spun, while a panting Thorne retreated to a far corner. Torch raised his blade in a mocking salute. “We meet again.”

Hammerfell pointed his sword at Torch’s heart. “To what do I owe this honor? I’ve sent all the men at my disposal after you and you deliver yourself willingly into my hand.”

Torch shifted his weight to the balls of his feet. “Shall we see about my willingness?” A lunge. A stroke. Merely a test that Hammerfell easily deflected. “Your blade against mine?”

The answering blow came fast, driven by rage. Although he’d already fought one opponent, the justiciar was not even winded. Torch dodged just in time and put up his guard.

“What good is the blade of a Freehold bastard?” While Hammerfell’s stroke had gone wide, his taunt speared Torch to the quick.

He gritted his teeth and blinked away a red sheen of rage. “Do you fight for the mastery?”

Hammerfell’s only response was another vicious blow, one that shivered the length of Torch’s blade. He’d wanted a fight. Obviously, he was about to get one. He tightened his grip on his weapon. “This is my keep. I’ve come to reclaim it.”

—

As they led their mounts along the base of Blackbriar’s silent walls, Griffin unslung his crossbow. Only a precaution, Calista told herself. His movements long practiced, he pulled out one bolt and set it into the flight groove. He paused, leaning against the unyielding stone, and cranked until the bowstring creaked with tension.

“Load your own.” He muttered the command through gritted teeth as if she were Owl. “We must be prepared for anything.”

Her heart beat faster. “Surely we won’t come upon anyone outside—”

“Hush.” He held up a hand. “I heard something.”

Calista listened. Nothing beyond Griffin’s harsh breathing and the mundane sounds of the night—a cricket or two, the breeze through the grass, a rustle…

With a grunt, Griffin poised his weapon, his finger tense on the trigger. “Who’s there? Show yourself.”

Out of a nearby bush, a figure rose, a darker shadow amid the deep black of night. “Don’t shoot me, sir,” said a female voice.

Calista grabbed at Griffin’s arm, eliciting a hiss. “It’s only Tamsin.”

“Who?”

“My maid. Come forward, Tamsin.”

“My lady?” A note of hesitation tinged the girl’s answer.

Griffin. Of course. Tamsin had reason now to distrust strange men.

“You’re safe here,” Calista said. “This is Torch’s brother.”

Tamsin cast back her hood, and the moon’s glow illuminated her pale face. She nodded, but her reply was for Calista. “I didn’t realize it was you, dressed like that.”

Calista resisted the urge to look down. Once again, she had donned the boiled leather and skullcap of a man-at-arms, provisioning herself from the Brotherhood’s stash of gear. “What are you doing outside the keep?”

“Taking advantage of the distraction and running off, if it please you.”

“I’m not certain it does please me when you promised to tend to Owl. Where is he?”

“He’s hiding.” Tamsin gestured toward the underbrush. “He’s in no condition to defend himself, but I had to get him out. We were almost caught, but then the fighting started.”

The back of Calista’s neck prickled. She had the feeling Tamsin wasn’t referring to the skirmishing they’d passed. “What fighting?”

“Hammerfell, he sent his men out. Nearly emptied the keep looking for Torch. When they left, your lord father tried to raise the remaining Blackbriar folk against the king’s men.”

“Merciful Mother.” Folk had to mean the cooks and the servitors, since the retainers had mainly escaped with the Brotherhood. And how had her father freed himself?

“I thought it was best to take Owl and go, given the circumstances.”

“Circumstances?”

“I stuck my knife into the first guard who found us, you see. But any more came poking about, I wasn’t sure I could get away with it again.”

A hundred questions vied for attention in Calista’s mind, foremost among them an ardent desire for a clear story. But above all that hovered her sense of urgency. It sent another spike through her. The keep. You must get into the keep before it’s too late. “Did you leave the postern open?”

“Is the postern guarded?” Griffin asked at nearly the same time. He’d sagged against the wall.

“There’s no guard now, no,” Tamsin replied on a careful note. “And no one to bar it behind me.”

Calista let out a breath. When this was over, she’d have time to coax the proper story out of her maid. For now, though, they must forge ahead.

She handed over her reins. “Take our horses and hide in the woods with Owl, but don’t leave just yet. We have business within.”

And may the gods see to it that they could all remain at Blackbriar by the time the sun rose.

Calista burst through the postern gate, barely noting the body of the guard lying in a widening pool of blood. She half jogged, half strode across the packed earth of the bailey, the path before her clear. Behind her, Griffin called, a plea for caution, or perhaps to slow down, but her mind told her no one was about.

Through the hall, up the stairs, Griffin faltering behind her. She should wait. She should offer her shoulder. But ahead…up ahead came the clash and shouts of a fight. Her brain focused on a single thought. Get to Torch.

The passage to her father’s chamber was jammed. Blackbriar servants jostled for a spot before the door, others craning their necks and pushing themselves up on their toes. Calista elbowed past the onlookers. On the brink of the threshold, her father held her mother in his arms, but their attention was riveted on the scene within. A blade in her hand, Wolf hovered in the entrance.

But what Calista saw inside that chamber froze her heart. Torch and Hammerfell traded blows, both of them grim-faced and sweating. Clearly, whatever injury Hammerfell’s arm had sustained when he’d attempted to raise Torch’s own sword against him had healed. A trickle of blood oozed from a cut on Torch’s temple—the result of a glancing blow?

Hammerfell’s blade swung in a deadly arc. Just in time, Torch ducked beneath it, and the sword struck the stone floor, raising a shower of sparks. The chamber seemed to shake from the force.

Mother preserve him, Father defend him.

Torch straightened, jaw set, his expression more intense than she’d ever seen it. If sheer guts and determination could decide the outcome of this fight, he would win. If, on the other hand, one factored in muscle…

Calista tugged at Wolf’s sleeve. The Avestari tore her attention away from the battle. If Calista’s presence astonished her, she gave no sign. “What are you doing here? This is no place for you.”

Calista ignored the barb. “Why are you just standing here? Do something. Help him.”

“It is not my place to interfere. This is a matter of honor.”

“Of all the—”

A gasp from the crowd cut her off. Whatever she’d missed, she was likely the better for it. She sensed a presence at her back. Griffin, still holding the crossbow. Yes. This was why he needed to be here. He was going to save his brother.

She turned to him. “Do something. You said you would not stand by idle.”

“It is not the same thing.” Griffin barely glanced her way. His eyes flitted back and forth, tracking the confrontation. “This is Torch’s fight, a matter of honor.”

Another floor-shaking blow rocked her where she stood.

She drew in a breath. If Torch wished to claim the kingdom, she may as well assume her role. “As your queen, I command you to shoot.”

That got his attention. A pair of brown eyes returned her imperious gaze in full measure. “My king would not wish me to intervene.”

“I do not care what he wants.” Her voice rose with every syllable.

“Hush.” Griffin’s grip on his weapon turned white. His entire arm trembled. “If he knows you’re here you will distract him.”

If Griffin refused to put a stop to this, she would. She grabbed for the weapon, and it slid from his suddenly slack fingers. “The Faceless One take you.”

A metallic clatter pulled her attention back to the struggle. Torch lay sprawled at Hammerfell’s feet, his sword out of reach. Calista’s insides solidified into ice. Torch flipped onto his belly, scrambling for his weapon.

Hammerfell’s booted foot crunched down on Torch’s wrist. The justiciar’s smile stretched into something feral. “To think I had the chance to cut off only the sword hand. I believe Magnus would be just as happy to receive your head.”

With that pronouncement, he swung his blade.


Chapter 28

In the instant before Hammerfell’s sword began its descent, time seemed to pause. Awareness surged through Torch, awareness of so many things. The crushing weight of his enemy’s boot. The particular keen pain that told him his wrist was broken. The unforgiving hardness of the stones beneath his cheek. The echo of Calista’s scream.

Calista. The abject horror in that cry throbbed through his skull.

As he waited for the steel’s cold bite, he focused on the woman he’d taken for his own. He’d never had a chance to tell her how he’d come to admire her calm bravery, her gentle strength, her capable hands. She should not witness this.

How had she even come to be here?

A rushing woosh filled his ears. A jolt of energy ripped through him, but with Hammerfell holding him down, he could do nothing. Death was coming.

A low, heavy thrum cut the air.

A grunt of pain.

Another metallic clatter, strikingly similar to the sound his own sword made when it hit the floor.

The smashing weight lifted from his hand.

Alive. He was still alive, if the pain in his wrist meant anything. All of him seemed to tingle, from the ends of his hair to the soles of his feet.

Cradling his wrist, Torch rolled to his back. Hammerfell was yanking a crossbow bolt from his sword arm, his blade a stride away on the floor.

Torch scrabbled crablike toward Hammerfell’s dropped weapon. A vicious kick sent it spinning into a corner.

A lithe figure jumped between him and his enemy, agile as a cat. Wolf. She raised her arm, the curved blade of her weapon glittering in the firelight. Its tip hovered in the air, wavering.

“What are you waiting for?” A voice spoke Torch’s very thoughts aloud. A familiar voice, one that sounded suspiciously like his brother. Griffin? Impossible. “Finish him.”

But as the command died away, Wolf’s blade dipped.

Hammerfell pivoted and barreled into the gathered onlookers. The rattle of his booted feet echoed from the stairwell.

Torch stared at Wolf. Never in the years since she’d joined his cause had he seen her hesitate. Her weapon dropped to the floor, and she buried her face in her hands.

“What—” he began, but something soft hurtled into him and cut off his question.

Calista.

“Don’ t you ever…ever…” A sob cut her off. She pulled him into a sitting position and yanked him into a fierce embrace, crushing him to her chest, injury and all. A bright wave of pain shot through his wrist. He couldn’t suppress his groan.

Her grip on him eased, and she placed his wrist on her flattened palm, fingers trembling as they probed gently.

He gritted his teeth. “It’s broken. It needs a splint.”

Still, she kept on, eyes averted. “You’re…you’re not hurt anywhere else, are you?” Her voice began to waver, but she soldiered on. “Did he do anything else to you?”

His breath hissed through his teeth. “No.” But it felt like she was doing a good job of hurting him further. “Leave off. Look at me.”

With his uninjured hand, he cupped her chin, lifting her gaze to his. Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. Her lower lip quivered, and he pressed his thumb to its fullness.

“Tell me,” he said, “what just happened?”

“I meant to kill him. I tried to kill him, and I missed.”

“You shot him?” He ran his fingers along the leather strap that crossed her chest. “How can this be when your bow is still on your back?”

“I took Griffin’s.” She looked over her shoulder. The wooden hulk of another crossbow lay abandoned on the floor.

Griffin. Torch hoped she’d gone easier on his brother, but perhaps not. Perhaps the lunkhead deserved every last bit of discomfort she dealt him when he didn’t even show enough sense to rest after receiving a serious wound.

Torch glanced about the chamber, realizing for the first time what a crowd his fight with Hammerfell had drawn. Thorne, of course, had stayed to witness the outcome, but his wife was also there, along with a passel of Blackbriar servants. Scullery maids, stable lads, various servitors, all looking strangely disheveled and…Was that blood? The cook held her arms folded beneath her ample bosom, a red-stained butcher knife protruding from one fist.

And there, on the threshold, stood Griffin—or perhaps endured was a better term. His complexion had taken on an alarming shade of gray. Jaw set, he gripped the doorjamb for support, his knuckles white. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead.

Calista let out a long-suffering sigh. “Someone, see to Griffin before he passes out.”

A pair of giggling laundresses—with handles of knives protruding from their skirts—were all too happy to lend their shoulders to the task of seeing Griffin to the bed. What a pity he was in no condition to fully appreciate their generosity. Not yet. In a day or two, however…

To Torch’s utter shock, Calista’s mother bustled over. “Off with you. I’ll see to him.”

Torch’s wrist was throbbing too hard for him to make sense out of that particular situation. He turned back to his wife with a more pressing question. “Why did you let him rise from his sickbed, much less walk straight into trouble?”

For a moment, her fingers tightened on his wrist, sending a blast of pain up his arms. “Let him?” At least her chin had stopped trembling. “What makes you think I could make him do anything he didn’t want to do? Compared to him, you are the meekest of lambs.”

Torch felt his lips stretch into a grin. “Then maybe it’s for the best if we leave him to your mother. Any idea why she’s had an apparent change of heart?”

Calista glanced over to the bed, where her mother was mopping Griffin’s brow. “None whatsoever. Tamsin told me Papa raised the keep against Hammerfell, so clearly something’s happened here in our absence. We have all the time we could wish to find out more later. At the moment, though, we are overdue for putting a splint on this wrist.”

Time, yes, they had that for now—at least until the Usurper gathered his strength for another assault. Meanwhile, Torch could imagine a dozen more pleasant ways to pass the next sennight.

Jerrah. The thought of his sister sent a wave of guilt through him, but Hammerfell had seen to it Torch was in no condition to ride to her rescue. He’d no choice but to rely on Kestrel, and on Jerrah herself.

Torch let Calista help him down the passage to her chamber—their chamber—where she set his broken bones, and fashioned a sling.

“I can mix you a potion to make you sleep, if you like.” Somewhere among the splinting and wrapping, she’d collected her shattered nerves and turned all business again. Calista had become the healer, full of confidence and competence. That open vulnerability she’d displayed earlier when she threw herself at him was gone.

“No, I don’t like. I think I’d rather stay awake and experience the simple pleasure of breathing.”

In the midst of removing her skullcap and shaking out her hair, she paused. “Oh.”

The reminder of all they’d been through clearly made her veneer slip, for she bit her lip.

He reached for her hand with his good arm, threading his fingers through hers. “Do you want to know what was passing through my mind when I was waiting for that final stroke?”

“Please…I’m never going to forget the sight of you on the ground with that blade rising.”

“But you stopped it. You, Calista.” He pressed a kiss to each of her knuckles, watching her eyes darken, listening to the hitch of her breath. This hand had brought him healing, but it had not hesitated to kill—or attempt to kill. “I can never thank you adequately.”

“I do not ask for your thanks.”

“What would you have of me?” He hadn’t set out to ask that question, but he suddenly, desperately needed to know. “I will grant you anything within my power.”

“That is the king in you talking. I do not want for anything. All I want is this.”

Torch lifted their joined hands. “By this, do you mean us?”

She nodded, her chin soft and quivery once more.

“It’s what I want, too, for as long as I can have it.” Gods grant that time be long. “In that moment, while I was waiting for that blade to finish me, all I could think of was you. Not my kingdom, not what I haven’t accomplished. If the taking of this keep is all I ever achieve, it will be sufficient.”

A gasp escaped her. “No, you can’t give up your quest.”

He released her hand to form his palm to her cheek. “I do not mean to. I pray one day we will sit on thrones at Highspring Moor side by side as equal rulers. But if I never gain the mastery of any more than this keep, it will be enough, because it brought you to me.”

“Torch…Josse…”

“Yes, call me by my right name.” His words emerged hoarse, borne on a heavy wave of emotion. “You know me truly. And I’ve left too many things unsaid. I’ve realized that as well.” He ran his hand down the dark scar at her throat, feeling the skin heat beneath his touch, careful not to linger overly long. “I don’t know what brought you to me; I’ve not met your match in bravery, in fortitude, in strength. Every day, I will thank the gods for this gift.”

Eyes wide, she shook her head, as if she didn’t believe him. But at the same time, she clasped her fingers behind his neck, taking care not to crush his injured wrist between their bodies. “Where is this coming from?”

“My heart. Ever since I was old enough to understand who I was, I’ve searched. For a means to regain my lost kingdom, or so I believed. I still desire that, but I’ve discovered what else I need. A place of my own. Stability. A woman’s true love. Do I have that?”

She raised herself on her toes, and touched her lips to the corner of his jaw. “You do. I…I…” Her breath hitched. “I don’t know what I would have done if that brute had killed you. I didn’t want to lose you, not so soon. Not ever. And I know what I want now. I want us to love. Both of us.”

He grinned. “I can do that, sweetling.”

She couldn’t stop touching him. The tips of her fingers were everywhere at once, tracing the lines of his brow, the edge of his jaw, the ridge of his collarbone. And with every change of contact, she whispered the words he’d yearned to hear for so long. “I love you.”

With each repetition, his heart swelled a little more, like he was taking her emotion into himself. His throat tightened until he could barely choke out his reply.

She lent him her shoulder to help him to the bed and stretched him out. Her deft fingers quickly removed every last stitch of his clothing.

The mattress dipped beside him, as she knelt, a knowing smile stretching her lips. She smoothed her palm over his chest. “I have the most awful image etched in my mind.” Her fingers moved to the fastenings at her throat. His gaze riveted there, as she began to undo them. “I want to erase it. I want to feel alive.” Down and down those fingers moved, pulling at laces, baring skin. “I want you to feel alive.”

Gods, as if he didn’t. He was already hard and aching for the haven of her sweet, sweet body.

With his good hand, he reached for her.

“Don’t move. Let me touch you. Let me kiss you. Let me feel your heart pound.”

He was in no condition to protest.

Her body stretched over him, her lips pressed to his, her tongue already seeking, and she set about doing just that.

—

Hawk came striding into the hall at the head of his men late the following morning. From the lord’s seat, Torch scanned each face as the Brotherhood advanced, making a mental count, noting injuries. A limp here, a bloodied bandage there, battered gear, faces drawn with fatigue, but no one appeared to be missing. By all the gods, had he and Griffin suffered the worst in all this?

Don’t forget Jerrah. Don’t forget Owl. No, Torch could not allow himself to celebrate. Not yet. Mother preserve them.

A grinning Hawk reached the lord’s seat. “I’d have come back sooner, but I wanted to roust up as many of those Stronghold bastards as I could.”

One of the Brotherhood let up a hearty cheer, which the others soon took up. Some beat their swords on their shields, until the entire hall rang with their shouts, the joyous clangor of men who had achieved an unexpected victory.

Torch sat forward in his seat. “It sounds as if I should call for ale.”

Hawk grinned, and more cheers went up. “That would not go amiss, my lord.”

Torch signaled a servant. The Blackbriar people had been abroad early to set the hall to rights. The bodies of Hammerfell’s men had been removed, along with all traces of their blood. “While we wait on refreshment, tell me of your night’s work.”

“Seems Hammerfell sent out most of his men in an attempt to find you. A gamble, for certain, since he left his keep vulnerable.”

More vulnerable than Hammerfell had reckoned, given the events of the previous night. Belwin Thorne had told Torch the tale earlier. Amara Thorne had waited on her chance to release her husband, and at the same time the servants were ripe to revolt against their new lords. Too many of the Strongholders’ soldiers had seen the keep’s women as their personal spoils of war. The smallest encouragement had been sufficient for them to take up such weapons as they possessed against their oppressors.

Torch eyed Hawk. Numbers were about to become very important. “Most of his men, you say? How do you reckon?”

“Based on how many we killed.”

A thrill passed through him. “How many are we talking?”

“I can’t rightly say.” Beneath his nose, Hawk’s lips stretched into a grin. “Never did learn to count that high. What I can tell you is they weren’t expecting to find us in strength. We spent the night and the greater part of the morning picking off small parties. Once we’d taken the first, we’d find another and another and, after that, still another. It added up.”

Torch’s thoughts whirled with the possibilities. Between the victims within the keep and Hawk’s casualties, the lords of the surrounding keeps found their forces weakened. Vulnerable. And how many of the dead came from Magnus’s hordes at Highspring Moor?

Torch had always figured he’d have to win allies to his cause among the others if he wanted his attempt to take the palace to be anything other than suicide. But now…

Now he just might possess the numbers to take a second keep by force—as long as he had men enough to hold it. That meant he’d have to move before his enemies had time to regain their strength.

The throbbing in his wrist reminded him he wouldn’t be undertaking any campaigns before the autumn rains. Griffin was in no condition to help, either. As for Kestrel…No one knew when he’d be back.

A serving girl handed Hawk a flagon of ale, and he took a healthy quaff, brushing his arm across his mouth before addressing Torch. “You must also have a tale to tell. By all appearances, you’ve taken this holding single-handedly.”

Torch accepted his own drink, but set the mug aside. “Not quite single-handedly, no, and a great deal of luck was involved.” He quickly recounted the events of the previous night, including what Thorne had told him this morning.

When he was done, Hawk scratched his chin. “I know Thorne isn’t anything like Lord Tarr”—he turned to the side and spit into the rushes—“but I never expected him to take your side so easily, even if you do have his daughter.”

Torch nodded. He’d spent the morning pondering the same question. “In part, it comes down to him caring for his people. He saw I treat them fairly, while Hammerfell let his men do as they wished.”

Hawk frowned. “It can’t just be that.”

“Do you remember our friend Rand?”

“The sniveling rat from the dungeon? What of him?”

“Thorne called him the king’s sneak.” When Magnus stole the throne, he’d ensured his position by granting lands to his friends. He’d planted his favorites in keeps all over the Eastern Strongholds, but he’d also planted spies to keep his friends loyal. “As long as Rand was lurking to report everything back to the Usurper, Thorne had to play the convincing loyal liege. Perhaps in the beginning he was the Usurper’s man, but over the years, his loyalties have shifted to the people who keep his life comfortable.”

Hawk downed the rest of his ale. “Too bad I didn’t get a glimpse of Lord Tarr last night. I’d have liked to introduce him to the business end of my sword.”

Torch glanced about the hall once more. In every corner, his Brothers were drinking and laughing. “Tell me, were there truly no casualties on our side?”

“There’s one, in a sense.”

“Who?”

“Wolf.”

“That’s impossible. She came with me.” As Hawk well knew. But Torch hadn’t seen Wolf this morning. In fact, distracted as he was by his wife and her gentle ministrations, he hadn’t seen Wolf since she faced Hammerfell.

“I came across her this morning in the woods. She’s leaving us.”

“Why?” But Torch thought he knew.

“She told me she can’t face you until she’s finished the job she should have done last night. She said you’d understand.”

The gods only knew he understood the kind of pride and deep-seated sense of honor that drove her. He could ask for no greater qualities from any of his followers. But losing a fighter of her skill was still a blow, especially when he still had so many battles ahead of him. His enemy may have come out of this venture weakened, but so had he.

And yet, he now possessed a strength he’d never expected to gain.

Even as that thought struck him, the atmosphere in the hall changed. A glance to the stairs showed him why. Her hair unbound about her shoulders, Calista descended the steps. Though she wore a nondescript gown of serviceable linen, his pulse spiked as if she were dressed for her wedding. Over the heads of the revelers, her gaze collided with his, and his heart gave another jump.

She’d come seeking him. He knew it as clearly as he knew his own name. He rose from his seat and elbowed his way through his men to meet her at the bottom of the staircase. Closer to, he could see the tinge of purple beneath her eyes, traces of their late night. Images of everything they’d done to wring pleasure from the other flitted through his mind, and his groin grew heavy, ready for more.

But then he caught the glint of seriousness in her eye. “What is it?”

For a moment, she seemed to look through him before coming back to herself. “Brother Tancrid.”

“What of him?” he asked, half dreading the reply.

Again that faraway expression. “He’s returned from his journey.”

“How do you know this?”

She raised a hand to cover the dark line of the scar down her neck. “I can hear him in my mind. He wishes me to tell you he’s found the secret. We can make Blackbriar impregnable. We can make weapons no one can break. Like Griffin’s sword.”

Adamant. A thrill of excitement bolted through him like lightning. “Can we depose the Usurper? Tell me you saw that much.”

“No one can foresee the future.” Even her voice sounded watery, as if he were listening to it from the bottom of a deep well. “I can only see some of the path, a little at a time.”

“What must we do?” Everything else fell away. He no longer even felt the weight of the splint on his wrist. “Tell me.”

“We will require both fire and ice. The fire, I can call.”

“And the ice?” His fast-beating heart began to dip, as suspicion grew in his gut.

“We cannot obtain ice until the winter.”

Just as he thought. “And until then?”

“We must hold firm where we are.”

With his enemies weakened, he could do that. He could continue the work of shoring up Blackbriar’s defenses in the meantime. Along with his brother, he would take the intervening time to heal. They would build on their strength in preparation for the battles ahead of them.

As long as he had Calista, he could not fail.


To all readers whom George R. R. Martin traumatized with one death or another in his A Song of Ice and Fire series—which is a roundabout way of dedicating this book to myself, along with the rest of you.
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Chapter 1

ON THE ROAD TO HIGHSPRING MOOR

THE THIRD MONTH OF THE TWENTY-FIFTH YEAR OF MAGNUS VANDAL’S REIGN

In spite of the cruel ropes biting into her wrists and ankles, Jerrah smiled into the darkness. Her captors had underestimated her. Typical men.

On the packed earth floor, the Adamant blade of her dagger glimmered against the shadows, a beacon of hope. If only she could get to it.

Mere moments before, shouts had rung out over the camp of the king’s armies. Voices raised in argument and then the ringing clash of swords. Her guards had rushed out to see what had transpired, giving her this chance.

Her only chance before they delivered her to the king.

She curled in on herself then straightened, rolling and wriggling like a worm across the ground.

Outside a voice distinguished itself from the melee. “Whore like that, the king ain’t goin’ t’ know.”

“Orders,” another answered. “She’s not t’ be touched.”

“I can think o’ a thing or two I can do to her ’n it wouldn’t show.”

By the Three Gods, they were fighting over her—or her body at least. Well, her captors knew her identity—bright hair the color of newly polished copper gave her away the moment they’d pulled off her helmet—but that hardly mattered. They’d never consider her blood to be royal. To them, she was nothing more than the bastard daughter of a lord’s leman, no better than her mother and free for the taking.

Let them fight; just a little longer, and she’d show anyone who tried to touch her. She’d repay him with a swift death.

She arched her back, craning her neck so she could look over her shoulder. Behind her, the blade shone with its own light just out of reach.

A wiggle, a slight adjustment of her hips, and she groped again—carefully extending her fingers. The dagger’s deadly edge would shear through flesh and bone as easily as it would her bonds.

Fast numbing fingers closed about the handle. She arched again, bringing her feet behind her to form a circle. Her eyes ached with the effort of watching what she was doing at this awkward angle. Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead, and a drop trickled along her spine.

Just a little farther.

There.

The rope about her ankles yielded beneath the Adamant blade’s slightest pressure. Her feet prickled as the blood rushed to her lower extremities. If only she could manage to free her wrists as easily.

She released the dagger and twisted to catch it between her feet. It skittered away on the packed earth floor. Damn.

A sudden sharp gust of wind set the tent flap to snapping. She froze, and another icy drop slipped between her shoulder blades. Outside, her guards faced each other behind drawn weapons.

Gods, let their dispute occupy them for just a little longer—enough to free her hands.

She hitched her body after the dagger, each movement bringing her closer to the tent’s entrance.

A crash of metal meeting metal reached her ears. Yes, keep fighting.

Though their confrontation might well draw the attention of the rest of the camp. There must be an encampment of sorts. She’d enough experience traveling with her brothers’ band of men to explain the familiar sounds she’d heard ever since she regained her senses.

Her brother…

Not now.

She’d ridden into battle behind his banner. She’d been taken, and Griffin…

Not now.

She’d dwell on those thoughts later—if there was a later.

Her booted toe touched the hilt of her dagger. Bringing her feet together, she trapped the weapon, the blade angling upward. Yes. Now if only she could bend her body far enough…

The canvas whipped back—not the wind this time. A thrill of fear spiked through her. A figure loomed in the entrance, blood dripping from his sword.

His leer revealed a broken front tooth. “Ain’t that an interestin’ display? I wager I can bend ye into all manner o’ shapes before I’m done wit’ ye.”

Her pulse fluttered in her neck, but she clamped her lips together and deepened the arch in her back. Sinews stretched. The blade bit into the skin at her wrists, and blood oozed in a warm stream down the side of her hand.

The guard advanced. “Don’t ye talk? No matter. I’ll make ye scream yet.”

At least he didn’t realize what she was doing. She kept her gaze pinned on him. One more stretch. One last attempt.

Without warning, her bonds loosened. She clenched her jaw against the sigh of relief that tried to burst from her lips.

The guard lunged. Wild energy vibrating through her, she rolled before his considerable weight could pin her. Numb fingers tingled as she grasped her weapon once more. One clear stroke. That was all she needed.

He grabbed a fistful of hair, and several strands parted company with her scalp. “Oh, good. I likes me a fighter.”

Silent as a cat pouncing on prey, she brought the bitter edge of her blade to his throat. No hesitation. No thinking. She couldn’t afford either. One slice, quick and clean—or it would have been but for the sudden onrush of blood.

The fingers in her hair slackened, and the guard slumped.

Heart slamming into her ribs, Jerrah leapt to her feet and bolted from the tent. The other guard’s body lay unmoving before the entrance, but how long before the others arrived? Sentries, soldiers, Magnus’s men. Enemies all who would just as soon kill her as rape her.

Their horses grazed on picket lines amid the circle of tents.

Shouts rang out, but she ignored them as she sprinted to the nearest steed. No saddle, no bridle, no time. She cut the picket rope, heaved herself onto the animal’s broad back, and dug in her heels.

The beast reared and set off at a gallop, tearing headlong between tents, leaping guy ropes and low bushes.

Something whizzed past her head. An arrow? She wouldn’t look back. Crouching low over the horse’s neck, its mane whipping into her eyes, she urged it to race blindly into the night and prayed for the shadows to swallow her whole.

—

The first rays of dawn peeking over the eastern hills found Jerrah perched high in a tree, hugging herself against the early morning chill. The front of her studded leather jerkin was stiff with the dried blood of her victim, but she pushed aside the reminder of his life pumping red and warm over her hands.

She required all her senses to focus on the road. Her mount had found it, naturally lured by the easiest path, likely the one that led home. After a league or more at a dead gallop, she’d abandoned the beast with a smack on its haunches to keep it moving. Anything to draw off the pursuit closing in on her heels, for by then the rumble of hoofbeats had echoed in her ears. She’d prayed to the Three Gods that she might reach cover before her enemy discovered her ruse.

So far, so good.

All night, riders had cantered up and down the road, but apparently no one had thought to search the woods to either side.

From her vantage, the growing light revealed the ribbon of pounded earth and crumbling paving stones a furlong off. Wide enough for a farm wagon, it must once have been a broad thoroughfare. But where did it lead?

Jerrah had spent the entire night sizing up her situation and drawing a few unfortunate conclusions. She was alone, cold, and without coin. Hunger gnawed at her belly, while thirst scraped at the back of her throat. Worse, the bright red of her hair, along with her bloodied gear and shining dagger made her easy to recognize. The moment any of Magnus’s men spotted her, she was a dead woman.

She ought to make for her Brotherhood’s lair on the borders of Lord Tarr’s stronghold. Any survivors of the battle her brother had mounted against Magnus Ironfist’s liegemen would have made for the sanctuary.

Survivors. The word echoed through her mind like the tolling of a bell. Were there any? The field had been lost when Magnus’s men had dragged her from her horse.

And Griffin…Her twin brother had taken a wicked sword-cut to the shoulder. The shock of that blow had frozen her in place. It had allowed for her capture. Even now, she could close her eyes and relive the horror of witnessing that whistling blade crashing into Griffin’s flesh. The wound could easily have been fatal.

And what of her older brother, their leader? What of his plans? For their battle had been a diversion so Torch could capture a keep for himself. She could strike out for Blackbriar Keep, as well, though she had no idea which direction to take. East, certainly, but the road seemed to run north and south, and striking off into the wild with no resources seemed like a poor plan.

In any event, Torch wasn’t likely to hold his keep for long against the force of the Usurper’s army. That way seemed as much a trap as if she were to stand in the middle of the road and wait for her former guards to find her. Without a doubt they’d be back soon. Daylight would let them widen their search. Any trackers among them would soon find where she’d left the road.

An insistent pressure on her bladder roused her from her thoughts. Before long, she would have to make her way to the ground to relieve herself. And then she’d have to ignore her discomfort and find a way to safety.

Wherever that was.

—

Half a day’s weary trudging through the undergrowth just off the road was enough to convince Jerrah that her situation was hopeless. As the sun climbed in the sky, it beat on her head and caused sweat to break out beneath her leather gear.

Whenever she came to a stream, she drank to fool her belly into feeling full, as much to quench her thirst. Her stomach sent a constant gnawing reminder that the ruse didn’t work.

Still the moment she came upon another watercourse, she dropped once more, her ears ever alert for movement on the road. She’d drink what she could before wading downstream to throw off any trackers, but before she could dip her hand for a cooling draught, the dreaded thud of hoofbeats echoed in the heavy air.

She ducked into the brush that grew along the bank, her attention on the stone arch spanning the stream. A pair of armed men on warhorses trotted from the opposing direction. At the bridge, they slowed, scanning from horizon to horizon beneath the shade of their hands.

Jerrah held her breath.

One of the men pointed—but not at her. Moments passed until a cart came trundling toward the bridge. A young woman dressed in layers of floaty fabric hues of bright blue, a blinding pink, and deep green drove a plodding cob. A slight breeze stirred the loose strands of her purple hair, while the sun glinted on a number of gold bands jangling about her wrists.

If Jerrah dared move, she’d have shaken her head. What a silly girl to call attention to herself in such a way.

In the middle of the span, she reined her cob to a halt. One of the men kept his mount directly in front of her, blocking the road, while the other spurred his steed in a slow circle about the cart.

Jerrah’s heartbeat kicked up. Soundlessly, she let her fingers slip toward the dagger sheathed in her boot. Surely the men would pull the girl onto the riverbank to have their way with her.

While one of the men lifted a canvas sheet and began to rummage in the back of the wagon, the other barked questions.

“Who are you?”

“Where are you bound?”

“Have you met anyone on the road?”

Though the girl supplied answers, her voice did not carry as well as the soldier’s. Jerrah could not distinguish individual words; she could only pick up a particular cadence to the girl’s speech—a familiar cadence, one she’d heard often enough in the northern Freeholds when her brothers traveled there collecting followers.

“What business do you have in at Highspring Moor?”

Whatever the girl replied, it caused her interrogator to stiffen, his tanned face growing pale. His partner dropped the canvas.

“Carry on, then.” Without a further word, both men dug their heels into their horses’ flanks and galloped off.

Jerrah rolled her lips into her mouth and remained where she was, fully expecting the purple-haired girl to slap the reins and continue her journey. Instead, she jumped from her cart, grasped the reins, and led her cob to the roadside beyond the bridge. From there, her fingers worked the buckles that secured the harness to the cart.

Damn it. But it did make sense to water the animal with leagues of pulling a heavy load under a hot sun before it.

As the girl led her beast to the riverbank, Jerrah shrank back. Too far. To avoid overbalancing, she slapped a hand behind her. A branch snapped, the crack seeming to echo in the still air.

The girl stiffened. “Who’s there?”

Though the effort was futile, Jerrah stayed where she was.

No matter, for the girl’s gaze lit on her the next moment. “Ye’re the one they’re lookin’ for, aren’t ye?” The question emerged in the lilting accent of the Freeholds.

“Yes, and I don’t wish to be caught.”

Wrapping the reins about her wrist, the other girl crouched beside the stream. She nodded at the bloodstained and tattered symbol on Jerrah’s jerkin. “Ye’re one o’ ’em, ain’t ye? One o’ the Brotherhood.”

Jerrah focused on the tattoo of multi-colored stars arching across the girl’s cheek from the corner of her right eye. Gods, everything about her drew the eye. How had she managed to travel all the leagues between here and the Freeholds in safety?

More than that, she knew. Of course she did. Though the Brotherhood rode under a banner decorated with a Black Kerrick, a bird deemed to be an ill omen among the Eastern Strongholds, the free men to the north viewed matters rather differently, both bird and Brotherhood. Still, Jerrah said nothing.

“My younger brother rides with ye.”

“Younger brother?” Jerrah burst out. This girl couldn’t be much older than eighteen, and the only youth who’d joined the Brotherhood was Torch’s squire. Yet, the thought gave her hope this girl wouldn’t turn her in to the next troop of Magnus’s soldiers she encountered.

“What can ye tell me of him? I’d hoped to send news to our parents.”

“What’s his name?” If this girl wasn’t lying, she’d give Owl’s true name and not the alias he used among the Brotherhood.

“Allard.” Truth.

“He is with my older brother. In fine health the last I saw of him. You may call me Swift.” Honest or not, Jerrah wasn’t about to bandy her true name before an essential stranger.

“Artis.”

Jerrah pushed to her feet. A quick scan of the road proved her luck to be holding. For now. “I need to keep moving.”

“Ye need help hiding.”

Jerrah let her gaze travel from Artis’s purple hair to the turned-up tips of her bright pink boots. Everything about her screamed, Look at me, and remember what you see. “You’re going to help me hide?”

“I can change yer appearance. They’re looking for a warrior, not the daughter of Freehold drapers delivering cloth and dyes to the capital.” She reached out and tugged at a bright red tress of Jerrah’s hair. “I can change this to whatever ye like—pink, green, blue…”

“Brown. Dull brown.”

The corners of Artis’s mouth turned down. “That’s so uninteresting.”

“I don’t wish to be interesting.” She didn’t wish to be memorable. She didn’t wish to stand out in a crowd. “I wish to pass unnoticed. Also, I can’t pay you. I’ve nothing to offer beyond protection, should we meet more soldiers.”

Artis waved a hand, setting the gold bands about her wrist to clinking. “I think I’ve worked that part out.”

Jerrah took a step closer. “Yes, tell me about that. How did you get rid of them?”

“I had only to mention my delivery to Lady Damaris.”

“Who is she?”

“Besides the person who ordered a cartload of sheer Freehold cloth and dyes, I don’t know. But the name certainly gave ’em a fright.”
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