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For Remy, 

My loyal companion, my best friend, my rock, my home when I was far from home before, and the only dog I’ve ever known who loved fireworks. Thank you for the past seven years, though seven years was too short. 

Then again, with a dog as good as you, girl, forever would have had me wishing for one more day. 

With all my love, I hope you’re chasing falling stars like fireworks today.

Until we meet again, rest easy girl, 

C. J. R. Isely
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PROLOGUE

 
Winter fell in ghost-like flecks against the silver glow of a moon stifled beneath the press of heavy clouds. The trees reached bare branches toward the unseen stars. They shivered in the wind and rattled their mournful melody to the hush of snow-ladened forest atop its ridge of stony cliff, glistening with ice.
Standing between the shelter of shadows, drawn tightly in his dark cloak, the man paused at the narrow path that led toward the descent. His eyes trailed toward the bottom of the valley, the cluster of darkened homes; still, silent, as empty as the smile of a skull. Bracing against the bite of wind, his golden eyes were pulled to the only building with light prying between the shutters, the warm glow evident even from this distance. A grim smile lifted his lips, his hand tracing to his side, resting on the ornate sword hilt. There. As if they were waiting on him, inviting him, if only by their own attempts to remain hidden. How very foolish. Foolish to believe that they might move unnoticed through these lands, his lands.
His knuckles shone white, gripping the hilt as anger and satisfaction congealed through his chest. They would pay for this most dearly, their doubt, their aspersions in trying to avoid him so poorly.
The shadows behind him shifted, the darkness seeming to hold its breath. Long years made it easy to sense the movement of others, though untrained eyes might not notice the whisper of a cloak, the glint of eyes in the dim light. It was harder to see the figure moving back along the narrow cliff path toward him, but he could sense the approach, the light step. A feeling of pride in his charge’s trait for silence rose through him and he at last pulled his eyes from the chink of gold that split from the darkened village beneath.
“Tell me then, what did you find?”
It was almost disconcerting how invisible the young man had been on the cliff path. Seeing him straighten now on the place directly beneath the older man’s perch, pulling away his hood from his young face, his golden hair falling over blue eyes, would have made most other people start in alarm. Not the man, however. He was the mentor, the elder. He would always, he knew, be the superior.
The younger man snorted in disgust, running a hand through his hair and glancing back toward the dark cluster of homes below. “As we believed—they broke into the old Stoneway tavern, used boards on the windows to hide, and now seem to be congratulating themselves on a job well done. The horses are stashed in the attached stable, the doors are barred.” He raised his brows, turning back to the older man. “They suspect we are following, though, I can assure you.”
“How?” the older whispered, his tone colder than the sting of the wind. They couldn’t know, not truly. Unless someone had told them…
“They’ve left three on guard rather than one,” the younger explained, casually leaning his shoulder against the wall of stone at his side and tilting his head back to look at the older man. A smirk twitched over his lips, barely visible in the press of night. “The rest, however, don’t seem to think they need worry. They have walls, a roof, a fortress as far as they are concerned.”
“Walls fall, roofs collapse, and fortresses are simple enough to turn to flames,” the older muttered.
The younger chuckled. “I thought you may say that, Acra. But I’m afraid that fortress is mostly stone.”
Annoyance bristled through Acra’s skin at the younger man’s casual use of his name, his nearly laughing tone. As though they were equals, as though anyone might be his equal. Still, he did not let the expression break through his features. Instead, he only inclined his head, allowing his eyes to drift once more to the structure beneath their perch. The silence pressed around him, sending a thrill through his skin, the familiar feel of the hunt beginning. The invisible eyes between shadows pressed against him, the motionless figures rigid and awaiting orders. Even the wind held its breath, the trees silent, the world listening for his command.
He reveled in the power a moment longer before running a hand over his jaw, across his white beard, and narrowing his golden eyes. “Then it’s time we use their bones for kindling.”
The hiss of excitement, the bite of cold winter, the breath of movement rushed about him. Darkness detached itself from the forest and pressed nearer as Acra pull his hood low and, with the ease of long practice, vaulted from his place on the cliff edge to the narrow path beside his younger companion.
He straightened in time to catch the flicker of hesitation in the blue eyes and stiffened, turning to the younger man. It sent prickles of fury through him to find that this man now stood several inches taller, his build lean and powerful.
“What is it, Nicolyn?” Acra whispered.
Nicolyn faltered, glancing back again toward the abandoned cluster of homes, barely a village, lacking in life. “You said we would know the reasoning of this, Acra, but you still haven’t told us. You swore when we took in the Shadow Dale boy, you’d explain this, him, all of it. We are risking our lives by going down there. The least we deserve is the truth.”
The shadows above faltered in their own steps, Nicolyn’s doubt creeping into their own blood. Acra’s hands balled into fists, his rage flaring warmth across winter-scorched skin. “That time is not yet.”
As the younger man opened his mouth, brow furrowing, clearly ready to protest, Acra shifted his fingers to Nicolyn’s shoulder. He gripped until he felt his fingers biting through cloak and tunic, gripping the flesh beneath in a vice-like hand. Pain flickered in Nicolyn’s blue eyes, giving Acra a moment of satisfaction. Lowering his voice in a conspiratorial manner, he nodded past Nicolyn, down toward the trail of smoke that drifted into the sky.
“I ask that you trust me, Nicolyn. Trust that what waits ahead will change all in our favor. It will mean bringing things how they should be, righting the wrong. It means proving yourself, proving you’re prepared for what I need from you.”
“Prepared?” Nicolyn murmured, a frown creasing his brow.
“I need someone I can trust, Nicolyn,” Acra said, raising his voice again. The figures hovering along the forest edge seemed to relax. “I need to trust you, so you must show you trust me.”
Nicolyn nodded, though Acra thought he could sense the hesitation. There wasn’t a moment to search the face further for concern, to press his point. Nicolyn stepped away, pulled his hood low once more, and fell into silent step at Acra’s side.
The narrow trail might have once offered protection to the village, but Acra felt the uneasy sense that they were stepping deeper into the trap that had left these homes empty. Nestled beneath the trees, hidden at the foot of the steep ravines, he could almost imagine the rain of arrows that once fell from above. In his head, he envisioned people fleeing their burning homes, sprinting toward the escape of the cliff paths, only to find others were there. Others with blades and ill intent. Trapped in this cage of stone and trees.
It tore fangs of deep hatred through his chest at the thought. People had died, been murdered, here. People who had likely stared with hopeless eyes toward the cliffs above in the hope of seeing the blue banner with the silver stag, the three golden bars, any sign that their faraway King cared about the likes of them. People who had never been given relief.
That was why Kings needed men like him, men who could truly rule, who could pull the strings of the puppets from the darkness above, and could watch for the lands. Watch for the people, while those in power only watched for themselves. A King might wear the crown but was he not the more powerful? He was the guardian of the lands, the one who had ears and eyes through forest and city. No one moved without his knowing. So, how could these intruders be so foolish? How could they believe he wouldn’t hear of their disturbance in his lands, hear the rumor of what they carried, what they tried to hide?
A shiver of anticipation raced across his skin. Yes. This could change everything for him, change the fate of all, give him a chance to break these lands free of the blind rule and begin anew. Begin with someone who might rule by blood and blade, tear apart the enemy. Someone who would listen to Acra’s words, take heed of his advice. Someone who would rule from a throne while Acra whispered the words.
Those thoughts consumed him and stole the time it took to descend the path, stepping into the untouched snow of the valley. The cloaked figures at his back had moved nearer now, the snow fluttering to rest on their shoulders, the nearly invisible silver of the moon only bright enough to cast pale shadows on the blades that were drawn, the arrows nocked in silence to bowstrings. At his side, Nicolyn acted as a guard, protective and alert, an arrow nocked against the string of his own bow, the steel end pointing toward the frozen earth.
Only once the last of his followers stepped from the cliff path did Acra turn to them, his hand resting easily on the pommel of his sword. Nicolyn paused, waiting.
Acra could still sense that slight unease, the crackle of underlying tension between himself and his younger charge. It wouldn’t do. Influence could not be tested, not now. If others caught this shift, they might question him. They might feel the need to change sides. They might break into those who followed him, and those who doubted. No. Doubt could not be afforded life. It would need to be stifled.
“As we approach,” Acra began, his eyes shifting from hooded face to hooded face, his voice low, gravelly. “I shall ask each of you to have your weapons at the ready, to be prepared to kill. We have no need of prisoners until only one of their number stands. Save the final one—I will want words with him.”
A general nod of understanding, an increase in tension, the feeling that always grew before bloodshed. Still, Nicolyn was stone at his side.
Acra resisted the urge to turn on him, to strike him with fist or blade. Both were so very tempting. He wanted to shake the younger man, shake him for his insubordination. Who did he think he was to challenge? To raise questions? If not for he, if not for Acra, Nicolyn would be nothing but an unmarked grave. But that would raise questions. That would raise doubts.
Instead, he forced a thoughtful expression, musing the words over, each one after the next. “The information that I think they have, the reason for their journey, their guard—it’s vital for us, for the greater rise of the people, to understand. What we face here is the moment that might change the history of all of us, that promises to lead us into a new age. The age where the King isn’t against us, where he rules his people. A time where we will no longer be the rogues, but rather rightfully remembered as the saviors of Alamore.”
The excitement deepened. Cloaked figures straightened, drew themselves to their full heights. They listened with keen ears, and Acra suppressed his smile. How words could move them, drive them, lead them. Simple words, twisting through the minds of others, bending them without the listeners even knowing.
“Eleven shall attack, the other nine of us shall surround in the event that an escape is attempted.” He paused, letting his words sink in, feeling the shift they caused. He had said the other nine of us. Now they would question, now they would wonder who. Who he had trusted with this, the attack, the deadly part of their mission.
“As for leading the eleven,” Acra continued when he felt the tension shifting to low whispers. They fell silent again at his voice. “Nicolyn has sighted the area, he’s seen the weaknesses and the chances to strike. He shall lead the attack.”
The figure at his side glanced toward him in surprise. Then he swelled in silence and pride. Acra bit back his smile. How a taste of power, a taste of seeming trust, could sway the skeptical mind.
“Nicolyn,” he murmured, turning to the younger man. “Select who shall strike with you and who shall watch the perimeter with me. Ensure you are not unprotected. Is that understood?”
Nicolyn nodded, a brisk movement, and Acra’s uncertainty relaxed in the proud smirk that lifted Nicolyn’s lips. The issue had been evaded, the doubts washed away in this display of trust. Simple, easy to dissuade the challenge. It was child’s play to organize the attack, a simple matter he might have trusted to anyone.
However, new fears were sewn in a matter of heartbeats. He watched how the others around him relaxed too, turned from him to Nicolyn in expectant silence. They want to follow him, Acra realized. They trust him to lead. Had they trusted him long? Had his own thoughts, his obsession with this newest plan, blinded him to a larger threat?
Another issue. Another issue that would need resolved.
Acra gritted his teeth. If the others thought Nicolyn more capable than he, what would that bring him? No. That, too, would need to be dealt with. He had plans for Nicolyn, aspirations, and yet they now seemed flawed. The young man he had taught had become a danger. He would need to watch him, find a chance to make others see that the apprentice had yet to best the mentor. Never would he be a leader. Acra might give him the taste of responsibility, the moments to prove himself, but Nicolyn would always be a follower. He had to be. That was how he was of best use to Acra, the best place to find power. It was too dangerous to consider an alternative where Nicolyn might decide to refuse his order.
Nicolyn’s voice brought Acra from his thoughts back to reality. He was nodding at cloaked figures, gesturing them out of line. “Kevlan, Othadus, Sazar…”
Acra watched each step to form a second group, their attention on Nicolyn, never seeking his approval. They trusted the younger. Looked up to him, despite his youth. Saw in him a leader. That would have to end.
“And Craskin,” Nicolyn said at last, nodding to the last, the tenth.
Acra nodded, giving the younger man an approving smile that didn’t reach his golden gaze. “Well chosen, Nicolyn. As for the rest of you…” Acra paused, taking in his fewer men, the delegation not chosen to attack. “Space out along the cliff, cover the paths away. There is no need to get nearer unless Nicolyn needs us. Do not leave your places unless you receive my signal. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Commandant Acra,” the whisper rose from each, the heads bowed, and again he felt the sense of calming power. They would follow him without question. He needn’t worry. Nicolyn was still little more than a child, younger than most of the men who followed him. Those who did follow him would soon reconsider. Acra would ensure that.
They traced the edges of the snow away from where Acra stood. He watched Nicolyn’s band of cloaked figures dart through the darkness, toward the golden shadows cast through the boarded windows. His own eight followers had disbanded, silent, and organized. They moved further away, to the edges of the valley around them, and blocked the paths that might lead to escape.
A silent finality was resting on Acra’s shoulders, a grim expression deepening the lines of his face as he watched the band of cloaked figures stalking toward the old stone tavern. Yes. They would realize Nicolyn was not made for leadership, that he was not as flawless as they seemed to think, not worthy of their blind trust. They needed to think for themselves. They had to know that not all trust could be held in the hands of the younger man.
None of those in his charge were near enough to see Acra slip from his place at the foot of the cliff. He slid through the darkness on long practiced steps, little more than another piece of the night shifting with the churn of clouds above. He could see the forms ahead, the eleven moving toward the old stone tavern. As he approached, his eyes roved across the building; its attached stable, the wagon left just beyond the walls. His hair rose on the back of his neck. The wagon, with its barred windows and heavy door, a cage more than a carriage. Had Nicolyn seen that? Is that what had started his questions, raised his doubts? No matter. They would understand soon enough. They would see that this cargo was worth more than gold. They’d follow his lead because they knew what he wanted was for the betterment of all of them.
It was simple to spot the nearest guard from this near, leaning against the inside of the doorframe. He breathed out clouds of white frosty air, his cloak drawn tight around his shoulders, his brow furrowed in annoyance. Acra’s lip curled. The man didn’t have a weapon even drawn, his arms so tightly furled against his chest that it would take him precious seconds to react to danger. A simple target to kill in absolute silence. He’d never have time to raise an alarm.
That, however, would need to change. He felt a faint twinge of disappointment for what it might cost in lives but those lives had to be risked. He had to ensure his followers didn’t try to follow another. The price to pay to keep the plan safe. The small price of promising a better future for all of Alamore.
Stooping in silence, Acra’s fingers curled in the snow. Lifting the ball of ice, he paused, waited. The others had moved forward, further toward the tavern. He could almost see Nicolyn to his right, tucked in the shadow of a building, his bow poised in one hand, the arrow nocked and pointed to the ground. To wait now, to watch.
In the same breath that Nicolyn made to raise his bow, Acra reacted. The snow flew from his hand to strike the roof underneath which Nicolyn waited. Snow showered from the eaves, falling thick and fast around him as the arrow flew from his bow.
The guard yelped in alarm, scrambling backwards from the arrow planted firmly in the wood of the door, inches from his throat. His next yell was cut short by the second arrow, but Acra stepped backwards, and smiled faintly. The damage, he knew, was done. He could hear the clamor from within the tavern, the raised voices. The arrow in the door had not gone unnoticed.
He had though. Hurrying back to his station, Acra watched with a grim feeling of resignation as the door was pulled wide and the guard’s corpse fell into the threshold. He watched arrows rain from the positions of each of Nicolyn’s followers, heard the shouts of the guards, saw the volley of crossbolts returned at random into the dark. Light flared from the windows as the boards were rent aside by the guards. Chainmail gleamed dully, pulled over sleeping tunics. Swords clashed somewhere in the dark. Acra waited, watched. He would send in his men when the time was right, when the moment had come. They would come to save the others. He would save them.
One of the guards barreled through the door in nearly full armor and jerked backwards, an arrow striking between chest plate and shoulder. He staggered and, with a bellow, wheeled toward the shadows where Nicolyn had been standing. Acra waited, watched. The man was twice Nicolyn’s size, broad and powerful, chopping down with a sword in his uninjured hand and an axe in the other. He didn’t seem to notice the blood welling and dripping down his sleeve, staining his skin.
Nicolyn spun to avoid the downward fall of the sword and brought his bow up to push aside the strike of the axe. Wood splintered, the bow in tatters. He turned on nimble feet to miss the next attack. Acra’s lips pressed thin, his breathing shortening. Should he call in for the others yet, or did he wait?
Wait. If Nicolyn survived, it would be a lesson in humility. If Nicolyn did not… well, he would find others to fill Nicolyn’s shoes, others who could perform what Nicolyn was intended for. The Shadow Dale boy, sheltered back in the safety of their refuge, was one.
Nicolyn fell to one knee to avoid the next lethal swipe, his hand reaching into the folds of his cloak. The light pouring from the door shone golden on the long-bladed knife in Nicolyn’s hand and turned it to a shining streak of flame as he twisted again, coming up under the attack and driving the knife to the hilt into the man’s leg, behind the knee. He staggered, face catching the light and showing his surprise. Nicolyn struck again, the knife sinking into the gap along the side of the man’s armor. He roared, swayed, and tried once more to strike before falling backward to the snow and staining it scarlet.
Acra gave a faint laugh beneath his breath. Turning from the fight, he gave three high whistles. They rang eerily off the canyon walls, a threatening noise that still cut above the clamor of fighting. From the shadows, eight figures appeared. They rushed toward the fight, blades drawn, arrows back pulled on strings, ready to steal life and secure their victory.
It had ended in a matter of minutes, but Acra felt his hands sweating in anticipation as he carried himself forward once more. The corners of his lips pulled down at the sight of one man, his hood drawn from his bloodless face, leaning against a fellow green-clad follower for support. Blood ran from between his fingers, where he tried to seal the open gash across his ribs. Acra paused beside him, resting a hand on the man’s face.
“You were brave, Sazar.” He lifted his eyes to the hooded figure supporting the injured man and raised his voice in an order: “Get him inside, near a hearth, and get him help immediately. I must see to others, ensure we haven’t suffered any losses.”
“Kelvan is dead.”
Acra turned away from the two men and his brow furrowed.
Nicolyn was stepping out of the tavern with a strange expression on his face, his blue eyes stormy.
“I am sorry to hear that,” Acra said at last, straightening. The difference in height was worse now. Nicolyn poised several steps above him on the tavern’s threshold. “He fought bravely, I’m sure, but it seemed that someone must have been spotted in the attack.”
A shift of unease. Eyes darted between Nicolyn and Acra.
Nicolyn gave a stiff nod. “It seems so.”
Acra waited, watching. This was when Nicolyn should fall to his knees, beg his forgiveness. This was when he would admit that he’d blundered and raised the alarm. But the hair rose on the back of Acra’s neck as Nicolyn did not move. He only glowered at Acra with blazing eyes.
He knows, whispered a voice in Acra’s mind. He knows it was you. No. That was impossible. Impossible that Nicolyn could know that he’d done it, that he’d caused the snow to fall.
Shaking his head, Acra sighed, running a hand through his hair. “We shall give him the sendoff of a hero, for what he’s done for us, for the Ridgar. We shall not let his death be for nothing.”
“No, we won’t,” Nicolyn agreed stiffly.
Acra frowned. There was something in that face, twisting it, a fury barely suppressed beneath the surface. Acra ran a hand over his jaw, his eyes moving past Nicolyn, to the door at his back. “And did you leave me any guards alive?”
“I didn’t, but I don’t think you’ll need to question them. I think you know exactly who is in here.” Nicolyn’s voice was taut as a bowstring. He stepped down the last of the stairs and came to stand above Acra, one hand still gripping the hilt of his long-bladed knife. Scarlet dripped from the stained blade, tainting the churned snow at his feet. “I don’t believe it was any so-called instinct that had us trailing these guards in particular.”
Acra’s blood ran cold even as excitement burned white hot through his chest. A sudden desire to push Nicolyn aside and rush through the doors was nearly overpowering. He resisted with difficulty.
“This is our opportunity, Nicolyn.” Acra felt the others watching them. Surely they doubted Nicolyn now. Doubted him and his abilities. After all, he’d needed to be rescued from such a simple assignment—three guards against eleven men. They had the element of surprise and had still failed under Nicolyn’s lead. He was the reason that Kelvan was now dead.
“This is treason,” Nicolyn said slowly, lowering his voice. “This isn’t what we are meant to do.”
“Treason?” Acra snorted. “Treason? Perhaps to a crown it might be seen as such, but when has that crown served the betterment of all? We are meant to protect the people of Alamore, are we not?” Acra demanded, his own voice rising in contrast. “We are the Ridgar—the guardians of these lands, the protectors. No King in a castle cares for us. The knights don’t either.”
“What you’re suggesting is war,” Nicolyn retorted, eyes flashing. “Civil war. Commoners, nobles, royals. Your plans will result in the butchering of each, of all.”
“War?” Acra paused, feeling all eyes on him. He stepped nearer so that he and Nicolyn were nearly chest to chest. He glowered into the young face. “War is already upon us, Nicolyn. War has been here. What I am suggesting is that we let Alamore win rather than any King.”
“Rather than any King?” Nicolyn demanded. Acra saw the understanding flicker in those eyes and knew the danger that it meant. If only the final guard had been faster, quicker with either blade or axe. He would have done Acra a favor. Burning Nicolyn’s mute corpse would be much easier.
Nicolyn shook his head slowly. “That’s why you kept the other, isn’t it? The one from Shadow Dale? Why you want this one, too? You want them for the power they could wield. A collection that ensures you are the master of the strings, that they are your puppets.”
“Think of the people we might save. If the crown served the people, truly served all of us…” Acra whispered. “Think of the lands we could give our own people, the strength.”
“Strength?” Nicolyn’s lip curled in disgust. He took a step back, drawing the blade of his dagger across his cloak, flecking the snow at his feet in the blood of the guard. “Strength? You don’t want them stronger, us stronger. You want the power, Acra. You want it for yourself. That’s been it all along. It has always been that for you.” He shoved the dagger back into his belt with a shaking hand.
Acra hissed, stepping nearer. “You dare, Nicolyn? You turn on me when I protected you, I have taught you, nurtured you? I am the reason you are alive.”
“You raised me to do what you expect them to,” Nicolyn retorted. “You raised me for my ties to what you want—control of others. Just like you’ve always tried, like you tried before. You saved me for my blood.”
The hiss this time seemed to echo from the shadows around them. Acra noticed Nicolyn’s fingers tighten on the handle of his blade. He was bracing for the fight, prepared for the attack he could sense. It soothed Acra’s sharpened senses of danger. His plan had worked. It was he, Acra, that the others stood behind. Their trust in Nicolyn had fractured.
Acra lowered his head to hide his smile, tutting under his breath. “You are losing your thought, Nicolyn, losing your way. You think that I would do that? That I control anyone? The Ridgar doesn’t need a King, doesn’t need a ruler. I am a guide, that is all. But what I am offering the people could be so much more.” He reached his hand forward, resting it on Nicolyn’s shoulder. “Grief is understandable, with the loss of Kelvan. But come now, come back to your senses. None of us hold his sacrifice against you for your mistakes, Nicolyn.”
Nicolyn’s eyes darted to the nearest of the cloaked figures, then back to Acra. They blazed with blue fire, fury, and betrayal, the pain of truth contorting his face. “This is all you ever have had planned, then. My tie to power that isn’t even mine. You intended to steal that too. He was right, wasn’t he? Right, back when he left, right when he told me I should go too. You’ve planned this for years.”
Acra’s eyes narrowed. Dark flames of old anger crackled back into scorching life beneath his skin. “Do not speak to me of his betrayal, Nicolyn. All he did was seek to divide us, as you try to now.”
Nicolyn snorted. He lifted his fingers and pulled the clasp of his green cloak. It fluttered to the ground at his feet, dark against the snow, almost like blood. “No. He didn’t try to divide us. He tried to show us the truth. He was right, Acra. He understood you better than I did.” He stepped backwards, away from the cloak, blade still raised. “Keep your power and your Ridgar. I don’t need any of it.”
Acra watched the younger man stride away, not toward the tavern, but back toward the shadowed canyons that rose above. The rest of the Ridgar waited, eyes shifting from Acra to Nicolyn to the open door and comforting warmth of the tavern.
After a moment, Acra sank to one knee in the snow. With almost reverent care, he scooped the cloak into his arms and rose, pulling the green fabric against his chest. Bowing his head, he let the shadow of his own hood hide his satisfied smirk. Nicolyn had done what the axe had not. He’d thrown aside each of them, not only Acra. His life was forfeit now, the threat eliminating itself.
“The guards,” a gravelly voice murmured at last, making Acra lift his face. A slender, cloaked figure was stepping forward. In the light of the tavern, it was just possible to see the shape of the man’s face, his beard, his arched nose, his heavy brows. “How did they know we were here?”
“Nicolyn missed. His first arrow hit the door, not the guard,” another added.
The gravelly-voiced man nodded slowly, a growl rising from deep in his chest. Acra bit back the feeling of satisfaction and forced his mannerisms into a concerned expression.
“We cannot jump to conclusions, Craskin,” Acra murmured, but he let doubt taint his tone. “It may have been an accident… though, a poor time indeed to miss with an arrow.”
Craskin growled again, his fingers caressing the arrows at his side. “Nicolyn doesn’t miss.”
Acra nodded slowly, turning to Craskin. It was impossible to see the details of the face beneath the hood, but in his mind, he saw the sunken cheeks, the shadowed eyes, the scars that ran from brow to across the ridge of the man’s nose. He almost imagined he could see those piercing pale grey eyes, the broken front tooth shining in a snarl.
“Perhaps you’re right… Craskin, as one in Nicolyn’s charge on this attack, I think it only suited that you decide what we must do. For, if we have been betrayed…” The words drifted delicately from his lips, hovered in the cold of the night. “We may need to know, but should he fight, should it risk your life… I will not condone the life of another faithful Ridgar in exchange for the words of one who might have turned traitor.”
Craskin gave a curt nod, his hand reaching for an arrow from the quiver on his side. “Understood.”
Acra felt no remorse as he watched the thin shadow melt into the darkness, his feet crunching softly in the snow, adding to the tracks that Nicolyn had already cut through the night. Tracking in the weather would be simple, the snow light enough that it would be hours before the path was covered. Craskin would find Nicolyn and, catching Nicolyn unawares, Craskin would have little trouble capturing or killing Nicolyn. Surely the latter. Nicolyn would not go down without a fight. Craskin had the element of surprise. The fight would be simple, ending in blood and moments.
The sense of eyes piercing him in the night pulled Acra from his thoughts. He turned away from the place Craskin had vanished and, embracing the green cloak to his chest like a child, started up the steps of the tavern. Each stride sent a blade of excitement cutting through his skin. They had done it. They had succeeded. The hunt, finding the Shadow Dale boy, the days stalking, the weeks of preparation in secret, the life of Kelvan. All of it had come to this, had led him here. It would all be worth it. Worth what waited ahead of them now.
Inside the doorway of the tavern, Acra paused, his eyes burning in the bright light of the room. He blinked, waiting for his vision to adjust, noting the banners hung over chairs, the emblem discarded as the guards had believed themselves safe. The grey fabric wrinkled, the bronze threads across it forming the familiar shape of a falcon diving through a ring of thorns. Had that been it then? The reason Nicolyn had realized things were not as simple as a rescue?
The sound of movement tore Acra’s eyes from the banner on its fallen chair and he turned his gaze to the hearth. The flames roared in their cage of stone and the figure hunched beside it drew backwards, pressing against the wall. In an instant, he felt the Ridgar on his either side lift their bows, training arrows on the dark-eyed face that stared up at them through tangles of unkempt hair.
Raising his hand, Acra gestured for the bows to be lowered and started forward. His heart slammed in his chest. His eyes shifted over the grime-covered young face of the boy, nearly a man. His teeth were clamped over the filthy rag that someone—a guard, no doubt—had used to gag him. The bones jutted in his face, his knuckles were caked with blood and stained by bruising. He had fought, and fought well, but now his hands were bound with coarse rope. Standing before him, Acra froze as the vision of another teenager flashed through his mind. A laughing young man, his dark eyes and hair so similar, his face filled with a pride that no one, not even Acra, could shape or control. That face had been so different and yet so much of the same defiance in the eyes, the same shape of the bones beneath flesh. No wonder Nicolyn had left. This was why, then. He had recognized the features. He had seen the past in the figure leaned against the tavern wall, his hand and feet trussed.
Acra shook the vision from his mind and moved slowly to sink to one knee before the bound young man. Anger met him in those dark eyes, resentment, fury, hatred. It blazed as hot coals, dared him to come nearer, as though this prisoner was the one with power.
“If I pull free your gag, will you stay still?” Acra asked, his voice gentle, calm. “I don’t want to harm you, I am here to help.”
The teenager hesitated, glancing from Acra to the cloaked figures standing along the tavern walls now. The bows might be lowered, but the threatening air could not so easily be cast aside.
“They won’t harm you either, unless they see that you are putting me or one of them in danger,” Acra continued, still in his same calm voice. “I promise you, we don’t want to hurt you. Here…” He lifted a hand slowly to his hood, pulled it aside. A few strands of his own white-grey hair fell across his brow but he didn’t move to push them aside. He smiled, the movement strained across his lips. “Now, can you let me remove the gag? I want to help you.”
The pause that followed was an eternity but Acra waited, held his tongue, refused to let his frustration show. It was the boy’s turn to move, the boy’s turn to have control. After long heartbeats in which the only sound was the fire spitting in protest against the cold air pouring through the open door, the boy nodded.
Acra leaned forward, his movements slow and deliberate as if he dealt with a wild animal in a trap rather than a teenager. In some ways, he thought, a wild animal might be safer. It was certainly worth less, at any rate. Grabbing the edge of the knotted fabric, Acra gave it a gentle pull until it came loose. He let it fall away, drop to the floor at the boy’s feet.
The teenager inhaled several sharp breaths of air, closing his eyes and tilting his face backwards. The skin at the edges of his mouth was torn, fresh scarlet dripping over his lips. The light of the fire threw relief over his bruised face, the signs of battering, the scars, and dried blood. Acra rocked back to sit on his heels, waiting, reveling in this first small amount of trust. A victory. The first step to the new world. His world.
Lowering his face, the teenager opened his black eyes and turned again to Acra, his heavy brow furrowing. He was still wary, still alert.
“Must feel better now, doesn’t it?” Acra purred. He didn’t draw his eyes from the boy, taking in his face, his features so distinct, so familiar. There was no doubt. The teenager didn’t answer, only watched him with those blazing eyes. Fearless, powerful, defiant.
Acra curled his fingers back around the green cloak, pressing it harder to his chest. Those were the qualities people would see, the qualities they needed. “How rude of me—I failed to introduce myself, or my companions.” Acra bit back a smirk as the dark eyes flickered to the figures framed in the doorway. “I’m Acra, commandant of the Ridgar. Have you heard of the Ridgar then, boy?”
“Yes.” The voice was hoarse with lack of use, gravelly, suspicious.
Acra made a forlorn expression, shaking his head. “I gather that you have heard the tales they spread in the northern lands—the rumors, the venomous words.”
He wasn’t graced with another answer.
Acra nodded slowly. “Perhaps it best if I explain why I’m here.”
“Don’t,” the teenager growled. His brow furrowed, his face livid. Acra felt a stab of satisfaction. There it was, that look that could strike fear into souls. It promised death. It promised pain. It was the strength that a King should have. “I heard you, you and the man who was in here before,” the teenager continued, and now Acra could hear the slight lilt of his accent. It put him in mind of clear waters, warm sun, sand the color of snow. Warmth. Heat. Southern islands. So, the rumors were true.
“And you’re wasting your time. If you’re intending to use me, you might as well kill me now because I won’t do whatever it is you want done. I’m not a dog to learn tricks,” the boy continued, spitting the final words.
Acra’s fingers tightened on the cloak. Nicolyn. Nicolyn had sewn suspicion here. Another hurdle for him to overcome. Another reason to look forward to Craskin returning with his dead body in tow.
He didn’t let those thoughts show through his calm demeanor. “If you could hear that, perhaps you’ve heard how else that man betrayed us.” Acra shook his head, forced himself to show pain, sadness. “He was as a son to me, but it seems he’s changed his sides, decided it best to serve himself rather than his people. Power in the hands of weak men can be twisted like that. I feel his words better reflected his own feelings than mine. I don’t allow people to be used. If you want to leave…”
He leaned forward, drawing his dagger, and a muscle flinched in the boy’s face, but Acra didn’t strike. The blade caught the firelight and Acra cut free the boy’s hands, his bound feet. Rubbing his wrist, the teenager stared at him and there was something else in those eyes. The first taint of trust.
“If you want to leave,” Acra repeated. “Then I say you should. But I would ask you first to consider how you might do best. You were caught, captured, on route to act as a slave, a puppet for a crown that cares nothing for you.” He saw the impact of that word, the knuckles close reflexively into fists. “I don’t want to see you used such. No man should be used. Our freedom is our right, as much a right as the air in our lungs.” Acra rose and, sheathing the dagger, stared down at the boy on the ground. Every eye was on him, every ear alert. It made his heart swell, his lips twitch. “So, if you do decide to leave, I say you should run far, hide well. You should never again dare be recognizable as yourself. You must live the rest of your life in shadows.”
“I won’t do that,” the teenager growled, pushing himself stiffly to his feet.
The Ridgar at Acra’s back was shifting, watching, their bows still drawn though the arrows pointed to the floor. Acra was surprised to find the broad-shouldered teenager stood eye to eye with him. He could imagine that, with food, with work, his frame was powerful. Muscle would return. Strength. The intimidating stature of a warrior.
“I’m not spending my life in hiding,” the teenager rasped.
Acra nodded slowly. “No, I don’t think you should. But you’ve seen what will happen. I cannot promise you’d be saved again. You’d risk living and dying in shackles.” He paused, seeming to weigh his response, letting his features show his conflict. His eyes dropped from the boy’s face to the green cloak in his fingers. He tightened his hands around it, pressed his lips thin, then lifted a pained expression to meet the black gaze. “There is another option…” He swallowed, biting back tears that did not exist before slowly, agonizingly, extending his hand forward. The green cloak draped to the floor and the eyes in the room shifted from Acra to the fabric, fluttering slightly in the winter’s breath that floated through the opened door at his back. “Join us and keep these lands safe for others. Join us and protect those who cannot protect themselves. Take up the mantle, the cloak, and you are one of us. Join the Ridgar, and you need never run nor hide again.”
No one breathed. Acra’s own heart slammed against his throat. The black eyes lifted to meet his, and he felt a rush of jubilation as the blood-stained fingers moved forward and curled around the cloak.




CHAPTER ONE

 
The world glistened with the final efforts of winter to cling to the valley. Snow shone over the rooftops of the city, stretching beneath the hill, falling across the narrow road, and muted the darkness of the forest that rose to either side. Above, white clouds threatened one more storm, a last attempt to protest to approach of spring.
Riding in the saddle of an unfamiliar horse, the teenager’s blue eyes stung with the bite of cold morning air. Breathing out a cloud of steam, he pulled himself deeper into the folds of his cloak, brown hair barely visible beneath his hood, and ran one gloved hand under the dark mane of the shaggy chestnut warhorse he rode. William of Alamore closed his eyes, wishing for a heartbeat it was a different horse—a powerful bay stallion with fire in his stride and his ears flattened against his neck.
The chestnut tripped and Will’s eyes flew open, embarrassment flooding his face with heat. He seized the saddle before he could off-balance and be dumped into the snow. Glancing around, he was relieved to see no one near him. It was hard to imagine that Rowan, one of his best friends, would ever let him live down falling off a horse at a walk. Even Colin, his other best friend, would laugh at him for that, though he’d try a bit harder to hide his humor.
“Sorry, Denra, I’m not paying enough attention, old boy,” Will muttered, shaking his head. “I’ll do better, just don’t ditch me, alright? Otherwise, Haru will think I’m a danger to myself and I’ll never get out of the walls again.”
The chestnut sighed a frozen breath. His ear flitted back to catch Will’s words before flicking forward again to the path ahead. A pain twisted in Will’s chest and he sank back in his saddle. Visra. In his mind, he again saw the bay warhorse, his black mane draped over his neck, and his hooves carving through ice and winter without concern. Visra would never have tripped. The horse would have handed the snow without a single uncertain step. But, thinking of Visra now, seemed more of an invitation to revisit the nightmarish memories that had twisted through his mind now for months.
Nightmares of cliffs, illuminated with the shatter of lightning across dark skies, a furious ocean below, a rearing horse, the flash of a blade striking…
Will squeezed his eyes closed for a breath. Don’t think of it. Blinking in the blinding brightness of the world as he opened his eyes again, he pressed his legs against the chestnut’s sides. The animal hesitated only a reluctant moment before breaking into a lumbering trot. It sent even more longing twisting through his chest.
Enough. He didn’t need to think of Visra. If he did, he’d think of that night. That last night that Visra had saved him, and he didn’t want to remember any of it. He didn’t want to remember the press of water against his lungs, the burning of not being able to breathe as he’d tried to swim to the surface, tried to save Visra, who had died to save him.
No. What he needed to focus on was that he was getting the chance to ride. For the first time in weeks, he had a taste of freedom beyond the walls of Alamore. It didn’t matter that it was just for a simple task, more an errand for pages than for squires.
He ran a hand over his pocket, feeling the parchment tucked away against his chest. It wasn’t anything difficult, but he’d jumped at the chance to escape the walls a few short hours. He’d nearly whooped for joy when Sir Richard, leaning hard on a gnarled staff, had asked him to bring the note to his wife, Anryn, the owner of The Dancing Stag tavern in the city.
“I can’t get into the saddle, not with this bleeding storm rolling in. My leg can barely hold me, let alone encourage that old lout of a horse to move,” Richard had said in his rasping voice. He’d shaken his head with a sad smile. “Years are catching up to me. Well, the years perhaps not as much as Shadow Dale. I might have been fine if not for that blasted attack.”
Will’s knight, Haru, had looked uneasy and pushed a hand through his tangle of red hair. He’d glanced between Will and his old mentor, gnawing his lip uncomfortably. “Look, I’m not sure if that’s a good idea, Richard… if you could ask a page or a stable hand. You know, I might be able to go even…”
Will chewed the inside of his cheek, silently hoping for Haru to relent. It was easy to understand his apprehension. With the treaty of peace between Thornten and Alamore concluded, the threats were alive and lurking. But that’d been weeks ago now and not once had a patrol seen so much as a hoofprint out of place, let alone a Thornten patrol. They had kept to their lands with unusual silence.
Richard had frowned from under a furrowed brow. “You? You’re a knight, Haru. You have duties more than acting as messenger. Aren’t you on an eastern patrol?”
“Well, yes, but—” Haru started.
Richard waved him to silence, continuing with dogged determination. “The pages are on ponies and I doubt my Denra would listen to a single one of them. I’ve seen Will ride, he’ll handle him fine. Anyhow, the lad is nearly fifteen.”
“I am fifteen, actually,” Will had added with his best attempt at innocence, avoiding Haru’s sharp look. “I turned fifteen yesterday.”
Richard chuckled, patting him on the back. “See, Haru? He’s nearly grown. Anyhow, you’ll be on eastern patrol so he can’t go with you, as they’re still not allowing squires. Ross and Rockwood are on western patrol with their squires. Might as well put the lad to work. Can’t keep him in these walls forever. He’ll get up to trouble if you do that, I guarantee it.”
The hesitation in Haru’s face hadn’t wavered much. Still, after a moment, he gave a resigned nod. “Right… you’re right, Richard. Well, it’s up to Will then. But you’re to stay on the road. You’re not to gallivant off and you go to The Stag and come back. That’s it. Got it?”
“If he’s like you, Haru, perhaps add a clause in those rules about drinking mead and dancing on tables at The Stag?” Richard suggested with a good-natured gleam in his eye. “He probably shouldn’t be doing that?”
Haru reddened but didn’t look away from Will, waiting on his answer.
Will had agreed quickly, taking the letter from Richard.
“And don’t drink mead!” Haru had added, but Will was already pulling himself into Denra’s saddle and riding for the gates. He’d tried to ignore the twinge of guilt in his chest at Haru’s obvious worry. He had all right to be worried, Will knew, even if it made Will feel crazed at times and desperate to escape.
But it was too easy to pluck forward the memories of dangers he’d faced. After all, just that past summer, he’d faced death more than once. He could easily remember the attack in the mountains that had started the string of grueling events.
They had ridden to aid Shadow Dale in a war, only to be betrayed by Shadow Dale themselves on their journey. Recalling the night of the attack— the overwhelming smell of smoke as their camp burned, the chaos, the yells, and the clash of steel on steel—made Will shiver even now, months later. Had it not been for the warning from an old friend, Treck, a traitor of Shadow Dale, they might all have died then and there. It’d been he and the Ranger who set fire to the wagons, waking the camp and sending people running for safety or weapons. Still, they had lost too many lives. It was that fight, too, that had crippled Richard.
Will grimaced, remembering Treck’s appearance among the ashes the next day when he, Rowan, and Colin had gone looking for survivors. He’d been there, riding Will’s courser, Admere. Once he had convinced them to trust him, he’d given Will, Rowan, and Colin the warning that had sent all three of them racing to save a Queen they had never met and a Princess that most hadn’t known even existed. It had been Treck’s determination to save them that, in the end, had spurred Will’s decision to send him into hiding and let him borrow his horse. Looking back, Will wanted to kick himself for that decision. It had been absolute stupidity. Borrow Admere? Had he really thought Treck would just show up and return Admere? Really. How could he expect to get his red hunting horse back when it was Alamore that Treck felt the need to hide from? Absolutely stupid. But, at the time, he hadn’t been worried. He’d had Visra. They were supposed to be unstoppable.
The knife in his heart twisted again and his hands reflexively tightened on the reins of his borrowed horse. Stop thinking of him. He’s gone. He won’t ever come back. The cold air scorched against his skin and Will squeezed his eyes shut again. Dark water seemed to close over his head, suffocating his breath a moment, the feel of Visra’s mane tangled in his hands as he tried to pull the lifeless horse toward the surface even as he knew it was too late.
Opening his eyes, he slowed the horse to a walk again. He had been certain that he would die there, too. Ready to accept that he would never again return to Alamore. That the truth that had driven him from that storm-battered cliff had come too late to save his life.
And perhaps part of him had died. The part of him that had lived the lie, a lie fostered in the streets of the city ahead of him. It’d been there that he’d forged his first memories, memories of a father that didn’t love him, of a mother who was distant and quiet and haunted with her own secrets. It might have been in a different life, too, that had met Rowan—brown hair unmanaged, lanky frame flailing with a wooden sword—and Colin—composed, tall, his golden hair swept back—on that back street known as Traitor’s End. He hadn’t thought he was anyone in those days. Marl, cold and spiteful, had barely even allowed him to leave to become a squire. Back then, he’d thought Marl would be proud of him. He had tried so hard to earn his approval and couldn’t understand Marl’s hatred and spite toward him. And now he knew why.
Because he hadn’t been another common-born. After nearly losing his life, he’d learned in the first year that Marl was a Prince of Thornten, the younger brother of King Tollien. It was then, too, that he learned of another of the brothers of Thornten—the Ranger of Kings himself.
It’d made sense once he had the pieces. Another moment he should have foreseen. He hadn’t questioned why Tollien hunted him relentlessly once the truth was out. He was an heir of Thornten, therefore a threat.
But that hadn’t been the full truth.
No. He hadn’t had that until the summer, while trapped in that castle on the cliffs, acting as Prince for Marl in Kelkor. It was there that he’d finally overheard the truth.
That there were not only three sons of Thornten. That he was not Marl’s son. That he was a threat. That, so long as he lived, Tollien would hunt him, try to kill him. Because he wasn’t just a lesser heir to the throne. He, William of Alamore, city commoner to squire, was the son of the fourth brother of the Thornten Princes. That he was, in fact, the lost true heir of Thornten.
People had believed the eldest Prince of Thornten, Tollien’s older brother, Prince Valren of Thornten disappeared, died perhaps, or fled from the responsibility of one day becoming King. Most had no idea that he was alive. They didn’t know that he had sheltered himself and his wife in Alamore lands after Tollien’s first attempt to kill them. Only rumors lived to whisper about him, about the chance that he’d had an heir. Even those rumors had died when Marl and Tollien found Valren, though. They’d killed his wife, sent an assassin to kill him, and taken the infant. They had taken him. And so, Will had been raised by Marl.
Will had heard all these things with disbelief. They hadn’t hit nearly as hard, however, as the realization that he’d known his father for years. Or, at least, he knew the man that Prince Valren had become. His true father, the man who everyone now viewed as a myth rather than martyr.
His father had changed everything, however, when they met years before the truth.
Because it had been his father, a knight of Alamore, who had met him in those city streets and allowed him to come to Alamore. His father, who had ensured, time and time again, he was rescued or safe, risking his life for Will. And Will had never realized, never suspected, that the dark blue eyes of Sir Ross Hayvern were those of his father.
Denra snorted loudly and shied at the sight of several sheep breaking free from between two alleyways. Will gathered his reins, barely managing to stay on, and clenched his teeth against a string of choice Kelkorian words.
“Don’t be such a prat, you old nag,” Will growled under his breath, watching the teenager sprint after the sheep, her dress bundled in one hand, a stick in the other.
Denra snorted again, tossing his aged head and prancing a few eager strides as they entered the outskirts of the city. Will grinned in spite of himself at the horse’s antics. Perhaps the old warhorse had some life to him after all.
The dirt track broadened before horse and rider into the main cobbled street of the city. Ahead, the first people were starting to emerge from their homes and sweep the dusting of fresh spring snow from their stoops.
Morning breathed life into the movements around them, with shop owners pulling curtains or shutters, swinging wide doors, and announcing their wares. A few paused to watch the teenage squire on the aged warhorse. Will bit back a beaming smile, thinking of his life before Alamore, before he knew there were secrets that might change anything. That part of him was gone, that other life, one he had witnessed rather than lived through. Back then, the sight of knights and squires made him run for the main road to watch them pass, the woman he had once believed to be his mother, clutching his hand. Then, he hadn’t known why she stood on tiptoe to peer at the riders.
Now, though, he had wondered. Was it Ross she sought? Maybe to show Ross that he was still alive so that the knight wouldn’t come seeking him? Or was it for other reasons? Will shivered, thinking of the teenager he’d met in Cale. Perhaps she hadn’t cared about Ross or Will. Perhaps she was there to see the Ranger, to see her true son in his care, to be certain that he was alright. Then it hadn’t mattered, though. He’d reveled seeing knights, longed to be like them.
He paused, watching the shadow of a dark alleyway. That's where he would have stood. Would he have wished for it if he had known the toll? Had he known the secrets sooner, what might have changed?
Nothing, he decided. No. Regardless of what he had gone through, the pain of reaching this point had been worth it. If he had been faced with the truth of that decision, the idea of the losses he would suffer all those years ago, he still would have left. Because life here, the lie that he’d been raised in, had never been meant to last. He’d never realized then that the man raising him wasn’t his father, but his prison keeper. Marl had shown him so much hatred, so much contempt. At the time, he’d wanted to make Marl proud enough to love him. Now, though, he knew better. Knew Marl never would have cared, that Marl only kept him alive to keep Ross in check and… and because of Leodin.
That had been the other truth told in the summer. Far away, in the island lands of Cale, Will had come face to face with the scarred teenager who looked so like Marl. He had refused to tell Will who he was, even after saving Will’s life twice. And so it was that only later Will had understood who he was and the significance of him being alive. Leodin was supposed to be dead, leaving Will as Marl’s only potential heir. But Marl had faked his son’s death, selling him to slave traders in order to ensure he didn’t continue training as the Ranger’s squire. Once Tollien had discovered that Marl had lied to him, he’d been furious and ordered Leodin found.
But Tollien wasn’t the only one searching out Marl’s son.
Will’s chest tightened with fear as he thought of the months that had passed since he’d last seen the Ranger of Kings. Almost as soon as they’d returned safely to Alamore, the Ranger had vanished and Will knew why. He was in a race against Thornten, seeing who might find Leodin first.
Ahead, the sign of The Dancing Stag swayed gently in the wind—the silver stag emblem with the mandolin tangled in his antlers. Will steered Denra toward it, patting the old warhorse’s neck. The quiet morning was peaceful, and the ride had raised his spirits. He swung from the saddle and led Denra the final few steps to the hitching rail outside the tavern. Denra sighed, lowering his head and closing his eyelids, resigned to a long wait from years of returning to the tavern with Richard.
“Don’t get too comfortable, mate,” Will muttered, patting the chestnut neck. “I’m just the messenger today. Give it a few minutes and we’ll be riding right back.” He glanced at the sky, the clouds gathering to chase away the hope of spring morning. “Before that blows in, I hope.”
It was as he was preparing to step away, toward the stairs of the tavern, that the hair on the back of Will’s neck rose. A cold sense of being watched sent needles through his skin and he turned, glancing both ways down the street. Only the shop owners moved, none so much as noticing the boy and his horse. Still, the feeling of being observed pressed against him. Unbidden, Will found his eyes drawn to the alleyway across the main street, the path he has taken countless times when going to and from home. It was shrouded in darkness still, shadows stretching between the buildings. Could someone be there? Watching him now, perhaps?
Knock it off, you’re being paranoid, Will thought firmly. If it was a person, he’d see movement or something. If they meant him harm, wouldn’t now be the chance to strike? He was alone, after all. He was only armed with the long-bladed dagger that all younger Alamore squires carried. Anryn wasn’t expecting him. No one here to save him or even notice if he vanished.
It was probably a cat or a stray dog watching him. That was it. He was only being jumpy because of the past, because of all that happened over the summer.
A shift in the darkness of the alleyway jerked Will from his thoughts. Instinctively, his hand flew to the dagger hilt on his side and his muscles tightened. Heart slamming, he stared at the place where he had been sure he had seen movement. Nothing stirred, but he waited. Some part of him was certain that, if he stepped forward, he’d see someone standing there. Hand tightening on the dagger, he took a tentative step…
“Oi, you there, lad!”
Will spun in surprise, slipping on the ice and grabbing the saddle of Richard’s horse to keep from crashing to the cobbles.
The woman on the steps of the tavern planted her hands on her hips, brows raised. Strands of her greying auburn hair were falling free of the knot piled atop her head, cascading past her laughing eyes. She barely managed to suppress a smile.
“A tad jumpy, are we?”
“Just a bit,” Will admitted sheepishly. He released the saddle, wiping his sweaty palm on his tunic. Unable to resist, he glanced back toward the alley. Nothing moved, the still absolute. It had to be a cat or his imagination. Either way, not a threat.
“I take it that Richard’s leg got the better of him, then?” Anryn asked, stepping aside to hold the door.
He nodded and started up the steps with a grimace. “I’m afraid so.”
Anryn sighed, her face strained, and shook her head. “It’s about time he step back from being a knight, I think. But I get the sense he feels he needs to train that Lonric girl, Wren, ‘til she gets a knight of her own. Bless him, he’s determined she’s going to catch up with you lads and Eldin before he goes.”
Will nodded. Wren was Rowan’s younger sister who, through their elaborate escape plan the year before, had managed to come to Alamore and join as the second girl squire. Since then, Richard had taken her under his wing for most lessons, though it was widely known he refused to take on a squire after the events of the summer before.
“Well, she’s catching up fast with his tutoring.” Will grinned. “So, he’ll be able to retire in no time, I’m sure.”
Anryn smiled. “So I’ve heard. You best come in, I’ll make tea. It’s bitter out here.”
Will slipped past her into the dim quiet of the tavern, reaching into his pocket for Richard’s note as he did so. The inside of the tavern was still, the surfaces gleaming from a fresh coat of wax, the fireplace crackling and a few lanterns casting their own faint glow to the early morning.
Anryn accepted the note, folding it delicately into her palm and sighing again. “Why don’t you just take a seat anywhere you’d like? Get comfortable and I’ll see what he’s got to say. Then I’ll grab us a cupper, shall I?”
“That’d be great. Thank you,” Will said, pulling out a chair at the nearest table and dropping into it. Through the window, Denra was already asleep, head and lip lolling. Will shivered, snow melting from his shoulders and hair, pooling on the ground around his boots. The idea of leaving the warmth of the tavern to return to the castle wasn’t nearly as tantalizing as the prospect of riding out of the gates. Even so, he felt a sense of relief at this small escape. He’d needed this, the opportunity to ride somewhere other than the fenced and walled safety of the jousting arena. Haru had been volunteering for Eastern patrol with alarming regularity, leaving Will behind as the King’s order for squires to avoid the East was still in place.
“Someone has to do it,” Haru had said, shrugging, when Will called him out for it the week before. “So, I figure I’ll ride enough to make up for me and Richard. It’s the least I could do, considering how much he taught me. And when I’m out, he can help you with studies that he’s working with Wren on.”
The excuse didn’t fool him. No. Will knew better. Haru was riding east as another reason not to take Will. It would look strange, draw too much attention, if Haru rode the western patrol and refused to let Will. Especially when all the other squires over fourteen were allowed to ride to the western forest. Will might have argued more, but, thinking of the string of borrowed horses he’d been riding, he couldn’t help but grudgingly agree that Haru was right not to let him out. Some of the horses were too slow to outrun a passing leaf on the breeze, let alone an enemy attack. Others of the horses were iron-mouthed and iron-willed enough that it took all his concentration to manage even the shortest rides on them.
It was probably that reason, too, that none of the other knights offered to bring Will along. Though Will had hoped that Ross would offer to take him when he took Colin. But Ross seemed to be stepping carefully in Haru’s company. Again, for the better, Will thought. Haru hadn’t taken the news well that Ross was Will’s father and had taken so long to tell him the truth. When Will had told him everything, he’d been ready to fight Ross—something Will definitely wanted to avoid, and not just because Ross was the best swordsman.
The returning footfalls of Anryn yanked Will from his musings and he twisted in his seat to see her returning, a cup of tea in either hand, the fold of her skirt tucked under one elbow to keep it from tangling around her ankles.
She placed one of the cups in front of Will.
“Thank you, Anryn,” Will said, wrapping his hands round the mug. The heat leached through his skin, stinging and welcoming.
“No need to thank me, Will,” Anryn said, lowering herself into the seat across from his with the other cup cradled between her hands. “Least I could do, considering you brought me Richard’s note. He knows I’d have worried if he didn’t show up when he planned.” Her eyes flitted to the nearest window, her lips pressing thin. “I was hoping we might see the first of spring starting, not the last of winter trying to make an appearance again. Getting late enough in the year I’d hoped we were done with snow.” She smoothed her pocket where she’d placed the note, a forlorn expression on her face. “For Richard’s sake, I hope this is it though. He doesn’t say much, but the cold is making that leg even more painful. Thank Alamore for that Kelkorian girl. Without her, I’m certain he’d have lost his leg or, more likely still, his life. She’s bright, that squire.”
“Yes, she is,” Will agreed. He took a sip of the tea, the hot liquid scalding his mouth and making his eyes water. He lowered the cup, trying his best to keep his expression unbothered. “Eldin is one of the smartest squires in terms of practicality. She knows more about medicine than some of the knights.”
Anryn snorted. “Not a high hurdle, considering some of the knights don’t know enough to cure a cold. But, speaking of colds and knights who ought to know better, how’s Haru? He hasn’t been here in weeks now, not since he was bellyaching that he had that awful sore throat. He’s like an overgrown child at times, I swear.”
“Better,” Will assured her. He took another sip, braced this time.
Anryn’s eyes sparkled. “And has his so-called ‘just a friend’ been to visit from Finnwick of late?”
Will lowered his cup, not managing to keep his smirk in check. “Not recently, but she did send him some medicine for his cold. I’m pretty sure it worked before he even used it.”
Laughing, Anryn shook her head. “I imagine it did do miracles. Haru promised to let me know next time she’s around so I can meet her, but I think he’s worried I’ll embarrass him.”
“He shouldn’t worry about that,” Will said, shrugging. “My friend, Rowan, he’s already done that enough for everyone.”
Anryn leaned back in her seat. “Well, it’s good for Haru. He needs a chance to lighten up. After last summer, he’s seen too much.” Her face shadowed. “You both have. Ages a soul to see the cruelty of man too often. Makes us forget, at times, that there is good, too.”
Will suppressed a shiver. “All of us saw too much.” His eyes drifted back to the horse outside, lounging with one leg relaxed. A few city children had emerged to stare at Denra in something close to wonderment.
“I’m glad Richard talked him into letting you come down, Will,” Anryn said, reaching across the table to squeeze Will’s arm briefly, and Will turned back to her kind gaze. Anryn straightened and pulled her hand back to her cup, giving Will a knowing look. “Haru needs to trust that things won’t always go wrong. What happened to you scared him, you know. He might have family by blood, but I truly think you’re the closest thing to a brother he has ever known.”
Will nodded, not sure what to say. To fill the silence, he took too large a swallow. The tea scorched through his body and made his eyes sting with tears.
“But, that being said, I’m still surprised he didn’t come down with you,” Anryn said, and Will was relieved that her voice had returned to its usual brisk and business-like tone.
“He couldn’t, or I bet he would have,” Will said, lowering his nearly empty cup. “He’s on the eastern patrol again.”
Anryn nodded with a knowing expression. “And I am betting you’re supposed to get back before him, to keep him from worrying?”
Will grimaced. “I think he’ll kick in the door here in if he doesn’t see me at the castle within seconds of him getting back.”
Anryn raised an eyebrow. “I’d like to see anyone try that, even Haru knows better. If he breaks the door here, he’ll be working for me, not the King, till it’s paid off and fine.”
A vivid memory of hiding in the shelter under the tavern floor and hearing Anryn throw glass bottles of liquor at the people hunting him and Haru crossed Will’s mind. Laughing, he shrugged. “That’s true.”
The door opened, a girl slipping through and shaking snow from her curls of auburn hair. She paused, a flush rising up her face at the sight of Anryn and Will. “Oh, I’m sorry, An. I thought I’d come in early, check if things needed stocked before the snow starts. I can come back in a bit if—”
“No, Brenna, that’s not necessary,” Anryn assured. She waved to the girl, nodding at the door that she’d vanished through before. “You start putting together what we need to get. I’ll join you shortly. Will here has to get back to the castle before too long as it is. And, before you ask, he was sent to send a message for Richard, not to try to steal me away.”
Will felt his face burn hot and dropped his gaze to the cup in his hand. The girl laughed, and Will glanced up at her again. Her hazel eyes danced with humor. “Thank you for clarifying that, An, I was worried.”
“I knew you would be,” Anryn replied sweetly. She turned back to Will, seeming not to notice the embarrassment staining his face. “Well, I won’t keep you too long, I promise. You finish your tea, alright? I’ve got to get my girl started on work and I’ll write Richard back if you can wait a moment.”
“I can do that,” Will promised. Anryn rose again, striding across the tavern. She paused by the girl, giving her a half hug before they both vanished through the door Will knew led to her study and stores.
Once they’d gone, he shook himself, turning his attention to his tea again. He couldn’t understand why he felt so embarrassed and warm just from the smile of a stranger. Girls. It made no sense. He finished the tea, screwing up his eyes at the bitter flavor of the burning substance at the bottom of his cup, and pushed himself to his feet.
Outside the window, the bravest of the children had inched close enough to pet Denra’s nose. The horse snorted, and the children scattered with yelps of fear. The warhorse didn’t bother opening his eyes at the noise. Will grinned, shaking his head and watching the children regroup for a fresh approach with wide eyes and timid movements.
“They always love when Richard rides down here,” Anryn commented, reemerging with a folded and sealed parchment in one hand. She smiled through the window, her eyes distant with years of memories. “He keeps saying that, once he retires, he fully intends to retire that horse and give rides to the children in this city. It’d be good for them, too. Good to build those dreams.” The distant look held Anryn’s gaze and Will waited, not sure what to say. At last, she sighed and held out the letter. “Now, if you don’t mind taking this back to Richard, I’d be grateful. I just need him to know all’s well here—he worries, especially with Henry and his wife being away to visit their daughter. I told him Brenna’s around today, that things will be fine, and the such. But I manage fine on my own. I can take care of myself. I’ve let him know that again too, so don’t lose this letter.”
Will stifled a laugh. “I’ve seen that side.”
Anryn shook a finger at him, though her eyes sparkled with humor. “And don’t you be forgetting it, lad, when you and your friends start sneaking out of the castle and causing mayhem in my tavern.”
“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that,” Will assured, tucking the letter away in his cloak. “Mayhem isn’t really my style.”
Anryn snorted. “You’re a bad liar, lad. I know the likes of who you hang out with—bold to claim you don’t like mayhem and then turn around and spend your days in the company of Master Rowan. That boy is bedlam.”
Will chuckled. “So, I’m guilty by association?”
“You’re guilty all on your own. You are the one who chooses to be friends with trouble,” Anryn contradicted, her lips twitching into a smile. “Now, you best run along before Haru does come stomping down here in a fluster. Thank you again, Will, for bringing me my Richard’s letter. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome,” Will said, bowing his head. “Thanks for the tea.”
The children jumped and scattered in alarm when Will stepped from the tavern, their eyes widening in awe as they took in the simple Alamore crest on the left side of his chest. He reached for Denra’s reins, feeling their watchful eyes, and sighed. He turned to the nearest child, a round-faced boy with a tangle of unruly black curls.
“Well, are you going to come pet the horse or not?”
The boy’s face turned bright red at being addressed and he stammered, glancing at his friends who’d drawn back. “I-I, I didn’t mean to be staring, Sir.”
Will raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t say you were. But if you want to pet a warhorse, you better get over here.”
The boy inched forward, running a hand over Denra’s thick winter coat, his face elated. His small act of courage seemed to spur the others, who swarmed around the horse. For the first time that day, Will was glad that the chestnut wasn’t like his own fiery red bay had been. Visra might have murdered every person around him, but Denra lowered his head with a relaxed expression, letting small hands run over his face, his ears, braid his mane, and pat his sides. Will couldn’t hide his smile at their obvious enjoyment.
“Has this horse really seen war?” one of the girls asked, her fingers nimbly platting Denra’s forelock.
Will nodded. “He has. He belongs to a knight in Alamore.”
“He’s Richard’s horse, right?” an older boy piped in. “The one he brings down when he comes to The Stag?”
“Yes, he is.”
The girl let the braid fall from her hand, frowning. “Then why are you riding him? Do you have a horse?”
The pang struck Will’s chest, but he forced a stiff smile. “Not anymore. He didn’t make it out of our last battle.”
A groan and noises of sadness rose from the group, even as their expressions conveyed amazement that he’d seen battle. Will quickly changed the subject, instead recounting some of the battles he’d seen Richard use Denra in. He was rescued before too long, though, by the appearance of a haggard-looking young woman with a baby balanced on one hip.
“Your parents are going to flay us all if you don’t get back in the house,” she called, shaking her head. “Catch a cold and then where will we be?”
Will straightened, reddening slightly at her disapproving look. Something in her face made him feel like he was one of the children being reprimanded. He waved goodbyes to the children, grinning at the girl hurrying over one last time to tie the braid in Denra’s forelock with her own hair ribbon before allowing their caretaker to chivvy them back to the house.
“There, I got tea, you got spoiled. Not bad for a day’s work, is it?” Will asked, patting Denra’s neck as he slipped a foot into the stirrup. Denra snorted, shaking his head and freeing several large flakes of still falling snow from his mane.
It wasn’t until Will had pulled himself into the saddle, straightening and gathering his reins, that he felt again the creeping sense of being watched. Twisted in his saddle, his eyes fell again on the alleyway. Cold crawled across his skin, sending shivers through every nerve. Was someone there? Waiting just beyond the edge of his sight?
“Come on, Den,” Will muttered, turning the horse away from The Dancing Stag. “Let’s get back.”
The sun battled against the gathering storm above, its light dissipated in the sheen of white-grey clouds. Riding back through the high street was trickier than it had been earlier, with vendors setting up the last of their wares outside and the earliest shoppers appearing to buy their goods before the busiest market hours. Will wove between people but barely noticed. His senses were keened behind him. He couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that he was still being watched. But no matter how many times he turned in the saddle, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. Paranoid, he told himself again. You’re being paranoid.
Even so, once on the outer edge of the city, where the crowds thinned, Will pressed his calves against Denra’s sides. The chestnut obeyed easily, pushing into a smooth and collected trot. Relieved to be moving faster now, Will tipped his face against the thickening drive of snow and leaned forward. Perhaps it was better that he’d had less time outside the wall if, on the first occasion to escape, he was going to feel this uneasy. Being locked in the castle had frayed his nerves more than he’d noticed before.
With a little more encouragement, Denra flowed into a canter. His hooves shuddered over the path, muffled by the frozen clutch of winter on the earth. The sooner he reached the top of the rise, the sooner he would be in sight of the castle. That would help. He’d feel the comfort of knowing he was near, knowing that the guards on the wall would see him.
The snow, however, was falling thick and fast now, making it harder to see more than several horse lengths ahead. He had to squint to keep it from his eyes, to focus on the path stretching almost invisibly away from he and the horse. Cresting the hill, Will’s stomach dropped.
Ahead, the castle was a ghostly sight of dark stone, almost impossible to see through the snow, a looming shadow. But it wasn’t the sight of Alamore that was sending familiar claws of fear across his skin. He pulled Denra to a halt, heart slamming in his throat, and stared at the three cloaked and hooded riders who barred the way, waiting between him and the walls of Alamore.




CHAPTER TWO

 
Denra tossed his head and snorted, prancing in place uneasily. Years of training, of battle, had taken hold in the tension that crackled between the strangers and Will.
Will tightened his reins, mind racing. His eyes darted between each of the riders. It was too late to turn and hide. None had drawn weapons, but he could see the swords on their saddles. All three were watching him, silent. If not for the breath rising in clouds from their mounts, the movement of their green cloaks, they might have been carved in stone.
After several agonizing moments, Will forced his shoulders to slacken. They hadn’t moved. Maybe they were lost in the snow, unwilling to divert from the path and risk stumbling into the unknown. Their presence didn’t mean anything. Hoods weren’t ominous, they were common sense in this weather. That thought made him realize just how cold his own uncovered face was. See? He told himself firmly. They’re probably staring at you because you look like an idiot riding through the freezing morning without a hood. That’s how people die, they get sick.
Clearing his throat, he nodded toward the riders. He raised his voice over the hiss of snow and wind: “Hello there. Do you need help? Are you lost? If you’re looking for the city, it’s straight ahead. The road isn’t completely covered with snow yet and you can see it if you get to where I’m at.” He hesitated. None of them answered, and he continued, more to break the uncomfortable silence than anything else. “I just came from there. You could follow my tracks, you know. It’ll bring you straight to the main road.”
The center rider shook his head, loosening his reins so the grey horse stepped forward several strides. That single movement was enough to fracture the still of the others who shifted, moving to rest hands on their swords. Will tensed, his own hands tightening on his reins. If this was Thornten… he glanced over his shoulder again. Denra wasn’t going to win a race, but the city wasn’t too far…
“We’re not lost, no.” The hoarse rasp of the man’s voice made Will turn back to the rider on his grey steed. The man was nearer now, easier to see through the blowing snow. His green cloak writhed like a living being, whispering a snapping in the driving wind. Beneath the hood, it was just possible to see the hooked shape of his nose and the tangle of his dark beard.
Misgiving crawled across Will’s skin and he fought to keep his expression calm, polite. Alright, they weren’t lost. That didn’t mean anything. “Then, is it okay if I get by? I’ve got to get back to the castle.”
Again, the rider shook his head slowly, his hand sliding from his reins to his side. His fingers were scarred, the skin weathered from sun and ice, as they closed over his sword’s handle. “I’m afraid we can’t do that. You see, there is someone who needs a word with you and he’s asked we retrieve you.”
Will’s own hand mirrored the movement from instinct, reaching to rest on the dagger clasped to his belt. The slamming of his heart echoed in his ears, fear shivering through him with more bite than the driving snow. Tollien. It had to be Tollien who had sent these riders, Tollien’s latest attempt to capture him, to kill him. And suddenly anger flared through the fear, flames of it rising in his chest.
Snorting, Will shook his head. “Yeah, well, I hate to disappoint but I’m not going. Go ahead and tell Tollien he can shove his request, won’t you?”
The man chuckled, surprising Will. Denra moved restlessly again, stamping one massive hoof in the snow and tossing his head. It seemed the laughter had given him the same uneasy feel it’d given Will.
The man shook his head, still smiling. “Aye. If I should ever get the pleasure of his company, I’ll be sure to pass along the message. But it’s not Tollien who’s needing a word. We aren’t wanting you injured or killed, we’re only wanting you to understand. We have a proposition that we feel could be in your best interest.”
Will frowned. Something in the man’s voice held spite. It made Will think that the man really did feel the same way about Tollien that he did. So, was this stranger telling the truth then? It wasn’t Tollien? Marl perhaps?
It doesn’t matter, because I’m not going, Will thought furiously. It had to be a ploy. An attempt to get him off his guard.
He shrugged, shaking with the anger that burned still hotter, chasing the cold from his face. “Great, you do that. Thanks a bunch, but I really am not riding anywhere with you. Go ahead and tell your leader, or whoever it is, to write whatever he wants to say down and send it in a letter to the castle. Maybe then we can schedule a time to meet at The Dancing Stag or something more pleasant than following strangers through the snow, eh?”
The rider nodded again, thoughtful and deliberate. When he spoke, his rasping voice weighed each word. “If that is your final decision, I beg you accept my apologies, William, for the way you are about to be treated. But I did try.”
The other two riders were stepping forward. Will dug both heels into Denra’s sides, tightening his reins to drive the horse into a low rear. Denra struck forward, ears flattened to his neck, before landing again with a roaring challenge at the other horses. But the two riders didn’t seem dissuaded. They had drawn their swords; the blades shining as they reflected the gleaming white snow. They paused on either side of the first rider, silent sentries awaking orders. The rider on the grey, the one who had been speaking, raised one hand in the air and made a quick circle movement. Will stared, bewildered. What was the point of a hand motion when both riders were here, listening to him?
Too late, he realized the motion wasn’t for the riders. He glimpsed the shadows shift between the thickening snow and turned Denra on the spot. Figures were rising from the valley, draped in shadows and snow, their green cloaks billowing around them, bows drawn in unwavering hands. He was surrounded, Will realized. Surrounded and each of those arrows was trained, not on him, but on the horse who pranced beneath him, eager for battle.
A few of Eldin’s favorite Kelkorian words came to mind.
“Now, I ask one more time that you ride with us quietly. All we need is for you to cooperate and no one need be injured,” the bearded man called. Will turned back to him, frustration mounting. The apparent leader of this group seemed unphased, his tone calm, as he settled his hand back to the front of the saddle again and continued: “Should you decide to fight, we will be forced to bring you in by whatever means we deem most suitable so long as you’re alive. I can assure you, we would rather not come down to violence. You need not fear us, we ask only for you to hear what needs said and then we will let you leave.”
“Right, seems really likely,” Will said, distracted. His eyes darted around the archers again, desperate for some weak point. None showed itself. Instead, his eyes could only catch on the arrows. Each pointed at Denra, the chestnut horse who was stamping his feet in anticipation of a fight to come. Will’s heart tightened at thoughts of Visra. Denra didn’t have Visra’s fire, perhaps, but he would die for his rider. He, though, knew better. Knew he couldn’t ask that of the old chestnut horse. Swallowing hard, he nodded, turning his eyes back to the bearded man on his grey horse. “If I go with you, I get to ride the horse, right? No one will take him?”
“No one will so much as consider it. All you need do is hear what has to be said and then go back to Alamore, go back, and consider what we’ve asked. That is it.”
That was it? Right. He seriously doubted that was all they wanted. He bit back the sarcastic retort he longed to throw. If that was it, there wouldn’t be a need for so many arrows pointing at the horse he was on, or the need for blades. If they just wanted to talk, they would have done so. His eyes drifted toward the dark haze of forest, muted by snow. Haru would be riding out of that forest soon. The patrol should be returning. If they saw him…
The thought of the archers appearing as if from nowhere made Will’s blood run cold. They would so easily strike. If Haru saw him now, there wouldn’t be logic. He knew his knight would charge into the battle with full intent to save him. How long would it take for Haru to be killed then? Struck down by these archers who appeared nearly to be phantoms? The idea made his stomach churn. No. Waiting here was far from the answer. They needed to move, now, before Haru and the patrol returned.
“Fine.” Will loosened Denra’s reins, willing the horse to settle. He did so only grudgingly, still ringing his tail and managing a few more steps of his stationary prance. “Then lead the way so we can get this over with.”
The man relaxed in his saddle. Another movement of his hand and the archers lowered their bows. Will waited, wanting to be sick. How had they found him? Known he would be here? There hadn’t been any planning ahead of time, no word could have slipped from the castle that he was going to be leaving.
They had to have seen me, recognized me, Will realized. He thought again of the hood, lying uselessly over his shoulders. How stupid he had been not to just have pulled it over his face, to hide as much as he could have? All of this might have been avoided with the simple movement.
“You’re a wise lad, William of Alamore,” the rider called hoarsely. “I hope you’ll continue to use that sense and mercy of others when you hear what we have to say. You could save people, save many of them, should you so be inclined.”
Will raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, I’m sure mercy is exactly your talking point.”
“We are not cruel. We are only trying to do what is best for the common of Alamore rather than the few among nobles. You’ll understand our urgency,” the man said. “Once you do, you’ll know more than the life of a horse is at stake. Now, pass me your reins. We shall lead you but you will need blindfolded.”
Will’s muscles went rigid at the sight of the rider pulling a rag from his pocket.
“What happened to I’d be allowed to ride away afterwards?” Will shot back, eyeing the blindfold.
The rider shook his head, seeming unconcerned with Will’s sharp tone. “We cannot risk you bringing harm upon us all if you do not agree with what we must say. But on my word, you will be returned to the castle.”
“I notice you’re not saying if I’ll be returned alive or in pieces,” Will argued. Part of him still hoped for something to break, some chance to escape.
The man shook his head again. “I assure you that murdering you isn’t our intention. We know you will likely need time to consider the proposal we offer. We need only hide the route to and from where we are going.” He reached toward Will, leaning from his saddle, the rag waving in the wind as he held it out. “Now, either you can bind it or I can. I leave you that choice.”
Will shook his head, snorting. “I’ll put it on myself, thanks.”
The rider grunted and nodded. “Very well. Pass me your reins and take this, we’ll trade.”
Will’s fingers tightened reflexively on the leather of the reins but, around him, the archers stood ready to draw their bows once more. Hating the man in the hood and the sense of defeat steeling through him, Will reached forward, fist balled tightly on the reins.
Something burst through the air before them. Bright gold and burning, it struck the snow between Will and the rider. The grey horse reared back in alarm, almost off-seating the bearded man. Will pulled Denra backwards, starting at the arrow as it struck the snow, hissing to nothing as the flame consuming it was swallowed by the cold. Will whipped around, pulling Denra with him as the second burning arrow planted itself where Will and the horse had been moments before.
Swearing, the bearded rider turned, hood flying from his face. The brown eyes narrowed in a weathered face, his greying hair falling across his heavy brows as he searched through the snow. He snarled something Will didn’t catch under his breath and lifted a hand high, making a quick movement toward the archers.
“Archers, shoot to kill. It’s him!”
Him? Will’s heart leapt. Excitement and jubilation slammed into his heart’s next beat.
There was only one person he could think of that might cause the ripple of fury and fear that ran through the hooded figures. This was it, then. This was the rescue! The Ranger of Kings had come, once more, to his aid. Another flash of flame and the sight of the next fiery arrow flying toward him, however, extinguished that thought. He was forced to duck, turning Denra again with a plummeting in his stomach.
No. Not the Ranger. Whoever was firing arrows wasn’t aiming at the riders or the other archers. They were aiming at Will himself.
Will yanked the reins with too much force to make Denra dance away from the rain of flames that fell with the next arrow. The horse wheeled, rising high on two legs and striking out. The archers around the circle didn’t seem to notice, however. They had spun away from Will and were pointing their bows in the direction that the flaming arrows had come from.
The next arrow struck the ground between Will and the leader again, flying near enough to Will that he felt the heat momentarily rush across his face before it was swallowed by snow.
“Kill him,” the bearded man roared, fighting to contain his grey mount as it plunged, desperate to escape the falling arrows, eyes rolling in fear. “Kill the traitor!”
It was disconcerting how easily the archers melted into shadow and snow once more, now intent on their new target. They faded again, invisible and yet deadly. But there were other concerns. The arrows were still raining now, one after another, each nearly striking him and Denra, creating a wall between him and the three riders.
Will’s eyes darted through the snow, trying to find this new threat. It seemed impossible, the arrows raining from new directions each time. He gritted his teeth, turning to the three riders once more. They were distracted. One flaming arrow had caught on the green hem of the bearded man’s cloak. This was it, he realized. If he stayed here, he was either dead or captured. If he ran now… well, it didn’t seem real likely he’d get the chance again.
“Go, Den,” Will yelled, loosening the reins.
The horse needed no encouragement. Denra launched forward, twisting away from the riders still blocking the road toward the castle and charging back the way they had come from. The roar of fury at Will’s back made him duck down, closer to Denra’s neck, almost shutting his eyes against the lash of snow and mane that abused his face. He could sense rather than hear the pursuit at his back. The riders’ surprise of the arrows had faded or, perhaps, the archers in the snow had found their target and dispatched this new attacker.
Denra’s hooves slithered on the ice, and Will’s stomach twisted in knots. If they both fell at this speed, he doubted either he or Denra would survive. Lifting his face to squint ahead, Will’s heart rose. The city, dark shapes and wisps of smoke against the snow, sprawled beneath them at the base of the hill. If he could make it back into the streets, he could lose these riders. There, he had the advantage. Those streets, their twisting paths, the maze of the city, were the first memories of home. He had been raised in those alleyways. He knew them like the back of his hand.
A shout behind him made him twist to look back over his shoulder. The three horses were cresting the hill behind him, their cloaked riders urging them on with voice and spurs. Will turned forward again, a new fear gripping him. Denra wasn’t built for speed. With his heavy bones and thick muscling, the horse was born and bred for charging into battle rather than fleeing the fight. The three horses at his back were covering the ground with alarming speed, flying in the spray of snow. They were gaining too quickly.
“Come on, please, Den,” Will hissed, pressing himself against the horse’s neck once more.
Denra grunted, stretching further forward with a small spurt of speed, his breath clouding the air before them. It wasn’t enough, though, the difference barely noticeable. Galloping flat out and low to the earth, hooves sending snow into the air, Richard’s horse was thundering with every last bit of strength he had and Will knew it wouldn’t be adequate. Will could hear them now, the riders approaching, their horses’ muffled hooves a growl on the wind. The city ahead seemed an impossible distance, mocking his attempts to reach it. So near and yet too far.
Will gritted his teeth. They couldn’t make it, wouldn’t make it. No. If he was going to escape, it wouldn’t be from running. The realization of what he had to do struck him with the force of an iron fist.
He straightened, pulling Denra up short and wheeling round. Denra, his sides heaving with icy breaths, reared again and Will reached for the dagger on his side. The riders were nearly upon him now, swords drawn, rushing down the hill. If they reached him at the gallop, it wasn’t him they’d strike at. They’d already made it clear they, whoever they were, needed him alive.
No. It was Denra they would aim to kill.
Cold realization burned over Will’s skin as he suddenly understood. There was nothing else for it. If he was to keep Denra safe, keep him alive, there was only one thing for it. He let his hand fall from the dagger, tried to ignore the voice screaming in his mind to fight, to flee, to do anything else, but there was nothing else for it. Denra stamped his feet, twisting in confusion as the squire shook his foot free of the iron.
“Go back to Alamore, Denra,” Will said firmly. “You go back and they’ll send someone looking for me, alright? They’ll know something happened. You go back.”
The horse snorted, arching his neck, seeming to challenge the fight. He seemed to be telling Will not to leave, that they could fight. It sent a pang through Will’s heart.
“You’re going back,” Will whispered again. “You have to.” He lifted himself, pulling his leg free of the saddle. He was almost out of the saddle when something large rushed toward him, not from the riders, but the wall of falling snow at his side.
He twisted in surprise, hanging onto Denra’s saddle with one hand, as an iron fist closed over the back of his tunic and shoved him, hard, against Denra. Gasping, eyes watering, Will turned his head to see the newcomer beside him on a white horse. He wasn’t looking at Will from beneath the hood of his blue cloak, but watching the riders descending toward them. With one hand, he still braced Will to keep him from dismounting off of Denra while, with the other, he raised a bow, watching the riders as though taking aim.
“In the saddle, now,” the newcomer ordered.
Will blinked, bewildered. “Who the—”
The rider shoved him in the back again, snarling. “Use your head, get in the saddle, and go.”
Senses catching up despite his absolute bewilderment, Will obeyed. He swung his leg over Denra’s side again. The rider of the white horse nodded curtly, riding forward to place his horse between Will and the nearing attackers.
Deep blue cloak rippling in the wind, the rider pulled his hand away from Will’s back. He grabbed the fletching of an arrow from the quiver beside his knee and raised it to his bow. The arrow flew toward the charging figures. The middle rider had to twist his horse, nearly colliding with his fellows, to avoid the bolt slicing into his horse’s throat.
Will stared, momentarily dumbfounded by the ease of the archer’s attack.
The rider turned in his saddle, face shrouded in the hood of his cloak, and bared his teeth at Will in a snarl.
“Are you an idiot? This is your chance! Get riding, now!”
He wheeled away from Will, firing another arrow toward the descending riders. It struck one man in the shoulder, the cloaked figure jerking backwards to fall from his saddle and into the snow.
“Oh, right!” Will didn’t wait to be told again.
Denra was already spinning away, fighting to continue their flight down the hill. How much time had the rider bought them? An extra few strides? Enough time to reach the city? Will twisted to glance back. The two green-cloaked riders had nearly reached his blue-cloaked rescuer now. They made to pass him but the man on the white horse charged toward them, slamming his horse into the grey. Will turned away, urging Denra on. They might have enough time now. If they could just reach the streets…
The cobbles hissed and slithered under Denra’s feet, slick with ice. Will pulled up on the horse’s reins to keep him from crashing through a cart piled high with firewood. He ignored the string of obscenities thrown at him by the startled man who had been pushing it.
Turning Denra up the nearest side street, Will wove the horse between shops and houses, slowing to a trot as they were cast into the shadows of narrower alleyways. A hiding place. He needed a place they could escape, become invisible. He steered Denra toward the edge of the city, where the houses became darker, some with shattered windows, and the storefronts turned bleak or boarded.
They passed several collapsed homes before Will spotted what he’d been looking for. An old wagon shop, the sign of a wheel and hammer hanging sideways from one rusted chain, the roof long in need of repair, with holes showing beneath the snow. At the door of the crumbling building, Will slipped from the saddle and led Denra across the threshold.
Above, rafters and patches of open sky made a spiderweb of light across the snow-dusted floor. Panting, Will stopped and leaned against an old and decayed wagon left to rot on its broken axle, ears keened for any noise. They were several streets away from the main road now, but he could still hear the faint hum of voices and even thought he could make out the ranting of the man with his cart. Nothing else moved, though. The streets around them seemed empty, too cold to venture out.
Will let out a long cloud of breath, patting Denra’s sweat-soaked neck as the horse lowered his head to Will’s side. “Well done, old boy.” He stifled a relieved laugh, shaking his head. “I thought we’d had it.”
Denra snorted, shaking his head with a jangle of tack, sweat dripping from the damp fur above his eyes. Steam rose from the animal’s heaving sides, twisting in pale spirals through the air.
Will grimaced in apology. “That was probably more than you’ve had to do in a minute. Sorry, Den. But you did so well.”
Will draped an arm over the horse’s neck, absentmindedly rubbing beneath the horse’s bridle. He frowned at the door, listening and watching even as his mind reeled. Who had those riders in the green cloaks been? Something about them was familiar but, with the rush of adrenaline, he couldn’t place it. Where had he seen them?
And what of the other rider? The one on the white horse? He’d saved Will’s life, whoever he was. Will’s chest constricted. Had he made it out of there alive, or was he dead now because of Will? He should have stayed, should have helped…
Without the rush and peril of the escape, cold was leaching back through Will’s body, biting into his bones. He shifted, pulling himself nearer to Denra for warmth. Now that he’d made it away, there was the other problem. The issue of getting back to Alamore without being captured by whoever these riders were.
He grimaced, running a hand through his hair as he pictured the expression on Haru’s face when he returned to find Will wasn’t back yet. Maybe he would think Will was at The Dancing Stag? That he’d stayed to wait out the snow? And what if Haru made his way straight there? He’d find the arrows in the path and then he’d know something was wrong.
Will groaned. This was supposed to be a simple ride, something to gain more freedom. Instead, it had turned into the complete mayhem of being pursued and hunted.
“Excellent,” Will grumbled aloud, glad of a reason to break the deafening silence of the desolate building around him. “Haru’s going to kill me, you know that, don’t you, Denra? Guess I should have let those buggers catch me and do it themselves, save Haru the bother.”
The horse’s only response was to snort and readjust to relax a back leg, eyes half closed, his lower lip lolling loosely as he settled for sleep.
But the chuckled answer from the shadows at the edge of the abandoned building made Will’s blood run cold. He pulled away from Denra, drawing his dagger, braced for the attack as his eyes strained to make out the figure stepping from the gloom.
“Unfortunately, Will, I think they value you alive a little too much to bother killing you. At least, not just yet,” the voice purred from the dark. “Myself, on the other hand—I think they’ll be quite upset that I’m not dead. That you got away before they had the opportunity to speak with you, though, will be much more disappointing than my refusal to be murdered.”
Will waited, heart slamming somewhere in his throat, eyes fixed on the place from which the voice had spoken. There was something vaguely familiar about the tone, and yet he was sure he’d never heard that voice before, at least not before today.
“Who are you?” Will growled, dagger still raised. “Why were you there with them?”
The man chuckled again. “Didn’t I just say they wanted me dead? No, I’m the reason you’re not captured by our little band of friends back there. That’s all you need know.”
“You knew who they were?” Will asked slowly, lowering the dagger.
Dark blue cloak brushing lightly over the dusting of snow, the cloaked figure appeared. Beneath his hood, it was just possible to see the knowing smile lifting the edges of his lips, the smooth jawline of a man’s young face. “Oh yes, I’m rather familiar with them. You should be too, by now.”
Something about the man’s movements, deliberate and smooth, made Will think of the archers who had appeared and vanished as if from nowhere. His eyes lowered to the quiver of arrows on the man’s hip and he tightened his hold on the dagger, nodding toward the arrows.
“You’re one of them then, aren’t you?”
The man snorted. “How many times do I have to repeat myself? I just said they wanted me dead. Do you think they’d want to kill one of their own kind?”
The note of arrogance in the man’s tone made Will suppress the urge to roll his eyes. “I mean, you were one.”
“Then you should have said that. Yes, I was,” the stranger agreed coolly, shrugging and running one hand over the arrows on his side. They rattled in the quiver, quiet as a breath of wind through bare branches.
“Then who are they?” Will pressed. “Do they work for Tollien or for Marl?”
“Neither,” the man said, sounding almost bored. “And you should know who they are. This isn’t your first encounter with them, nor your first escape. I’m afraid to say our prior meeting wasn’t quite as welcoming as it might have been. But yes, we’ve met before. Or at least, I knew who you were.”
Will frowned, trying to think of where he’d seen those cloaks before. Then it dawned on him, the memory of less than a year ago seeming an age ago, washed away by all that had followed. He remembered Haru and a green-cloaked man fighting in a tavern, Lady Serena bellowing for them to stop, the stranger’s promise that Haru would pay for what he’d done and the attack. The next day they had ridden into the attack, an ambush of archers from the rooftops of that village.
A name floated to the surface of Will’s mind and he said it aloud, the word strange and familiar all at once: “Ridgar.”
“Oh, what a relief, he has a brain tucked inside that royal’s thick skull,” the man mocked. “Yes, those were members of the Ridgar.”
“Then they were after me because Haru and one of their rogues got into a fight?” Will demanded, snorting. “And you were one of them?” He winced, catching the note of derision in his tone a moment too late.
“That would be a stupid reason to come after you,” the man snapped, his lofty arrogance replaced with annoyance. “I was one of them, I said that. You’re welcome, by the way, for helping you get away alive.”
Will’s face flared with heat, and he dropped his gaze to his boots, scowling. “Right… thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” the man repeated. That smug tone was back and made Will bristle.
He lifted his gaze again to frown at the figure. “So, if you’re not one of them, why were you there?”
“To make sure you didn’t go anywhere with them, obviously.”
Will’s eyes dropped to the quiver on the man’s side again, and an idea struck him.
“Hold up,” he said, his annoyance mounting. “It was you! You fired the arrows at me?”
“Yes, and you’re welcome again, by the way.”
“Welcome?” Will demanded, temper flaring. “You nearly shot me about a dozen times!”
“Don’t be dramatic, it was four. And are you dead right now?” the man asked, half laughing. “No, because if you were dead, you wouldn’t be nearly as annoying to me, I am sure. If I had intended that arrow to kill you, I assure you, Will, you wouldn’t be here to bicker. You would only have died if you were stupid enough to get in the way or not get out of the way.”
“Thanks, that’s good to know,” Will retorted hotly. This man was getting on his last nerve—the condescending tone, the mockery in his voice. It made it nearly tempting to storm out and take his chances against the Ridgar instead, to tell them where their so-called traitor was hiding out now. Nearly, but not quite.
“So,” Will said, more to distract him from the urge to throw something at the man than out of interest. “Why are the Ridgar after me if it’s not because of Marl and Tollien?”
The man opened his mouth then froze, stiffening and glancing toward the doorway Will had entered through. Will waited, listening as well. The distant bark of voices, the clatter of hooves over the cobbles drawing nearer.
“I can’t tell you exactly why. There isn’t time, nor do I truly believe you would believe me if there were. Indeed, there are parts I have yet to figure myself, but I will find answers,” the stranger murmured quickly, turning back to Will. The snobbish attitude had gone, replaced with a sharp note nearer to panic. “But I can tell you that you, William, aren’t safe here.”
“I’m not safe anywhere,” Will pointed out.
“You would be safest away from Alamore now,” the man continued. He grabbed one of Will’s shoulders, his fingers biting into Will’s muscles and sending pain through his arm. “Listen to me.” The urgency was cut with the traces of fear in the stranger’s voice. It sent numb cold that had little to do with the snow steeling over Will’s bones, a sense of dread. “There are those who see it as the utmost importance to find you,” the stranger continued. “They know you are a person of power. People will hunt you, find you, and from there, they will persuade you to their will or kill you because you are in their way.”
“Yeah, I’m aware of that,” Will said, trying to keep his voice from sounding too rude. If this person knew who he was, then he probably already knew how much Will had gone through. “I’m getting kind of used to Marl and Tollien trying to kill me.”
The lips beneath the hood pulled into a broad smile, white teeth gleaming in the shadow, and he pulled his hand from Will’s shoulder. “With your personality, I’m sure there are quite a few people who wouldn’t mind killing you. It must run in your veins that your family gains enemies so well.”
Will glowered at the smile beneath the hood. “And the same of you, probably.”
“Entirely so,” the man assured him. “But my life isn’t the one being discussed. It’s yours.” The smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “You are in danger here, Will. And, before you interrupt and give me the runaround about the danger you’ve been in, let me assure you that this isn’t Thornten, this isn’t Marl or Tollien. No. I believe you met Acra last year.”
Will nodded, remembering the man who had appeared after the Ridgar attack—silent, white-haired, his golden eyes gleaming with an unusual hunger. “Yes…” Will said slowly.
The man nodded. “Then you should know that as ruthless as Tollien is, he’s a King. He knows he must keep a country in check. Acra, however, will stop at nothing. Lives are dispensable when you lead them to believe they are dying for a cause. When people are convinced that they were meant to be martyrs rather than men, they will stop at nothing. He has that power, that influence, and over more than just those who ride as the Ridgar.”
“What do you mean?” he asked slowly, though he felt the ominous feeling he already knew, the sense that some shadow lingered above him to strike.
“I mean that those who follow Acra will stop at nothing. They don’t care who dies, even themselves, so long as they do what he has led them to believe is best for all of Alamore rather than the good of a few and you are either a piece of his plan or you are in the way of it. Either way, they won’t stop until they know you are no longer a threat. Is that clear?”
“But what’s this plan?” Will hissed. Voices were drawing nearer, shouts, the jangle of tack and clop of hooves approaching. He felt certain he recognized the growling tone of one of the speakers. “What’s he want me for?”
“That,” the man murmured, already stepping backwards into shadow, his hand drawing away from Will’s shoulder. “That is the part we have yet to learn. I have my suspicions, my thoughts as to why he needs you, what he would use you for. Those will have to wait, I’m afraid. Our time is up. It seems your guardians have come to deliver you.”
Will opened his mouth, ready to demand more answers, frustrated with the cryptic warning. There wasn’t a chance to speak another word, however.
The man had turned, slipping back between the shadows. Will heard the boots pause and the voice, so low he might have imagined it, whisper: “This is my warning, William. Leave now, hide, vanish. There are forces at play from which no one will be able to save you.” And, with the click of a door, Will knew he was gone.
The sound of feet behind Will made him wheel round, raising the dagger again as the door through which he had entered was pulled wide. It groaned, falling from its rusted hinges to crash to the cobbles of the street outside. Will blinked at the figure framed beyond it, a shadowed silhouette in the blinding light that poured into the building.
Squinting to make out the figure, Will’s shoulders slackened, and he sheathed his dagger. He grinned sheepishly, running his hand over the back of his neck, and raised his eyebrows. “Good morning for a ride, isn’t it?”
Golden hair swept back above green eyes, Colin Greyhead stared at Will in bewilderment, mouth falling open in surprise.
After a moment, he shook his head and glanced at the door that had fallen at his feet, then lifted his frown again to take in Will’s appearance. “What the blazes are you doing in here? What’s going on? I thought you were in Alamore.”
A head popped around the edge of the doorframe, brown hair disheveled and a wicked grin stretching wide. “Why good morning is right! This your new place then, Will? Seems a bit drafty and your door’s broken. I’d like to point out that Colin did that, not me.” Pushing past Colin, Will’s other best friend, Rowan, bounced across the threshold, humming and pretending to inspect the hole-ridden ceiling. “Might need a couple fixes, but I reckon it’ll be good as new soon.” He paused, face lighting up. “We should have a party in here! Squires only, no knights allowed!”
Will snorted, leading Denra forward and cuffing Rowan in the back of the head. “You’re an idiot.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m not the moron who’s about to get a lecture for riding straight into danger when he should be safely tucked in Alamore,” Rowan chirped, skipping ahead and out of the door.
“What do you mean, a lecture?” Will asked. He tugged Denra’s reins, the horse groaning as he made to follow Will and Colin from the building.
“That’s what he means,” Colin muttered, nodding past Will, down the alleyway.
Will turned and groaned. Two knights were riding toward them from the opposite end of the narrow street, faces set. Swallowing the apprehension in his chest, Will made his best attempt at an innocent smile. “Nice day, isn’t it?”
The black-haired knight chortled. Sir Rockwood’s dark eyes danced as he shook his head. “Only if your idea of ‘nice’ is frostbite and falling on the ice while outrunning attackers, I suppose that about summarizes it then, doesn’t it?”
Will didn’t answer. He was watching the other knight, braced for the anger he could see brewing behind the stone features of the older man. After a moment, he cleared his throat and opened his mouth, not sure what to say.
Sir Ross Hayvern held up a hand to forestall him as he reined in his black-and-white stallion. The knight’s dark blue eyes flashed, a dangerous warning written in his stone features.
“Don’t start with excuses. You can tell me the truth of what you’re doing out here when we get back,” growled his father.




CHAPTER THREE

 
Ross’s stony silence pressed like a physical weight on Will’s shoulders on the ride back toward Alamore with the two knights and his best friends. He was glad that Richard’s horse was winded and tired, giving him an excuse to ride further back, away from Ross and Rockwood. Rowan and Colin hung back with him, guiding their horses carefully from icy cobbles to the security of the snow-dusted dirt path outside of the city.
“So,” Will said, once they had passed the final houses and he was certain Rockwood and Ross were too far ahead to overhear him through the falling snow. “Why were you lot poking around abandoned buildings? I thought you had actual training to do today.”
“Us?” Rowan asked, half laughing. “You’re one to talk. You were literally in the abandoned building. By the way, that place didn’t seem all that safe. Maybe you should be a little bit smarter in future and not choose hideouts that look about to cave in.”
Will ignored this jibe, leaning to look past Rowan to where Colin rode at his other side, in hope of a more serious answer. Colin chewed his lip with an apologetic expression. “Well, because of you, actually.”
“Me?” Will raised an eyebrow. “What? You knew I was riding around here?”
“No, not exactly.” Colin sighed, shaking his head. “We were training out in the forest to the west and heard shouting. We saw some riders galloping after you, though we couldn’t tell it was you. We knew it was Denra, so thought Richard was being attacked. Ross was the first to see and started galloping, so we were riding after him.”
“Oh,” Will mumbled, grimacing. “Which explains why he didn’t seem too thrilled that it was me.”
“No, that took all of us aback,” Colin said stiffly. He frowned at Will, lips pressed thin. “Why were you out there on your own, anyway? I thought you were supposed to be in the walls today. Haru’s riding east patrol, isn’t he? And who were the riders? Was it Tabius again? The Cutthroats?”
“Ugh, not those bothersome Thornten knuckle-headed prats again,” groaned Rowan, tilting his head back. “Please no. I can’t stand to look at Draccart’s ugly face one more time. It’s more painful than a knife.” He pretended to drive a blade into his own chest, pulling a ridiculous grimace. “Take my life rather than burn my eyes with his hideous features.”
Will grinned. It was too simple to remember their short experience with the Cutthroat Prince—the ridiculous title Prince Tabius had given himself—in their second year of training. He shook his head to clear it of those riders, teenagers in grey who’d gone out of their way to cause chaos in their attempts to capture Will. “Well, you’ll be relieved to know there is no risk of seeing his face as he wasn’t there. It wasn’t the Cutthroats.” He hesitated, glancing back over his shoulder. Once more, he could feel that prickle over the back of his neck, the sensation of being watched. Nothing stirred or seemed unusual in the city at their back, however. Still, he couldn’t shake the certainty that someone was observing them, hidden through the snow and the shadows of the streets, barely beyond his sight. Could it be the attackers? Or his rescuer? And, speaking of, where had the rider on the white horse gone? It’d seemed that he was in just as much danger from the Ridgar as Will himself.
“So?” Rowan asked when the silence stretched, raising his eyebrows with an impatient expression.
Shaking his unease, Will was pulled back to the present and looked between Rowan and Colin in bemusement. “So what?”
“Really? Really, Will? What in Tollien’s nostril do you think I’m talking about? So, who the Thornten were they if they weren’t the Cutthroats, you absolute moron?” Rowan demanded, throwing his hands in the air. His black horse, Naja, took advantage of his owner’s movement to dart several strides ahead, eager to get back to his stall and dinner. “Blast you, you absurd animal!” Rowan huffed, pulling Naja back to a disappointed walk. “Don’t be a bugger.”
Will’s brow furrowed. “Do you remember the Ridgar?”
A shadow of comprehension crossed Colin’s face, but Rowan stared between them blankly. “Why’s that name familiar?”
Colin snorted, raising his eyes to the white sky above. “Use your brain, Rowan. Don’t you remember? They were the riders who attacked us last year, the ones who ambushed us from the rooftops in that village.”
Comprehension dawned on Rowan’s features. “Right, I remember now.” He scowled, glancing toward the trees, giving them one of his choice hand motions. “Those blokes were gits.”
“Yes, they weren’t my favorite either,” Colin conceded. His frown returned as he shifted his gaze to Will. “It was the Ridgar then? Why would they be here? I thought they stayed in the southern lands. They are supposed to act as a militia of the people who are further from the castle, so they aren’t without forces. Why are they around here and causing issues with squires?”
Will thought once more of the warning of the mysterious rider and chose his words carefully. “I’m not certain, but I think it’s something to do with… with the royals.” He had teetered on the verge of saying ‘me’ but decided that sounded too dramatic.
Judging by the grim expressions on both his friends’ faces, they’d understood what he meant though.
Rowan shrugged. “It could be nothing, you know. I mean, really, how do you come to that conclusion? It didn’t look like you lot were chitchatting. You were just riding for the blazes out of there.”
“Yeah, well, a minute before that they were telling me I needed to go with them,” Will explained. “They nearly had me, too. They said they’d shoot Denra out from under me if I didn’t come willingly.”
Rowan swore and called them several choice names. Will inclined his head in agreement with Rowan’s sentiments.
“How did you get out of that?” Colin asked.
Will glanced behind him again, half hoping to see the flicker of a blue cloak, the shadowed shape of a white horse. Neither appeared, and he turned back to his friends. “I nearly didn’t, but someone showed up to help me escape.”
“The Ranger?” Rowan asked, straightening in his saddle and grinning. “Is the Ranger back then?”
Will shook his head. “No, it wasn’t the Ranger. Whoever he was, he knew who the Ridgar was. He used to be one. He helped me get away and then—in that building you lot found me?—he was warning me that I needed to leave Alamore, that I wasn’t safe here.”
“Wow, that’s news to me,” Rowan said, clapping a hand to his forehead. “And here I was thinking that you’re generally the safest person ever. No one ever wants to kill you, capture you, use you… well, other than the nine hundred times they’ve tried just that. But that’s not conclusive of anything, it’s not enough to say anything isn’t coincidence.”
“I’m seriously curious of something, Rowan. Can you ever just shut up?” Colin asked, raising his brows and grinning.
Rowan gave Colin a rude gesture.
Colin ignored it, leaning across to address Will again. “Did the person who saved you mention if the Ridgar is working with Thornten?”
“He said they weren’t,” Will said, screwing up his face as he tried to recall every word of the conversation that had followed. The events had been a blur, a race to escape. Somehow, it was hard to be certain of all the details. “He said it’s the leader of the Ridgar, Acra, who we have to watch out for. He seems to think that he’s worse than Tollien.”
“Ha, like that’s possible,” Rowan added darkly. “He clearly doesn’t know Tollien as well as we do.”
“My thoughts too,” Will agreed.
Colin, however, only frowned deeper, his eyes unfocused, as he watched the two knights ahead of them.
“How did you know where to find me in the city then?” Will asked, changing the topic. “I thought I’d lost any tail that was after me.”
Rowan raised an eyebrow. “We followed the sound of a horse.”
“What?” Will asked. He laughed bemusedly. “What do you mean, you followed the sound of a horse?”
“The horse. You know?” Rowan made a clip-clop noise with his tongue. “We followed that.”
Will chuckled, shaking his head. “That’s not possible. I was already in that building a while before you caught up with me. Ten minutes at least. You can’t tell me you just waited outside that long before deciding to see what was happening inside.”
“No, we were riding up the streets before trying to figure out where you—who we still thought was Richard—had gone,” Colin explained, sounding as confused as Will felt. “We checked The Dancing Stag’s stable, then rode up the street further to check. We were cutting back up toward The Dancing Stag to stop in and ask Anryn when we heard a horse trotting along one of the side streets. We followed the noise but didn’t catch up. When we reached the place you were holed up, we saw one set of tracks led through the door. One went on by, so I decided to check while the knights were riding ahead.”
The thought of the stranger’s white horse rose through Will’s mind and he whistled under his breath. That had to be it then and why the stranger hadn’t had the animal when he stopped to speak with Will. “I’d bet anything that was the horse of the person who saved me.”
“Smart animal,” Colin said approvingly.
“Weird trick to teach a horse,” Rowan grumbled. “Why teach a horse to take himself out for a walk? Isn’t that the whole point of teaching them to ride, so we don’t have to bloody well walk?”
“Not so weird if you use it to throw people off your scent in the forest,” Colin countered. “Think about it—if he was in the Ridgar, he was used to living in the forest and fighting rogues and bandits. They have to stay one step ahead of them or they’re dead. If you could train your horse to carry down the trail, you could come up behind the very people who thought they were stalking you and catch them by surprise.”
“Pity they are staying a step ahead then, since they now feel the need to cause issues here,” Rowan said stubbornly. “Puts a whole new spin on who’s the rogue and who’s the righteous one, doesn’t it?”
Will nodded, only half listening. He was watching Ross and Rockwood ahead again, the weight returning into his stomach. Rockwood was leaning to the side to address Ross, his voice too low to carry, but Ross didn’t seem to be answering. He sat stiffly in his saddle, rigid and radiating fury.
“If I were you, I’d be checking my pockets for a quill and paper to get my last requests in order before we get to the castle and he murders you,” Rowan commented cheerily, following Will’s gaze. “Because my money is on you getting brutally killed. You could try to defend yourself, of course, but I promise that’d be a waste of energy.”
“Thanks,” Will growled. “I appreciate that optimism.”
“Anytime, mate.” Rowan thumped him on the shoulder, beaming.
Colin threw Will a sympathetic grimace. “He’s just worried. I don’t think he expected you to be out of the walls, especially not on your own.”
“And why can’t I be?” Will shot back defensively. “None of the other squires are holed up in the castle all the time. Last I checked, I’m not a prisoner.”
“I didn’t say you were,” Colin protested. “But I’m saying that you’re the one people are after, aren’t you? Plus, you don’t have a horse of your own. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be allowed out, but you can’t get frustrated with him for being worried.”
Will snorted. “Yeah, I remembered all that.”
“He’s worried, Will,” Colin said, his tone softer. “He doesn’t want something to happen to you.”
Will didn’t answer, only glowered at the back of Ross’s head. He could already feel his muscles bracing for Ross’s fury. Perhaps it’d be better to turn around and find out what the Ridgar wanted after all. They might kill him but, judging by the dark waves of anger roiling from Ross’s general direction, his murder seemed promised either way. The unknown might be less dangerous.
“What were you doing out of the wall, anyway?” Rowan asked. “We didn’t cover that part when discussing rogues, Ridgie-people, and murder.”
Will was glad for the casual change of topic and a reason not to dwell miserably on the idea of Ross yelling at him. Pressing a hand to the place Anryn’s letter rested in his pocket, he nodded at Denra’s ears ahead of him. “Richard couldn’t get in the saddle this morning because his leg hurt too bad, and he needed someone to tell Anryn he wouldn’t make it to the city. So, he asked me to.”
“And Haru was alright with that?” Colin asked, surprised.
“Well, no, not really,” Will admitted sheepishly. “But Richard told him that he couldn’t just let me sit idle and basically said it wouldn’t be that bad. I was just supposed to go into the city and back. It really shouldn’t have been a big deal.”
“That could be the story of our lives,” Rowan said, cackling. He waved an imaginary quill, seeming to pen a title across a page. “Should Not Have Been A Big Deal: The tale of almost every time we’ve been almost killed.” He dropped his hand again, gathering his reins before Naja could consider another bid to pick up the pace. “I mean, think about it. All the times we’ve almost died were just doing things that were supposed to be ‘not a big deal,’ you know?”
Colin rolled his eyes. “I actually would argue on that one.” He held up a hand, counting off on his fingers as he continued. “Climbing into a tunnel where you had already seen human bones.”
“Not a big deal,” Rowan interjected with a confident nod. “The bones were just decoration, no different than a nice statue or a painting of someone’s cat on the mantle.”
Will choked on a laugh.
“Rescuing the Ranger of Kings from his own execution,” Colin continued doggedly, lowering yet another finger.
“Not a big deal,” Rowan insisted. “It’s what most teenagers opt to do on their days off. Honestly, it sounds like the tales of when my mother was learning to be a Lady of the Court, all the delightful things they would do.”
“Saving the Queen and Princess from assassination by traveling in secret across a country and to unknown lands armed only with our daggers and our wits,” Will added in.
Rowan threw his hands in the air again. “Small potatoes! Who hasn’t done that?”
Colin stared at Rowan, shaking his head slowly, brows raised in silent astonishment. “There are so many things wrong with you in the head. Do you know that?”
The dark shape of the castle blotted the sky above, and Will had almost forgotten his apprehension of talking to Ross. It was returned in full measure, though, when their horses’ hooves clattered across the heavy wood of the drawbridge with the sharp sound of returning reality.
“Right, Colin, Rowan, grab Will’s horse, won’t you?” Rockwood said with his best attempt at his usual light-hearted grin. “We’ll get him tended and looked over.”
“I can take care of him,” Will argued. He refused to turn, feeling Ross’s eyes boring into him.
Rockwood shook his head. “You’ve had enough fun and adventure. Honestly, you should probably consider getting looked over as well. Leave him to us. Colin can take Denra, Will.”
Resigned and miserable, Will swung from his saddle.
“Here.” Will grabbed Colin’s wrist and stuffed Anryn’s letter into his hand when he reached for the reins. “Take that to Richard, won’t you? And tell him thanks for letting me use Denra.”
Colin nodded, stowing the letter in his pocket and giving Will a sad smile before gathering Denra’s reins and striding across the courtyard and toward the barn. Will watched them, wishing he could stay rooted in place for the rest of the day or until at least Haru returned and could save him. But the feel of Ross’s eyes boring into his back was too strong to ignore.
Fighting the urge to be sick or to make a break for the still-open drawbridge, he turned to find Ross watching him from several strides away, arms folded over his chest.
“You wanted a word?” Will asked, hoping his voice sounded more casual than concerned.
Ross jerked his head toward the black double doors of the castle. “Yes. Inside.”
“Right…” Will mumbled.
He threw one last hopeless glance back at the barns and drawbridge before falling into step beside Ross. Neither of them spoke. There wasn’t much need to. Chancing a glance at Ross’s face, Will could see hard lines of fury carved around his icy-cold eyes.
He looked away again and gritted his teeth, burying his hands into his pockets. This wasn’t fair. All he’d wanted to do was have one day of feeling normal, of trying to be a squire again and riding outside the walls. It would be his luck that he’d get ambushed. His luck, too, that Ross was the one to see that attack.
He was glad that the entry hall was empty. He didn’t like the idea of other squires seeing him slinking in Ross’s shadow, clearly about to get some form of lecture.
Ross led him through it and only a few servants were in the dinner hall, setting out the plates for lunch. But even the aroma of roast beef wasn’t enough to make Will feel any less ill. He stepped through a door Ross held open for him and tried to meet the knight’s eyes. Ross only glowered ahead.
Annoyance bristled in Will’s chest. Was this really just because he’d ridden out? Because someone had decided to attack him? What did Ross expect him to do? Stay in Alamore until he was a knight? Yes. Because hiding was the best way to get fighting experience, and he could do so much good for others if he stayed tucked away in the stone walls. Brilliant.
Ross led him up a flight of steps, the same route Will had taken countless times on his way to the Hall of Records. But instead of turning toward the heavy wooden door at the top of the steps, Ross went the other way, leading Will along the window-lined corridor until they were stepping into what seemed to be an unused lesson chamber. Will threw the empty hearth a wistful look. If he was going to be yelled at, couldn’t they have at least picked a room where he could get feeling back in his feet? The icy and stale air here pressed against him, driving the damp cold deeper into his bones.
The door shut with a heavy thud behind him, and Will drew himself to his full height. This was it, then. This was when Ross would either yell at him or kill him. At this moment, Will wasn’t sure which one sounded worse.
“What amount of idiocy did you possess to go riding out of the gates on your own?” Ross growled, his voice low and dangerous.
Will winced. That. That was somehow much worse than yelling or murder.
He turned to find Ross standing beside the door, face set, eyes blazing, arms folded over his chest. Will forced himself to meet the glower with as much defiance as he could muster.
He couldn’t think of a good answer to Ross’s question, so chose to evade it, raising his brows and crossing his own arms. “I was fulfilling my duties as a squire by taking a message to the city. That’s it.”
“That’s it?” Ross demanded, eyes narrowing. Will could sense that his anger was barely beneath the surface, on the brink of snapping free from the last of Ross’s self-control. “Why were you on your own?”
Will snorted. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t aware that delivering a letter was an action that qualified the use of an entire army. That is great to know for future, though. I’ll make note and find a delegation to accompany me the next time I do anything.”
“Watch your tone,” Ross growled. “I’m not in the mood for jokes.”
“Yeah, well, in case you haven’t caught on, I’m not in the mood for a lecture,” Will snapped back.
Ross laughed coldly. “No, you’re just in the mood to act like a complete fool.”
The anger beneath Will’s skin flared hotter and his hands coiled into fists at his sides. “I didn’t know they were out there, alright? We haven’t seen Thornten in ages and I’m sick and tired of everyone using any excuse they can think of to keep me locked up.”
“We’re not trying to keep you locked up,” Ross retorted. “We’re trying to keep you alive, and you seem determined to get yourself killed.”
“Well, it’s not like I went looking to get attacked, alright? I was riding to the city and back, that’s it! I didn’t go out there and bribe those riders to ambush me.”
“But you went riding alone!” Ross’s voice rose. “You rode out of these gates by yourself when you know how dangerous things are for you, that your life is at stake. You chose to go out and could have been killed.”
“It was supposed to just be a ride to the city. It’s been quiet for weeks. No other squire would have had to bring a babysitter!” Will snarled, teeth clamped together in frustration.
“There are people who want you dead, Will.” Ross took a step closer and Will braced as the knight’s arms unfolded, half expecting Ross to strike out. Instead, however, he jabbed a finger at the snow-covered window, in the direction of the city. “Those people, whoever they were, aren’t the only ones after you. I can’t make you see sense, but you’ve seen enough people fall that I’d expect you to start taking Thornten seriously.”
Will’s temper flared white-hot. “You don’t think I take Tollien and Marl seriously? I’ve been running from them and trying to stay alive for the last three years. I’m pretty sure I’ve realized that they’re a threat, thanks.”
“I’m not sure you have,” Ross growled. “Or you wouldn’t ride out on your own.”
“Who am I supposed to ride out with, then?” Will demanded. “I can’t ride out with Haru because he keeps taking the eastern patrol. I can’t ride out with Rowan and Colin because you and Rockwood say I can’t go out on a borrowed horse for the western patrols. What do you expect me to do? Sit on my backside and be a good boy while everyone else gets to carry on with normal lives?”
“I expect you to be smarter.” Ross’s eyes narrowed. “Did Haru know you were riding out?”
Will stiffened. He could see the thoughts shifting behind those stony eyes. The anger was moving away from him. Oh no, this isn’t good. The last thing he needed now was Ross to storm after Haru. Haru, who still hadn’t forgiven Ross for keeping the secrets from Will. That would probably end in an actual death.
“So, what if he did?” Will asked, crossing his arms.
Ross snorted. “He and I’ll be having a few words about not letting you get killed.”
“You leave Haru alone,” Will snapped. “He’s watched out for me this entire time, so don’t go acting like he’s the one setting me up to get murdered. He knows the danger, but he at least he’s realized he can’t keep me penned up like a prisoner. Maybe you should figure that out, too.”
They glowered at one another. Will registered that his heart was hammering and his breaths coming a little too hard considering all he was doing was standing.
Ross’s face was unreadable, the eyes flitting between each of Will’s. After a moment, Ross sighed, tilting his face toward the ceiling and running a hand over his hair. When he lowered his gaze again to Will, it seemed as if he had aged a thousand years. Will’s chest tightened. This expression, the same one Ross had worn when he told Will the truth months before, made him wish the knight was shouting again instead.
“I’m sorry,” Ross murmured, his gravelly voice low. “When I saw you out there today…” He shook his head, sighing. “I realized that, if we hadn’t heard the shouts, you could have been captured and halfway to Thornten before Haru got back from the patrol and we realized you were gone.” He gave Will a grimace, running a hand over his jaw. “It made me furious to find you because the realization of what might have happened terrified me.”
Will nodded, dropping his gaze. The anger was leaching out of his bones, being replaced by the pressing cold of his wet clothing against his skin. In his mind, he thought of the fear that had torn through him two years ago when the Ranger had been captured by Thornten. The anger that terror could create, the thoughts that he should have been there, that he should have saved the Ranger.
“I hadn’t thought about that,” he admitted. He raised his eyebrows, forcing himself to meet Ross’s eyes. “If it makes you feel any better, those riders weren’t from Thornten.”
Ross narrowed his eyes. “It doesn’t make me feel better.” His brow furrowed in concentration. “They were in green cloaks… so, the Ridgar.” It wasn’t a question. Ross seemed to be talking to himself. Trouble clouded behind his gaze. “And why were they after you?”
“Great question. They were trying to take me somewhere, but someone intervened. That’s how I got away when you saw me galloping for the city. They didn’t give a reason, nor did my nameless rescuer, but we could probably hazard a guess as to why,” Will said, shrugging. He managed a grin. “So, no need to worry. It wasn’t Thornten. It was just a different murderous group after me.”
Ross growled under his breath, shaking his head, but Will thought the knight’s lip might have twitched toward a smile. “I’m not sure if I like how much you remind me of the Ranger.”
Someone chuckled behind them and a familiar voice broke through their conversation.
“Come now, you know you’d miss me more if he wasn’t a tad bit like me, though he might have a better nose for finding trouble than I ever have.”
Will and Ross wheeled round, both reaching for the hilts at their sides. Will’s hand froze before he could draw his dagger, a jolt of delighted surprise swooping through his stomach. Leaning against the doorframe, arms folded, the black-cloaked figure’s smirk twitched beneath the shadow of his hood.
“Then again,” purred the Ranger of Kings. “I don’t doubt you were already both missing me terribly, of course.”
Ross shook his head, dropping his hand from his sword, his expression lightening slightly. “You should know better than to sneak up on people, Ranger. You’ll get killed doing so.”
“I didn’t sneak,” the Ranger said, stepping into the room and watching them closely. “But you two were arguing loudly enough that I would be willing to bet that you would have missed an entire war waging beyond the room.”
Will opened his mouth to speak, not sure what to say, and closed it. The relief of seeing the Ranger here, alive and well, was overwhelming. At the same time, a thousand questions surged through his mind, each tangling in the former.
The Ranger watched him a moment, an amused smirk toying across his mouth. “From what I gathered when listening, however, is that you might not have had the time to miss me. It sounds like you found entertainment in doing what you do best—finding trouble.”
Ross let out a rumbling laugh and Will scowled at the Ranger, his lips pressing thin. “I’m not finding trouble. It just keeps tracking me down.” Immediately, he wanted to swallow the words. They sounded too childish.
The Ranger snorted. “Perhaps so, but it does happen alarmingly often.”
“Speaking of finding trouble,” Ross growled, lowering his voice. “What’s brought you back here? Did you have any luck?”
The Ranger turned from Will, the smirk slipped from his face. “I’m afraid not. It seems he’s still running.”
“What do you mean?” Will asked, heart sinking. Were they discussing Leodin? And, if the Ranger didn’t have Leodin with him, what did that mean? That Leodin was hiding better than the Ranger could search? Was that possible? Will’s muscles tightened. Or had the Ranger found him, but too late?
Ross fixed him with a stern look.
“It means that it doesn’t concern you,” the Ranger purred, smirk rising again.
Will rolled his eyes. The Ranger could drive him mad at times. “Come off it, don’t act like that. I know why you left. It was to find Le—”
The Ranger cut across Will’s words with a hiss under his breath. Ross cleared his throat and turned to glance out the still-open door.
“Keep your voice down,” the Ranger warned in a whisper. “You might know, but that doesn’t mean I want it announced to the castle. There are dangers involved that we can’t risk others overhearing. Sometimes it’s best that those assumed to be dead stay that way rather than be resurrected in rumors.”
Will grimaced apologetically and wished he could kick himself. How stupid was he to blurt out why the Ranger had been gone? Thornten had spies, he knew that. Giving away that the Ranger hadn’t found Leodin, if Thornten hadn’t found him either, could make things much worse for Marl’s son.
“Why are you back then?” Will asked, lowering his voice.
But it wasn’t the Ranger who answered. Ross’s dark eyes moved from the door to the Ranger, thought creasing his brow. “The King’s order?” he asked.
The Ranger nodded. “I was given until spring for my search and didn’t imagine Revlan would much appreciate my continued stalling on returning. However, I must say, my timing does seem impeccable. What’s this that Rockwood told me about Will being attacked today?”
“I wasn’t attacked,” Will said, annoyed.
Ross threw him a silencing look before addressing the Ranger. “It would appear that our green-cloaked friends of the southern lands are moving north and seemed to think they needed a word with Will.”
The two men exchanged a significant look that Will tried to make sense of. The Ranger ran a hand over his jaw, lips pressing thin beneath his hood. “I wish I could say that surprises me, but I’m afraid I’ve heard that there are things stirring in the south. In fact, part of my return being delayed was due to a message I received regarding our lovely Ridgar. So, how did you get away, Will? Did they tell you what they wanted?”
It was Ross again who answered, his voice a dangerous growl: “They were trying to capture him but, thankfully, someone else was on Will’s side and helped him get away.”
“Who?” the Ranger asked slowly.
Will shrugged. “He didn’t say. Someone in a blue cloak, if that means anything.”
The Ranger sighed in annoyance, running a hand over the stubble that shadowed his jaw. “A blue cloak? How very helpful. We know his favorite color now. That will narrow down the hunt. Well done, Will. You are remarkable at getting answers from people.”
“Yeah, well, I was more focused on getting away and trying to figure out why the Ridgar were here in the first place,” Will shot back.
Ross shook his head. “That’s not for you to figure out. Leave that to the Ranger and the knights.”
“Speaking of knights,” the Ranger interjected before Will had a chance to argue. “The Queen herself called a council. She wants my report of the western and southern lands and has concerns of what the attack today might mean for the safety of the Princess, since it appears that none of the patrols spotted anything to the east. Which, of course, makes sense if it’s the Ridgar and not Thornten. So, the first mystery is solved.”
Ross nodded. “Right, then we better go.” He glanced at Will, opening his mouth a moment, then closing it.
Will could see the hesitation in Ross’s face and held up a hand to forestall him. “I promise, I’m not about to go wandering out of the gate looking for answers.”
“Good,” Ross said gruffly. “Thank you,” he added, as a seeming afterthought.
The Ranger chuckled. “What about over the walls?”
Will and Ross threw him identical glowers, and the Ranger smirked. “Like father, like son much?”
“Don’t leave the castle,” Ross amended, stepping past the Ranger and toward the door.
Will snorted. “I just said that, didn’t I?”
Ross didn’t answer. He disappeared into the corridor.
Will listened to his retreating footfalls, torn between annoyance at being treated like a child and that same burning curiosity of questions for the Ranger.
“I found nothing,” the Ranger murmured before Will could find the words to ask. “It seems that those who don’t want found can manage it, on occasions. We can only hope he managed to hide from others as well as he has avoided me.”
“So, you didn’t hear anything about if Thornten or Kelkor has been in the area we saw him last?” Will asked.
The Ranger sighed. “As to that, I am afraid they both have had their own searches. You see, it’s hard to know for certain. Answers are not very forthcoming after the attacks in Cale. People are worried that those who they speak to might be against their crown now and guard their answers with iron tongues against prying questions.”
“Right,” Will mumbled, disappointed. In all his thoughts of the Ranger’s pursuit, it had never occurred to him that the Ranger might not be able to find Leodin.
“You should try to talk to him more, you know,” the Ranger’s voice interrupted Will’s thoughts, and he started, surprised.
“What?” Will raised an eyebrow. “How am I supposed to talk to someone that can’t be found?”
“I’m not talking about him and you know it,” the Ranger said coolly. He nodded toward the doorway through which Ross had vanished. “Both of you need to talk… and I don’t mean just argue.”
“We talk,” Will protested. “All the time, he’s Colin’s knight, after all.”
He shifted uncomfortably, certain that the Ranger had fixed him with a look of skepticism beneath the hood.
“Training doesn’t count,” the Ranger clarified.
Will shrugged and dropped his eyes to his snow-soaked boots. He didn’t have any argument to that. He and Ross had continued as things were before Kelkor after their return. Their conversations consisted mostly of training tactics, when Ross would order him to fix a stance or readjust his grip on a weapon. There hadn’t been time to talk apart from that, really…
No, argued a grim voice in Will’s thoughts. No, there had been time. He’d noticed Ross standing near him on occasions, seeming to hover on the edge of saying more, but had always made sure he had a reason to slip away or be busy. Some reason to avoid talking to him further. This argument had been their first real discussion since the return to Alamore.
“Get to know him, Will,” the Ranger advised, taking a step backwards, toward the door. “You might find you have more in common with him than you realized. You don’t want to regret not knowing who he really is.”
Without waiting on an answer from Will, the Ranger turned, following Ross’s path from the room and leaving Will with a tangled web of thoughts.




CHAPTER FOUR

 
Will made his own way out of the unused chamber and back to the dinner hall to find that lunch had been served. The round squire table was deafening with the first wave of squires starting their meal, talking over one another, and clattering cutlery. Will paused, peering over the group, his eyes hesitating on the three youngest squires—Mark, Fabus, and Vorcan. They were watching Rowan telling a story with expressions of wonder—wide-eyed, mouths open. He frowned. Had he really been that small when he started? It didn’t seem possible at all.
“Aw, and there he is!” Rowan called, catching sight of Will and breaking him from his thoughts. Rowan half rose, one knee resting on his chair, and pointed imperiously to the empty seat between him and Colin. “Man of the day, right there! Come on, Will. We were just discussing how you nearly got jumped.”
Will shook his head, feeling the heat flare to his face under the eyes of the other squires that shifted toward him. Feeling somewhat embarrassed, he flopped into the offered chair. “I didn’t nearly get jumped.”
“Yes, you did. Don’t be modest,” Rowan said, rolling his eyes. “Rockwood just said that’s why the knights are having a council. We can’t have squires getting jumped.”
“Ambushed,” Colin corrected from Will’s other side, offering him a plate of rolls.
“Ambushed, jumped, what’s the difference?” Rowan waved a dismissive hand, reaching across Will to help himself to another roll.
Will laughed and shoved Rowan’s hand away, dropping several rolls onto his plate, his stomach growling. He hadn’t realized how much the events of that morning had worn on him, but now he felt famished.
“I dare you to call it ‘jumped’ rather than ambushed next time we’re learning tactical defense from Sir Henry,” Will said, smothering butter over the steaming bread.
Rowan raised an eyebrow. “How about we make it a bet and you do my chores for a week? Because you know he’s going to give me some stupid punishment for being ‘childish’ and using incorrect terminology or some other stupid reason.”
“How about we keep it a dare and you do it because you have no self-control?” Will countered.
Rowan waggled a finger at him as the others around the table sniggered, watching the debate. “You make a tempting offer there, Will. Alright, I’ll do it.”
One of the older squires, Saget, frowned, his nose wrinkling. “Why were they trying to attack you?”
Will opened his mouth, not sure what to say, but was saved the need of replying at all by Rowan sighing and waving a hand toward the long and deserted knights’ table. “Because Richard asked Will to bring a letter to Anryn at The Dancing Stag and he was on Richard’s horse. So, as rumor has it, these thugs were going to capture Richard and ransom him back to Anryn at the price of free drinks for life from The Stag.”
“That does seem fair,” Vancely, the eldest squire, mused as he ran a hand over the stubble on his jaw. “I mean, I’d probably ambush someone for that. Anryn brews a drink good enough to turn even the most honorable soul into a rogue.”
The table broke into laughter and Will relaxed, continuing to stack food on his plate while Rowan, with only some exaggeration, recounted seeing Will running from the three—though in his tale it was at least a half-dozen—hooded riders.
Will was still eating when most of the other squires filtered back to their tasks and training, waving goodbyes and making for the double doors at the far end of the room. Soon, only Rowan and Colin sat with him.
“Well, that should keep people off the scent,” Rowan announced in a very self-satisfied way. “You’re welcome, Will.”
“You did that for yourself. Don’t lie,” Colin said, fixing Rowan with a familiar disapproving frown.
Will shrugged, grinning. “I mean, it worked a bit for both. But now people in the castle might attack me thinking I’ll get them free drinks at The Stag.”
“No, they’ll attack Richard,” Rowan argued. He tapped his head with one finger, brows raised. “I thought of everything.”
“How did talking to Ross go?” Colin asked, lowering his voice despite the three of them being alone in the hall. “Did he yell at you?”
“The usual lecture,” Will said, trying to sound unconcerned. “Don’t be stupid, stop looking for trouble, why do you insist on being friends with people like Rowan, all good points.”
“Oi.” Rowan punched him in the arm.
Colin let out a snort of laughter, fracturing his serious demeanor. “I get that lecture at least once a week, Will,” Colin said, sighing in a forlorn way. “We probably should start heeding that advice.”
“So true,” Will agreed. “Our lives would be much simpler if we just listened to the wisdom of Ross and the voice of reason in our heads that warns us that Rowan is the bad influence.”
Rowan glowered at both of them. “Watch it—carry on in such a way and I’ll jump you after all and trade you for a drink.”
“Ambush!” Colin groaned. “Stop saying jumped, you sound like a want-to-be street ruffian and a complete idiot.”
“What if I said sneak attack instead?” Rowan asked innocently. “Is that better? Make me sound impressive? Kind of like an assassin or something?”
Will pulled his leg out of the way just in time to avoid the kick that Colin aimed at Rowan under the table. Rowan swore loudly, drawing his legs up.
He twisted to check around the room with wide eyes and a grimace. Finding them still alone, his shoulders relaxed and he let out a puff of air. “Close one… Rockwood said that, if he catches me swearing again, regardless of the language, he’s going to have me sent to restore linens for a week so that the woman in charge there can whack me with a stick whenever I let one slip.”
“Honestly, that’d be good for you. It’d build character, and Alamore knows you need some,” Will commented. This time, he wasn’t fast enough to recoil and his eyes watered with the force of Rowan’s foot stamping on his still cold toes.
“What else did Ross have to say?” Colin asked, returning to their prior conversation.
Will shifted, lowering his roll back to his plate. It felt strange to talk about Ross as his father still, even at the best of times. Talking to Colin about Ross, though, when Ross was as close to a father as Colin had had since losing his own, felt even stranger. It seemed like he was stealing Ross somehow.
His concerns must have flickered over his face because Colin sighed, raising his brows. “Come on, Will, we’ve discussed this. I’d rather you and Ross learn to get along. Ross is my knight, my mentor, and someone I look up to, but that doesn’t mean he’s not your father.”
“I know,” Will mumbled. He turned the roll over in his hands, watching it but not seeing it. Instead, he was thinking of his discussion with Ross, the Ranger’s insistence that they get to know one another better. Colin had the same view. So, what excuses did he have? None…
“He thought it was Thornten after me,” Will said at last, turning to Colin. “He was livid that I was out, he wanted to go and yell at Haru for letting me leave on my own.”
Rowan laughed evilly. “That would be a sight. Haru’s still mad at him for not telling you everything sooner, isn’t he?”
“Yeah, he is,” Will said grimly. “So, it’d likely have come to blows. He calmed down by the end, though, so I’m hoping he doesn’t confront Haru.”
Rowan snickered again. “Haru would be murdered without a doubt.”
Will gave him an unamused stare, which Rowan shrugged off without concern.
“He was probably scared,” Colin reasoned, leaning back in his chair. “I mean, when we opened that door and found you rather than Richard, even I got mad because it made me think of last year in Cale, when you snuck off in the middle of the night and got ambushed by those slave traders.”
“Sneak attacked,” Rowan corrected. “Or, because they were street ruffians, the correct term is ‘jumped’ actually.”
Colin made a point of ignoring him and watched Will with curious green eyes. “Did he say anything else? When you mentioned they were the Ridgar, did he have any idea why they were after you?”
“We didn’t discuss that much,” Will admitted. He paused, wondering why that hadn’t been more of a conversation. In the moment, he hadn’t cared. Ross hadn’t seemed surprised though, and nor had the Ranger… so why… But the thought of the Ranger drove those questions away again, bringing his mind back to more important matters than green cloaks and attacks. “But, speaking of Cale, guess who showed up right when we were done talking?”
“The Ranger,” Colin answered, nodding. “We saw him ride through before we were done putting horses away.”
Rowan snorted. “And by saw, he means that the Ranger gave us his horse and said, ‘tend her too,’ and stomped to the castle. The git… He really needs to find someone else to get his horses taken care of, like maybe get his own squire.”
“Oh, right.” Will ran a hand through his hair. “Well, he came up to interrupt our little argument after that.”
“And he was in Cale?” Rowan demanded, slapping a palm on the table. The cutlery rattled and Will winced at the loud noise, glancing around the hall to ensure they were still alone. Rowan didn’t seem to notice, still staring at Will in mock offense. “So, while we have been freezing our backsides off here in Alamore throughout the entire winter, he went to Cale, where there isn’t snow, mind, and spent the months lounging in the sunshine? Then he comes back and won’t even tend his own horse? To Thornten with his heartless ways and lazy self.”
“I don’t think he was lounging,” Colin murmured. He was still watching Will carefully, as if he could read Will’s thoughts etched in his expression. After a moment, Colin let out a resigned sigh, running a hand over his jaw. “It was him. The Ranger went to find him. That’s where he’s been for months, isn’t it.”
It wasn’t a question, but Will nodded, lowering his voice. Rowan and Colin had to lean closer to hear him. “Yes, he’s been searching everywhere, he said, but it doesn’t seem Leodin even exists now. Last year, he said he thought Thornten’s were looking too, so I’m worried they might have got there first.”
“The Ranger would know if that’s the case,” Rowan said, waving a dismissive hand. “He knows everything.”
“But if Tollien sent people to Cale immediately after finding out that Leodin was alive…” Will’s voice tapered into unspoken fears.
“Then that gave them a head start on the Ranger by about a month,” Colin whispered, giving voice to Will’s unfinished thought.
Rowan swore again, startling himself. He straightened and glanced toward the doors. “Oh, good, Rockwood’s still tied up in that meeting.”
“Lucky,” Will added, grinning. “Though I bet you could be good at needlepoint. Maybe Wren could teach you a thing or two?”
“I could stitch your smart mouth shut and that’d be an improvement,” Rowan added thoughtfully.
Will chuckled appreciatively.
“It’d be an improvement for both of you at times,” Colin grumbled. He groaned, running a hand over his face, and leaned back in his seat again. “Well, we can’t do anything for Leodin. But, if the Ridgar is after you, Will…”
“I know,” Will said, his mood darkening once more. “It means I’ll likely be stuck inside this castle until I’m ninety.”
“At least there’s a lot of space,” Rowan countered.
“Not until you’re ninety,” Colin assured, but a grin lifted his lips slightly. “It could be just until you convince Ross that you aren’t looking for trouble. Whichever you can do first.”
“Ninety it is then,” Rowan announced, slapping the table again.
Will grinned in spite of himself. “Thanks, Rowan, I was worried that might not be the case.” He stretched, pushing aside his plate. “But things could be worse. At least Ross didn’t go start a fight with Haru.”
“Yet,” Rowan added.
Will threw the last roll at Rowan’s head.
“And you both got a chance to talk, which you need,” Colin added approvingly, already pulling himself from the table to avoid the threat of a food fight.
Rowan huffed under his breath, rolling his eyes and brushing crumbs from his hair. “I want to be connected to Ross somehow. This isn’t fair. You two both get to have this bond about being mentored by him and his son and all. I feel left out. Will, do you reckon he’d adopt me? He’s a grouchy git but still preferable to my own father.”
Will laughed and Colin snorted, shaking his head with a grin.
They’d met Rowan’s father the year before when he, Lord Tazral of Lonric, had forced them to stay in his lands rather than go to Cale. The Lord of Lonric and his son could not have been more different had they tried. Where Rowan was light-hearted and humorous, Lord Tazral had a high opinion of himself and tended to base the value of a man off of his tie to nobles. This meant that Will and Lord Tazral hadn’t gotten along very well since most of the country, Tazral included, didn’t know Will’s lineage and believed him to be common-born. They thought the same of Ross, too, Will remembered. Could that be part of what the Ranger wanted Will to talk to Ross about? Perhaps he was right. Maybe they did have more in common.
“You wouldn’t survive a minute and a half if Ross was your father,” Colin said, still chortling.
Rowan crossed his arms with an indignant expression. “I’ve trained with him loads, thank you very much. I think I’d do just fine.”
“No, it’s not because of training, it’s because he’d murder you,” Colin explained slowly. He paused, frowning. “Or you’d die tragically in your own failed attempt to murder him. Either way, I don’t see it going well for you.”
Their conversation was interrupted by the appearance of three people striding through the double doors, snow falling from their shoulders and hair. The tallest of them, a woman with red hair, muttered something to the two girls at her back who were pulling away hoods.
Lady Serena of Alamore spared them only a glance before crossing the chamber. Her boots clicked over the stone floor, spurs rattling, until she pushed through the door at the end of the room and disappeared.
Beside the doors, one of the girls was shaking like a dog, trying to dislodge the snow from her dark hair and snarling a string of musical words under her breath. She turned toward the squire table, grumbling something to the other girl, and almost slipped in a pool of melting snow. Rowan hooted in laughter, earning murderous glowers from both girls. Will bit back his own grin.
After righting her companion, the taller girl with her light brown hair pulled into an elegant knot of braids, started toward them while her companion, darker hair falling from its loose braid, inched carefully over the slick floor in her wake. Wren shook her head, her nose pink with cold, and brushed more snow daintily from the shoulders of her deep purple cloak.
Reaching the table, she beamed and lowered herself into the seat across from Colin. “Wonderful weather we’re having, isn’t it?” Wren asked, her tone and mannerism of sarcasm making her resemblance to Rowan somewhat off-putting. “Eldin is just loving it,” she added as she took the seat across from Colin and nodded toward the other girl, still struggling not to slip on the water.
Will turned, stifling a snort of laughter as Eldin, her face grim with a brooding dark shadow, fixed them all with a grey-eyed look of deepest fury and loathing. She shook again, letting out more low whisper threats and almost falling. Righting herself, she stamped the remaining distance and threw herself into the chair beside Wren with a snarl.
“Snow is ridiculous. The first time it arrives each year,” she said, her accent thicker than Will had heard it in years. She swore in Kelkorian, pulling her cloak off and throwing it over the back of the chair to Wren’s left. “It’s beautiful. But at this time of year?” She gave a harsh and manic laugh. “It is so stupid! I hate the cold. I hate the snow. I hate—” She shook again, spraying them with icy flecks of water from her hair. Will threw his hands up to defend himself, biting back a laugh.
“Oh, don’t be so mean, Eldin,” Rowan said sweetly, wiping his sleeve over his face. “The snow loves you, darling.”
He ducked as Eldin leaned across the table to grab one of the rolls and threw it at him. It still struck true, knocking Rowan’s shoulder before falling into Will’s lap. Rowan straightened, rubbing the place it had hit while giving Eldin an offended scowl. “That hurt, you rodent. Anyway, that’s the second assault of bread I’ve had to suffer today.”
Looking self-satisfied, Eldin dropped into her seat. “Good.” She gave a curt nod. “I wish I’d seen the first attack.” Her grey eyes moved to Will and she held out a hand. “I am sorry, Will, I didn’t mean that to hit you. Do you mind passing that back, though? If Rowan opens his mouth again, I might need it and don’t need to waste any more food on him.”
Will tossed it back into her hands, gaining a betrayed look from Rowan. “What?” Will asked, laughing. “You did deserve that.”
“You are a traitor and backstabber and my least favorite person,” Rowan hissed threateningly. “I shall smite you for your wicked ways.”
Will shrugged. “I’m sure you will. But, you know better than to push her when she’s in a bad mood.” He turned to Wren and Eldin, raising his brows. “So, why are you two so late to lunch?”
Eldin didn’t answer, only laughing darkly and reaching for the nearest steaming dish of stew.
Wren grimaced, shaking her head. “Serena has had Eldin and me riding in the north forest since dawn. She hid some targets in there and had us doing mounted archery to knock them out of trees. Entertaining, but I haven’t got the hang of it yet, plus the pony I’m using keeps stopping each time I lift the bow.” She ran a hand over her stomach, wincing. “I hit the front of that saddle about a hundred times and the target about three.”
“Could you borrow a horse?” Colin suggested. “Or trade out ponies?”
Wren fixed him with a cool, brown-eyed stare. “Great idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” She narrowed her eyes. “Oh yeah, because I only found out that Selka does that today, while already out, and I was told to just keep pushing him through so I could train him to behave. But if you don’t think that’s the right option, I’ll let you argue with Serena.”
Colin’s face reddened and he met her scowl with one of his own. “I mean now, for the future rides, change out horses. It’s simple.”
“I’ll get right on that, picking from the wide array of horses I have to select from,” Wren replied in a waspish tone.
Colin opened his mouth to retort but Eldin cleared her throat loudly. “Anyway,” she said pointedly. “We were out pretty far so, by the time a messenger arrived to get Serena for the meeting, she was already late. She still made us walk back because we can’t risk any of the horses becoming barn-soured or getting colic in this weather.” She turned to Will, a stern frown pulled across her features though her grey eyes were alight with a familiar gleam of humor. “And, according to the messenger, it was a squire on Richard’s horse getting ambushed that sparked this whole meeting. So, Will, what did you do this time?”
Rowan cleared his throat in an important manner, rolling his eyes. “Really, Eldin, the proper term is sneak attacked. And you call yourself a squire? Henry would be ashamed of your ignorance, young soul.”
Eldin’s eyes turned to Rowan and she clapped a hand to her forehead. “How true! I apologize for my illiteracy. Thank you so kindly for being willing to mentor me with your wisdom.”
Rowan gave a grave nod. “You’re welcome, child. It’s only to be expected that you make such blunders, however, since you hang around with the riffraff like my sister.”
It was Wren who threw the roll this time, pulling it out of Eldin’s grasp and chucking it at her brother. It bounced off his forehead before he had time to react.
Rowan snarled under his breath, scowling, and Will and Colin both roared in laughter. “Seriously? Are you serious right now? You are supposed to be on my side!”
“We’re on the side of justice,” Colin clarified. He paid for the remark when Rowan grabbed the now battered roll and launched it into his chest with a dull thud.
Eldin snorted and her serious expression fractured, her gaze shifting again to Will. “So, really, what did happen?”
“Just that,” Will said, shrugging. “I was riding back to the castle after bringing a message to Anryn for Richard and there were three riders blocking the road.”
“Six,” Rowan countered, already slinking beneath the table’s edge to avoid Colin taking aim with the fateful bread. “It was six, at least.”
“Three,” Will repeated firmly. “They tried to capture me, some other rider came by and distracted them by nearly killing me with a few flaming arrows, and I made a break for it. Not really a big deal.”
Wren laughed but Eldin’s face had turned grave. “They tried to capture you? They recognized you? Were they sent by Marl?”
Will shifted, the collar of his tunic suddenly feeling warm and far too tight. Eldin was one of his closest friends but he hadn’t told her the truth. She had no idea of what Will had learned in Kelkor. She still believed Marl was his father, that Will was several deaths away from being a rightful heir of any throne. She didn’t know the truth. Didn’t know that the throne was, by all rights, supposed to go to him.
He’d considered telling her a few times, but finding the words, explaining to her that he was faced with the future of being King or killed by a King, made him want to shrink in his seat. That, and the knowledge that Niet, the squire who had been like a brother, had truly been killed because of him more than they’d even believed before.
“Ridgar,” Colin said, breaking the lengthening silence and snapping Will back from his thoughts. “Do you remember them?”
Eldin’s lip curled in a sneer and she leaned back in her seat. “Oh, I remember them. Their leader, he was the one telling us that girls didn’t belong on horses or in armies and I was a disgrace.”
“I think you’re a disgrace.” Rowan’s voice was muffled under the table. Eldin kicked him and he yelped, reemerging with a disgruntled glower in her direction.
“He was probably just embarrassed that he sent all those archers and a girl got away from them twice,” Will said consolingly.
“Considering today, I’d say it’s more likely that he and his riders are just rogues,” Colin concluded, taking aim at the top of Rowan’s head and tossing the roll. It bounced off the thatch of brown hair. Rowan gave Colin a rude hand gesture and scrambled back into his seat with brooding silence.
“As much as I truly do hate to agree with Colin, I think he might be right,” Wren said. Her brow furrowed in thought. “I think I’ve heard father talk about the Ridgar. Something about how they have been encroaching on our lands, trying to recruit from the villages in Lonric. They’ve been causing issues for a couple of years now. He said they’re getting too bold and need to be dealt with as we would bandits. He doesn’t allow our villagers to join them, though I don’t think he realizes they still do.”
Rowan scoffed, distracted from his offended pride and moping. “Come off it, I’ve never heard father talk about anything like that. Alright, maybe him complaining about villagers not listening to orders a while or two, but I don’t think he’s mentioned the Ridgar.”
Thoughts broken, Wren gave him a cold look. “That’s because it’s hard to hear anything over your grumbling and sighing whenever he’s in the room.” She brightened. “Perhaps if you took up needlework you’d be able to learn a thing or two about what’s happening around you. People don’t tend to notice the girl listening as she sews.”
“We were just discussing his promise with needlepoint,” Will said, grinning.
“Yeah, but I’m not a girl,” Rowan protested. He waved a dismissive hand. “So, not happening.”
“No,” Colin agreed, shaking his head. “Rowan isn’t pretty enough to pull that off.”
Rowan leaned across Will to punch Colin in the arm.
Will shoved him aside, grimacing. “Blazes, and he’d need about three years of baths for his smell not to give him away.”
Rowan cuffed Will on the back of the head, too. “I work hard to smell so manly. It’s for the ladies.” He struck a pose as if to show off his muscles and Eldin squinted, brow furrowing.
“What are we supposed to be looking at?”
The group broke into laughter again. None of them noticed the figure who had come to the table until he cleared his throat, making all of them start. Rowan swore as his chair almost flipped backwards with the force of his jump, Eldin gasped something in Kelkorian and splashed stew from her spoon to her tunic, and Will ran a hand over the place where his knee had collided with the underside of the table.
“Hey, could you not come sneaking up on us?” Rowan demanded, straightening in his seat. “Kind of rude.”
“Perhaps you should pay more attention to your surroundings as not to be startled so easily,” the Ranger purred coolly.
Rowan huffed, folding his arms across his chest. “I mean, I’m at lunch, I shouldn’t have to be on guard.”
“Considering the knack you have for finding trouble and creating enemies, you should be on guard at any time,” the Ranger advised. He didn’t wait for Rowan to retort, turning to take in Eldin—who was dabbing soup from the front of her tunic—and Wren, who had remained relatively composed at his abrupt arrival. “Tell me, what all has your father mentioned about the Ridgar?”
Wren’s face flushed red and she shrugged, dropping her gaze to the table. “I mean, not a whole lot. Just what I mentioned before, that they’ve been more active in the years lately. He thinks they’ve been getting out of hand.”
“And they’ve been recruiting as far as Lonric?” the Ranger pressed, his tone unreadable.
Wren nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
The Ranger scoffed under his breath. “I’m not a knight, there is no need to call me Sir.”
“Yes, S—I mean—yes, Ranger. But, I don’t have much. It’s just… just stuff I heard. Nothing really.” Wren’s face turned even brighter red and Rowan sniggered. Eldin aimed a kick from across the table, catching Will in the already bruised knee. He grunted, throwing her a scathing look through watering eyes.
The Ranger ran a hand over his jaw. “How very interesting. Thank you, Wren. It’s good for us to be aware of what the Ridgar has been doing in the southern lands. Well done on listening to those around you. Information worth remembering is never nothing.”
The rumble of voices made all of them turn a moment. Knights were filing from the door that led to the squire and council chambers, still talking in low voices.
The Ranger took a step back, bowing his head politely. “Considering his last message, this makes far more sense. Which is good, as I would rather be prepared for his complaints. And, perhaps your father will give us more details in person.”
“You’re going to Lonric?” Will asked, disappointment pulling at his shoulders. The Ranger had barely been there a few hours and was already leaving?
The Ranger shook his head and a grim smirk lifted the lips beneath the hood. His hand pressed to his pocket and Will remembered the Ranger’s words earlier, the message. His muscles stiffened at the impossible thought pressed against his mind.
“Oh, no, I have no intention of going back to Lonric,” the Ranger assured nonchalantly.
It took a moment for the words to sink in and the idea Will had been suppressing dropped into his stomach like iron. Colin’s mouth fell open, Eldin’s jaw had tightened, and Wren had gone rigid in her seat. Rowan blinked between them and Will could see the truth battling with his determination not to believe it.
Finally, he turned to the Ranger, scowling. “So, who is going?”
“None of us are going anywhere. I mean, there’s no need.” The Ranger took several steps backwards. “Not with the Lord of Lonric coming to us himself, anyway.” He turned away, striding toward the doors into the entry hall, leaving the five squires flattened and speechless. At the threshold of the room, the Ranger paused, turning to them again. Even from here, Will thought he could see the smirk beneath the cowl. “Oh, and Rowan,” he called, his voice rising above the discussion and the scrape of chairs as knights took their places at the long table down the center of the room. “Do try not to swear in front of your father when he arrives, won’t you? I don’t imagine it will go over well.”
“Wait a bloody minute,” Rowan snapped, standing, his chair falling backwards and crashing against the stone flags. “When? When is he coming? Why? Why the blazes does he have to come here? If this is your idea of a joke, Ranger, I swear to Thornten, I’ll… I’m going to… I will…” No suitable threat seeming to form around his tongue and he stammered for words.
The Ranger chuckled, turning around and taking several backwards strides. “Don’t worry, Rowan. You have a few days to learn to control your tongue.” And, without answering Rowan’s other questions, spun on his heel and slipped from the chamber.
Will stared down at his plate, wishing he hadn’t eaten so much. He felt like he might be ill. Rowan straightened his chair and threw himself back into it with a moan of misery, his head dropping to the table. Colin grimaced at Will who swallowed the sick feeling rising in his chest. But, at a glance across the table, he realized that, whatever apprehension he, Rowan, and Colin were feeling at the prospect of coming face to face with Lord Tazral again, was nothing to the blind panic that made Wren’s eyes shine a little too bright.




CHAPTER FIVE

 
The changes that crept across the castle over the days that followed could not have been more noticeable, even if they weren’t discussed. Soldiers clustered in tighter groups along the wall, standing straighter than they had in weeks, their tension palpable. Patrols were no longer bringing squires under the age of seventeen with them, meaning only Vancely was allowed to ride out with Laster.
Will found that he’d become more on edge as well, jumpy and aggravated all at once. Whether this was due to the Ridgar’s attack or because of the prospect that Lord Tazral would be arriving any day, he wasn’t sure. The other squires seemed to be feeling much the same, complaining openly about not being allowed on patrols to the west again and growing surly.
“This is absolutely ridiculous,” Saget burst on the third day of all the squires being ordered to stay in the castle. He and Loper had joined Rowan, Will, and Colin to practice archery in a cleared space beside the jousting arena. Arrows littered the straw bale targets before them, the evidence of hours spent in training.
“I mean, they’re trying to make sure none of us get attacked,” Loper grumbled, shaking an arrow loose of his quiver and knocking it to his bowstring. “Probably worried someone’s going to get killed.”
Saget snorted, pulling back another arrow and firing it blindly. It missed the target, smacking into the dirt several feet to the left. He didn’t seem to notice or care, turning to the others with a livid glower. “Maybe when we were younger, it made sense. Like your ages. But Loper and I are sixteen. They just should give us swords and have done with it.”
“Our ages?” Rowan demanded, snorting. “We’ve done more than you or Loper at our ages so don’t go acting like this is our fault.”
Saget ignored him, ranting on and reaching for another arrow. “It’s just the Ridgar, a bunch of commoners with whatever weapons they can find, it’s not like it’s Thornten. Anyhow, they didn’t try to kill Will, did they? They tried to catch him. That clearly means they’re just hoping to recruit people who are already trained. And Will got away just fine. If kids your age are getting out of it, then why should the rest of us be bunched up?”
Will gritted his teeth, running a thumb over the fletching of one of the arrows hanging in the quiver at his side. Another lie, another time to evade the truth. But this didn’t make him feel bad like lying to Eldin by exclusion. No. Saget’s attitude toward them was grinding against his already frayed nerves. So, he didn’t mind letting him stay in the dark. That, and Saget looked angry enough that he might punch Will if he knew this really was his fault. So, instead, he shrugged and drew an arrow, knocking it to his string and taking aim at his target, and trying to keep the frustration out of his face. “Maybe they think they’ll try harder to catch older squires?” His arrow flew loose of the string, striking the third ring from the center of the target. Concentrate, Will reminded himself. He couldn’t let Saget’s raging get under his skin and annoy him or he’d have more training as punishment for his worsening skills.
“Anyway, Saget, the thing is that they don’t just have makeshift weapons, and they aren’t untrained,” Colin said, his tone patient. “They’ve been training just like us.”
“Not like us,” Saget shot back hotly. He moved closer to Colin, stabbing him in the chest with a finger, forgetting his task to grab another arrow. “They’re rogues, Greyhead, that’s it. They haven’t got any real training. They’re not like us at all.”
Will forced himself to take a deep breath and not take a swing at Saget. He had to remind himself that Saget was rarely short with anyone. He was only annoyed. He and Colin usually got along well. Now, though, they were glowering at one another. Will made himself grab another arrow. Don’t punch him, don’t punch him. Pretend he isn’t here and keep practicing before you do something stupid.
Rowan snorted, moving forward and shoving Saget away from Colin. “How about you back off him, Saget?” He brushed between them, taking position in front of the target and adjusting his stance under Saget’s murderous glower. “If you don’t like the knights’ orders, then don’t listen to them. Go and argue with the Ridgar. You can ride out and be like ‘hey, don’t bother trying to kill us, we’re better than you are because we’re noble-born’ and tell me how that goes, won’t you?” Rowan’s arrow struck the right edge of the target and he swore, glancing back over his shoulder to where the knights were talking.
“Better clean that up before your father gets here,” Will warned, smirking.
Rowan threw him a rude hand gesture. “There, that better?”
“My point is that we keep hiding from them and they think they’ve rattled us,” Saget continued to fume, ignoring Rowan’s comment. “If they think they’ve rattled us, then they’ll see that as they’re winning. What we need to do is stomp out this ridiculousness and remind them that they are subjects of Alamore. What we don’t need to do is tuck squires safely in the castle. If they fight us, then we can snuff each out for his defiance of the crown.”
Will and Colin exchanged a sidelong look, and Will turned away, stifling a grimace. Had he really sounded this ridiculous only days before? Complaining about following orders? No, not this ridiculous, Will reminded himself. He wasn’t stupid enough to want to stamp out the Ridgar or to underestimate them.
“Oi, Saget,” Rockwood called from the group of knights, turning to eye the squires. “What you need to do is actually hit your target. Once you’ve done that, maybe the Ridgar would actually find you threatening, eh?”
Saget’s face burned bright red, and he snorted. He spun away, clamping his jaws shut and reaching for another arrow. Will watched it leap from the bowstring and smack into the second ring of the target with a quivering finality.
Saget’s frustration seemed shared among Leaf and Loper, however. Some of the younger squires had pent up a great deal of energy without being able to ride out of the walls with their knights. Gabe and Jerram had become particularly annoying, taking to belting out songs and starting mock battles when other squires tried to go to sleep. But Will knew that, despite the glum mood, things were only going to get worse with the arrival of Lord Tazral of Lonric.
Sure enough, the afternoon following Saget’s outburst, while Will, Rowan, Colin, Eldin, and Wren practiced with swords in the jousting arena—Will on Richard’s Denra again and Wren perched in the saddle of one of the iron-mouthed castle ponies—they heard the unmistakable noise of riders clattering across the bridge. A horn bellowed the arrival of visitors.
Rockwood turned from where he leaned on the fence between Haru and Serena, looking back in the direction of the hubbub. “If I’m not mistaken, it sounds like the Lord of Lonric must just have arrived.”
Will’s heart sank, and he pulled Denra to a halt, following the knight’s gaze, half expecting to see the clean and composed figure of Lord Tazral ride into sight. Thankfully, however, it seemed he and his delegation were too busy with unpacking and being greeted in the courtyard to come looking for them.
Haru caught Will’s eye and gave him a sympathetic grimace. “I imagine that they’ll be tending horses and heading in to get ready for dinner before we are done practice.”
“Welp, that gives me the time I need,” Rowan announced matter-of-factly, swinging from the saddle of his black warhorse and turning on the spot.
Rockwood snorted. “And where, if you don’t mind me asking, do you think you’re going? We’re still practicing and tuning horses, Rowan.”
“Sorry, Rockwood, there are much more important matters for me to attend to. You see, this is when I go into hiding. I will be away until that prat leaves,” Rowan explained, clapping his hands together and rotating, eyes narrowed as he surveyed his surroundings. “Just need to find the perfect place to vanish.”
“Nice try,” Rockwood called. “You’re not going anywhere. Back on that horse, now, Rowan. Otherwise, I might just have to have you go help carry in your father’s luggage and move you to an adjoining room for the duration of his visit. Your choice.”
Rowan threw his knight a horrified stare. “You wouldn’t.”
“Want to wait and see?” Rockwood challenged.
Rowan clamped his slacken jaw shut and grabbed his saddle. He swung again onto Naja’s back, eyes narrowed at his knight. “You are the scum of a pond, Rockwood. Just know that. You’re a smarmy, backstabbing, good for nothing, knight.”
“If you try to make a break for it and leave all of us behind, Rockwood’s going to seem a whole lot nicer than us,” Will threatened darkly. “If we have to put up with him, you’re sure as anything going to as well. He’s your father, after all. Not our responsibility.”
“Which gives me all the more reason to avoid him,” Rowan clarified in the sort of tone that implied Will was an idiot. Will considered trying to knock him out of the saddle with the padded practice sword in his grip but decided it wasn’t worth the effort, as Rowan was still several horse lengths away. Later, he decided. He could get even later.
Wren shook her head. Her face had turned pale, her lips pressed thin. “No, Rowan, they’re right. You’re not going anywhere.”
“Why does that matter to you?” Rowan demanded, twisting to glower at her. “You know he’s just going to be in a worse mood if I’m around.”
“But if you’re around, he might leave me alone,” Wren explained in a polite, if not a bit worried, voice. “If he can focus on his disappointment in you, he can forget that he’s disappointed in me for the first time in his life.”
From the fence, Rockwood tried to hide his laugh in a cough, and Haru snorted loudly. Serena cleared her throat, nodding at Wren. “Wren, we are still training. If that pony has caught his wind, take him back through the drill again. The left-hand turn was still sloppy.”
The color flooded back to Wren’s face with a hue of embarrassment. “Right, sorry, Lady Serena.” She pressed her heels to the pony’s sides and, resignedly, the fat buckskin pony waddled off at a lazy trot.
Eldin reined in her horse beside Will, her face set, glowering toward the path that led along the side of the castle and toward the courtyard. “Is it too late for us to make a break ourselves and get out of here?” she muttered in an undertone.
Will glanced at the knights and shook his head. “I don’t see that working out.”
“Blasted,” Eldin huffed. “Well, then I can’t promise that I won’t kick Lord Tazral in the shin this time around.”
Will grinned. “I’m just astonished that you didn’t last time.”
“Last time he had offered food, so that was enticing enough to behave,” Eldin justified, smirking. “This time, perhaps I’ll aim one good kick at him.”
Colin, still trotting along the arena rail, cast Eldin and Will a disapproving look as he passed. “We can’t kick nobles.”
“Says who?” Eldin called back, not quite suppressing a laugh.
Colin tilted his head to the sky a moment with an exasperated sigh and turned his attention once more to his sorrel, Strider.
“Says the knights, Eldin!” Haru barked, leveling her and Will with a stern grey-green gaze under furrowed brows. “It’s just a good rule of thumb not to do that.”
Rockwood shrugged, running a hand over his jaw and chuckling. “I don’t know. I’ve had one or two I wouldn’t have minded aiming a good kick at in my day as a squire.”
Haru grinned. “Ross was your knight, right? How would he have handled that?”
Rockwood’s eyes shone with his beaming smile. “Likely would have had me work as foot servant to said noble for a month and then made me regret it still more in the practice arena. Maybe that’s what Rowan needs, a few weeks training under Ross.”
“Never!” Rowan called, pushing Naja back into a canter after Colin. Will turned to watch Rowan charge toward Colin, drawing his practice sword and taking a swing at Colin’s side.
Colin reacted with the ease and speed born of practice, pulling Strider in a tight turn to avoid the strike while drawing his own weapon. He brought his padded practice blade buffeting down on Rowan’s thigh before Rowan had time to react or retreat. Rowan yelped, almost slipping from his saddle as Naja bolted several strides forward in alarm.
“Rowan, it’s supposed to be battle maneuvers only!” Rockwood called. “Not attacking! Just the maneuvers! No contact!”
“Don’t be boring! I’m invincible!” Rowan roared back, straightening in his saddle and driving his sword hand into the air.
Eldin sighed, eyeing him with a raised brow. “Someone needs to knock him out of the saddle.” She loosened her reins, letting her horse take several strides forward. She glanced at Will, raising her brows. “Is that going to be your job or mine?”
Will shook his head sadly and looked down at Denra’s sweaty neck. “The old boy still needs a rest, unfortunately, so I think I’m out on that one.”
Eldin nodded, her expression one of mock grim resolve. “I guess that’s a duty I’ll just have to take on for the sake of all of Alamore.” She raised a hand to Will. “Wish me luck.” She didn’t wait on an answer, instead cantering at Rowan, who yelped and urged Naja in the other direction.
“Well, Rockwood, you can’t say your squire lacks life,” a sneering voice called. Will turned, catching sight of the knight riding toward them along the path that led to the courtyard. Light brown hair swept back from his handsome face, Sir Laster watched Rowan, still shaking his head. “Though I would hope he’d have better sense by now.”
“Sense is overrated,” Rockwood said, his tone slightly stiff and waving a dismissive hand.
“Perhaps,” Laster agreed, moving his chestnut warhorse to stand by the other knights.
Rockwood pushed off the fence, pulling his lean frame to its full height and turning to Laster, arms crossed. “Did you need something, Laster?”
Laster didn’t answer a moment. His amber eyes moved over the squires, locking on Will for a moment, before they dropped to Rockwood. His sneer pulled into something nearer a grimace and he nodded back the way he had come from. “You might want to find a way for the squires to look busy and under control. Lord Tazral is planning on coming this way and I thought you might appreciate the heads up.”
Rockwood’s face fell. “Is he really?”
Laster’s lip curled slightly. “I mean, that’s what he said and I’ve never known Lord Tazral not to act on his inclinations.”
“Don’t worry about it, Rockwood. It doesn’t matter,” Haru said bracingly. “We’re about done practicing.”
Laster’s amber eyes shifted to Haru with a patronizing stare. “You might want to keep that to yourself when Lord Tazral arrives over here. He’ll think you’re lazing about.”
Serena broke her silence, turning from her station of watching the squires. “And why would he think that?”
“Because he only ever tends to think the worst of Alamore,” Rockwood grumbled in answer. “You’ll learn to really appreciate him.”
Laster nodded slowly, frowning at Serena. “Anything not in tradition tends to offend him.” His words carried a careful weight behind them.
Serena’s expression hardened in understanding. “I see.”
Laster’s sneer lifted his lip once more. “If you have the chance, Serena, prove him wrong, won’t you?”
“But not right now,” Rockwood interjected hurriedly. “Laster, don’t go feeding bad ideas this early into his visit.” He ran a hand through his hair, distracted. He glanced back the way Laster had appeared from, muttering something under his breath that Will could have sworn was one of Eldin’s own favorite Kelkorian oaths. Turning from Laster, Rockwood clapped his hands together loudly, the noise cracking over them in the cold air.
Rowan and Eldin turned to look at him, Eldin still holding Rowan in a headlock as she attempted to pull him out of his saddle, Rowan’s arms wrapped in a bearhug around Naja’s neck
“Eldin, let him go,” Rockwood barked, his voice unusually stern. Eldin obeyed in an instant, Rowan almost falling out of his saddle with the surprise of finding himself free. Rockwood didn’t seem to notice. “Listen up, I want you all to line up on the north end of the arena. One at a time, left to right, I want to see you go through the battle drill we were practicing before Rowan’s chaos disrupted the lessons. Before you ask, Rowan, my left, not yours, so east. Is that understood? We’ll have some guests, so try to keep it clean and tidy, won’t you?”
Rowan, his face filled with disbelief, almost fell off in surprise. He grabbed the front of his saddle to right himself. “No, Rockwood. Come on. You got to be kidding me.”
“Nope, not kidding,” Rockwood said briskly. “Now, line up.”
“Come on, Den, that means us too,” Will muttered. He patted the sweat-dampened neck. The old horse sighed heavily at the press of Will’s leg to his side, turning and plodding toward the end of the line. Wren backed the pony in beside Will, her whole body shaking slightly. She looked terrified.
The disappointment Will felt at the prospect of seeing Tazral was cut with sympathy. He gave her a reassuring smile. “It’ll be fine, Wren. You’re doing really well.”
Wren laughed shakily, the sound hollow of any humor. “Let’s just hope he thinks that too…” Her fingers toyed with the reins of her pony, which tossed its head with restless energy, feeding on her nerves.
The unmistakable murmur of approaching voices made Will look up toward the path. His heart sank. A small group of people were moving toward them, three mounted on warhorses, three men on foot. King Revlan, Sir Richard, and the Ranger of Kings strode slightly ahead of the riders, none of them speaking. Will barely noticed them. Instead, he glowered toward the group of riders.
Even from the far end of the jousting arena, almost as far away as was possible, Lord Tazral was unmistakable astride his bay horse, leading the other two. His purple cloak fluttered over the haunches of his warhorse, his shoulders were drawn back, his bearded jaw uplifted slightly to look down on those around him. Despite what must have been weeks on the road, his brown hair was swept back without a strand falling from its place. A few more silver strands had appeared at his temple since the summer—Will hoped that he, Rowan, and Colin had something to do with those—and Will was certain he could see the disapproval in his brown eyes despite the distance between them.
At Tazral’s left rode a surly guard Will recognized as well. It was the same guard who had trained the squires in Lonric—Ganfri. He gave no sign of recognition, only stared stonily ahead. To Lord Tazral’s other side was another familiar face, one that made Will’s hands clench reflexively on his reins. To Wren’s other side, Will thought he heard Rowan’s whispered string of threats and obscenities and knew he’d recognized the third rider as well.
For, riding at Lord Tazral’s right side, seated high and proud in his saddle, was Garryn. His freckled face was pulled into an expression of pained self-importance, his nose upturned. Like Lord Tazral’s brown locks, Garryn’s sandy hair was swept into perfect place. Everything about Tazral’s squire made Will annoyed. What made it worse was remembering their last encounter, Garryn’s attempt to actually injure him in training. Despite their short time in training together at Lonric, Will could see in the look Garryn threw his way that he hadn’t lost any animosity for Will, either. He drew his gaze away though and inclined his head to the knights as if gracing them with his acknowledgement. The air of superiority about him made it hard for Will not to mutter a few of Eldin’s words himself.
Feeling disgusted, Will dropped his eyes to scowl at Denra’s ears instead. Excellent. Garryn had come along. What could make this visit from Lord Tazral any worse? He wasn’t sure that was possible.
“I hope you won’t mind an audience,” King Revlan called, his deep voice carrying across the jousting field.
Haru waved them over with a welcoming smile splitting over his face. “Not at all.”
Will noticed Lord Tazral’s brows raise and gritted his teeth. He didn’t doubt that the Lord of Lonric was silently patronizing Haru for his lack of formality.
Richard strode to Haru’s side, gripping his shoulder a moment before leaning on the fence next to his previous squire. Catching Will’s eye, Richard waved, the lines around his eyes deepening in a silent laugh. “How’s Denra doing out there, Will? Looks like you’ve about wore him out.”
Will nodded. “He’s been excellent, Sir. Thank you again for letting me use him. He’s teaching me a lot.”
“Does he not have a horse of his own?” Lord Tazral asked, reining his horse to a halt at the rail and eyeing the squires.
“He lost him last year in battle,” the Ranger replied emotionlessly.
Tazral threw the Ranger a quick look, not managing to hide his annoyance.
The Ranger seemed to notice, and he added, his tone slightly too exaggerated to seem entirely genuine: “My Lord.”
“I see.” Lord Tazral’s eyes shifted away from Will to the other end of the line. His eyes narrowed on noticing Eldin. To Eldin’s credit, her face was impassive, smooth, and unconcerned as she watched her knight and awaited instruction. Will wished he could ignore their onlookers with that amount of refinement.
Rockwood turned, giving the Lord of Lonric a stiff smile, the motion lacking his usual friendliness. “Good journey here, I hope, Lord Tazral?”
Tazral snorted, shifting his attention to the knights, arching one brow in a disparaging expression. “I’m afraid that no journey is good when its cause is rogues and bandits, Sir Rockwood. However, we were lucky. The roads south of here are nearly all melted of snow but not yet impassable with mud.”
“That’s a plus at least,” Rockwood said, but his smile slipped as Tazral only gave him a stony, cold stare.
“If you two don’t mind,” Serena cut across, nodding a curt greeting at Lord Tazral. “I think it best we not make the squires wait too long. Those horses have been put through their paces today.”
Tazral started, and Will stifled a snort of laughter. It could not have been plainer that he hadn’t noticed Serena and now, face to face with a woman knight in chainmail, a sword at her side, he was taken aback. He regained his composure quickly, though, and his surprise flickered to disapproval. He blinked down at Serena, face struggling with several unspoken thoughts, before he managed to control his features again. He turned his attention back to the squires, lips pressing thin.
“Quite.”
Haru took a few nervous steps back from Serena, his face grave, and wheeled to the arena. Catching sight of Eldin, he inclined his head. None of the knights were smiling now. Each looked stiff, alert, and uneasy. “Alright, Eldin, that means you first.”
Eldin raised her practice sword in acknowledgement of the order. Her attention snapped from the knights to her horse and weapon. Will watched with a sense of pride as Eldin maneuvered her large warhorse through his paces—side passing, wheeling about, changing leads, prancing nearly in place—all while effortlessly executing the routine of strikes and parries they’d been drilling on that morning. By the time she came back to a halt before the knights, her face was flushed and a smile lifted the corner of her mouth, fracturing some of her grim poise. A glance in Lord Tazral’s direction made Will bite back his own grin. The Lord of Lonric wore a sour look of grudging respect. Eldin had been about as close to perfect as possible in the drill.
“Nicely done, Eldin,” Richard called, clapping.
Will, Colin, and Wren started clapping as well and Rowan whistled, earning him the reproving look from Lord Tazral that Will had expected long before now.
The King and a few of the other knights nodded.
Serena gave Eldin a searching look, face inscrutable. “What two parts of your drill did you think went best?” she asked, her tone unreadable, holding neither compliment nor criticism.
Eldin straightened to attention, wiping her mouth smooth. “The turn to the right and my sword thrust downward.”
“And two areas of improvement?” Serena asked, still in that same voice.
Eldin’s brow furrowed slightly in thought. “I allowed my horse to drop his shoulder on one turn, which could have resulted in both of us being thrown off-balance, and I mixed up the diagonal strike left with a parry and fumbled in trying to correct myself.”
Serena nodded. “We’ll work on those in future. You’re dismissed back to line. You did well, Eldin.”
Eldin bowed her head and brought her horse back to his place in the lineup. Only once the large horse had settled did she lean forward, patting the animal’s sweaty neck and whispering her pride to the horse.
“Colin, you next,” Haru ordered, waving Colin forward.
Colin and Strider performed with an ease that made it look like the teenager was only needing to think the next command in order for Strider to obey it. His expression of concentration, almost imperceptible, could have been mistaken for boredom. Only the sweat beading across the faintly crease brow when he made his final turn and halt, indicated how focused he truly was. Will glanced toward Eldin in time to see her mouth the word ‘showoff’ to Rowan, who shook with a silent snicker.
It was Rockwood’s turn to whistle and gain Lord Tazral’s frown of disapproval. “Nice one, Colin. Pity Ross had to be on patrol and didn’t get to catch that one, but you’ll have to show that off in practice tomorrow.”
Colin inclined his head. “Thank you, Sir.” He grimaced, patting Strider’s neck. “The transition into the terre-a-terre might have gone smoother.”
“Butter doesn’t get smoother, you swank,” Rowan called. Will snorted and even Wren, still rigid in her saddle, giggled a little, the pitch high with nerves.
“You’ll get it there,” Rockwood assured him, his eyes shifting to Rowan and his brows rose. “But how about we see what you’ve got, Rowan?”
“After him and Eldin just schooled us all?” Rowan demanded. He urged Naja forward. “That doesn’t seem so fair.”
Rockwood raised his eyebrows in a silent challenge, inclining his head only slightly toward Lord Tazral.
Rowan’s face hardened, and he pulled himself to his full height. “Yes, Sir.”
He pushed Naja into the drill. His pattern didn’t move as smoothly as Eldin or Colin’s had and he mixed up two of the maneuvers which set him up incorrectly for his strike pattern. Still, Will was impressed with how well he recovered from his folly to improv his way to the completion.
Pulling Naja to a halt, Rowan made an elaborate bow from his saddle. “Artistry in movement, my good Sirs and Ladies.”
“Artistry perhaps, but not the correct drill,” Rockwood chided. “Right, I’ll expect a written pattern by breakfast tomorrow, Rowan, with explanations of where you were mistaken and what the correct movements would have been. I want it before we saddle up tomorrow, understood?”
“Yes, Sir,” Rowan said, saluting and turning Naja back to his place in line.
Will caught Rowan’s eye, raising his eyebrows. “Why do I feel like you did all that because your father was watching?” he asked, voice low.
“Because I did,” Rowan said, shrugging. His eyes shifted to Wren, who had gone pale, her hands shaking on her reins, her gaze fixed on Tazral. “Now, I’ve already taken the prize of progeny disappointment of the day, so you just have to do better than me. Got it?”
Wren nodded, but Will had the impression she hadn’t heard a word he said.
“Wren, come along now,” Richard called, his tone encouraging.
Rowan moved Naja to stand nearer Will as Wren rode forward, her whole body shaking now. Her pony tossed his head in nervous agitation.
“Come on, Wren,” Rowan muttered under his breath, face set. “Come on.”
“She’ll be fine,” Will whispered, though he thought he said it more for himself than for Rowan.
Wren’s pony fought her for the first few steps, refusing to do more than shuffle into a faster walk. A determined steel flashed through her eyes and Will noticed her heel shift ever so slightly, the spur pressing a warning to the pony’s sides. It broke into a grudging trot and, starting her drill, Will could see the muscles relax in Wren’s face.
All their worrying, it seemed, had been for nothing. Except for a few angry head tosses at being asked to do his job and two brief kicks out to the side when changing leads, Wren rode the pony through her exercise without incident.
Flushed with pride and success, she stopped before the knights, alert and straight in the saddle. Richard brought his hands together with applause like thunder, beaming. Beside him, though, Lord Tazral’s face had turned to icy stone.
“Well done, Wren,” Richard assured her in his familiar rasp. “You did very well indeed.”
“Exceptionally so,” the Ranger agreed, his voice quiet. “Considering that pony had other intentions than listening today.”
Wren nodded, relaxing in her saddle to pat the pony on the neck. “Thank you, Richard, Ranger. He’s not a bad animal. He’s been teaching me a lot, actually.”
“He’s a child’s pet,” Lord Tazral said and ice cracked in his cold words. Will’s fists tightened on his reins, and beside him, Rowan’s eyes narrowed.
Wren’s face fell, her eyes dropping. “He’s small, but… I just don’t have a horse yet.”
“And why not?” Lord Tazral demanded, glancing toward Richard. “Haven’t you deemed her a good enough rider for a horse? Surely you don’t want her on a pony, as your squire.”
“She’s not my squire, my Lord. I’m afraid I’ve decided not to take on another squire at this time—I wouldn’t be able to keep up with this leg. No, but she’s handling that creature well. That’s the point of the pony. Ponies teach them to ride stubborn animals,” Richard explained. Will admired how calm and collected he seemed, a polite smile in place beneath his beard. Serena and Haru were both glowering daggers at Tazral’s back while Laster and Rockwood had unusually similar sneers they hadn’t quite managed to hide. “We start all the squires on them. It builds the best horsemen,” Richard finished.
“For six months?” Tazral demanded, still in his cold tone. He hummed, turning back to Wren. “How very unusual…”
A nasty silence fell. Will dropped his eyes to glower at his hands. He could almost feel the waves of fury emanating from Rowan, Eldin, and Colin at his sides. Lord Tazral was ruining this for Wren and she really had done well.
“I’m not sure, my Lord,” Garryn spoke at last. Will bristled, fighting the urge to look up and give Garryn one of Rowan’s famous hand gestures. “Wren isn’t very large. A pony is probably better sized for her. She has more control with her legs on an animal that size.”
“Size has nothing to do with control. But, if you’re wishing to see her practice on a full warhorse, she can try again on my horse tomorrow,” Richard added, turning away from Tazral, all semblance of friendliness dropped from his tone. “For now, Wren, you did very well. Keep your elbows tucked in a bit more. That’s the only thing I noticed.”
“Thank you, Sir,” Wren muttered before turning, head low, and returning to her place between Will and Rowan. Her shoulders sagged with a defeat that made Will both sad and livid on her behalf.
“Father’s a git,” Rowan muttered consolingly when she was within earshot. “Don’t take it to heart.”
Wren only shrugged, her expression dejected.
“Right, Will,” Haru’s voice broke across Will’s thoughts and made him straighten, his gaze shifting to his knight. Haru’s face was stiff, lips pressed thin. He nodded toward the center of the arena. “Take Denra through his paces, won’t you?”
“Yes, Sir,” Will said and, refusing to turn his gaze to Lord Tazral’s narrowed eye glower or Garryn’s smirk, he rode forward.
He was distracted throughout his own drill, asking Denra too quickly for movements. The horse’s head jerked up several times in his attempt to move his lumbering and tired frame to Will’s request. By the time he and Denra had finished, both were dripping cold sweat.
Will looked between the knights, waiting.
Richard chuckled, shaking his head. “Old Denra doesn’t know how to handle so much work in a day. Not badly done, considering he’s out of practice.”
“No, not bad,” agreed Haru. “But Will, try to ask with smaller movements so you don’t panic him, and ask slower. He’s not as quick as Vis was and, if you get a young horse and ask like that, you’re going to get thrown.”
Will nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
He could feel Lord Tazral’s eyes boring into him but refused to meet them.
“Well,” Rockwood said, stepping down from the fence. “If you lot want to walk out your horses, get them set to head to the barn—”
“Wait a moment,” Lord Tazral said, cutting across Rockwood. Will at last forced himself to look in the Lord’s direction, but Tazral wasn’t watching him. His gaze had shifted again to Wren. A sense of shadowed dread draped over Will’s skin. There was something behind the man’s contemptuous eyes that he didn’t care for.
“Yes, my Lord?” Rockwood asked tensely.
Lord Tazral turned to Rockwood and gave a grimace-like smile. “If you don’t mind, I would like to see an actual demonstration of how much my daughter has learned since coming here. I have an idea of Rowan’s knowledge, as I had the chance to see him train over the summer, but I would like to see Wren. If she’s doing as well as the reports have indicated, I’m sure the drill just didn’t show it off right.”
“We’ve just completed practice,” Rockwood said slowly. He paused and Will followed his gaze. He was watching the Ranger, silent at the King’s side. Even as Will stared, the hooded figure gave the smallest inclination of his head. Rockwood’s eyes flitted back to Lord Tazral, and he hitched his smile back over his lips, clearing his throat. “Maybe we have time for one small demonstration if Wren’s up for it.”
Wren straightened, her face flooding with some relief. “Yes, I am.” Will frowned between her and Tazral. She was too determined to gain Lord Tazral’s approval, and something in her father’s expression was making him uneasy.
Tazral nodded. “Excellent.”
“Well, Eldin, if you don’t mind taking a round of training with Wren,” Rockwood started.
But again, Lord Tazral spoke across him. “Actually, I would rather that Garryn and her have the opportunity to practice.”
“Garryn?” Rockwood blinked at him in confusion. Will’s breath caught, cold washing across him in disbelief.
The first true smile lifted Tazral’s face, nearly reading his eyes. “Yes, Rockwood. Garryn, here, is my squire. You see, I don’t know your squires’ skills, I have no good way to compare them. I know my own squire’s talent and it gives me a better idea. I’m sure you understand.”




CHAPTER SIX

 
Anxiety twisted in cold knots through Will’s stomach. He stared past Tazral now, at Garryn, trying to read what the two had planned in the squire’s haughty freckled face. But Garryn’s expression gave nothing away. He only smiled through thin lips in a pleased manner, the gesture too near a smirk. Something was wrong. This wasn’t right. Garryn was about twice Wren’s size. What was Lord Tazral playing at? Surely the knights wouldn’t agree to this.
Rockwood hesitated. He chanced another look at the Ranger. Will followed his gaze, too. The hooded figure wasn’t watching Rockwood, but looking appraisingly at Garryn. His nod was almost invisible, but Will and Rockwood both saw it. Will gawked at him in disbelief, mouth falling open with silent protests that failed to slip from his lips. Had the Ranger lost his mind? This wasn’t right, it wouldn’t be fair. Wren, on her scrappy and ill-mannered pony, was a mouse compared to the hulking monster on his warhorse.
A quick glance at the set faces of the knights around Rockwood told Will that no one else would protest. Each was steel, refusing to give away more than traces of surprise. Laster, however, was glowering at the Ranger with some extra ounce of annoyance. Will turned to Rowan, hoping he might protest. It seemed Rowan was fighting his hardest not to say something. His jaw was clamped tightly shut, his eyes narrowed. Rowan made to ride forward, but Colin reached across, grabbing his arm and hissing something under his breath.
“If you don’t mind moving back to the line, you’re blocking the battle area.”
Will turned. Distracted by Rowan and Colin, he hadn’t noticed Garryn ride into the arena. Someone had already handed him one of the practice swords, which he was giving a few experimental spins in his hand. Meeting Will’s eyes, Garryn’s smirk broadened.
Settling his weight deeper in his heels, he backed Denra back to his position in the line beside Rowan. Already, Wren was trotting toward Garryn. On her pony in front of Garryn, she looked absolutely minuscule.
Will turned to Rowan, shaking his head. “You can’t be letting this happen.”
Rowan only snarled something unintelligible through gritted teeth.
On Rowan’s other side, Colin shook his head, eyes fixed on Wren and Garryn. “We can’t get involved.”
“Involved? He’s going to butcher her with a padded practice sword. He’s about the size of a cow compared to her!” Will protested in an undertone. “Fine, if you won’t do anything, I will.”
“Don’t.” Eldin moved to stand at Will’s other side, reaching to grab Denra’s rein to stop him moving. Meeting Will’s eye, she gave him a stony glower. “If you try to stop them, it proves to Tazral that we think Wren is too weak to be a squire.”
“Versus letting her get her head bashed in by that brute?” Will snapped. “What will that prove? She’s too dead to be a squire?”
“She can hold her own,” Eldin muttered, releasing Denra’s rein and bringing her horse to Will’s side. The doubt in her expression lessened the resolve of her words. “She has to,” Eldin added in an undertone.
Before them, Garryn and Wren were getting instructions from Rockwood, who had taken up his perch on the fence again.
“First strike, that’s it,” Rockwood said firmly. “Once that first strike lands, the battle is done. There’s no point in beating one another to a pulp. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir,” Garryn and Wren echoed in unison.
Garryn gave Wren a smile, which she returned nervously. On Rowan’s other side, Will noticed Colin’s face was tightened with misgivings and fury. Rowan wasn’t trying to hide his clear anger. He glowered past Garryn at his father.
“He better not hurt her,” Rowan whispered. “I’ll end him if he does. I’ll end them both.”
“First strike, she can handle a first strike,” Will reassured, wishing the words would calm his own thundering heart.
The two squires before them were pairing off. They rode to the start positions, putting several horse lengths between them. Rockwood cast one more questioning look at the Ranger. Again, to Will’s furious disbelief, the hooded man gave a curt nod.
Rockwood’s face hardened, and he turned toward the arena once more. “Right. Arm yourselves, find your positions.” He raised a hand, waiting to gesture the start of the fight. Will’s chest tightened, his stomach churning. He started as pain shot across his arm and, looking down, saw Eldin’s fingers had closed over his wrist, her nails digging into his skin.
Catching his eye, she grimaced apologetically. “Sorry…” Her grip slackened only slightly as her gaze shifted back to Wren and Garryn.
“Squires prepared?” Rockwood was asked, his gaze darting between the two. Garryn lifted his sword in acknowledgement. Wren did the same, her movement much less assured. Her pony made a bid for the gate and she pulled it back to its stance.
“Then, start,” Rockwood barked, bringing his arm sweeping down.
Garryn’s horse lunged forward before Wren had time to fully react. Still, Will felt a surge of captivated pride for how quickly she managed to move. She brought her sword up in a half arc and knocked aside his strike. The echoing crack of the practice weapons striking sent the hair rising on the back of Will’s neck. He could almost imagine the shudders racing up Wren’s arm, shivering through her very bone. Beside him, Rowan swore again, though under his breath. On his other side, Colin inhaled sharply between gritted teeth.
“He’s striking too hard,” Eldin hissed, her fingers tightening again over Will’s wrist, her grey eyes trained on the two combatants.
There wasn’t time for Wren to do more than turn her wide-eyed pony before she had to block again, however. The blow made Wren gasp, her arm almost buckling beneath the force of Garryn’s attack. At the fence, several of the knights moved forward, Haru’s eyes darting from the squires to Rockwood, clearly waiting for the attack to be called off. Rockwood didn’t move, but Will could see his own struggle written in his features. He folded his arms over his chest in a tight self-restraint.
Another thud of practice weapons and Wren was nearly off seated when her pony darted to the side in alarm. She gathered her reins and her wits with only a second to spare. Bringing up the practice blade, she snarled between her teeth as she knocked aside Garryn’s next strike.
“Alright, that’s enough,” Rowan snarled and moved to step forward.
“No!” Colin grabbed Naja’s rein, jerking the horse to a halt. “Don’t get in the way, Rowan.”
Rowan yanked away and turned to Colin, eyes flashing in fury. “He’s going to kill her! He’ll break her skull with that force!”
“Rowan’s right, Colin,” Will said firmly. Eldin’s hand tightened on his wrist harder, her nails digging into his skin painfully. He turned to give her a murderous glower, trying to pull his arm free of her clenching grasp. “Eldin, if we don’t—”
“And if you do, what do you think Garryn will go and tell Lord Tazral about Wren?” Colin demanded hotly.
Will froze, turning to him in bewilderment. It was another heartbeat, another crack of padded swords, before the implications of Colin’s words sank in. This was it, then. This was what Garryn and Lord Tazral’s scheme had been all along—to make it seem Wren wasn’t fit. If she gave up the fight, if they intervened, it would appear that she couldn’t handle herself well enough to stay on as a squire in Alamore.
“We aren’t doing any good for Wren if we interfere. All we’re doing then is sending the message that she isn’t strong enough to handle her own fights. How long would it take for Lord Tazral to order her to come back to Lonric with him?” Eldin muttered, her eyes still locked on Wren and Garryn.
Rowan opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. Unwillingly, it seemed, his desperate gaze was pulled back to his sister and his lips parted again. After a long and wordless pause, he snarled under his breath and brought Naja back into their line.
Will didn’t move, however. His eyes were back on where Wren and Garryn were circling. Colin was right. It would hurt Wren if they called for the fight to stop. They could do nothing but watch Garryn’s calculating eyes search for his next attack. The only person who could end this was standing motionless by the squires, arms folded, watching them spar from beneath his black hood. Will’s teeth hurt from holding back the insults he longed to hurl at the Ranger.
Wren’s face was red with exhaustion, her lips pressed thin, determination and intimidation mixing in her face. She blocked again and again, dropping the pony’s reins to use two hands on her sword, steering the small animal with her legs. Garryn’s face was concentrated. He was analyzing her movements with a trained eye. He twisted and brought his buckskin horse to Wren’s side, pressing two animals nearer.
“Come on, Wren,” Rowan whispered. He’d returned to stand next to Will, bouncing slightly in his saddle, his hands flexing over the reins in his hands. “Poke him in the eye, punch his nose, come on.”
“She needs to move away from him,” Will moaned. “Move, Wren.”
Colin shook his head slightly. “She needs to stay near so he can’t get the momentum for strikes. She needs to find an opening, though. She can’t keep going like this.”
“She needs to hit him,” Eldin whispered. “Please, Wren, come on.”
Wren twisted her sword upward and under Garryn’s guard, catching Garryn’s on the crossbar of her blade before shoving her full weight into it. Garryn swayed slightly in the saddle, off-balanced, and Wren brought her sword backwards, away. Will’s breath caught. He watched, fighting the urge to whoop.
But Garryn had rebalanced. He brought his sword crashing down in a block a heartbeat before Wren’s could make contact with him. This time, however, Wren wasn’t braced for the impact of the blow. Her hands slipped, the sword falling. Rowan groaned, and Colin’s shoulders sagged. Disappointment mixed with relief in Will’s chest. She’d put up a good fight. She hadn’t won, but she’d done well and, more importantly, it was over.
Wren gathered her reins, turning to talk to Garryn but froze, hand held out to end their fight. Horror washed in a cold rain over Will. The older squire hadn’t lowered his sword, he wasn’t moving to grasp Wren’s extending hand. Instead, he was lunging again.
Wren pulled the pony into a low rear, with only millimeters to spare. She barely avoided the practice blade slamming into her chest.
Garryn was preparing again to strike. Wren ducked this time and turned toward Garryn instead of away from him. Throwing her weight toward him, her pony collided with the front of his horse and forced him to move backward to keep his horse from being off-balanced.
“That’s not on,” Rowan snarled. He reached forward, yanking his reins from Colin’s slack grip. Before they could stop him, Rowan and Naja were springing forward.
“Wait, Rowan!” Eldin called.
He ignored them though, riding with his own practice weapon raised at his side. Will’s eyes shifted from the scene unfolding before him to the knights. Rockwood was watching the Ranger, clearly awaiting his instruction. But the Ranger was shaking his head, warning him not to stop the fight. Lord Tazral’s face was unreadable, the King’s expression a mask of stone. Haru’s cheeks burned bright red with suppressed fury and Serena’s green eyes blazed. And still, the Ranger wasn’t allowing Rockwood to call an end to this madness. Why wasn’t he putting an end to this? Telling Garryn off for attacking an unarmed squire? This wasn’t fair, it didn’t seem right.
Rowan yelled a string of insults, but Garryn didn’t hesitate. Again, he moved to strike. This time, Wren was ready for it. Will saw something change in her shocked expression and she dug both heels into the pony’s sides. The small animal launched forward in alarm, bringing the smaller squire directly under Garryn’s strike. She lashed out, seizing Garryn’s arm with both hands and forcing it up, trying to push it behind his back. Garryn grabbed the saddle with his left hand to right himself, taken aback by Wren’s bold ambush.
He appeared unable to pull free of her grip and Will’s heart rose again. But then a shadow crossed Garryn’s face, anger flashing across his eyes. With a sharp twist, he pulled his leg up, his stirrup slipping from his foot, and kicked Wren, hard, in the stomach.
Eldin swore, releasing Will’s arm and leaping off her saddle before Wren had even hit the dirt. Will and Colin had launched off their mounts behind her, sprinting toward Wren. Rowan was forced to rein Naja to an abrupt halt to keep from running over his sister.
With a cry, he flew out of his saddle. He ran the remaining steps to Wren. However, before he could reach his sister, the Ranger stepped through the gate, holding up a hand to stop them.
“She’s fine, Rowan.”
“She bloody well isn’t fine!” Rowan snarled.
Will, Eldin, and Colin paused at Rowan’s side, Colin clutching a stitch in his side, his face stricken as he stared at Wren.
She was rising out of the dirt stiffly, wincing as she ran a hand over her stomach. Will thought she looked on the verge of tears.
“Well ridden, Wren,” the Ranger purred coolly, lowering his hand. “You handled that remarkably well.”
Rowan stooped forward, reaching out a hand to support her, but Wren shook her head. She pushed him away with a gasp of effort. “I’m fine, Rowan.” Will heard the pain in her voice, the taint of it in her words.
“I’m so sorry, Wren.” Garryn was swinging from his horse, his face strained. “I’m so sorry. I was just trying to off-balance you, that was it. Trying to get you to let go of my sword arm.”
Rowan wheeled on him. For a heartbeat, Will thought Rowan might punch the larger boy straight in the face. He hoped he would.
“Trying to off-balance her?” Rowan shouted, a vein straining against his throat with the force of his yell. “Why the Thornten were you still attacking, you block-headed arse? She’d dropped her sword, you’d won! She was weaponless, you prat! You—”
“Rowan,” Wren grunted, still doubled forward, glowering at her brother.
Neither Garryn nor Rowan seemed to notice her, however. Garryn had drawn himself to his full and considerable height, stepping to tower over Rowan, eyes narrowed. “We were told to practice until first strike or until the fight was called off. I was merely following orders.”
“You were merely being an absolute ba—”
“Rowan.” Lord Tazral’s voice cracked across the arena. “That is enough. Garryn was right to follow orders. That your sister didn’t manage to stay astride her mount doesn’t show any lack of mercy on Garryn’s part. If anything, it shows a lack of skill on hers.”
Rowan wheeled toward his father, face burning bright red. He opened his mouth and Will grabbed his arm, yanking him around.
“Don’t make this worse for her,” Will snarled under his breath.
Rowan’s brown eyes glowered into Will’s and Will wondered if he might be the one punched instead of Garryn. But Rowan yanked his arm free with a string of low threats under his breath.
The Ranger was speaking again, striding toward them as he addressed Garryn. “You fought well. However, when battling in actual war, the force of your strikes will exhaust you. I would recommend you consider how you might pace yourself. Endurance keeps as many a man alive as brutality.”
Garryn looked ready to argue, but only nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“Not Sir,” the Ranger said coolly. “I am not a knight. Now, Wren, I think it best you consult with a healer. I imagine you’ll have bruising from that strike. Remarkably well thought on that final move, by the way.” The Ranger paused, running a hand over his jaw and eyeing Wren. “You went for the offensive rather than trying to outrun him. In the battlefield, you might have managed to get a knife under his armor from that stance. Here, however, without a dagger, you would have been forced to hold his attack off until your arm gave out. Next time, try to see a step ahead rather than the moment.”
Wren nodded, running a hand over her ribs and wincing. “Yes, Ranger.”
“I don’t think next time is my current concern,” Lord Tazral said coldly. He turned from the arena to the King, jaw jutted forward in a defiant challenge, and glowered down from his saddle. “If you have a moment, your Majesty, I would appreciate a few words in privacy.”
The anger on Wren’s behalf was eclipsed with those words, and Will’s heart sank. This was it, then. Lord Tazral fully intended to try to have Wren thrown out as a squire.
The King inclined his head at the request and turned to the knights. “Richard, if you would join, I feel that you might have something to contribute to this conversation. Ranger, if you would bring Wren to the healing chambers, please? I’m certain the other squires can tend to her pony.”
The Ranger nodded, extending an arm to Wren. “Now isn’t the time to test the extent of your injuries by being prideful,” he warned when Wren hesitated, seeming to waver between accepting aid and arguing.
She nodded, leaning against his support, teeth gritted in pain.
Will watched her limp with the Ranger from the jousting arena, the King, Richard, Ganfri, and Tazral falling into their wake.
“That was absolute rubbish,” Rowan exploded when the others had moved from hearing distance. He wheeled on Garryn, eyes flashing. “You bloody well tried to kill her.” He made a swipe to grab the front of Garryn’s tunic, but the older squire drew back and out of Rowan’s reach.
Face set, Garryn glowered down at Rowan. “It was training. If she can’t handle training, perhaps she shouldn’t be a squire.”
“That was cheating and you know it! You’re twice her size!” Rowan fumed.
“Most of her competitors will be,” Garryn said, his tone dismissive.
Eldin laughed dangerously. “Perhaps you should try fighting against someone with more training.”
“Eldin,” Serena’s warning growl made them turn.
Will grimaced. Somehow, he’d forgotten about the other four knights still standing at the edge of the arena. Serena had turned from their conversation toward the squires, however. Rockwood, Laster, and Haru were still muttering in low voices, both their expressions grim.
Rockwood nodded at something Laster said and pushed his hand through his black hair. Laster wheeled round, striding after the others. Rockwood sighed and turned to the squires. Will had rarely seen the normally smiling knight look so exhausted. “How about you lot tend your horses? Will, if you wouldn’t mind grabbing Wren’s pony? And Garryn, leave your horse here. Haru can take him. You’ve had a long ride here and I imagine Lord Tazral will need you to assist in helping the Lonric party get situated for the day.”
“Yes, he will need me,” Garryn said, his tone stiff. He crossed the arena to where Haru was pulling himself over the fence. “Thank you, Sir.” Garryn gave Haru a bright smile, which the knight only answered with a surly grunt, taking the reins and nodding toward the gate.
“On with you, then. Rockwood and Serena will be heading toward the council with Lord Tazral, anyway, so just go with them.”
“How come he doesn’t have to take care of his own horse?” Rowan demanded the moment Garryn and the two knights strode toward the path, away from the jousting arena. “He’s a squire. Let him tend his own stupid horse.”
“Because,” Haru explained, glowering at the retreating back of the Lonric squire. “Rockwood and I agreed it was probably smart not to have him unattended in the company of you lot after what just happened.”
“Smart,” Rowan conceded grudgingly. “I was going to kick him.”
Colin growled under his breath. “I had murder in mind.”
“I’m with Colin,” Eldin agreed, grey eyes flashing. “Why kick him when we could kill him?”
“Kick him to death?” Will suggested.
Eldin gave a considerate hum. “I mean, that doesn’t sound like a terrible idea.”
“This,” Haru said in a tone of complete annoyance. “This is exactly why I am now stuck tending Garryn’s horse with the squires, because we can’t trust you four not to find trouble.”
“Not finding trouble,” Will corrected. He snatched the discarded reins of the pony as it started to edge away, eyeing the still open gate. “We would be dealing with trouble that already found us. Handling it so it’s out of our way once and for all.”
“Either way,” Haru chided. “It would be frowned on. Garryn didn’t technically do anything wrong, though Rowan, I hope you don’t mind me saying that I don’t think your father is my favorite person.”
“My father is no one’s favorite person,” Rowan grumbled. “He’s the worst.”
“I’m not sure he’s quite the worst,” Eldin muttered. Will didn’t meet her eyes, though he could feel her watching him. “But a close second.”
Sighing, Will pulled at the reins of Denra and the pony. “We better get the horses tended, so we can go in and check on Wren.”
Even as he said it, claws seemed to tighten over his chest. What would happen to her? He could almost feel the same thought echoing through the minds of his friends as they all trudged back toward the barn. The last of the sun’s brilliant glow was fading across the courtyard, where a few stable hands still tended the horses of Lonric.
Will paused, distracted by the sight of unfamiliar animals and the carriages that had been stowed beside the barn. Brow furrowed, he glanced at Haru, bewildered. “Why are they traveling with so much? I thought they were worried about being robbed by the Ridgar.”
Haru shook his head. “They didn’t fill that carriage with gold, Will. Those are for passengers. Rowan’s mother came and, my guess is that a few ladies came with her, perhaps girls to learn at court now that Queen Lyanra has returned.”
“Oh,” Will muttered. Somehow he’d never considered that the return of the Queen to Alamore might mean the arrival of noble girls to wait on her. Girls, moreover, who had come to be ladies rather than knights. Was that Wren’s fate?
“You’re right because case and point of that is right here,” Rowan grumbled, eyes narrowing. He nodded toward the double doors.
Will followed his gesture in time to see two girls pausing on their way into the castle, their fur-lined cloaks pulled close around their faces. They were watching the squires with smirks, a redhead whispering to her friend, and Will faltered. The other had her yellow hair loose around her face. Her green eyes weren’t laughing like her companions, but rather fixed curiously on him.
Heat scorched through his stomach as the girl smiled slightly, lifting a few gloved fingers in a small wave. Certain that his face was about to burst in flame from the heat in his cheeks, he turned away quickly, pulling Denra and the pony into a trot.
Eldin snickered and Will realized she was watching him, paused in the entry of the barn. She elbowed him in the ribs when he reached her side, brows raised. “You okay there, Will? Did you need to go introduce yourself? I can tend the horses.”
“Shut up,” Will suggested.
Eldin snorted, flicking her braid over her shoulder so it hit him in passing. “You can’t say I didn’t try to help you,” she sing-songed, waltzing ahead of him and through the doors of the barn.
“You don’t want to meet those girls anyway,” Rowan assured Will, throwing a scathing glance over his shoulder as both vanished into the castle.
Will raised an eyebrow. “And why not?” The girl with the yellow hair was still smiling in his mind. She had been pretty.
“Because the dark haired one is Rhyelle, and she’s a prat and the other girl is Veldana, and she’s Garryn’s cousin,” Rowan explained in a ‘isn’t it obvious’ sort of voice.
“And how do you know that?” Colin asked. Will was annoyed with how unconcerned both his friends were. Why was it his face that felt like it had become a beacon, but both looked indifferent? The one girl, Rhyelle, hadn’t been bad looking and had been watching Colin with obvious interest. So how did he seem so composed?
“Well, they’re both from nearby castles of Lonric,” Rowan continued as they ducked into the barn. Will glanced toward Eldin and Haru, both of whom were already unsaddling their horses. They’d fallen into their own discussion, though it was hard for him to understand a word of it. Haru was speaking in broken Kelkorian as Eldin rattled it off with ease, correcting his clumsy words with gentle chides.
Will grimaced. He’d seen Haru get this red about one girl before. Kalia, the exiled Princess of Kelkor. That had to be the reason, too, that he was making such an effort to learn the language. Will tried to imagine feeling that strongly about anyone and snorted, turning away from Eldin and Haru to listen to Rowan again as he tied his charges. He didn’t want to be as smitten ever as Haru was with Kalia.
“Rhyelle’s older sister, Felsy, is one of my mother’s ladies,” Rowan was explaining still. “But Felsy is sweet. She used to bring Wren and I candy when she’d go on trips. Rhyelle, though, she’s a nightmare. Absolute nightmare. She screamed at me for no reason once when we were kids.”
Colin peered suspiciously over Strider’s back. “No reason? Really?”
“Alright.” Rowan waved a dismissive hand. “I might have painted a mustache on her doll because I was bored in my writing class, but it wasn’t a big deal. Seriously, she overreacted. But Veldana,” Rowan fumed. Will paused in unsaddling, the better to listen. Flaws. That might help him not feel this ridiculous about an unknown girl just because she’d smiled. “She’s always been little miss perfect. Drives me mad.”
Will sighed, pulling Denra’s saddle off his back. Perfect wasn’t bad. Being Garryn’s cousin, that was worse by far. Garryn. A wave of self-disgust washed over Will as he carried his saddle toward the tack room. How was he worrying about a girl he’d glimpsed for two seconds more than poor Wren? Wren, who had been knocked off the pony, who even now might be being forced to give up her position as a squire.
When he stepped out of the tack room, it was to find that Rowan and Colin had sunk back into silence. Judging by Colin’s worried expression and Rowan’s furious one, he could guess that both of them, like him, were pondering Wren’s fate again as well.
“What will happen to her?” Will asked finally, keeping his voice low. For some reason, he didn’t want Eldin to hear his question. Wren and she were nearly inseparable as the only girls training to become knights.
Colin shook his head, running a hand through his hair. “I have no idea. But, after that, I can’t imagine that Lord Tazral will be keeping her as a squire here.”
“So, he’ll make her go back to Lonric?” Will muttered, glancing toward Eldin again. She and Haru were still chatting in the musical flow of unintelligible words.
It was Rowan’s turn to shake his head, eyes dark with anger. “No. He’ll probably order her to be a lady-in-waiting to the Queen. That would help her meet some powerful noble in Alamore and get married off, which is what he seems to think she needs to do… the miserable, narrow-minded rat.”
Will didn’t answer. He wished he hadn’t asked them. He tried to imagine how he might feel if ordered not to train as a squire any longer. The idea of being forced to stay in Alamore if that happened, watching his friends become knights while he was forbidden… the sick feeling intensified.
“If you are about done, let’s get horses put away,” Haru called, breaking off his conversation with Eldin.
“Right you are.” Rowan gave a mocking salute, ignoring Haru’s scowl, and untied Naja.
The last of the sun had been leached to faded orange and grey on the western sky by the time they had put horses away. The cold pressed across their faces and hands as they hurried toward the castle. Will noticed that Eldin had gone unusually silent, her knuckles shining white as she gripped her cloak tighter around her.
Remembering her grip on his arm, her fear watching Wren fighting Garryn, Will opened his mouth to say something. Nothing seemed fitting, however, and, after a few brief moments, he closed it again. How could he comfort her when he felt certain that Lord Tazral was about to get exactly what he wanted? He was going to, at last, have his daughter removed from her training as a squire of Alamore.




CHAPTER SEVEN

 
In the entry hall, the overwhelming smell of warm food tantalized their knotted stomachs. Ahead, Will could see servants through the open doors setting out the last of the silverware and platters, the soft noise a gentle chiming through the corridor. Haru hesitated, glancing at the four squires.
“If you want to go check on Wren, this might be your best chance before dinner starts. I imagine, with the arrival of Lord Tazral, we will all be required in the dinner hall. Rowan, you will, at the very least.”
“I won’t consent to sit in the same room as that monster,” Rowan said flatly.
Haru snorted. “You can argue with your knight about it, but my thought is that if we have to suffer through it, you do, too. Now, go see Wren and be back in about ten minutes or I’m sending someone up to drag you out by force. I need to see about scheduling the patrol if Richard is tied up in the council still. I imagine he might be there a while.”
“If you want me to sit at some feast celebrating my father’s arrival, you better be sending an army to get me,” Rowan muttered dangerously, but not loudly enough for Haru to hear him as the knight started forward.
Eldin scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Haru is right. If I have to sit in there, you are going. I will drag you down the steps myself if I have to.”
“Oh, yeah?” Rowan asked, grinning evilly. “How the blazes do you intend to do that? You’re about a head shorter than me. You’re like a little mouse.”
“That little mouse can still throw you in hand-to-hand combat,” Colin warned. “So, I’d be careful with what you call her. But, come on, Haru’s right. We don’t have long if we want to check in on Wren before dinner.” He started ahead for the stairs that led toward the healing chamber. A moment later, Rowan followed, his smile slipping.
Will and Eldin brought up the back of the group, falling into step together.
“I will do all your chores for a month if you do drag him down the steps by the back of his collar,” Will muttered, nodding at the back of Rowan’s head.
Eldin gave a half smile. “I don’t need to be paid. It’d be my pleasure to do it. It might even keep me distracted.” Her smile slipped, her eyes darkening to storm clouds of concern.
“It’s going to be okay,” Will mumbled, hating how hollow and pathetic the words sounded. He raised an arm to put it over her shoulder, then dropped it, not sure what to do.
Eldin nodded. “It might be.”
“Wren’s tough,” Will said firmly. “She broke the rules to become a squire once. Who’s to say she won’t again?”
Once at the healing chamber, the squat man in charge gave them all suspicious looks and clear instructions not to make Wren laugh, as her ribs were badly bruised.
“Oh, yeah, because we are all clearly in great and laughing moods after seeing her get kicked off a horse in an underhanded fight,” Rowan said dryly.
His cheek earned him a thwack in the back of the head with a rolled towel the healer was carrying.
Wren was seated upright on one of the beds, wearing the white healer tunics, and leaning on several mounds of pillows. Will noticed a bruise had risen over the top of her collarbone, barely visible over her shirt. She gave them a shaky smile, waving toward the seats beside her bed.
“I was worried I’d have to be alone for twenty minutes.”
Rowan’s brow knitted in concern. “You don’t look bad. Pity the healer can’t fix your face, though.”
Colin shot Rowan a disapproving look as Wren’s snort of laughter turned into a gasp of pain. “One rule, Rowan. We have one rule,” Colin reminded him sternly.
Rowan grimaced, sinking into the seat nearest his sister’s side. “Sorry, I forgot,” he hissed, glancing toward the healer. Luckily, he and one of his assistants were preoccupied organizing a cart filled with bandaging.
“Have any of the knights been to see you yet?” Eldin asked. Will stiffened, waiting on the answer to Eldin’s unasked question.
Wren’s face fell, and she shook her head. “Not yet. The Ranger brought me up here but didn’t stay around very long and…” Her voice drifted.
“And?” Colin pressed.
Wren’s eyes sharpened, and she shrugged. “And he left without much to say.”
“Much to say?” Rowan asked, sounding incredulous. “So, he didn’t apologize for nearly getting you murdered?”
“I didn’t get nearly murdered,” Wren argued. “I was fine.”
“Fine?” Rowan threw his hands in the air. “People who are fine aren’t sent to the healing chambers, Wren! Hence why they are the healing chambers, not the people who are absolutely fine chambers.”
“He’s got a point,” Will said, earning Wren’s second scathing look.
“Well, no, he didn’t apologize,” Wren said waspishly. “And I didn’t want him to.” Her brow furrowed in thought, but then she shook her head. “No one has come to tell me what father has to say about any of this.”
“That’s because they’re still in a meeting,” Eldin explained. “We just came in and Haru said he had to go join them.”
Wren’s face fell. “I should have tried to stay on more.”
“Tried to stay on?” Will demanded. “You were kicked off your horse by a brute about three times your size, Wren. There wasn’t a chance of staying on.”
“If I hadn’t grabbed his arm,” Wren continued, ignoring Colin, her face tightening.
“If you hadn’t grabbed his arm, then you would have come off sooner,” Colin said firmly. “Even the Ranger said that move in battle would have been better than running. You didn’t think he’d still attack when you were unarmed. He cheated.”
“It wasn’t cheating, really,” Wren muttered, dropping her eyes to her hands. Will looked away. He could see the tears rising in her gaze and he made a cord tighten in his own throat. “We were fighting until first strike and that hadn’t happened. I should have realized that. If his sword had just hit me, I would have been fine.”
“He was fighting as if in a real war. You would have had a broken bone if he landed a blow with that stupid thing,” Eldin argued. Her eyes narrowed, lip curling. “If I get the chance to fight him before he’s gone, I’m going to tear him apart.”
“Lucky for you, he won’t be leaving.”
All of them started, Wren inhaling sharply as she twisted to see the speaker.
The Ranger of Kings had stepped into the room. Will glowered at him, half rising. Wren might not think she needed an apology, but he had different thoughts. He wanted to shake the Ranger, to make him realize that this, all of this, was his fault. Before he could rush forward, however, a second person had stepped into the room behind the Ranger.
Powerful and beautiful, her dark hair falling across the shoulders of her simple silver gown, Queen Lyanra of Alamore paused on the threshold. Her deep brown eyes flitted between each of the squires, her smile twitching slightly. “Well, is this where we all come to avoid Lord Tazral, then? Do you mind if I pull up a seat myself?”
“You can take Will’s, as he seems to be on his feet already,” the Ranger purred, the smirk twisting under his hood.
Will scrambled away from his chair, bowing slightly. “Of course, eh, I mean, yes, Your Majesty.”
Queen Lyanra’s face relaxed slightly. “If my husband doesn’t insist on formalities in his castle, nor more shall I, Will.”
“What do you mean by that, Ranger?” Eldin asked, her tone guarded. “What do you mean that Garryn isn’t leaving?”
The Ranger shrugged. “I mean exactly what I just said. It seems Lord Tazral is concerned for his heirs being here without adequate protection. He thinks that, if the Ridgar is around, they will target Rowan and Wren both. That being said, he has asked that Garryn be allowed to complete his training here, as a squire of Alamore, where he can be there for Rowan and Wren.”
“Him?” Rowan’s mouth fell open. “We don’t need that big-headed b—”
Eldin reached across, clamping a hand firmly over Rowan’s mouth and clearing her throat, nodding toward Queen Lyanra.
Will stared at the Ranger in horrified disbelief. “This is a joke, right?”
“Not at all,” the Ranger assured coolly.
Colin stared at the Ranger as if he had been punched in the stomach. “He thinks that Garryn is better protection than an entire castle?” he demanded, finding his voice at last.
Queen Lyanra made a scathing sound under her breath. Their eyes shifted to her, settling herself into Will’s vacated seat. “What he actually thinks is that Alamore will be preoccupied with my safety and that of the Princess and might lapse on the safety of squires or ladies of the court. He heard of Will’s run-in with the Ridgar and his thoughts are that, if a common-born squire,” she laid a delicate strain on the phrase, “is in danger, then a noble-born is in much more peril.”
“Absolute bonehead,” Rowan burst, pushing Eldin’s hand aside.
Queen Lyanra raised her eyebrows and Rowan quickly added: “My father, not you, your majesty.”
“Thank you. I am glad it isn’t me,” Lyanra murmured, a smile shadowing across her lips. “But, perhaps it best you keep those thoughts in check a while. If you don’t mind, I will sit with Wren. Revlan has asked for you, Will, Colin, and Eldin to join the knights’ council to discuss certain…” Her eyes flitted to Wren a moment, then to the Ranger. “Certain matters.”
Bitter disappointment filled Will’s mouth. If the King was relying on their assistance on keeping Wren, it meant the fight was lost. They didn’t have anything that might help and certainly didn’t have more sway than King Revlan himself.
He only nodded, however, and listened to the scrape of chairs as Eldin, Rowan, and Colin rose as well.
“We’ll be back as soon as we can be,” Eldin promised Wren with a forced smile.
Wren nodded, her eyes too bright. She looked unwilling to trust her own voice.
Will waited for the others to go ahead of him, still glowering at the Ranger. But the Ranger didn’t pay him any mind. Instead, he was watching Wren, lips pressed thin beneath the hood. Anger joined the gloom in Will’s stomach.
Was the Ranger worried now? Had he seriously not realized what he was doing? Will found that impossible to consider. Of course, the Ranger had known. He didn’t do anything without reason and his reason, it seemed, was to make Wren look weak in front of Lord Tazral. Will snorted and turned away from the Ranger. He stalked toward the door, shoving his hands in his pockets. They were shaking, clenched into fists, anger rising in his throat. This was the Ranger’s fault. If the Ranger had just said no, let Rockwood call off the practice…
“So, have you made a decision? I ask you don’t make any choice too rashly.” The Ranger’s soft voice made Will pause in the doorway, turning to stare at him. The Ranger wasn’t watching him though. He was eyeing Wren from behind his cowl with that same serious expression.
Frowning, Will waited. Wren’s brow furrowed once again, some internal battle raging behind her eyes, before she finally nodded. “Yes.”
“And that’s your final answer?” the Ranger asked calmly.
She nodded again. “It is.”
“Very well.” The Ranger bowed his head, stepping backwards. “Wren, Queen Lyanra, we shall return shortly.” He turned, taking a step back in surprise to find Will blocking the doorway. Inclining his head toward the door, he waited until Will had stepped from the room to pull the door closed behind them.
The others had continued down the stairs and toward the knights’ council. Will could hear their footfalls echoing up the steps below, trailing ahead. Still, he turned to the Ranger, curiosity and anger overcoming him.
“What was that about?” He bit the inside of his cheek at his own accusatory tone but didn’t move. He wouldn’t apologize. The Ranger deserved this.
The Ranger snorted, the familiar smirk twitching at his lips. “Since when have my affairs been any of your concern?”
Will took a deep breath, torn between berating him in fury and demanding answers. The latter, he decided, was a better use of his time. “What you were saying to Wren? What is that about?”
“Perhaps you should try not eavesdropping,” the Ranger said coolly. He brushed past Will, starting down the steps with a long stride. “Fewer people might want to kill you then. At least, I would consider it less myself.”
“I don’t think my eavesdropping is the reason people want me dead,” Will countered, hurrying to fall into stride beside the Ranger.
The cloaked man chuckled. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”
“So, are you going to tell me?” Will pressed.
The Ranger shrugged. “I don’t believe it’s any of your concern. You’ll know soon enough, anyway.” He glanced at Will, speaking again before Will had a chance to retort: “By the way, what are your thoughts on our newest squire?”
Will grimaced, glowering at the steps in front of them. “I think it’s absolutely ridiculous. He should be going back to Lonric with Tazral. It’s got to be a joke, right?”
“I am not sure if you have met Tazral,” the Ranger purred evenly. “But he does not strike me as the joking type.”
“And what the blazes is Garryn supposed to do if there was an attack?” Will fumed. “He’s a squire! If he’s that worried, he should leave Ganfri.”
“Richard said the same, but I think that Ganfri is of more value to Tazral than the Lord of Lonric will ever admit.” The Ranger snorted, the smirk twisting to a sneer.
“Because Ganfri is common-born?” Will asked.
The Ranger nodded. “Precisely. It is better for him to make it appear he trusts a noble-born squire more than a common-born guard to watch for his heirs. So, it seems Garryn will be assigned a mentor and complete his training here and stay until Rowan and Wren leave.” He paused on the final step. His eyes traveled toward the double doors into the dinner hall, through which Rowan was vanishing after the others. “I think he’s hoping that Garryn’s presence, as well as the ladies-in-waiting, will make Wren see that girls don’t belong amongst the squires.”
Will snorted. “Good luck with that. I’d like to see him tell Eldin that.”
The Ranger’s mouth pulled into a faint smile once more. “Quite.” He ran a hand over his jaw, still staring after the others. “I want you to be aware, Will, that the King had a second reason for asking my return.”
Will turned to him, frowning slightly, curiosity staunching anger. “I thought you said it wasn’t any of my business.”
“Most things you poke your nose into truly aren’t any of your affair,” the Ranger assured, though his tone remained serious. His words lowered to a whisper, so Will had to strain to make out his voice. “But I feel that I need to explain something to you. When I told the King that Leodin was alive, he asked me to reconsider my refusal to take on a squire of my own.”
“Reconsider?” Will asked, bewildered.
The Ranger nodded. “After the battle of Bronswick, I made it clear that I didn’t welcome the idea of taking another squire. I had failed. My squire was dead. However, we now know that isn’t the case. No… so the King asked me to consider taking on a squire. I had hoped to find Leodin and convince him to take his place again… but as we know, I didn’t find him.”
Will nodded slowly. “So, so you have to take on a different squire?”
“The King won’t make me,” the Ranger murmured, laughing lightly. “But it’s been highly encouraged that I train another to have similar skills. I felt I owed it to you to explain this before you hear it from others, however.”
“Why?” Will asked, bewildered.
“Because, once, I told you I considered taking you on as my squire. The King said I could talk to Haru if I felt this was still the best option, but I know better than to even try. Haru has been a brother to you when you’ve needed him, and I would never insult either of you by asking him. I would, however, ask that you forgive me for not asking years ago and understand why I didn’t. Understand that I did not want you to suffer Leodin’s fate due to my faults, and I would never have asked you to be something like me, not a knight but the Ranger.”
Will’s mind replayed the scene those years ago, in this very corridor, when he and the Ranger had spoken. The Ranger had told him he didn’t take on squires, that he had learned his lesson. Leodin had been that lesson then. For a heartbeat, his mind raced with what might have been different, what he might be if the Ranger had trained him. A strange jealousy reared its ugly head in his chest. Would the Ranger have truly picked him, or had Leodin been an excuse? Had the Ranger thought him good enough to train with, really? Probably, whispered a small voice in Will’s mind. Why would he lie? But a second voice, a snarl nearly like Marl’s own, replied scathingly: to make you feel better.
What would it be like, really, for the Ranger to ask someone else to be his squire? Would it mean he wasn’t good enough? And why did he care? He didn’t want to be like the Ranger. He had told him as much those years ago. He didn’t want to hide beneath a hood, living in shadows. So why, now, did it feel like a pang of hurt to realize that the Ranger might take on a different squire?
But I like training with Haru, Will thought firmly. And the Ranger told you before that he nearly took you on as a squire. If it hadn’t been for Leodin, he would have. But would he? Was it possible that Will had been the one not strong enough before to become the Ranger’s squire? That he lacked some skill, some ability, that the Ranger would have required and that another possessed?
He didn’t want to be a Ranger anyhow, so why did he feel doubt now? Why did he find himself clawing through his feelings, hoping to find them wrong?
He could feel those dark blue eyes watching him from beneath the hood and Will tried to keep his face smooth, impassive. He shrugged, forcing a grin that felt more like a contorted sneer. “I’m fine.”
The Ranger sighed, sounding aggravated. “How about I put it this way? Would you rather I leave you alone so you can wallow in whatever misery you’ve concocted in your mind, or shall we talk and clear the air?”
Will grimaced and forced himself to lift his gaze, meeting the eyes beneath the hood, their blue depths black in the shadow of his cowl. “I guess it’s just… it’s just I don’t know that I ever would have been good enough to actually be your squire. I know you’d considered it, but why didn’t you really want to train me then? Was it really because of Leodin or… or was it me?”
The words hung, childish and pathetic, in the silence between him and the Ranger. As soon as they’d fallen from his mouth, he wanted to gather them, hide them in the shadows of shame.
The Ranger’s lips twitched into a small smile and Will braced, ready for the sarcasm, the Ranger’s laughter.
“William, I would have trained you in a heartbeat.” His tone was gentle, far kinder than Will had expected. “For the first entire year after I told the King that Haru would be the best fit for you, I regretted that decision. But I’ve watched you train with him, watched you and Haru both learn together, and I don’t regret that choice any longer. You were meant to be a knight, you were never meant to follow in my footsteps. No, what you needed in a mentor wasn’t what I could bring. You and I might be bonded by blood, but Haru is as much a brother to you as Ross is to me.” His hand closed briefly on Will’s shoulder, the smile twisting to a smirk beneath his hood. “Anyhow, the longer I know you, the more certain I feel that one of us would have murdered the other if we had been training together.”
Will laughed, the unsettled feeling lightening, and shrugged, grinning. “I guess that’s probably true.”
“Entirely true,” the Ranger assured him, dropping his hand to his side once more. “And, anyways, I think Haru would have done something stupid by now without you to keep him alive. Your moronic tendencies seem to balance one another nicely.”
Will snorted. “Yeah, you’re right, we would have murdered one another.”
“I know I’m right.” The Ranger’s smirk faltered. “You know, you have grown to be a better person than I might ever have imagined. I am sorry I didn’t give you the chance to become my squire.”
“No. You don’t need to apologize for that. Honestly, I think we both know you made the right decision.” Will shrugged. “Someone has to keep Haru alive, after all.”
The Ranger chuckled, straightening. “Yes, that is true. I felt I should explain this all before word slips that I am going to take on a squire now that I’ve returned and have been given my choice. However, I think we’ve wasted enough time. There’s a council that needs us.”
Turning, the Ranger swept down the corridor on long strides, leaving his words to sink in. Will hesitated, the thoughts sluggish, refusing to make sense. The Ranger was taking on a new squire, that made sense. He needed to train someone to do all that he did for the crown, after all. But why tell Will right now? Not unless he had made up his mind. But why today?
Will’s blood ran cold, understanding dawning. Of course, today. It had been the Ranger who encouraged Rockwood to allow Garryn and Wren to fight. The Ranger who wanted to see what Garryn would do. There was a reason that he was telling Will this only after that event in the jousting arena, after seeing Garryn fight Wren. After, he realized with a sinking feeling, the Ranger had just told them that Garryn would be finalizing his training as a squire in Alamore.
“Wait, hold up,” Will called, anger and disbelief battling through his voice. “Ranger!”
But the Ranger didn’t falter. He swept through the double doors ahead of Will without a second glance, leaving Will to trail after him, the contented feeling of moments before eclipsed with a sense of absolute betrayal.




CHAPTER EIGHT

 
Rowan, Eldin, and Colin had already taken seats inside the circular council chamber when Will reached it a heartbeat after the Ranger. Across the room, the Ranger didn’t meet Will’s accusatory stare. He sank into the chair to the left of the King of Alamore with a casual indifference. Garryn sat to the Ranger’s other side, a self-satisfied smirk on his mouth. Will paused, glancing between Garryn and the Ranger. Had the Ranger already told him then? Asked this brute to be his squire? Will wondered how much trouble he might get into if he rushed forward to knock their heads together. A lot, he decided. Still, the idea soothed his smoldering temper.
He was distracted from fantasies of injuring Garryn when Richard, to King Revlan’s right, cleared his throat. Catching Will’s eye, Richard bowed his head to the empty seat between Colin and Rowan. “If you’d sit, William, I think we can proceed, then.” His rasping voice held none of its usual kind notes. Stone had hardened the chiseled lines of his face and his eyes shifted back to Lord Tazral. The Lord of Lonric didn’t seem to notice. He paced before the hearth, hands locked behind his back, head bowed in thought, jaw jutting forward and eyes blazing.
“Right,” Will mumbled. “Sorry, Sir.” He hurried to the proffered seat, sinking into it without another glance in the Ranger’s direction.
“What happened?” Colin muttered out of the corner of his mouth. “You look livid.”
Will snorted, dropping his gaze to his hands, furled and resting on his knees. “Just considering murdering the Ranger.”
“Who hasn’t considered that?” Eldin grumbled from Rowan’s other side.
“I haven’t,” Colin admitted. He raised his eyebrows slightly. “So, what happened?”
“He’s taking Garryn on as a squire,” Will hissed.
Rowan stiffened next to him. “Laugh, Will, because that had better be a joke.”
“Nope,” Will whispered. “He just said—”
“If you have gathered your audience,” Lord Tazral spoke and Will fell silent, lifting his gaze to scorch the Lord of Lonric. He had paused, turning his back to the heart, his face shadowed in fury. “I would like to have this matter settled, King.”
“I believe we have everyone. And, Tazral, as I have said before, I agree with you,” the King said, his tone calm. “But I feel it important we hear from Rowan, Colin, Will, and Eldin. They train most often with Wren and, as you asked me to hear Garryn’s views on her fighting methods after one fight, I decided it prudent to hear their views. It is only right that they, as the squires who train with her most often, be allowed to give their assessments.”
“Richard trains her, doesn’t he?” Tazral demanded hotly. “He can give opinions.”
“But I’m not her assigned knight,” Richard rasped, irritation tainting his tone. “As I’ve already told you, Tazral.”
Lord Tazral snorted. “Which proves my point again. What does it say for her prospects as a knight if none of the knights of Alamore want to take her on as their squire? It’s been months, Revlan, and not a single knight has been interested in training her. Not even Richard wants to be labeled her mentor.”
Next to Will, Rowan was rigid, face flushed, knuckles white against his curled fists. Will rather thought it was taking every last ounce of self-control for him not to explode with his thoughts. Entertaining as those might be, Will hoped Rowan could hold them behind his teeth.
“I haven’t taken her as my squire, as I mentioned before, because my time as a knight will be counted in weeks rather than years, Lord Tazral,” Richard said firmly, rising to his feet to meet the Lord of Lonric’s eye. “She needs a younger knight. I intend to step down from my station by late spring.”
“Then why haven’t any younger knights requested her?” Lord Tazral retorted. “Because she’s a girl!” he answered his own question, voice raising. “She doesn’t belong in battle. You saw her today! She isn’t strong enough for this. You will get her hurt or killed or crippled with these delusions that she could be a knight!”
“She can be a knight,” Eldin snapped.
The King threw Eldin a warning look, and she fell silent. With a huff, she crossed her arms over her chest so tightly that Will rather thought she was restraining herself from showing Tazral that girls could hit.
Lord Tazral continued as if she hadn’t spoken at all, stabbing an accusatory finger almost into Richard’s chest: “You’ve been a knight long enough to see she doesn’t have what it takes. She’s not powerful enough. She lacks the talents needed to wield weapons. Ladies don’t become knights because they don’t have what it takes!”
“She’s been doing well overall, Lord Tazral,” Richard retorted. A muscle tightened in his jaw. “She’s a strong girl. Her and Eldin—”
“You want to use her training with Eldin as a comparison of how well she’s doing?” Tazral paused, glancing toward where Eldin sat, entangled in her own arms, glowering at him with undisguised contempt. Tazral turned away, lip curled in disgust. “I hardly think I would take her word over that of Garryn. I’ve seen his practice tactics, I know his skills.”
“Richard, take your seat. I think perhaps we should ask Rowan, Colin, or Will to discuss her training further,” the King said calmly. “They would be more than happy, I am sure, to tell you their thoughts on Wren. And, as you’ve pointed out, you had the chance to see them practice last year. You should have a general idea of their skills.”
Lord Tazral opened his mouth, clearly debating a furious retort. He threw a glance at the squires again. His eyes met Will’s own, and he snorted, turning back to the King. “I don’t need to hear their prattling on, King Revlan. I think the lack of a mentor is evidence enough to prove my point! Your court doesn’t want to prove a failure in training, but here and now, there is no denying that Wren isn’t strong enough to be a knight.”
“You don’t want to hear what we have to say because you know it might not fit what you want,” Rowan snapped. Will stepped hard on his foot, but Rowan didn’t react to the pain. He and his father were fixing one another with almost identical looks of defiance. “You think that she’s not strong enough because she’s a girl. You’ve always thought that,” Rowan continued hotly. “But Garryn didn’t fight fair. You saw that! She was on a pony, she’s already smaller, and he was acting like she was a full-fledged knight!”
Tazral gave his son a patronizing laugh before spinning pointedly away to address the King. “These three only prove my point. They prove the concerns that I myself have had since Wren joined Alamore, misgivings that have haunted me since the day she left Lonric,” Tazral continued. “I don’t feel that this is any place for a girl to train among the boys, especially joining the others so late. She’s a year or more behind and you expect that she’ll catch up? That my daughter will be safe here? Your knights have not even trusted her with a full warhorse, for Alamore’s sake! This is outrageous. Girls, noble girls, aren’t meant to practice alongside the boys. They should learn to be ladies.”
The King’s brow furrowed, his lips pulling into a frown. “Lord Tazral, are you saying that you wish to retract your permission for Wren to train here? As I remember it, you sent a sealed letter with Sir Richard expressing the desire for her to join Alamore as a squire. You implied, if my memory serves me correctly, that you thought she would be best suited for a squire’s position and that you had sent her here with Eldin to begin her training immediately. She was to train as I saw fit until she had a knight. Correct me if I am wrong, but did you not say she would be my ward until the day she had a mentor in Alamore, as you trusted me to work in her best interest? Wouldn’t this suggest that the decision of her training is for myself or a mentor to have final say in?”
Will and Rowan exchanged sidelong glances, and this time Will didn’t quite manage to suppress a grin. Lord Tazral had sent that letter only after they’d all escaped Lonric, desperate to make it seem that they hadn’t fooled him. He hadn’t wanted to seem unable to control his daughter. Will had a nagging suspicion that King Revlan, for all his seemingly calm and measured words, already knew this.
Tazral shoved a hand through his hair, irritation flitting over his features. “Yes, but I sent her here to become a knight…” The word seemed to carry a sour taste and lodge in his lips, slipping in a tone of disgust. “But you have to agree with me as her keeper, King, that this isn’t in her best interest any longer. You saw her fight Garryn. It’s clear she isn’t showing the slightest amount of skill. She should be able to defend herself, I would imagine, after six months of training. You can imagine how upset Garryn and myself are at what happened. He only meant to train with her, but due to her poor training, she ended up injured. Because of this, she’s in a healing chamber with bruised ribs and Alamore only knows what other injuries. She’s not only going to get herself killed, but she would be a liability if ever granted the chance to fight. Others will die because they would need to defend her.”
“You biased—” Rowan started. Will pressed his foot harder into Rowan’s toes and his friend changed tactics. “Garryn’s got years more training than her. He wasn’t fighting fair in the slightest. He kicked her when she was unarmed.”
Tazral ignored his son, but anger flashed in his deep hazel eyes.
The King’s frown deepened. “Rowan does have a point, Tazral. It was you, after all, who recommended Garryn for reassignment to Alamore. You sent me a letter before your arrival, even, endorsing he complete his training here. You stated in his recommendation that he was the most skilled squire Lonric has had in your entire time ruling. Perhaps he overestimated Wren’s strength and underestimated his own skills.”
“He’s been training against younger squires for years,” Tazral retorted dismissively. “He knows how to gauge another squire’s skills and train them accordingly.”
“Train accordingly? He kicked Wren when she wasn’t armed,” Will snapped, his anger getting the better of him. Colin tried to elbow him, but he twisted away, meeting Tazral’s glower. “That’s not fair fighting, and it broke the rules of combat.”
“It’s part of real combat,” Tazral shot back. “As you might have noticed, he was following the instructions of first strike. That Wren couldn’t manage to keep a hold of her weapon is another example of how training her to be a knight is nothing but a promise of death. She isn’t strong enough, she is a Lady, and she has no prospects of mentoring.”
“That’s not fair! I’m a squire, Lady Serena is a knight, and she’s impressed with how well Wren is doing. Wren was putting up a really good fight until he kept going after her,” Eldin burst. Her eyes flashed. “She can be a knight.”
Tazral took a deep and steadying breath. When he continued, it was in a tone of forced calm: “Perhaps in Kelkor, they teach you at a young enough age that you stand a chance, Eldin. But I imagine that you’ve been practicing for battle since the age you’ve been walking. My daughter has not been. She’s been training to become a proper Lady.” He turned his gaze back to the King. “She is too old to start now. I am sure this is why, after months and months, not a single knight has attempted to be her mentor. I can see no other reason than the fact that they’ve watched her train and understand that she isn’t strong enough.”
From his seat, Richard made a derisive scoffing sound in his throat. “Excuse my contradiction, Lord Tazral, but that is the stupidest thing I’ve heard, and that’s not true in the slightest,” he growled, voice sharp with a rare edge of fury. “Will didn’t have a knight for months. We have squires wait until we know who will be a good fit to mentor them.”
Lord Tazral swelled, eyes flashing. “Squires of good blood, squires of nobility, have never had to wait months.”
Will felt anger flare and had to clamp his teeth on the inside of his cheek to keep his furious remarks down. Let Lord Tazral fume about him being a common-born squire. It beat the alternative of Tazral knowing the truth.
The feeling of being watched made Will glance away from Lord Tazral. His eyes locked with Garryn’s a moment, and the older squire gave a knowing smirk before turning away. Will frowned, sinking back in his seat, and tried to ignore the sense of looming apprehension. Lord Tazral might think he was common-born, but Garryn, Will was sure, knew better. Garryn knew more, he was willing to bet, than most. Words from the last time he had seen Garryn echoed in his mind:
“That is, if you even are common-born. You wouldn’t be the first knight in Alamore trying to hide what you really are. I’m not sure which is worse—allowing village boys to play at knight or training traitors to fight for Alamore.”
A shiver ran over Will’s skin. At the time, he hadn’t thought what those words might mean. Now, though, he felt that the Lonric squire knew the truth. The full truth. The truth of who he was, who Ross was.
“Rowan was chosen as a squire before he’d been promoted from page,” Tazral continued, voice rising. “However, you have failed to show progress with Wren. Deny it all you like, but clearly none consider training her. What you are doing is filling my daughter’s head with empty promises that will destroy her. It will ruin her chances of life at court and leave her without any opportunities. I asked you, Revlan, to become Wren’s keeper, to train her as any other squire. However, I now see my mistake. She has no mentor, no chances. Therefore, I ask you, my King, as Wren’s keeper, as a father of your own daughter, to release her from her obligations as a squire in your charge and, instead, have her wait on Queen Lyanra. Have her join the other girls who journeyed with us as a lady of the court, not a Lady Knight.”
The silence that fell over the room seemed deafening. Every eye had shifted from Lord Tazral to Revlan. But Revlan seemed unaware. His gaze had shifted to the Ranger, his brows furrowed. A silent question filled the space between the two men.
The Ranger gave the smallest of nods. Revlan sighed and rose to his feet, facing Tazral with a resigned air. Will’s nerves shook through his fingers. Rowan’s leg bounced, his lips pressed into a thin line to hold back any other thoughts. Colin’s expression bordering on horrified. Eldin hadn’t moved from her closed-arm scowl, but Will noticed that now, her eyes shone too bright.
This wasn’t right. This couldn’t be happening. It was taking all of Will’s resolve not to throw every scathing word he knew at Lord Tazral. He wasn’t sure he could make any sound through the suffocating injustice that fastened around his chest.
“Lord Tazral, I respect your concerns and your requests,” the King said, his voice low, unreadable. He ran a hand through his dark hair and his shoulders sagged with exhaustion. “Indeed, your worries about her training are justified. If the tables were turned, if it were my own daughter that was delayed in training and at risk of injury, I perhaps would take much the same stand as yourself. However, I am afraid that I must contradict you. You are, in fact, wrong in two matters.”
“What?” Tazral demanded, his voice a hiss.
The King straightened. Will thought the edge of his lip twitched, but the moment fleeted before he could be certain. “You claim she has not been requested as a squire due to being a girl? This is incorrect. Additionally, I do not have the authority to dismiss her as a squire. That responsibility would be in the hands of her mentor, not myself.”
The reaction was instantaneous. Rowan’s leg stopped its panicked rhythm, Colin’s mouth fell open, Eldin’s arms fell loose in surprise. Garryn looked as if he had been knocked over the head. Across the room, a slow smile lifted the edges of Richard’s mouth. The color drained from Tazral’s face to be replaced with disbelief and shock.
Will turned to the Ranger. Only he and the King had remained emotionless. Will’s heart slammed in his ears, his eyes desperate to make out any expression beneath the hood. He could hardly believe what the King was saying.
“Excuse me?” Tazral asked stiffly. His hazel eyes narrowed, a muscle twitching above his lip. “You mean to tell me that a knight has decided to train my daughter, after all? After she was just sent to the healer because of a simple practice?”
“Not a knight, no.” The Ranger rose, stepping toward Lord Tazral, and all eyes shifted to him. Beneath his cowl, the smirk reappeared. “But I am the reason she hasn’t been selected by any of the knights here. I feel I have enough experience and combat skill to train her.”
The silence that filled the room was deafening, ringing with this statement. Will stared at the Ranger, his mind working slowly to comprehend the Ranger’s words. Tazral’s lip had curled into a snarl, an ugly twist of disbelief and horror.
Colin glanced at Will, brows raised in a silent question, and Will shook his head, bemused. This made no sense. The Ranger had said he was considering Garryn, hadn’t he? Will racked his brain but no memory of the Ranger saying this exactly came to mind.
Eternity passed before Lord Tazral wheeled away from the Ranger to face the King. He mouthed wordlessly for several moments, struggling to find the breath to speak. “This,” he said at last, his words a slow hiss. “This can’t be… I mean you can’t…” He twisted to stare between the Ranger and the King again. A manic desperation pulled his face, a silent plea for one of them to announce that this was a joke. When neither did, he closed his jaw at last and his eyes hardened. “You intend my child to be trained by the Ranger?”
“I see no reason why not,” the King said calmly. “The Ranger has had an interest in Wren’s training for some time. He first approached me, in fact, hours after they met on his return last fall. But, due to the extensive skills and training that are required for any squire he takes on, I asked that he take appropriate measures in ensuring that she is the right fit. The past six months have been something of a trial, run by the other knights. No one has had permission to request her in this time, no one has been allowed to mention to her or any of the squires why she wasn’t spoken for before.”
Tazral’s eyes narrowed. “And you think that my daughter has the skills to slink in the shadows and be little better than a thief?”
“I think your daughter has the skill to blend in with court life or move in the silence of shadows. Girls are often underestimated and, in my life and training, I’ve found being underestimated can often be a great vantage.” The Ranger’s voice offered a quiet challenge. Will held his breath and watched Tazral. There was a clear battle raging in the noble’s face.
Finally, he snorted, turning his eyes from the Ranger to the King. “If anything should happen to my daughter in your care,” he started.
The King raised his brows. “The Ranger is her mentor now, Lord Tazral. Not myself. He will look after her and I assume her training will be adequate to meet your expectations. Should you still wish to discuss her becoming a lady of court, it will be her mentor’s choice. She is no longer my ward. If you would like to have her dismissed from her duties, that discussion must be had between you and the Ranger.”
Tazral’s eyes flew back to the Ranger, his lip curling in a snarl. He took a step nearer the Ranger, glowering up into his shadowed face. His hands clenched and slackened at his sides. Will thought Tazral looked as though he fought the urge to curl those fingers around the Ranger’s throat.
“Should she fall into any harm in your care—”
“Then I will consider myself warned.” The Ranger cut across Tazral’s threat with a nearly bored tone. “But, I don’t think you need worry about her.”
Tazral’s eyes darted around the room, pausing on Eldin. He snorted, taking a step back.
“Very well.” He brushed past the Ranger, making sure to knock his shoulder into him, pausing in the door to throw Garryn a commanding look. “Garryn, come with me. We have matters to finalize regarding your new station here.”
Garryn scrambled to his feet. Will felt a stab of satisfaction at the dazed expression the squire still wore as he hurried to join Tazral. The Lord of Lonric threw the Ranger one final look of scathing contempt. Seizing the door, he slammed it shut with a sharp snap.
The King sighed, pushing a hand through his hair and lowering himself into his seat. “That went only as well as we could expect, I imagine.”
Richard chuckled, leaning his chair back on two legs. “I feel it went very well myself, actually.”
The Ranger nodded, still smirking. “I agree with Richard. You heard Tazral. He was very concerned that his daughter didn’t have a mentor, and we solved that problem. No doubt my words brought him a great deal of comfort. He will certainly rest easier now.”
Richard stifled a laugh, and the King shot the Ranger an annoyed look. “I’m not sure I care for your humor at times.”
The Ranger shrugged. “Perhaps I was being serious.” He turned to the four squires, all of which still gazed at him with dumbstruck stares. “If you would stop gawking, I believe your knights will be wondering where you are after this delightful event.”
Eldin was the first to rise, glancing at the King nervously. “Are we free to leave, then?”
“Yes,” the King said tiredly. He waved a dismissive hand. “You’re all free to go. It might be best if you go and get ready for the feast. Ranger, a word, if you don’t mind? I think I’ll need a few minutes here with you and Richard before I’m ready to face the court. Dealing with Tazral can be…” He paused and grimaced, a red hue rising in his face as his eyes flitted to Rowan. “My apologies, Rowan.”
Rowan snorted, pushing himself upright. “Don’t apologize to me, King Revlan. My father’s about as pleasant as a wart on Tollien’s backside.”
Colin’s face flooded with color, and Eldin spluttered. Will had to quickly hide his laughter in a cough. The Ranger groaned, pressing a hand over his face.
The King raised his brows, frowning slightly. “I suppose that is one description. Though I had other words in mind.”
The Ranger growled under his breath, shaking his head. “Get out, all of you, before you humiliate any of us more than you already have. I need a few words with Richard and the King, without you four clinging around.”
“Rude,” Rowan grumbled as they stepped out the door and the Ranger shut it with a sharp snap behind them. “How come we can’t stick around?”
“Because it isn’t our business?” suggested Colin.
Eldin snorted and shook her head. With a careful glance around the empty squire chamber, she lowered her voice. “Did you three know that was coming?”
“Well, obviously not Eldin, use your head. Didn’t we get misinformation from Will about twenty seconds before that turn of events? Remember? When he was saying Garryn was going to be the new Ranger?” Rowan said, cuffing her in the back of the head. He paid for it immediately. Eldin threw one elbow into his ribs with a grunt. Rowan yelped, springing to the side.
“I really thought that was what he meant,” Will said, shaking his head. “I mean, we just saw Wren get flattened in that fight. I figured he was testing Garryn.”
“No,” Colin muttered, shaking his head. He furrowed his brow in a thoughtful expression as he continued: “The Ranger wouldn’t go for the brute. I mean, look at him even. He can keep up with Ross with a sword, but it’s because he’s fast rather than powerful. No. I think Wren’s move when unarmed was the deciding factor. She didn’t cry or run, she tried to fight back still in an unconventional way.”
Rowan laughed, and they turned to him, bewildered.
“What’s so funny?” Will asked, shaking his head.
“Serena!” Rowan said, still snickering. “Just wait until she hears this. She’s been training with Wren and Eldin, right? She’s going to be livid when she finds out. I mean, she hates the Ranger!”
Will grimaced. He’d seen Lady Serena lose her temper a few times. It didn’t usually make him want to laugh to imagine. “I don’t think I want to be around when she finds out.”
“I’m sure she knows already,” Eldin countered. “I mean, if the knights haven’t been allowed to ask Wren, that makes sense. Though, I really thought Laster might ask once Vancely is knighted. He’s been helping Serena come up with training for us.”
“Well, at least Wren gets to stay on as a squire,” said Colin. He paused, one hand reaching for the handle of the door, and his expression fell. “But you do realize, right, that Garryn is going to be a squire here now?”
“Come off it, right now, Colin? Let me live in the make-believe today, won’t you?” Rowan protested. “We can worry about that tomorrow.”
Colin shook his head. “I don’t think that’s an option. After all, there’s about to be a feast with Lord Tazral and Garryn.”
Will’s heart sank at the meaning of the words. Eldin swore under her breath. Rowan shrugged. “So? What’s the big deal?”
“The big deal is that Garryn has just officially earned himself a seat at the squires’ table,” Eldin growled. “Starting tonight.”




CHAPTER NINE

 
Colin’s grave prediction proved true.
Garryn was already seated pompously between Saget and Loper when Will, Rowan, and Colin entered the dinner hall after washing and changing into clean tunics. He was engrossed in telling some story of the ride from Lonric to Alamore, which had the other squires listening with rapt attention. The younger squires had moved their seats nearer to his side of the round table to hear better, gawking and asking excited questions.
Will froze on the threshold between the double doors, torn between the tantalizing aroma of a feast calling him to his seat and the reluctance to be anywhere near Garryn.
“What if we just knock him out, like, really quick, before anyone sees?” Rowan suggested hopefully.
Will nodded. “I like that idea.”
Colin frowned at both of them. “I don’t think that’s an option. In case you haven’t realized, this hall is crawling with guests.”
“Poison?” Rowan suggested.
“Or,” Will added. “We might just try pushing him off the walls tomorrow if he gets a tour of the castle. We might be able to even bribe a guard into doing it for us.”
“I do have money,” Rowan mused in a whisper.
“What you two have are issues,” Colin stated flatly, but he stifled a reluctant smile. “Come on, we can’t just stand here. We can take our seats and ignore him. That’s our best bet.”
“But where’s Eldin?” Will hissed as they neared the table. His eyes shifted between each of the squires. Wren and Eldin were both missing.
Colin shook his head. “She told me she was going to see if she could eat in the sick rooms with Wren, so she’s not alone.”
“Absolutely not fair,” Rowan grumbled. “She’s my sister. We should be there instead.”
“You go argue with the Ranger and healer, then come back and let us know how it goes,” Will suggested.
Unfortunately, their hopes of ignoring Garryn were quashed before they had taken their seats. Catching sight of them, he paused in his story and a smirk played over his mouth.
“Masters Rowan, Greyhead, William, you three are nearly late!” He waved a hand, gesturing to the sprawl of food as though inviting them to his own personal table. “But there’s plenty to go around.”
“Yeah, that’s because the cooks account for how many people are eating,” Rowan snapped.
Garryn raised his eyebrows, affronted. “Oh yes, I remember. You’ve never been in a great mood when hungry. I had hoped you’d outgrown that.”
Sinking into his seat, Will moved his foot to crush Rowan’s toes under the table. “Don’t, Rowan. He’s trying to get you riled up,” he muttered.
Rowan contented himself by violently splatting mashed potatoes onto his plate. Hot flecks of the food got on Will’s tunic and face. He stepped on Rowan’s foot again with a pointed glower.
“Garryn’s been telling us more about the Ridgar!” Mark piped happily, bouncing in his seat. He seemed oblivious to the hostility that crackled between squires. “You know, like those riders that nearly ambushed Will.”
“Jumped,” Rowan corrected in a grunt.
“Ambushed,” Garryn and Colin said in unison. Garryn’s smirk broadened.
Colin frowned at Garryn. “What about the Ridgar?”
Garryn waved a lofty hand. “Oh, you know, a bit of everything, honestly. They’ve been causing chaos in Lonric for a while now.” His eyes moved from Colin to Will and Rowan. “Honestly, since shortly after you three left.”
Will shifted. He didn’t like the implication in that word. Had the Ridgar been in Lonric looking for them? Or was this Garryn’s attempt to make him feel guilty? Probably that. The others had likely told Garryn about Rowan’s fantastical version of Will’s own run-in with the Ridgar and now he felt the need to twist the words and meaning.
“There’s always been rogues in the south,” Rowan said dismissively, slathering butter over a roll. He took a big bite, looking Garryn straight in the face, cheeks packed to bursting point. “Ye knowf?”
Will stifled a grin and Colin looked exasperated.
Garryn’s nose twitched in a look of disgust, but he shrugged and wiped his features smooth again. “I’m aware. But the Ridgar aren’t just rogues, are they? I mean, they were trained initially by order of King Valren of Alamore, commoners raised to keep those lands safe from the rogues.” His eyes again fixed on Will, filled with malicious spite. Will debated the consequences of throwing the hot venison steak from his plate into Garryn’s face.
The sense of being watched made him glance toward the knight’s table. Haru, seated between Sir Robin and Sir Richard, caught his eye and gave him the smallest shake of his head. Will slumped in his seat and forced himself to scowl at his plate. Was this really what the rest of his time as a squire would be like? Him wanting to murder Garryn and Garryn being very murderable?
Well, on the plus side, at least Haru wouldn’t be able to watch him at all hours of the day. So, if things got bad enough, maybe he would get that chance to push Garryn off the walls like he and Rowan had discussed. If that didn’t work, there was always smothering him to death with a pillow in the squire chamber.
“At this point, they aren’t holding to their own creed and promise to protect, though,” Colin said firmly. “That means they are rogues.”
“Still label themselves as the Ridgar when they’re acting like rogues,” Loper added. “I know this ‘cause my father’s struggled with them before when he’s tried to raise taxes in his lands to reconstruct a bridge that was taken out in spring rains. This was years and years ago, before I even came to Alamore. They flatly refused and every time he tried to enforce it, the collector ended up robbed and trussed up to a tree.”
A few of the others around the table laughed. Saget, though, snarled under his breath. “They wouldn’t let him just fix the bridge? Don’t they understand that you need to be able to travel to make a living for a lot of people?”
“They do, I think. But I would guess they were hoping my father would end up paying it out of pocket.”
“What did your father do?” Garryn asked, his tone the perfect cross between humor and concern. Will bristled. How was it that Garryn could smarm up so well to others? Didn’t they see what an absolute slime he was?
“Revlan sent riders to talk to the Ridgar and order them to stop in the name of the crown. They did once it was agreed that the tax would drop again after the completion of the bridge.” Loper shrugged. “They seem bent on defending the people of Alamore, I’ll give them that.”
“What they seem bent on is causing chaos,” Garryn countered.
Will was distracted from stabbing the boiled greens on his plate, imagining them to be Garryn, by Rowan’s elbow jabbing him in the ribs. Wincing, he shot Rowan a sharp look. “What was that for?”
Rowan jerked his head toward the knights’ table. “I think your friend is back.”
Twisting in his seat, Will felt the heat flare to his face again. A group of girls had entered the room behind Queen Lyanra and a tall, slender woman with Rowan’s brown eyes and kind features. Lady Selantra of Lonric cast a smile in their direction. But Will barely noticed. His eyes had locked with those of the girl now settling herself to Selantra’s right. The girl from the courtyard. Veldana. She smiled, pink tinging her cheeks. Her redhead friend paused in adjusting her skirts to stare at her, then followed Veldana’s gaze to Will. She leaned toward Veldana and whispered something.
Will turned away, hating the heat in his face and the strange stair-missing sensation that plummeted through his stomach. But, he realized a moment too late, he hadn’t turned around quickly enough. The sensation of eyes boring into him made him glance up. Garryn’s lips twitched into the faintest of smirks, and he turned away. Not before Will was certain that Garryn would use this, somehow, against him.
***
 
Garryn’s arrival and acceptance as a squire of Alamore seemed only to bother Will, Rowan, Colin, and Eldin. They took to rising early in order to avoid eating with the other squires. In the evenings, they carried on their training late to ensure he was gone from lunch and dinner by the time they staggered in. The downside to this was that Will had rarely felt more exhausted in his life. Their normal training was already pushing them harder. Ross, Rockwood, and Haru were insisting on more strenuous practices. They were now working in chainmail and with metal weapons as they were coached through riding drills and footwork. When their muscles were shaking too much to stand, the knights assigned them massive amounts of research. They had to study up on weaponry, battle tactic, history, laws of Alamore, and court logistics and manners.
“Which honestly ought to be optional,” Rowan had informed Rockwood. “I mean, manners are pretty stupid.” He’d paid for the joke with an extra chapter of reading to be included in his written summary for the next day.
“Miserable old nag,” Rowan grumbled afterward when he, Will, and Colin made their way to the Hall of Records. “Giving me an extra assignment because I think manners shouldn’t be mandatory?”
Will only grunted in response, too drained to articulate a single word. They were all being worked harder, the knights under clear strain since Tazral’s arrival. The mood amongst the squires had plummeted still further. This wasn’t helped by Garryn’s announcement about how Lonric squires rode on any patrol once past the age of fourteen. He’d complained to anyone who would listen about having to exchange his sword for a dagger because he wasn’t seventeen.
“They clearly think us too childish to handle real work,” Garryn drawled loudly when the squires huddled together in a drizzle-dampened courtyard between lessons.
It made all the squires more irritable. Most agreed with Garryn. Only Vancely had shaken his head and put his foot down.
“Sending us all into patrols that are actively seeking out the Ridgar would be absolutely ridiculous. I’m on those patrols that do ride out and it’s not like a simple border watch. We are being ordered to find and capture, not secure and protect. It’s a hunt and, if we kill people, we are killing the people of Alamore. That faces the chance at being labeled murder. We don’t want to do that.”
“We’d be killing traitors,” Saget retorted. “That’s not murder.”
Vancely raised his eyebrows with a sneer that reminded Will forcibly of Vancely’s mentor, Laster. “Those traitors have kin in the cities and villages. How much of our people’s blood would need to be spilled to cause an uprising, Saget?”
“They shouldn’t mourn the loss of scum like that,” Saget had fumed.
Despite all of the tension and extra work, the frayed nerves and attitudes, Will had noticed one squire who seemed more drained and exhausted than any of the others.
Wren had been released from the healing chamber after two days, once the healer was certain she hadn’t broken any bones. After that, the Ranger had taken her to train with Will, Rowan, and Colin for the morning on the archery range before they had saddled her pony and his horse and ridden out of the gates. This had continued, too, ever since. Wren often didn’t reappear until hours after the others had gone inside to study in the warmth of the Hall of Record or as they ate after everyone else.
“What have you been learning?” Will asked one night as she joined them in the Hall of Record. He stood, offering her his seat while Eldin handed over her own cloak for Wren to use as a blanket.
Wren shook her head, the shadows beneath her eyes giving her a haunted look. “Everything. I feel like my head might burst with all that he keeps insisting I remember.”
“Thanks, Wren, because that wasn’t really vague,” Rowan grumbled from his place on the floor beside the hearth.
Wren managed a half-hearted kick in his direction. Rowan evaded it with long-practiced ease.
Wren shrugged. “Well, tonight for instance, it was all about tracking when the moon is full. That’s why we were out so late. He says that we will work with tracking under full or mostly full moons until I get good at it, so thankfully after tomorrow, he said we won’t be out as late. But he had us track deer, I have to learn how to tell the difference in the track of a lame horse versus a sound one, tell the difference between two horses or six in the mud… I keep messing up, too.” She shook her head again. “I don’t know that I can do this.”
“You can,” Will assured her. “The Ranger wouldn’t have asked you if he didn’t think you could manage it.”
“Maybe he was wrong?” Wren muttered. In the lantern’s golden light, her eyes glistened with doubt.
Colin snorted and frowned at her over the top of his book. “Wren, you’re going to get things wrong at first. He expects you to mess up.”
Wren’s eyes flashed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Colin blinked, clearly bewildered by her anger. “Just that… I mean, he knows this isn’t easy and…” He looked desperately at Will, who grimaced apologetically. He wasn’t stepping in the middle of any of Colin’s and Wren’s spats.
“He’s saying that you are being an idiot,” Rowan said, his tone helpful as he gave his sister a broad smile. “Because the Ranger already realizes you don’t know this, and he expects you to entirely muck it up.” Rolling onto his back, he laughed. “How does it feel, being bad at something?”
Wren threw the nearest book at Rowan, hitting him in the stomach. He grunted but kept laughing.
“What those two are trying and failing to say,” Eldin said at last, giving Rowan and Colin a look that warned them to keep their mouths shut. “Is that the Ranger knows you won’t know everything right now? I think he would be more concerned if you did seem confident at this. Remember, he chose you, not Garryn. He’s not looking for someone who believes they are the best, but for someone who can actually learn from others in order to get better.”
Wren relaxed. “Thanks, Eldin.”
“That’s what—” Colin started. Will kicked him hard in the leg to make him shut up.
“Exactly,” Rowan agreed, nodding and sitting up. “And look at it this way, Wren. You get to ride outside the walls while we are all trapped inside them, losing our minds.”
“You never had a mind,” Wren countered, but she smiled all the same and, after that, the mood lightened. They stayed up well into the night, finishing their assignments.
When they finally parted ways to their own quarters for sleep, Will fell into dreams filled with tracking riders and hiding from the shadows that shifted through the forest.
There wasn’t any doubt that they all wanted to leave the walls, though. The next morning, Will felt a grudging jealousy when he watched Wren and the Ranger leave into the surprisingly warm spring sun, their horses sloshing through the mud of melted snow.
“How come we don’t get to go?” Rowan demanded as the Ranger and Wren vanished from sight.
“Because the last thing we need is you doing something stupid that will get someone killed, Rowan,” Rockwood retorted.
“He really does have an attitude of late,” Rowan hissed to Will and Colin, throwing a rude gesture at his knight’s back as Rockwood turned to talk to Ross.
Rockwood wasn’t the only knight who had become more likely to snap or lash out. Haru had turned surly, his eyes dark with heavy shadows, hair tousled. He’d put into words what none of the other knights said, ranting to Will as they saddled Thunder for a patrol on the sixth day after Lord Tazral’s arrival.
“It’s Tazral! He keeps driving us all insane! He’s insisting that he can’t leave back for Lonric until we know this area is safe. He seems to think that the Ridgar that you ran into were looking for him!” Haru snorted, yanking his stirrup iron down the strap so the leather made a sharp popping noise. Thunder jumped in surprise. Haru didn’t notice, raging on and reaching for the bridle Will held. “Like he’s so bloody important that they were hunting him here. But even he admitted that they’ve slowed down their troubles in Lonric for the last few weeks. Weeks! And still, he thinks that Acra and the rest of them want him dead or captured and intend to use him. He thinks he’s more at risk than the Queen, than you, than anyone else.”
“Well,” Will pointed out, reaching to take the bridle back as Haru fumbled cold fingers over the buckles and swore when unable to adjust them. “He does think he’s most important. He doesn’t know why they might be after me. Remember, as far as he’s concerned, Ross and I are common-born.”
“Again, because he’s a prat who thinks he’s all high and mighty to be wrong, that he’s the only one that is important,” Haru growled, accepting the bridle from Will again and sliding it over Thunder’s head. He didn’t bother trying to do up the buckles this time, but stepped back for Will to fasten them instead. “It wouldn’t be as frustrating if we could figure anything out, but the Ridgar seems to have been smoke. They’re gone again.” Haru shook his head, frowning. “It just doesn’t make sense. I don’t see why they would appear, try to bring you with them to hear whatever it is they think they need to say to you, and then vanish. You know? We keep pushing further and further south to see if we can track them that way, but there’s nothing.”
“I mean, didn’t the Cutthroats do something similar?” Will countered. “Attack and vanish?”
“Yeah,” Haru mused. “But for them it made more sense. They knew we would capture Tabius if we had half a chance and they weren’t just after you. They attacked soldiers, they were creating spies. So far, apart from what happened to you and what’s happened in the south, the Ridgar just seems to have vanished. I don’t know how much longer we can keep doing this, though. We’ve doubled patrols with Tazral here, and most of us are getting worn thin. I’ve ridden out four times, four times, since yesterday morning. If we don’t start lightening up on this, we won’t have much in castle defense because we’ll all be dead on our feet.”
“Maybe that’s their plan?” Will offered.
“I said that too, but the Ranger told me that waiting out the castle defense isn’t their style and that he thinks the Ridgar is up to something else in the—” Haru faltered. His brow furrowed, and he frowned down at Will. “Hold up, we’re not doing this.”
“Doing what?” Will asked innocently.
“This thing where I tell you stuff you don’t need to know. That’s knights’ matters, not your matter,” Haru said flatly. He snatched the reins from Will’s hand. “Forget I said anything. Got it?” Without another look, he stalked toward the door.
Will snorted, feeling irritable. It wasn’t as if he had asked Haru for more information. He hadn’t stopped Haru’s rant. But he couldn’t help it. He wanted to know what the Ranger had been saying, what was happening. Somehow, he felt like the Ranger was right. The Ridgar, wherever they were, were doing more than biding their time and waiting.
These thoughts still hounded him after he’d cleared away the horse brushes. That restless feeling of being trapped inside Alamore was eating him alive, the Ridgar at the root of it. He wanted answers. He wanted out. The best he could do, he decided, was to run these thoughts and the amount that Haru had let slip past Rowan and Colin. Maybe one of them would have some light to shed on the matter.
Hands buried in his pockets, barely noticing the spring sunshine’s warmth, he started across the courtyard. They’d be in the Hall of Record, he decided, eating a hurried lunch and finishing whatever assignment they had been given last. There’d been so many that he was having a hard time remembering which one that would even be. The knights’ attempts to keep them busy were only adding to the infuriated feelings. He didn’t need to have his mind overwhelmed with the proper way to care for some obscure weapon they never used. He needed space in his head to find the answers to things like the Ridgar.
Shouldering through the double doors, Will staggered, almost colliding with a slight figure. He staggered away in surprise. She yelped, stepping back and covering her mouth, her cheeks flaring bright red.
Will straightened and felt the fire in his own face ignite at the recognition of who he’d almost flattened. “Sorry, my Lady.” He made a stiff bow, the unpracticed movement clumsy. Court manners. Well, here was a reason to practice them…
“No need to apologize,” Veldana said, wringing her hands. “I wasn’t paying attention. It was my fault. I keep getting turned around in this castle. I shouldn’t have been standing in front of the doors when trying to figure out where I’m going.”
Will straightened and grinned, then wondered if it made him look silly or stupid. He tried to wipe his face smooth, make his features casual. The muscles in his face didn’t want to cooperate. “It’s easy to do. When I came here, I followed Rowan and Colin so I wouldn’t get lost.”
She smiled shyly and Will felt that drop in his stomach once again, the same as he had the first night that she’d met his eye. A plummeting sensation.
“I’ve been doing that as well,” she admitted. “I follow Rhyelle around, but I got distracted, and I lost her completely. I know she mentioned something about the Queen wanting us in sick rooms—I guess she’s insisting we learn medicines.”
“That’s one I actually know,” Will said with a small and shrill laugh. He winced. This time, his face ached with humiliation. What had gotten into him? Had he just giggled? No, please don’t do that again. It’s not what knights do. Knights don’t giggle. He wondered if it was considered poor court manners to run away at this point. It seemed better than anything that might escape his mouth.
“Maybe you can help me, then?” Veldana asked hopefully, peering up from beneath her lashes. “Could I get directions?”
“Better yet, I can take you there,” Will offered, the words falling out of his mouth a little too quickly to seem altogether natural. He tried to cover his blunder by clearing his throat, aware that his face felt like it was on fire and his heart had lodged itself somewhere in his throat. Stop acting like an idiot. She’s going to laugh at you. Please, just keep it together. Don’t embarrass yourself. You’re just helping her find her way around, that’s all.
“You would?” Veldana’s face brightened. “Oh, thank you so much. I’m so turned around here. I’m Veldana, by the way. I’m one of the ladies-in-waiting for Queen Lyanra. I came with Lady Selantra.”
“Right.” Will nodded and extended his hand. “I’m Will, William. I’m a squire here. It’s great to get to meet you. Rowan’s mentioned you. Well, in passing anyway, but I hadn’t had a chance to introduce myself.” Did he really have to jabber like this? He had a sudden wish for Rowan to appear and kick him, but, in almost the same breath, realized he didn’t want Rowan or Colin to see him right now. Rowan would never let him live this down if he knew.
Veldana gave his hand a quick squeeze before dropping her own to her side, a smile lifting her lips. “Aw, Rowan… I haven’t been around him in ages. Not since we were all little. But I don’t imagine he’s changed much. If I know him, his version of mentioning me was probably some poorly veiled insult.”
Will snorted, shaking his head. “No, he must have changed a lot since you knew him.”
“Really?” Veldana raised a skeptical brow.
“Of course,” Will assured her. “I haven’t heard him try to veil an insult even once. He usually just says them bluntly.” He realized a second too late that the insult they were discussing was about her and wanted to sink through the floor. How stupid…
Veldana’s lips pressed into a tightened smile and she rolled her eyes to the ceiling with a small laugh. “I should have realized that. What was his insult, then? Was it that I taught Wren how to braid yellow ribbons into the mane of his pony and he cried?”
It was Will’s turn to laugh, and he was immensely grateful that it didn’t sound shrill. His shoulders slackened. Perhaps talking to Veldana didn’t have to be intimidating. It could be like talking to Wren or Eldin. “He failed to mention that part. No, his insults were something about your being too perfect.”
She gave him a sharp look, and the heat returned to his face. He was glad when she turned away, her own cheeks pink. “I don’t know that I’d see it as much of an insult.”
“Only from Rowan,” Will agreed. He paused at the steps to the healing chamber, wishing the corridor had been a little longer. “Here we are. Just up those steps, it’s the only door.
Veldana glanced up the steps, brows raised. “I can’t believe I forgot how to get here. That’s very embarrassing.” Turning to Will, she smiled, and his stomach did another uncomfortable nosedive. “Thank you for helping me, Will. I’ll… I’ll see you later, I hope.”
He only nodded and watched her climb the steps, her long purple dress whispering up the stairs behind her.
He found himself still standing there, a ridiculous grin over his face well after she’d vanished. Pull it together, a voice muttered through his mind. He shook himself and spun on his heel. A dazed and bemused feeling muddled his thoughts. It was hard to remember what had been so pressing before coming into the castle, hard to feel worried about the Ridgar or Thornten. Breaking into a bouncing step, he started toward the Hall of Records.
When he pushed through the door, it took all his self-control to calm his stride and tread quietly between groups of sullen studying squires to where Rowan, Eldin, and Colin were working beside the largest hearth, propped in thick armchairs.
“We’re working on Ross’s assignment regarding city defense and fortification,” Colin explained without looking up from the book he was pouring over. “You can help Rowan with filling in that map with which buildings we would want archers in. We’re limited to ten archers, each with twenty arrows, so keep that in mind. We don’t want to waste a single one.”
Will nodded and flopped onto the ground next to Rowan, who didn’t seem to be working at all. He was doodling on a scrap of parchment beside the map, tongue clamped between his teeth in concentration.
“This looks like it might be interesting,” Will commented, pulling the map toward him.
Eldin frowned at him over her book, and Rowan’s jaw dropped. He shook his head, gazing at Will in utter disbelief. “Did you knock your head when saddling Haru’s horse?”
“No,” Will said, somewhat defensive. The heat that had filled his face was rising again. “It’s just something that might be interesting, is all. I mean, if we ever had to defend a city, it’s good to know these things.”
“Defend a city? You think that sounds like fun?” Rowan demanded. From a table several shelves away, someone made hushing noises.
“Rowan, don’t get us thrown out,” Colin pleaded.
Rowan wheeled on him, snorting. “You say that like it’d be a bad thing.”
Deciding it was best to ignore Rowan, Will stared down instead at the map. He couldn’t focus, though. His thoughts were filled with Veldana smile.
“Why are you smiling at a map?” Eldin hissed.
Will looked up, surprised. She had leaned over her chair to watch him closely, the thick book in her hands forgotten.
“I’m not smiling at a map,” Will protested. A second shushing carried toward them and Will shrugged, reaching for Rowan’s quill.
“You are smiling,” Rowan said slowly. A smirk rose over the corner of his mouth. “So, if it’s not this absolutely lovely assignment that has you smiling, what is it?”
“Or who?” Eldin added in a hiss.
Even Colin glanced up, this time curious rather than annoyed.
“It’s nothing, alright?” Will hissed. “Now, can we please focus?”
“Sure we can,” Rowan agreed, but he was still smirking. Will didn’t like that smug, knowing look that was dawning across Rowan’s features. Will wondered if it would be too much of a giveaway to punch Rowan. That really would get them thrown out of the Hall of Records.
“But,” Rowan said slowly, “are we focusing on the map, or are we focusing on Veldana?”
Will stared determinedly down at the map, but knew his crimson cheeks had given him away. Rowan stifled his cackle of laughter by shoving his sleeve in his mouth.
Colin blinked in confusion. “Who?”
“Garryn’s cousin,” Eldin whispered, rolling her eyes and turning back to her book. “The Queen’s lady-in-waiting. The blonde one who doesn’t look like everything smells bad.”
“Oh, right.” Colin nodded, his expression still bemused.
Rowan sat up, face twitching with the effort of composure. “So, Will, when’s the wedding? Can I give a speech?”
Will cuffed Rowan in the back of the head, earning himself Colin’s look of disapproval. “Shut it. I was just trying to help her find the healing chamber.”
“She said she didn’t know where to find the sick rooms?” Eldin asked, sounding irritated and peering over her book at Will again.
“No, I mean, she’s only just got here, hasn’t she?” Will explained. “Anyway, it’s the least I could do. I about knocked her down with the doors when I came in from the courtyard.”
Rowan smothered his laughter in his elbow. Even Eldin snickered.
Colin’s bewilderment deepened in the furrow of his brow. “She was at the doors to go out?”
“Yes, she was trying to figure her way around. She and Rhyelle are supposed to be learning medicines, but she was busy and didn’t leave until afterwards to get there,” Will said, shrugging. He felt torn between wanting to talk about Veldana and wanting to hide in the shadows of one of the shelves and never be seen again.
“And she thought they might be outside to learn about medicines?” Colin asked slowly.
“Well, no, I don’t think so,” Will admitted, frowning. Colin’s question did bring up a fair point, though. Why had she been at the double doors? It was obvious that they were the way out of the castle.
“She is Garryn’s cousin, Colin. We can’t expect too much of her in terms of intelligence,” Rowan pointed out, sighing heavily. “A shame. A true shame. All looks, no thinks.”
Will considered cuffing him again, but with a warning head shake from Colin, he resisted.
“You three are stupid,” Eldin muttered, not bothering to grace them with a glance this time. “Boys in general are stupid,” she amended after some consideration, turning a page of the heavy tome in her hands.
“Oh, yeah?” Rowan demanded. He grinned. “Boys wouldn’t think the healer worked in the courtyard.”
“Nor would girls,” Eldin said, throwing Rowan a patronizing stare. “No, she wasn’t lost.” Her eyes shifted to Will, and she smirked slightly. “If you ask me, she found exactly what she was looking for.”
Will snorted, ignoring Rowan and Eldin both as they snickered again.
Colin shook his head and dropped his gaze once more to the book in his hands. “Alright, you two, please. Can we focus? This is supposed to be done before dinner.”
Will turned his attention to the map, grabbing Rowan’s quill and marking the tallest buildings along the outer parameter of the city as Colin explained which streets would need barricaded. He didn’t think at all about Veldana, only about the assignment. Because it had to be the interest in city defense, naturally, that was still making it hard to keep a grin off his face.




CHAPTER TEN

 
“Well, it seems our hunts for the Ridgar are useless now.”
Will spun on his heel. His foot caught on the shaft of the long-handled axe he held. He staggered, catching his balance on the rail of the jousting arena and knocking two more of the halberds to the ground. Wincing at the clatter they made, he stooped and snatched them quickly out of the mud, propping them up against the fence once more before straightening to meet Haru’s raised brow expression.
“What do you mean?” Will asked, trying to regain his composure. He glanced around to ensure that no one other than Haru had noticed his clumsy turn.
The others, thankfully, were working on one-on-one fighting with their own practice axes and too preoccupied to notice. Rowan, splattered in mud, was fighting tooth-and-nail against Leaf while Loper and Colin moved through their patterns and strikes with more sophistication. Garryn, to his immense relief, was currently focused on his own practice with Saget, both striking with loud and heavy blows.
They had been practicing with the oversized axes for almost an hour, ever since the Ranger had come to collect Sir Henry, Haru, Ross, and Rockwood for a knights’ council. The practice wasn’t one of Will’s favorites, but was at least good at keeping everyone distracted. He didn’t need to fuel Rowan’s reasons for giving him grief. Rowan already asked him repeatedly for the past two days for help finding the healing chamber, or if he thought the healer would let them bring in roses for the wedding, ever since Will had told him about his run-in with Veldana.
Haru raised his brows with a stifled smile. “With that amount of grace, you should consider taking up dancing, mate.”
Will scowled. “Funny. But moving on from dancing, what’s going on with the Ridgar?” He paused, frowning. “And why are you telling me? I thought it wasn’t my concern.”
“This one actually might be,” Haru said, shrugging. “Actually, it concerns all the other squires.” Haru pushed a hand through his hair, grimacing. “The King will make the announcement later that the squires over fourteen are allowed out of the castle again for training and practice.”
“Really?” Will asked, taken aback. “Why? What’s happened?”
“Because the Ridgar and Thornten both have their hands full,” Haru explained. He read the bewildered expression on Will’s face and held up a hand to forestall Will’s questions. “It seems that the Ridgar didn’t ever intend to stick around Alamore after their little chat with you. In fact, the ones that tried to corner you were the only ones in this area, as far as we can tell. And it seems that they left the following day. According to what the Ranger’s been able to find out, the majority of the Ridgar have left Alamore lands completely, both here and further south.”
“Left Alamore?” Will asked. His heart sank, blood running cold. “Like, they’ve joined forces with Thornten?”
“Not joined, mate.” Haru shook his head. “But they’re in Thornten, you’re right on that. But not to join sides. No, they are there, causing every last bit of mayhem that they can. They’ve been attacking the cities and smaller castles in Thornten lands, burning them down, and have King Tollien’s men running around the hours of the night and day, trying to find them.”
Will gaped in disbelief. The Ridgar had moved to attack Thornten? Was this, then, what they had wanted to discuss with him? Their plans to go to Thornten and fight Tollien? And what about the warning from the other rider, the one he had thought saved him? Perhaps that hadn’t been a rescue at all, but rather a distraction? And who would have to gain if Will didn’t know? Thornten? Tollien? But why, then, not have that messenger capture him and bring him to Thornten? What was going on?
Haru cleared his throat, and Will realized his mouth was still hanging open. He closed it, trying to sort the confused tangle of thoughts that writhed through his head. “Why? Why have they gone to Thornten to attack? I thought they were supposed to be the defense of the Alamore southern lands, not a combative group.”
“That’s what we don’t get either,” Haru said, lowering his voice. “They shouldn’t be in Thornten, ever. The Ridgar was established to offer additional protection to those further from the castle, common folk in danger of raids or bandits. They were created for defense, not attacking. We’ve noticed some changes over the years but going there, causing mayhem…”
“Good,” Will said flatly. That much he could decide on. If Thornten was suffering, exhausted, and struggling against the Ridgar, so much the better for him. Maybe even Tollien would end up on the wrong side of one of Acra’s little attacks. Two birds with one stone, he was fine with that.
“Not good, mate,” Haru countered, lips pressing thin.
Will snorted. “Acra and Tollien at one another’s necks? How can you say that isn’t better than the Ridgar riding around here?”
Haru rolled his eyes. “Come off it, Will, don’t be thick. Take a minute and use your head. Where are the Ridgar from?”
“Alamore,” Will said, deciding to ignore the jab.
“Exactly,” Haru said, nodding as if this made some fantastic point. Will blinked, bewildered, and Haru sighed. “Think, Will. As much as the Ridgar is a pain in the backside of Alamore, they are still from Alamore. They were created under the orders of an Alamore ruler. If they keep causing issues in Thornten, who do you think Tollien is eventually going to blame?”
Will groaned, and he shook his head, more out of disbelief than argument. “But the Ridgar have gone rogue for ages. They’ve been causing issues even in Lonric. That’s why Lord Tazral is here, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, but they are still from Alamore. It was still an Alamore King who first ordered that the Ridgar be formed. As much as we don’t like them, they still fall under Revlan’s reign.” Haru pushed a hand through his hair again, staring blankly toward the training squires.
“But if Thornten is a threat again, why let the squires leave?” Will asked. “Like if they are threatening war…”
“They aren’t,” Haru muttered, turning his gaze to Will again. There was still something haunted in the grey-green eyes, a sadness Will didn’t understand. “That is all hypothetical at this point in time. Thornten is pretty preoccupied with the Ridgar. They haven’t announced any plan to attack or given any indication, so the King doesn’t think we can continue with keeping the castle as locked tight as it is. He wants warnings sent, certainly. We sent a messenger to Finnwick, Lonnac, and a few outlying castles through the area. But until we know Thornten does blame us, we can’t keep walking on glass.”
“Then what’s the matter? What aren’t you telling me?”
A pain flickered through Haru’s expression and he inhaled, straightening. Will frowned. It was as if whatever thought was weighing on Haru seemed to be causing him physical pain. “Sir Richard has put in his formal resignation as a knight of Alamore. He’ll be leaving court and the King’s service the day after Lord Tazral sets out for Lonric again.”
Will’s heart tightened, and he nodded. He racked his mind for something, anything, to say. Richard had raised Haru, trained him as his squire, and he and Anryn had treated him as a son. The idea of Richard leaving court was strange enough for Will, but for Haru…
“I’m sorry,” Will finally managed, the mumbled response glaring and inadequate.
“Don’t apologize.” Haru waved his hand to dismiss the words, but his smile was tight over his mouth. “It’s not surprising, really. We’ve known it’s coming as soon as things warmed up and calmed down. He’s been saying it for years and, after last year, with Shadow Dale…” He shrugged, running a hand over the several-day stubble on his jaw, and cleared his throat. “Well, it’s not surprising, like I said. We’re just lucky he gets to retire rather than be buried.”
Will nodded again. How was it that Veldana’s presence made him bumble and drop words, but now, when Haru so obviously needed friendship, he couldn’t string two together?
“But, Will, that brings up another matter,” Haru said, saving Will the need to respond. The knight’s tone had hardened, his face setting into stone. Haru crossed his arms over his chest, fixing Will with a stern glower.
“What?” Will demanded, feeling defensive.
“Richard told the King that he doesn’t want a large feast send-off or anything like that, since we’re having a feast to send off Lord Tazral. That feast is going to be a big enough pain as it is since the King and Queen decided it would be a good chance to introduce Princess Cassia to some of the court, so we’ll have nobles from all over coming to Alamore for that.”
“Which they should,” Will interjected. “Getting Lord Tazral to leave is a celebratory event, as far as I’m concerned.”
Haru’s grin fractured the serious expression a moment, and he had to stifle a laugh. “I won’t argue that. But that’s not my point. Richard said he wants to host a farewell for himself at The Dancing Stag.”
“So?” Will asked, raising an eyebrow.
Haru’s smile vanished to be replaced with his unyielding frown again. “So, what happened last time you went there?”
It was Will’s turn to scowl, annoyed. Were they ever going to let that go? Hadn’t Haru just admitted that the Ridgar was gone?
“I had tea with Anryn,” Will said through gritted teeth.
“Watch the tone, mate,” Haru warned. “You know very well what I’m talking about. Richard wants the knights and their squires to be able to attend, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea for you.”
Will’s mouth fell open. “Are you serious? Haru, come off it. If all the knights are going, I’d be safer there than here! Seriously, I’ll be—”
“Since Richard is retiring, he’s taking Denra there, which means we’d have to borrow some nag out of the barns for you to ride,” Haru cut across, raising his voice.
Will and his knight glowered at one another a moment. “You can’t just keep me locked in the walls, Haru. You know as well as I do they aren’t always the safest place.”
“They are safer than whatever you can find in the streets of the city, or the road back to the walls,” Haru countered.
“But we’ll be in a group,” Will pressed. He could sense rather than see Garryn watching them now and felt his humiliation rising. What would Garryn do or say if he knew Will had to be left behind because his knight didn’t think he could handle going into the city with every other knight and squire? The idea of being left behind while all the other squires had the chance to celebrate, to toast Richard, and see knights make absolute fools of themselves, was torture.
“Group or not,” Haru said, lowering his voice and shooting a sharp look in Garryn’s direction. He glanced down at Will again. “Group or not, I don’t like all this. It seems off that the Ridgar would just leave like that after saying they needed you.”
“Well, everything about the Ridgar feels off,” Will pointed out. “But, come on, everyone else is going. Please don’t make me stay behind.”
Haru gnawed his lip and Will could almost see the argument playing behind those grey-green eyes. He waited, holding his breath.
“Let him come with, Haru.”
Both started, turning. In the thick mud, they hadn’t heard Ross’s steps as he strode toward him.
Will saw a shadow flicker over Haru’s expression and the younger knight folded his arms. “I can handle my own squire, Ross. I’ve known him for a bit now, thanks.”
Will winced, half expecting Ross to retaliate. Instead, Ross only nodded. “You have, so I’m sure you’ve realized that leaving him unattended in the castle is more likely to be dangerous. Last I checked, Eldin had given him a decent knowledge of scaling down walls.”
It was Will’s turn to stifle his grin. Haru stared at Ross, thunderstruck enough that he stopped being hostile. “Blazes… I forgot that.”
“I haven’t,” Will added in innocently.
Haru gave him a warning look, but Will could have sworn he saw the faint ghost of a smile flit over Ross’s face. He wasn’t sure, as it was gone the next moment when the older knight shrugged. “It’s your decision, though. He’s in your care.” He inclined his head and strode back toward the other squires, barking at Colin to fix his stance as he left.
Watching Ross leave, Haru growled under his breath and shook his head before glowering at Will again. “Alright, you get to come along. But—” He jabbed a finger in Will’s direction. “If I ever hear of you scaling walls out of the castle or if you try to use that little loophole again, I’m ensuring you get kenneled with the dogs when told to stay where you are. Agreed?”
Will bit back his grin. “That seems fair enough.”
“And,” Haru added, glancing past Will again. “If you start anything with Garryn, I’ll see to it that neither of you go. He can keep you inside the walls.”
Will gawked at his knight. “What? Why are you saying I’d start something?”
“Because I know you and Rowan well enough to know it’d be one of you two,” Haru said firmly. “Garryn is a squire here now, Will. You lot have to learn to get along.”
“I refuse to like him, if that’s what you’re implying,” Will countered, folding his arms.
Haru snorted. “I didn’t say you have to be chums. Do you think that Bane and Henry are my favorite people? I said you have to get along. That means not wanting to rip his head off or, if you want to, keep it to yourself. That means don’t let your face say it either. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you, Rowan, and Colin avoiding being in the dinner hall when he’s there. That isn’t going to work forever so, better you learn to be civil now rather than murder him later.”
“Murdering him doesn’t seem bad,” Will growled, scowling.
Haru raised his brows.
Will sighed, uncrossing his arms. “Fine. I won’t start anything with him, happy? But I’m not about to go out of my way to be friends with him either. I refuse to do that.”
“I’m fine with that.” Haru nodded curtly. He reached for one of the halberds that Will had sent into the mud, hoisting it into both hands and giving it an experimental swing. “Grab up that halberd and I’ll see if you’re any better today or if I get a chance to knock some sense between your ears.”
***
 
The sense of relief that washed across the castle was instantaneous with the announcement that Lord Tazral and his contingent of riders would be leaving before the end of the week. Will, Rowan, and Colin weren’t the only ones to celebrate. There was a lighter mood amongst the knights, too, though Will noticed they tried to make it seem that the Ridgar’s leaving was the reason for their change in attitude.
This, however, didn’t make the increased workload diminish.
If anything, the reduction in patrols only intensified the amount of work the knights were putting them through. Will found it was hard to sleep with his body aching and head buzzing—filled with diagrams of siege machinery, mathematics of military calculations, laws of Alamore, and more complicated court manners for other countries.
“It’s like they want us dead,” Rowan announced the day before Lord Tazral’s leaving feast as he, Will, and Colin studied in the deserted Hall of Records before breakfast. “My will to live is leaching away.” He dropped his head onto the open pages of a book entitled ‘Diplomacy in Discussion.’ Will had the nagging feeling that the Ranger might have told Rockwood about his squire’s comment to the King after their meeting regarding Wren’s fate.
“They’re trying to get us ready for being knights,” Colin countered, poring over the charts and small ship figurines he’d scrawled across a table. “It’s only three more years.”
“Then why not kill us earlier on?” Rowan protested. “Push all this on us at twelve.” He straightened, slapping a hand on the table. “Or, better yet, if we were to train at the age of ten.”
“We would die,” Colin pointed out.
Rowan waved a dismissive hand. “That’s fine. Root out the weak.”
“Says the fifteen-year-old griping because he has to learn not to call his father a toad fart,” Colin said, half laughing.
“No, no, it makes sense. Listen to me,” Rowan protested, choosing to ignore Colin’s statement.
Will barely heard Rowan. Colin’s words were reverberating through his head. Three years. An excited shiver ran across his skin. They’d made it halfway there, almost to knighthood. He smiled as, for the first time in years, he imagined himself rising as a knight in the Hall of Ceremony. The cheers, the whistles, the clapping. They echoed through his mind. He could see Haru, beaming with pride, Eldin whooping, and—his stomach dropped—Veldana standing to the side, smiling shyly. Warmth filled his chest, and he stared unseeingly at his nearly completed essay, letting the idea wash across him.
“What do you think, Will?”
“What?” Will started, guilt flooding him, and straightened to look between Rowan and Colin. “What do I think of what?”
Rowan sighed heavily. “You need to listen to my strokes of genius, Will. You might learn something.”
“Doubtful,” Will said, pointing at Rowan with the end of his quill. “When you open your mouth, I feel I lose a bit of intelligence.”
Colin choked back a laugh.
Rowan gave Will a rude gesture. “You know, you don’t value me enough.”
A noise made all three of them turn, Will twisting in his seat to better see the door. Ross was weaving toward them through tables and chairs, his face unreadable stone. Will lowered his quill, watching the knight. He wasn’t meeting Will’s eye, and Will’s heart started to sink. Whatever Ross had come from, Will knew he wouldn’t like it.
Ross didn’t turn toward him, nodding at Colin. “Colin, Rowan, you’re to come with me.”
“How come?” Rowan asked, narrowing his eyes. “Is this another book assignment? Because if it is—”
Ross growled under his breath, eyes hardening. “Rockwood and I have the western patrol with the Ranger and Serena. You two are to ride with us.”
Bitter disappointment welled like poison in Will’s chest. Colin threw Will a grimace, his expression torn between sympathetic and apologetic. Rowan crossed his arms, leaning back in his seat.
“Does Will get to go?”
“That,” Ross growled. “Is between Will and his knight. But Haru has been asked not to ride on this one. There are a few nobles arriving for the feast to see off Lord Tazral and he’s been asked to assist in organizing things here for their arrival.”
“He can ride with us, though,” Rowan said, nodding.
Ross shook his head, face hardening. “The King’s decree was squires are allowed to ride patrol with their knight. That’s it. We can’t ride with more squires than knights. But we don’t have time for this. The soldiers are saddling now.” Ross hesitated, glancing at Will at last. A muscle in his jaw tightened. “Richard is already using Denra anyway, so we don’t have an option.” He turned to the others, jerking his head toward the door. “Come on, Rowan, Colin. Wrap up what you’re working on so you can come back to it. We need to leave.” He turned away, striding back toward the door.
Rowan opened his mouth to argue, but Will shook his head, setting aside his quill. “Don’t, Rowan,” he muttered. He forced a smile. “I have to finish this assignment, anyway.”
Rowan hesitated, glancing between Will and Ross. Colin sighed, pushing himself to his feet. “Only a couple more days and you can go with us to the city, though,” he said, but Will could hear forced notes of cheeriness in his voice.
Will nodded. “Yeah, that’ll be better, anyway. You lot have fun.”
“Sorry,” Rowan mumbled, rising and dropping his book onto the nearest table.
Will shrugged. “Don’t be. I want to finish this parchment for Haru before dinner, anyway.”
But when Rowan and Colin’s footfalls faded after Ross, the door shutting behind them, Will laid the quill aside and stared down blankly at his parchment. The glory of minutes before, the images of becoming a knight, were washed with disenchantment now. After several attempts to focus again on his work, Will resigned himself to the fact that he wouldn’t be able to write anything else while feeling so dejected. Rolling up the parchment, he stuffed it into his pocket and rose. The warmth of the Hall of Records, the comfort, had all left with his friends. Staying in the chamber alone now felt impossible. No. He’d find Haru, he decided. He’d help him with getting arrangements made for nobles. That had to be better than nothing, or he hoped at least.
The castle was quiet beyond the Hall of Records. Glancing through the high windows, he could see squires saddling horses in the morning’s grey rays, calling to one another, preparing for a day in the saddle beyond the walls. The grief of losing Visra, of Admere’s disappearance, twisted like a knife in his chest with the bitterness of being left behind.
He dropped his eyes to the floor, shoving his hands into his pockets as he started for the stairs. Dwelling on everything now wasn’t going to change a thing. He should have known better, known no one wanted him to leave the castle still. That he didn’t have a warhorse of his own was just another means of keeping him captive.
He had almost reached the base of the steps when a loud sigh broke him from his thoughts. Looking up, he found the Ranger standing at the bottom of the stairs, one hand resting on the banister. “Please don’t tell me that you are wallowing about wasting life on something as frivolous as self-indulgence in self-pity.”
Will snorted. “I’m not.” He winced. His defensive tone had already given away the lie.
The Ranger huffed, dropping his hand from the banister. “I think I liked you better when you were scared of me. You weren’t as sarcastic or snarky.”
Grinning in spite of himself, Will shrugged. “I mean, I did learn from you.”
Beneath the hood, Will could almost imagine the Ranger’s eyes rolling. “Quite.”
“So?” Will asked, descending the last stairs. “What are you doing out here? I thought you were supposed to be on a patrol with Ross, Rockwood, and Serena.”
“I am,” the Ranger agreed coolly. “But I wanted to find you before I left.”
“How come?” Will asked. His spirits rose slightly. Maybe the Ranger was going to bring him to train with Wren and the others?
The Ranger seemed to read his mind as he shook his head. “Don’t get your hopes up. I’m not here to volunteer for babysitting duties. No, I’m here because, unlike Ross, Rockwood, and Serena, my squire isn’t allowed on patrols.”
“What?” Will stared, taken aback. “How come? She rides out with you all the time, so why aren’t you letting her go?”
The Ranger growled under his breath. “You are thick at times.”
Will resisted the urge to give the Ranger one of Rowan’s hand gestures. Instead, he waited, brows raised.
The Ranger sighed heavily. “Will, why are you not allowed out of the walls?”
“Because Haru isn’t going and because I don’t have a horse to use,” Will said. He grimaced, answering his own question. “And Wren doesn’t either…”
“Exactly,” the Ranger agreed coolly. “So, I was thinking, since you are both being left behind this morning, that you might as well work with her in the armory.”
Disappointment rose in Will’s chest. How unfair. While the others got to ride outside the walls, practicing in the forest, tasting freedom again, he and Wren were going to be set to cleaning? He considered arguing, insisting on helping Haru with the arriving nobles. But the thought of nobles peering down their noses at him, as Lord Tazral kept doing, made his decision.
He shrugged. “Yeah, I could do that.”
The Ranger smirked. “Good, I’m glad you are willing, because I wasn’t asking. That was an order.” He turned, missing Will’s look of indignant annoyance, and swept from the corridor.
Will waited for the Ranger’s footfalls to fade before following. He wasn’t sure he could handle talking to the Ranger right now without saying something bound to get him in trouble. Hurrying through the dinner hall, where servants were clearing away the customary knight and squire tables to make room for additional seating, Will wound through the maze of hallways until he reached the armory.
Wren was already inside, her expression subdued as she stared blankly at the chest plate she’d clearly been polishing moments before.
Will stepped into the room, letting the door click shut behind him. She spun with a yelp, almost dropping the chest plate. She straightened, red-faced, and scowled at Will. “Don’t sneak up like that.”
“I wasn’t sneaking,” Will protested. He glanced around the chamber, at the weapons hanging from racks, set into their brackets on the walls, the armor neatly set in shelves.
Wren grimaced, lowering herself onto a seat with the chest plate and running the back of her hand over her forehead. Will watched, wondering if he should mention the amount of dark armor oil that she had smeared over her face. He decided against it. Something seemed off anyway. Wren’s annoyance had settled into a blank and forlorn stare at the armor in her lap.
Not sure what to do, Will crossed the room to grab up one of the swords from its shelf. He ran a fingernail over the edge. Dull. Grabbing up a whetstone, he moved toward another of the benches and looked again at Wren. She hadn’t moved. She was gazing vacantly at the chest plate.
Say something, a voice pressed in Will’s mind. Say something, see what’s wrong. But how was he supposed to find out what was wrong if she wasn’t in the mood to talk?
He ran the stone absently across the blade, the hiss of steel shattering the silence. He turned his attention to the sword. Maybe she was tired or disappointed that she couldn’t go on patrol like he was. It was probably better to leave her alone.
After a few minutes of agonizing silence, the only sound that of the sharpening steel, Will glanced up again. Still, Wren wasn’t moving.
He cleared his throat. “Wren, is everything okay?”
She only shrugged, her expression glum, and didn’t bother to break her gaze from the steel in her hands. “I guess so.”
The lie hung between them for the span of several long moments.
Finally, unable to bear the heavy silence, Will set aside his whetstone. Beyond the doors of the armory, he could hear the movement of servants moving tables and chairs toward the dinner hall for the promised feast. He sighed, frowning at Wren. “Come off it, you lie about as well as Rowan, Wren. So, what’s the matter?”
Wren cast him a scathing look from the corner of her eye. “You’re a pest, just like Rowan. Did you know that?”
“I mean, I’ve been told I can be charming and that he’s a bad influence, so I think you’re wrong. But continue, please,” Will replied, grinning.
Wren snorted, dropping her polishing rag onto the bench beside her. “Charming? You’re only charming when compared to the company you keep—which doesn’t make for a very high standard.” She readjusted, stretching her legs out in front of her and letting her gaze slip away from him, over the armor, the weapons on the wall. Her smile faded. “Nothing is wrong, exactly. It’s just… it’s just that I don’t know really how to feel about everything that’s happened.”
“You mean Garryn and your father?” Will asked. “Angry. That’s how you should feel about what he did. Even if that was some test from the Ranger, you should be annoyed. You should be like Rowan, celebrating that Lord Tazral is leaving and asking people to help you plot ways to make Garryn’s death look like an accident.”
Wren shook her head. “Not Garryn, or my father.” She blinked hard, dropping her eyes to her hands. “Not really, anyway. I wanted my father to be proud, but I knew that was too much to expect. No, what’s really bothering me… what’s bothering me is the Ranger.”
Will raised an eyebrow, bewildered. “What about the Ranger? Is it him being snide? He’s just that way, Wren. He’s like that with everyone.”
Wren shook her head again. “I can handle snide. I can even be snide back, like telling him I think our black cloaks need a splash of color and he should let me wear yellow instead.”
Will snorted, stifling a laugh. “It would brighten his appearance.”
Wren didn’t seem to notice. She continued in a small voice. “I came here to become a knight… and I guess… I don’t know. It seems stupid, I know, but I thought I’d get a mentor immediately, like Rowan did. I thought that people would want to train me.” Her voice broke, and she quickly wiped a hand over her overly bright eyes. “I really thought someone would ask me to be their squire, and not just pity me because my father was going to make me quit trying to train here. And that’s what it feels like, you know? It feels like the Ranger asked because he had to, because there weren’t other options. I don’t think I’m cut out for training with him, and it makes me so worried that my father was right. That I shouldn’t have tried this, that I should have just come home or agreed to be a lady-in-waiting like Rhyelle or Veldana. But now the Ranger has vouched for me, offered to train me, and giving up seems like an insult. But I don’t think… if he doesn’t actually want to train me… if he’s only training me because he feels bad for me and I hate it… I’d rather leave…”
“Wren,” Will said firmly, cutting across her trailing words. She turned to him, her brown eyes shining and desperate. “Wren, don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re right.” Will raised his eyebrows, grinning slightly. “That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard.”
Wren shook her head, wiping her sleeve over her eyes. “I’m not one of the boys.”
“Yeah, well, if the Ranger wanted ‘one of the boys’ as his squire, he’s had years to decide that,” Will said flatly. “He didn’t.”
“But I’ve heard the King told him it’s time to take a squire, and it’s not like there are options,” Wren pressed. “Father told me that the King has wanted the Ranger to take a squire for years, that he must have finally ordered it, that I was the last choice.”
Will raised his eyebrows and scoffed. “One of the first things you’ll learn when you’re around the Ranger is that he doesn’t do so well taking orders. If he thought he was being forced to take you on as his squire, he wouldn’t have. That’s a promise.”
“You really think so?” Wren asked, her voice heavy. “Do you really think he’d think something so stupid was worth defying the King about?”
“Sounds about like something the Ranger would do,” Will admitted, shrugging. “He really doesn’t do well with being told how to think or act. Something you and he seem to have in common, if I’m being honest.”
Wren gave a shaky laugh, frustratedly wiping her eyes again on her sleeve. “I’d like to believe that.”
“Then you should,” Will said firmly. “The Ranger wouldn’t just pick you for the sake of it.”
“But all he saw was me get beaten in practice!” The words burst from Wren and Will could almost feel the pain of that truth, hear it break her heart. “He saw me lose. How else am I supposed to see it but that he’s trying to be nice? I didn’t want to come here and be pitied. I wanted to come and train, to deserve it. I really thought I could.”
Will furrowed his brow, watching Wren’s bright eyes shed the first tears down her cheeks, her muscles strained, clearly fighting to hold herself together. It seemed impossible to find the words, to decide how best to phrase them.
His mind wandered to the feeling of bitter resentment when the Ranger had told him he was going to take on a squire. That momentary feeling of being punched in the chest. Jealous. He’d been jealous. Jealous that some squire had something he didn’t, that someone else was better than him. Now here she was fearing just the opposite; that she wasn’t worthy. That she wasn’t enough.
“You know, I was here for months before Haru asked to be my knight,” Will said at last, weighing each word slowly. “He asked me the evening he became a knight and, when he did, he told me something a lot of squires don’t hear from their mentors. The King gets to decide who can ask someone to be their squire. He decides first, second, third choice, if there is a squire with multiple knights interested. Until the first selected mentor asks, the others won’t. They respect that decision. It is up to the squire to turn down the knight or mentor.”
Wren’s brow creased. “But no one’s asked me for months, Will. For you, it was different. Haru had to be knighted first, to ask you.”
Will shook his head. “It wasn’t, actually. For months, the Ranger was watching me, too. The difference is that he decided not to ask me to be his squire. He let Haru ask instead. But for months, no one did.”
“No one would have if I didn’t accept the Ranger,” Wren said, shaking her head.
“Don’t be thick, Wren, or people will think you’re related to Rowan. You know you can’t know that unless you ask the Ranger himself,” Will said, barely refraining from rolling his eyes.
“But then why ask when I was defeated?” Wren pressed. “If he wasn’t sure before then, it just proves my point. He only asked because my father was going to take me away.”
Will gritted his teeth. He couldn’t understand why she didn’t understand. How couldn’t she see that the Ranger saw something more in her?
“When I heard the Ranger asked you, I actually felt jealous. I never wanted to be the Ranger’s squire. Haru is like a brother to me and I would never give that up, but that’s because I know the Ranger, what choosing you means to him. The Ranger wouldn’t have chosen you to help you stay. If he thought you couldn’t handle it, he’d have let your father take you away or told Queen Lyanra to bring you on as a lady-in-waiting,” Will said resolutely. “The reason the Ranger chose you wasn’t because you lost. It was because, even though Garryn was a prat and you were weaponless, you still tried. You tried, and you were quick on your feet. You were thinking of how to get out of there faster than most trained knights.” He smirked, raising his eyebrows. “The Ranger always says that knights are moronic. What he saw there proved you were too smart to be just a knight.”
Wren laughed, shaking her head, and running a shaking hand over her face. “You’re an idiot, Will.”
“Well, yeah,” Will said, snorting. “I mean, I’m training to be a knight. Somewhat proves my point, doesn’t it?”
Wren rolled her eyes, but Will was glad to see that the sadness had faded in her dark eyes. Straightening on her seat, she scowled at the chest plate in her hands, brow furrowed at her own reflection. She glanced at Will, running her fingers over her forehead. “Is there something on my face?”
Will snickered. “Yeah, you are covered in armor polish.”
“And you didn’t tell me?” Wren demanded, horrified.
Will shrugged. “You were upset. It didn’t seem like the right time to tell you that you looked like a street rat.”
She threw her polishing rag at Will, who ducked, laughing. “Don’t be violent. It’s not ladylike.”
“Shut up, Will,” Wren snapped, but he was relieved to see the Rowan-like gleam ignite in her brown eyes. She shook her head, returning her attention to the armor.
After that, Will found that he enjoyed working in the armory with Wren. They sharpened the majority of the swords, working the knicks from blades. Will helped Wren finish shining the full suit of armor she had started. He regretted that decision when she managed to smear a good amount of armor polish over his face.
By the time that the Ranger appeared in the doorway, Will was relieved that Wren’s eyes didn’t echo the sorrow of before.
The Ranger glanced between Will and Wren, a smirk twitching under his hood. “I’m not sure if you know this, but the polish is supposed to go on the armor, not your faces.”
“Just trying to look better for the feast,” Will said, running a hand over his jaw with a sheepish grin. His grin turned to a groan at the realization of how much polish he’d coated into his hair. Wren snickered.
The Ranger snorted, shaking his head. “Wren, perhaps you should clean yourself up before dinner? You look like an absolute hooligan and your father will think it my influence.”
Wren bounded to her feet. “Yes, Ranger.” She smiled at Will, raising a filthy hand before slipping past her mentor and out the door. Will rose to his feet as well, tossing his polish rag into the basket of other dirty cloths. When he moved to follow Wren, however, the Ranger shifted sideways to block his path.
Will took a step back, bewildered. “What?”
“What did you two discuss?” the Ranger asked, glancing after Wren.
Will shrugged. Somehow he didn’t know if he wanted to divulge that to the Ranger. “Just knights and training and stuff,” Will answered vaguely.
The Ranger nodded, running a hand over his jaw. “Well, thank you, Will.”
“What for?”
“For helping her understand,” the Ranger purred. “If I had tried, she would have thought I was only lying to make her feel better. Whatever you said, I think helped.”
“Oh, right,” Will mumbled. It hadn’t occurred to him that the Ranger’s request for him and Wren to work together had been more intentional than to keep them busy.
The Ranger moved aside, gesturing Will ahead of him from the room. Will hesitated. “Ranger, did she have any knights interested in training her?”
The Ranger paused, his hand dropping to his sword and thumb running over its simple pommel. “She did,” he murmured at last. “Two knights. One doesn’t have a squire, one has a squire that will be knighted soon. Sir Don was the third choice, as he’s wanted a squire since Novin was knighted last year.”
“And the second?” Will asked, frowning.
The Ranger chuckled. “Well, let’s just say that Laster has another reason to dislike me. But I would rather that not be public knowledge.”
Will nodded. “Maybe not public, but you should mention it to her.”
The Ranger shook his head. “In time, but not yet. Wren needs to know how to value her skills herself, not because knights have. Now, Will, I think you should wash and change before dinner. You are an absolute disgrace.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
The arrival of nobles, along with their cavalcades, made it feel that the castle had shrunk in a matter of hours. Will was relieved when Haru arrived earlier than usual to wake him, Rowan, and Colin for training, giving them a few extra hours before the hum of life ignited through the castle again.
“Come on,” he said, tousling Rowan’s hair—the only part of him visible beneath the cocoon of blankets. “We need to get training wrapped up before the whole castle goes into a state of absolute chaos.”
“No. Chaos is beautiful,” Rowan groaned.
Haru ignored him, turning to Will, who was already out of bed and pulling a grey tunic over his shirt and breeches. “Have fun getting this one out of bed, won’t you? We’re doing hand-to-hand combat first thing with Serena in one of the indoor chambers.”
“Is it just us, Eldin, and Wren, then?” Will asked.
Haru shook his head. “I’m not positive who all will be ready to train and out there. We mentioned it to a few knights. But Wren isn’t joining us. She will be back by the feast. Right now, though, she and the Ranger are training. That should be more incentive to get up. Wren and the Ranger literally rode out an hour ago. Up we get. We’ve got training now and will be doing some lessons later with Kalia.”
“Kalia is here?” Colin asked and paused, reaching for his boot.
Rowan’s face emerged from his blankets, an evil smile twisting over his lips as he watched Haru. “So that’s why you want us to go. You’re scared that Kalia might realize that you have to rely on our coaching for your charm and personality?”
Haru glowered at Rowan. “Out of bed, now, or I’m flipping the mattress with you on it.”
“Like you would, lovebird boy,” Rowan chuckled, disappearing beneath his nest of blankets again.
Haru shrugged, laughing dangerously. “You were warned, urchin.” Seizing the edge of the mattress, he tipped Rowan’s cot onto its side.
Scrambling and failing to catch himself, Rowan swore as he was dumped onto the floor. “Blazes, Haru, you git. I could have cracked my skull!”
Haru smiled, looking very satisfied. “I’d watch your tongue, Rowan. Another word like that and you might have to sit with your father at the feast tonight.”
Rowan stiffened, eyes widening in horror. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“Oh, I would,” Haru promised. “Now, up.” Turning on his heel, he left the three squires to hurry in preparing for training.
***
 
The sun had hardly started to paint the horizon beyond the tall windows in the indoor training chamber when Will, Rowan, and Colin, stifling yawns, pushed through the door. One glance around to room made Will’s jaw tighten.
Haru and Serena were talking in low voices, no doubt finalizing the plans for the morning training. Eldin and Saget were chatting as they laid out padded practice mats for grapple training. Meanwhile, Garryn leaned against the wall beside a golden-haired girl in a long silvery dress.
To Will’s satisfaction, Kalia, the exiled Princess of Kelkor, looked polite but disinterested in whatever Garryn was saying. Her gaze kept flitting toward where Haru and Serena were engrossed in their conversation. Nodding to something Garryn had said, Kalia’s eyes shifted to the door. Her face broke into a wide beaming smile and she excused herself from Garryn with a quick apology before hurrying toward Will, Rowan, and Colin.
“It’s been ages!” Kalia announced, her eyes shining. She threw her arms around the three of them before stepping back. Will noticed Colin’s face had turned bright red and Rowan was smirking. Kalia’s hand rose to grip Will’s shoulder a moment, her face falling. “Will, I was so sorry to hear about Visra.”
Will nodded, hoping his face didn’t reflect the reflexive spasm that tightened over his chest at Visra’s name. “Thanks, Kalia.”
“W-when did you get here?” Colin stammered, his cheeks still burning.
Rowan snickered. Will managed a subtle kick in Rowan’s shin, hidden by his cloak.
“Late last night,” Kalia said, seeming not to notice Colin’s embarrassment. “We weren’t sure we would even get the chance to come. Earl Kenta doesn’t care to leave Finnwick during foaling season in case there are emergencies. But Lord Tazral buys horses from Finnwick, so Kenta decided it was best to take the opportunity to see him before he rides south again.”
“See him? Why the blazes would Kenta want to see Lord Tazral?” Rowan demanded.
Kalia opened her mouth, brown furrowing. She was at a loss on how to answer. Haru saved her the necessity to respond when he turned away from Serena, clapping his hands together with a sharp crack.
“Alright, ladies and gents. Enough chitchat, let’s make sure things are sorted. Garryn, Will, Rowan, Colin, would you quit lolling around and actually help set up?” Haru gestured toward where Eldin was struggling to pull a large mat into place. “Otherwise, I’m giving Eldin and Saget a chance to throw each of you without a struggle.
“Hold up, Eldin, I’m coming,” Will called.
Colin hurried to fall into step with Will. Rowan followed, still grinning maliciously at Colin.
“What?” Colin hissed defensively.
“W-what what?” Rowan countered. “I’m sorry, I m-missed your question because I was transfixed by Kalia.”
Will snorted and Colin, his ears a brilliant shade of crimson, made sure to stamp on Rowan’s foot when the three reached Eldin and Saget.
Eldin frowned at them, brow furrowed. “What are you three laughing about?”
“Nothing,” Colin cut across quickly. “Here, I’ll take this mat if you want to get another.”
“I’ll help you, Colin,” Rowan said, batting his eyelashes and smiling. “Or I could see if maybe—”
“Please go away,” Colin snapped, hoisting the oversized mat with a grunt and staggering away.
Eldin rolled her eyes. “Rowan, actually help him before he does something stupid. I already moved all the mats that still have functioning handles. The ones where they’ve broken off are a pain. He’ll break his neck if he’s carrying it stupidly like that.”
Rowan beamed, rubbing his hands together. “Right you are!”
“Colin isn’t going to appreciate you for that,” Will commented, watching Rowan seize the corner of the training pad with enough enthusiasm that he nearly knocked Colin flat.
Eldin shrugged, smirking. “Well, I figure if I let Rowan help him instead of me, he might not realize how obvious he is around Kalia.” She shook her head. “He’s going to be really upset to find out that Kalia hasn’t shut up about Haru since she got here last night. She literally didn’t get off the foot of my bed until almost dawn when Serena kicked her out. Now, come on, you can help me get the last of these out and then we can actually start practicing.”
Will was taken aback by the heaviness of the training mats. The thick leather made them awkward to grip and the weight of the straw within them made it worse. As Eldin had mentioned, the mats that remained had loose threads where the handles, worn through with years, had broken away. That Eldin had managed to move as many as she had on her own, even with handles, was impressive. Across the room, Rowan was goofing around and causing more bother than help to Colin by taking running leaps into the mat as Colin tried to drag it into place. Saget and Garryn had taken it upon themselves to instruct them on where to place the mats.
“Move that one further east,” Garryn called as Will and Eldin dropped their pad at the edge. “You’ve left a gap and someone might get hurt or trip in it.”
“Someone is going to be you,” Will growled under his breath.
Eldin’s grey eyes narrowed, her expression dangerous.
“Line it up with the one beside it and it should be set,” Saget added.
Dropping her end of the mat with a loud slapping noise, Eldin wheeled round. “Pretty sure I’ve laid most these out this morning, Saget, if you don’t remember so I think I can figure it out just fine, thanks.”
Rowan cackled and the knights and Kalia turned.
“Eldin,” Serena warned. “Keep your temper in check.”
Will shifted the mat into place and straightened, deciding it best to remove Eldin from Saget and Garryn, both of whom looked torn between surprise and amusement. “Come on.”
“I’m going to murder them,” Eldin fumed as she and Will reached for the final mat. “Murder them both.”
“Both?” Will shook his head. “Come on, Saget isn’t that bad.”
“He wasn’t,” Eldin countered. She laughed coldly, running her hand over the leather as she sought out a better grip. “But with Garryn around? He’s a wart, as Rowan would say.”
“Pretty sure Rowan would say something more inappropriate, actually,” Will muttered. He was glad when that got him a small snort of laughter. Eldin smiled, still fighting to find a grip.
“Here, come around this side. There’s still one handle on this one.” Will hoisted the single handle remaining on the mat and nodded toward it. “You’ve already carried most of these, let me take the handle-free side.”
Looking relieved, Eldin crossed to his side. As her fingers slipped through the loop of leather, they pressed against the side of Will’s hand a moment. Eldin jumped, jerking her hand away from his. Surprised, Will withdrew his hand faster than he intended, dropping the full weight of the mat into Eldin’s grip.
“Sorry!” Will scrambled to grab the mat again, embarrassed. “Did I hurt you?”
Eldin shifted, grimacing, and moved her grip to better hoist the mat, her braid falling to hide her face as she turned away a moment. “No, no. I’m fine. No need to apologize. Thanks, Will. I’m going to be ready for a break-even before we start at this rate.”
Will only nodded, crossing toward the other side of the mat. He hoisted it by the edge, frowning at Eldin as they moved it into place. For some reason, he couldn’t shake that small moment of Eldin’s hand darting away. Maybe it was exhaustion? Too much work from the morning? Or maybe a lack of sleep making her jumpy? That had to be it. After all, hadn’t Kalia mentioned that she had arrived late and Eldin just said she’d kept her up?
They settled the mat into its place and stepped back, surveying their work.
“Looks like a masterpiece,” Rowan announced, springing up between Will and Eldin. Throwing an arm over each of their shoulders, he sighed heavily and his brow knitted in disappointment. “Except, Eldin, you really should move it just a bit east.”
“You’re dead, Lonric,” Eldin snarled, spinning.
Rowan, ready for the attack, launched himself away with a bark of laughter. Eldin tore after him.
“Settle down, settle down. Rowan—that’s you I’m talking to!” Haru barked, striding toward the training mats.
Rowan skidded to a halt, throwing Haru a filthy look. “Why me? Eldin is the one out for blood.”
“Probably deserve it,” Haru said, shrugging. “But you two can settle this after training. As for right now, Serena and I are in charge. So, pay attention. Saget, Garryn, that includes you two. If you want to come stand with everyone else?”
Garryn muttered something to Saget who smirked before both the older squires joined them in front of Haru.
“Alright, so Serena and I will be showing you unarmed combat,” Haru explained, pacing toward the center of the mats. He glanced at Serena, raising his brows in a silent question. Excusing herself from Kalia with a small bow, Serena followed him.
“So, who can tell me how someone can get the upper hand in a relatively fair fight?” Haru asked, turning to the squires, a broad grin breaking over his face. “Say, for instance, what might help either Serena or I win if we were to grapple in hand-to-hand combat?”
“Fair? Come off it, if he thinks it’s a fair fight between him and Serena, he’s barking. I mean, one of them is fighting to kill and the other is Haru,” Rowan muttered as he planted himself safely between Will and Colin, out of Eldin’s reach. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth, only loud enough to Will to catch the words. Will stifled his snort of laughter by clearing his throat.
Garryn wasn’t quite as adept at covering his own sound of contempt and Haru and Serena turned to him.
“Garryn?” Serena called, hands clasping behind her back. “Did you have an answer to Sir Haru’s question?”
Folding his arms, Garryn shrugged. “It’s obviously not a fair fight. One of you has strength.”
“Come again?” Serena asked, brows raising toward her auburn hair.
Rowan sidestepped slightly behind Will. “Scratch that, won’t be Haru who gets murdered. Garryn’s been nice enough to volunteer.”
“Good,” Will and Colin murmured in unison.
Haru shot Will a sharp look from where he stood and Will met it with as much defiance as he dared. He hadn’t forgotten Haru’s warning about leaving him behind but, as far as he could remember, he hadn’t agreed to like Garryn in the least. Not murder him, yes, and Will already thought that was a stretch. Haru should be grateful for that small amount of cooperation.
Garryn straightened and shrugged again, an indignant flush rising across his freckled cheeks. “I’m not meaning it as an insult, Lady Serena. But look at Haru—he’s taller, broader, and clearly stronger. Without weapons, there wouldn’t be much you could do except attempt to escape and hope he’s not faster, too.”
Saget shifted, glancing between the knights and Garryn with an uncertain crease in his forehead. “He does have a point. Haru, you’re a lot bigger. That’s an advantage Serena couldn’t have no matter.”
Colin groaned under his breath and Will noticed Eldin’s eyes narrow, her expression dangerous. He wondered if it would be prudent to grab Eldin to keep her from attacking Garryn or perhaps even Saget. He wasn’t sure which he would rather strike. Her theory on Saget being a prat because of Garryn might have some validity. A good punch to his head might knock sense back into his thick skull.
Even Haru’s grin had faltered and he glanced at Serena who was observing Garryn with a calculating indifference. “Is that so?”
Garryn didn’t manage to hide his sneer. “It’s only logical. If you were to win, it might be if someone took it easier because they wanted to capture instead of kill.”
“Oh, Serena’s thinking kill rather than capture right about now,” Rowan hissed. Will nodded. He felt torn between wanting to watch what happened next and making a mad dash for the nearest escape route with the gleam of danger igniting in Serena’s eyes. It was easy to remember how viciously the Lady Knight could fight.
Haru, all traces of his smile gone, stepped back and gestured toward Serena. “How about this then, Garryn? You’re taller and bigger than Serena, so you show us how those advantages you mentioned could work in your favor.” He glanced at Serena. “If, that is, you’re willing to train against him?”
Serena gave a curt nod. “I think that would be a better example.”
Haru turned back to Garryn who looked taken aback at the invitation. “Well, Garryn?”
Garryn faltered and Will exchanged a look of savage revenge with Eldin. This was it. Let Garryn squirm on the spot, make him admit that Serena did intimidate him or, better yet, step up and let Serena murder him.
After a moment, Garryn shrugged again, unfolding his arms. “Alright.”
“What’s the bet that Garryn goes home with Tazral tomorrow but in a casket?” Will muttered to Rowan as they stepped back, giving Serena and Garryn room as the two removed the weapons from their belts.
“Oh, the odds are in favor of that outcome,” Rowan said eagerly.
Colin grimaced. “With Serena, that might happen.”
“Perfect,” Will said stoutly. “Get rid of him so we don’t have to. I’d be okay with that.”
Eldin and Saget stepped forward to gather the weapons from Serena and Garryn before hurrying back once more. Saget looked eager, Eldin’s features were more akin to murderous. Kalia must have noticed this too as she moved to stand next to Eldin, muttering something Will didn’t catch.
“Take your stances,” Haru ordered. He moved to stand between Serena and Garryn. Will could see Haru’s misgiving about his own suggestion.
Garryn bent his knees slightly, raising his hands to protect his face. To Haru’s other side, Serena turned her foot, crouching low, coiling on the leg braced behind her.
“Begin.” Haru moved back and Garryn struck first.
He launched himself forward with the force of a charging bull, bringing his arm up to strike Serena’s stomach. Will winced, imagining the force behind the blow.
In the same breath, Serena twisted. Garryn’s attack missed, sending him driving forward and staggering. Catching himself, he turned to launch himself again toward Serena. This time, she moved toward him as well. Her arm came up under his reaching grasp, her elbow striking him hard and true in the stomach. Garryn reeled back with a grunt, his hand cupping around his stomach. Serena paused, watching him through a cool and shrewd gaze.
“Ouch,” Colin whispered next to Will.
Will nodded and, to his other side, Rowan gave an evil laugh under his breath.
Garryn straightened, eyeing the knight with new respect. They circled, Garryn standing several inches above her even in his crouch. Serena moved on quick light steps, more akin to dancing than fighting. Garryn’s hair fell forward and his cheeks shone red as his eyes darted over Serena’s stance, looking for an opening.
This time when he moved, it wasn’t with the intention of brute force. He sprung quickly, reaching to grab her arm. In one move, he’d seized her wrist. Will saw the victorious gleam in Garryn’s eye as he made to pull it behind Serena’s back.
There wasn’t time to, however. Serena spun and drove one leg forward, bending double. Garryn was pulled from his feet and thrown over her shoulder and against the mats with a loud slap of body against padded leather. Serena straightened and, in two strides, had crossed to where he lay, panting. Dropping one knee to his chest she raised her eyebrows, her expression cool and composed as before.
“Now,” Serena asked, her accent thick over her words. “Shall you concede the fight or shall I break your neck for show?”
“I yield.” Garryn gasped as she lifted her knee off his chest and held out a hand to help him to his feet. After a momentary hesitation, he accepted and clambered upright once more.
Rowan groaned, shaking his head. “I could have sworn she was going to throw him again with that offer of help.”
“Would have been a better end of the fight,” Will agreed.
Colin cast them a disapproving look. “That wouldn’t have been very chivalrous.”
“But is chivalry really needed when you could have revenge instead?” Rowan asked seriously.
Colin shook his head and Will grinned at his look of mingled amusement and exasperation.
“Alright,” Haru said, nodding to Serena and Garryn. “Thank you for that display. As you saw, Serena knows her strength is in speed and using her attacker’s force or strength to her advantage. Garryn didn’t read this, therefore he armed her with the very things she needed in order to win—his own momentum. Once again, and I’ll say it a thousand times—size is only as useful as the skill that accompanies it. But, enough entertainment. We’ve got actual training to get done. Colin, Will, pair off.”
Hand-to-hand combat took the better part of the morning. Will found it entertaining enough. He narrowly lost to Colin and managed to try Serena’s hold and step to throw Rowan once. Colin and Eldin’s round had been one of the most entertaining—hand-to-hand being one of Eldin’s biggest strengths. It had ended with a spectacular sweeping kick from Eldin when Colin had managed to finally knock her down once. He’d hit the ground and been a heartbeat too slow in rising, Eldin planting one knee on his chest and pretending to hold a knife to his throat.
Garryn, Will noticed, seemed subdued after his session with Serena. Though he and Saget grappled and Haru ordered him to practice against Rowan for one round, he didn’t taunt or make comments about Serena or Eldin. This gave Will a temporary satisfaction. Perhaps being beaten by someone smaller than him, and a woman to top it off, would make him a bit more humble.
This, however, was a short-lived hope. As they wiped and cleaned the practice mats afterward, Will was annoyed to glance up and see that Garryn had moved to stand by Serena and seemed to be discussing her defense strategy. His brooding manner had been replaced with a look of wide-eyed curiosity.
“Smarmy little suck-up, isn’t he?” Rowan commented, following Will’s gaze. “You know, he’s always been like that.”
Will grunted, turning back to the last mat with a soapy mop. “Maybe Serena shouldn’t have given him the choice and just broke his neck. Then we wouldn’t have to deal with him.”
“That doesn’t seem very friendly for his fellow squires to say.”
Will reddened, turning to find Kalia watching him and Rowan with a frown creased between her brows.
“Sorry, I didn’t hear you coming over,” he mumbled, leaning against the mop.
Kalia’s lip twitched. “I’m certain you didn’t, or I doubt you would have said that in front of me.”
“I would have,” Rowan assured her. He puffed his chest out with a ridiculous expression of smug pride. He slapped Will on the shoulder, adopting a tone that sounded alarmingly like Lord Tazral’s own: “Twice, even. That’s how confident I am in the absolute wisdom of young William’s statement.”
Kalia giggled, glancing toward Garryn and Serena. Serena had called Eldin over and seemed to be asking her to demonstrate some move of their Kelkorian training. Eldin was obeying, twisting as Serena made to grab her wrist, but her face spoke of murder throughout the movement.
“I haven’t heard too many people say positive things about him,” Kalia admitted. “And, after what Eldin’s told me about his fight with Wren, I’m not sure I could say any either.”
“Nor should you,” Will promised, turning away as Serena ordered Eldin to let Garryn try the hold-escape. Something about Garryn practicing with Eldin was making his temper flare. Serena shouldn’t be making Eldin train anything with someone as pigheaded and pompous as Garryn.
“Well, let’s hope you can stomach a bit more time in his presence,” Kalia said, stepping back, a smile rising to her lips. “Because I would hate for you all to murder one another in your next lesson. After all, I’m the one teaching.”
“Teaching what?” Rowan asked, eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Because it better be something where we can make his death look like an accident.”
Kalia’s own gaze shone with laughter as she shrugged, turning to stride back toward where Haru, Saget, and Colin were restacking the mats. “That might be difficult, Rowan, because last I checked, there are no weapons and very few fatalities in dancing.”




CHAPTER TWELVE

 
“Why the Thornten should we have to learn about dancing?” Rowan moaned. He glowered across the dinner hall toward where Haru, Serena, Kalia, Ross, and Rockwood had claimed seats for lunch.
Will twisted, glancing to make sure that no one was near enough to hear them. The hall, littered with smaller round tables rather than the customary knights’ and squires’ seating, felt strange. He was certain it’d be easy for someone to overhear them and didn’t want to imagine what kind of ridiculous punishment Haru would assign them if he knew they were complaining about Kalia’s dance lesson.
They were, thankfully, positioned well away from everyone. Several of the small tables were scattered between them and the nearest group of eavesdroppers. Will’s eyes were pulled away, toward the center of the hall that had been left wide open, and his stomach squirmed. That would be for dancing then.
The new arrangement made the hall feel smaller, all while making the number of people feel even fewer, with knights and nobles placed at random. Even so, Will was glad of it for the time being. It gave them a ready-made excuse not to go sit with Saget and Garryn when they returned to the hall and found most of the squires squeezed in at two tables that only seated six apiece. They had decided not to sit with Eldin, either, at the table beside Kalia’s own. Since Wren hadn’t returned yet, Eldin shared her table with the black-haired and bearded Earl Kenta of Finnwick, his pompous squire, Frell, along with Richard, and Anryn, who had arrived early for the evening festivities. The excuse to avoid Kalia had been fairly welcome, too. Right now, all three boys were feeling slightly reproachful of the exiled Princess and her upcoming lesson.
Will shrugged moodily, turning back to Rowan. “I’ve got no idea. It seems absolutely stupid.” He hurried to check the knights again, still half expecting one of them to burst into laughter and announce that this had all been a really bad joke. They didn’t, though. They only talked amongst themselves.
Across the table, Colin threw them a disparaging look. “Come off it, dancing isn’t that bad. We have lessons in court manners. This is just another element of that.”
“But dancing?” Rowan demanded, turning to stare at him, his face horrified.
“You know that dancing is part of being a knight of court,” Colin admonished, shaking his head. “It’s something every knight needs to know.”
“Why?” Will asked, raising his eyebrows. “Do you often twirl round with whoever you’re trying to fight? Look pretty and parade to the music of battle?”
Rowan snickered.
Colin shrugged, leaning back in his chair. “I mean, that’s how Rowan fights already, isn’t it?”
Will burst into laughter, and Rowan waved a dismissive hand, eyeing Colin. “You might be laughing now, but trust me, Greyhead. It’s not going to be just fine or any of that. You clearly haven’t spent enough time at formal events,” Rowan said flatly. “It can be that bad. It’s stupid. Dancing at feasts and banquets is absolutely boring.” His eyes lit up, and he smiled. “Maybe, if they’d let us dance to music more like they play in taverns…”
“I’m going to stop you right there,” Will said, shaking his head. “I don’t see Lord Tazral requesting tavern music for his going away feast.”
“Me either, and I don’t really want to look like a complete idiot at the feast, do you?” Colin countered. “Look at it this way, if there is a formal event to dance at, can there be anything better than the feast where we are essentially parting ways with your father?”
“That is a valid point,” Rowan said, running a hand over an imaginary beard. “But, still, I think this is the worst thing that has ever happened to us.”
Colin raised his eyebrows. “The worst? Really? Worse than the time when we were betrayed by Shadow Dale and nearly murdered?”
“Or that time Rowan thought he should bring us into ‘the bone tunnel,’ and we almost got burned alive,” Will added, etching quotations in the air.
Colin nodded in agreement. “Or that occasion when we almost got killed by a traitor.”
Will leveled him with an accusing finger. “Ah, but which one?”
“Fair point,” Colin conceded.
“Alright, shut up, both of you. I get it!” Rowan snapped. “I take it back. But it’s still in the top ten.”
“How does that make the top ten?” Colin demanded.
Rowan opened his mouth to retort, but his eyes shifted to the double doors, and his mouth clamped closed again, eyes narrowing. “It’s too late to argue. Here comes our doom, lads.”
Will twisted in his seat and felt his chest swoop somewhere beneath his feet. Queen Lyanra was stepping into the room. Lady Selantra entered a pace behind her, seven other girls of court in her wake. All the girls were chatting and giggling. Heat crept over Will’s face. There was Veldana again, talking to her friend Rhyelle.
“Nobel girls are the worst,” Rowan said flatly. “I can say that, my sister is one.”
“I don’t think that gives you permission to say that, actually,” Colin countered.
“It does,” Rowan assured him, turning away from the girls. He gave Will a smirk. “But Veldana doesn’t look too—”
Will cut him short with a quick kick under the table.
Rowan’s stifled string of words was unintelligible over the scrape of chairs as the knights and Kalia rose from their table. Kalia beamed at Lyanra, crossing toward her with arms opened wide. “Lyanra, thank you so much. I’m sorry to steal away the ladies of court, but I’m afraid I’m rather outnumbered.”
Lyanra embraced her, stepping back a moment to take in Kalia with dancing eyes. “No need to apologize, Kalia. I hope you don’t mind, I really can’t stay long. Casria and I are supposed to be making our official grand appearance tonight, so I really do have to make sure everything is situated for her and me both. But I would like to introduce you to Lady Selantra of Lonric. She’s a fantastic dancer herself.”
“So, Rowan comes by it from her side of the family,” Colin hissed to Will. Will’s face spasmed with the effort of holding in his laugh. Rowan glowered at both of them.
Will forced his attention back to the Queen, still introducing Lady Selantra and Kalia.
“If you two are alright teaching these lads, I will be seeing you later,” the Queen was saying.
“Of course, Lyanra,” Selantra said bracingly, a soft smile lifting her lips. “Kalia and I can handle this and, of course, we have very capable young ladies to assist us.”
“Yes, we will look after everything here,” Kalia assured her. “Thank you, again.”
Lyanra nodded and took several steps backwards before glancing toward the girls, who were whispering among themselves. They straightened and fell silent under the Queen’s gaze.
“Should you need anything, ladies, please ask Kalia or Selantra. They’ll know where to find me. Until then, I cannot thank you enough for agreeing to help train our future knights.” She cast an appraising eye over the squires. Will rather thought she could see their dismay and was amused by it.
“Yeah, like learning to dip a girl and spin is going to keep us alive,” Rowan muttered.
Will forced a hollow chuckle, but his throat felt suddenly very dry. Dip a girl? Surely they weren’t going to ask him to do that. He tried to imagine dancing with Veldana, letting her fall back and catching her as he’d seen people in The Dancing Stag in his childhood. In his mind, she slipped right through his hands and hit the floor. Perhaps training to dance would have some potential of fatalities after all.
A quick look in the direction of the other squire tables didn’t help his misgivings. Only the younger ones looked nervous. Garryn was talking to Loper and Saget still, the picture of casual confidence. He leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head, unbothered.
The heat redoubled in his face. His eyes shifted past the tables, toward the double doors. If he made a break for it now, maybe he could sprint across the open drawbridge and go into hiding. But, to get to the doors even, he’d have to push through the gaggle of noble girls. Might be worth it, muttered a voice in his mind, sounding uncannily like Rowan.
His hopes of escape were cut short.
Rockwood rose to his feet and brought his hands together with a sharp snap, and silence fell. All eyes turned to the knight.
“Alright, I think we’ve wasted enough time,” Rockwood called, looping one hand in his pocket, a grin plastered over his face. “Squires, if you wouldn’t mind rising and joining us in the center of the hall? I think we’ve got lessons to attend to. Lads, ladies, if you would.”
“Come on, Will,” Colin encouraged, pushing himself to his feet. “It won’t be that bad.”
Will snorted. It seemed likely to be just that bad and worse. Still, he forced his face into an innocent expression and turned to Rowan. “You too, Row. He did say ladies.”
Rowan kicked him hard under the table, making Will’s eyes water. He scrambled upright unsteadily to his feet, his shin throbbing.
Throughout the hall, other chairs scraped over the flagged floor as squires rose. Haru strode toward Kalia at the center of the hall. Catching Will’s eye, he jerked his head to gesture that they should follow. Will did so, gritting his teeth and fighting the crippling waves of embarrassment that threatened to drown him. He could almost feel Veldana’s eyes boring into him. Trying to avoid the stares of the girls, he moved to stand at the back of the slowly gathering group of squires.
Rockwood waited until the squires had assembled in the center of the hall and nodded, bouncing slightly on the balls of his feet and beaming. “Don’t look so downcast, you lot. Dancing isn’t bad. We’re very privileged that some of the ladies of court have agreed to join us, or you’d have to dance with me, and that would be bad.” He nodded toward the girls, all of whom were still whispering and watching the squires. Will noticed Eldin stiffen slightly in the group of squires. “And,” Rockwood continued. “We’ll be learning under the skills of Kalia and Selantra themselves. So, you couldn’t have a better dancing lesson if you actually wanted one. Which I doubt any of you do because you’re ungrateful scoundrels.”
The girls tittered and giggled. One or two of the older girls were eyeing Rockwood with awestruck expressions. Balancing on tiptoe, Will chanced a glance at Veldana and their eyes met. She smiled, turning away. Will sank behind the group of squires again and wondered if there had ever been a worse torture devised in history than this humiliation.
“I find dancing can be quite enjoyable, actually,” Garryn announced, stepping forward toward the knights. Will saw him bow slightly in the direction of the girls and bristled. Garryn wasn’t flaunting his usual bravado, but the polite tone, almost meek manner, bothered Will even more. Beside Will, Rowan whispered something rude under his breath.
“Quite,” Rockwood agreed, seeming not to notice his squire’s hostility. “Garryn, since you’ve had experience before in dancing, perhaps we can have you pair off first to show some dancing for us?”
Garryn hesitated, his eyes flitting to Eldin at the edge of the group of squires. Will shuffled sideways, moving to stand at her side and glower at Garryn. If Garryn thought he could get away with making Eldin feel humiliated, he had another thing coming to him. Will would give him a good throw, like Serena had.
There wasn’t an opportunity to chuck Garryn, though. Kalia stepped forward. Her lips pulled into a small smile, brows raised as she held one hand out to Garryn. “Perfect. Shall we?”
Will glanced at Haru and was satisfied to see the muscles along his jaw had tightened. Good. It served the knight right for lecturing him about being nice to Garryn. See how he liked trying to get along when Garryn was smirking with such smug confidence as he led Kalia out to the center of the floor.
“Excellent,” Rockwood said, nodding. “Normally we’d have music, but as I’m not going to attempt to sing and I would pay Haru not to, we’ll just have to use a tempo and call it good enough. Ross, if you’d manage that?”
Ross, still lounging in his seat, nodded and began to rap his knuckles on the tabletop to a smooth and slow rhythm.
Will watched Kalia’s fingers settle into Garryn’s hand. Garryn lowered himself into a half bow. Will hoped Kalia took the chance to trip him but was disappointed when she instead made a slight curtsey in response. Folding her second hand into his, the two began to move into a small circle of dancing. Will felt a sick wave wash over them. He stared at their feet, moving in time to the knock of Ross’s knuckles against the wooden tabletop. For the life of him, he couldn’t understand how they weren’t crushing one another’s toes. And he was expected to dance without crippling one of the girls here?
“Notice that Garryn leads the dance?” Rockwood said, nodding toward Kalia and Garryn. “That’s important. You will lead the dance—well, the lads, not you Eldin, sorry.”
“I’d love to see someone try to lead Eldin,” Rowan whispered, smirking and edging closer to Will and Eldin.
Eldin raised her eyebrows, her focus still fixed on the dancing pair before them. “Want to be the first to try so I can use your corpse as a warning to the rest of the world?”
Colin snorted, and Will bit down on the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.
When the dance was done, Garryn stepped back, sweeping into a ridiculous bow and giving Kalia a polite smile in response. Garryn returned to the group with a jaunty stride, coming to stand between Saget and Loper.
“Nicely done, Garryn,” Lady Selantra said, the lines around her eyes deepening into a smile.
“Indeed, it was!” Rockwood said approvingly. He turned his gaze to the squires. All of them shifted and Will envied how easily the smaller boys managed to melt into the back. His own attempt to sidestep behind Eldin wasn’t as successful, considering he still stood several inches taller. Rockwood grinned. “Come on now, none of these fine ladies will murder you. Laugh, perhaps so, but they’re ladies and they’ll do that behind your back. So, come off it, who’s next? Rowan, care to volunteer?”
“Not if your life depended on it.” Rowan took a huge step backward, knocking into the table behind him in his haste to escape.
Lady Selantra sighed, shaking her head. “Rowan, that isn’t very courteous.”
“Good to see things don’t change, right, mum? And the answer is still nope,” Rowan assured her. Will snickered, but wished a moment later that he hadn’t. An evil gleam flashed through Rowan’s eyes and he seized Will’s shoulder, shoving him out of the group of squires. “I sacrifice this charming fellow, though. Twirl away with him.”
Staggering forward, Will straightened. Heat flared to his face as the girls in their tight-knit group tittered and giggled. One of them, a tall and thin girl with bright red hair and a smattering of freckles across her slightly pointed nose, whispered something to her friends. The giggling renewed. Will wanted to melt into the floor. He made a mental note to strangle Rowan for this.
“Right then,” Rockwood said, nodding curtly and fighting the grin that twitched across his mouth. “We’ll need another volunteer, please.”
Will’s eyes shifted toward Veldana, who was smiling but, before she could so much as move, her dark-haired friend, Rhyelle, was striding toward them with a bold expression. “I’ll dance with him.”
“Excellent,” Rockwood said, beaming. “William, this is Lady Rhyelle of Habrig. Rhyelle, this is William of Alamore.”
“Just Will,” Will mumbled. He could sense Rowan’s evil smile behind him and wanted nothing more than to turn and wipe it off his face with a well-aimed strike. Next time we’re in hand-to-hand, I’ll have Eldin show me a thing or two about throwing people, he thought grimly.
To his relief, Rhyelle didn’t giggle. She only met his gaze with a determined expression, holding out her hand to him. “It’s a pleasure making your acquaintance, Will.”
Will hesitated, glancing at her delicate hand, free of calluses, dirt, and scars. What was he supposed to do with that? Shake it? Bow over it? Kiss it? That idea sent another rush of horror through him. He glanced toward Haru, desperate for rescue. His knight inclined his head toward Rhyelle, brows raised.
Will gritted his teeth. That wasn’t very useful. Beside Haru, Kalia mocked the faintest sketch of a bow. Will’s heart rate settled. He held out his hand, wincing as she settled her fingers delicately over his palm. Fighting to ignore the snickers of the squires at his back, Will bowed.
“It’s nice to meet you, Lady Rhyelle,” Will muttered, straightening. He quickly let his hand fall back to his side, releasing hers.
She smiled stiffly. “The pleasure is mine.”
Behind him, Rowan whistled. The giggles renewed amongst the girls, cut with a poorly stifled snort of laughter from Colin and a choking cough that didn’t conceal Eldin’s mirth. The heat returned to Will’s face. Rhyelle only raised her eyebrows, glancing past Will at Rowan.
“It’s good to know Master Lonric has never changed,” she said, her tone tainted with the faintest note of dislike. “I was afraid that life in the King’s castle might have civilized you.”
“Why civilize me? They love me here, Rhy,” Rowan called back.
Lady Selantra cleared her throat loudly with a pointed look in her son’s direction.
“Alright, that’s enough. Rowan, another peep and you dance with Ross,” Rockwood threatened. Ross huffed, shooting Rockwood an annoyed glower. “Will, Rhyelle, if you’d begin.”
Panic shot through Will’s chest. Begin? He’d just managed to figure out how to properly greet her. Begin dancing? Ross’s knuckles rapped against the table again. Will’s heart spiked into his throat.
“Here,” Rhyelle hissed, drawing near and grabbing his hand. She pressed it against her side and swooped up the other into hers. Hating the sense of eyes boring into him, Will tried to copy the movements Garryn had shown, the simple step in time to the music. It wasn’t as easy as it had looked. Twice he tripped on his own toes in his half-shuffle step. To his immense relief, Rhyelle quietly tightened her grip on his hand and seemed to pull him through the majority of the movements. They turned on the spot, Will determinedly not making eye contact with the girl, staring instead at his boots. How was it so much easier to throw Eldin or sword fight Wren than it was to dance with this girl?
“And stop,” Rockwood called, and Will hurried to step away from Rhyelle, pulling his hands back to his sides and burying them in his pocket. A moment later, he remembered Garryn’s bow and gave a sloppy one of his own, forgetting to take his hands out of his pockets. Rhyelle curtseyed, a small smirk pulling on her lips.
Rockwood stepped toward them, nodding at Rheylle. “Thank you, Rheylle. You did charmingly well. Will, it wasn’t bad, but try to look at the lady you’re dancing with rather than your shoes, won’t you? Rhyelle is much prettier than your worn-out boots.”
Will nodded stiffly. “Yes, Sir.”
Rockwood clapped him on the shoulder. “Back to line with you, then. Colin, if you would?”
Will returned back to his spot, sinking between Eldin and Rowan. Rowan elbowed him in the ribs, waggling his eyebrows. “I never thought a girl like Rhyelle would be your type. I thought you were trying to swoon Veldana. But Rhyelle isn’t Garryn’s cousin, so that’s a plus. She’s a rat, though. I can say that because she’s my cousin. It’s about a wash, mate. Both are dreadful.”
Will glowered at him. “Ever push me forward again, Rowan, and I’ll kill you bare-handed.”
Eldin smirked, her eyes fastened on Colin and the redhead, who had laughed at Will and had rushed forward to practice with Colin before anyone else could volunteer. “You are both ridiculous.”
“So, Eldin.” Rowan leaned across Will to address her, an evil smirk playing across his lips. “You’ll probably have to dance with someone who knows how to dance already, which means me, Colin, Saget, or Garryn. Which is it?”
“Considering your dancing is likely to be more dangerous than your fighting skills, Colin is preoccupied, and Saget and Garryn will make me ill,” Eldin said, shrugging. “I’ll dance by myself.”
“That’s not how this works,” Rowan huffed. Rowan glanced away, elbowing Will again. “Will, you dog, look what you’ve done? You made Veldana a little jealous with your dancing.”
Against his wishes, Will’s eyes darted to the group where Veldana was standing. She seemed to be arguing with Rhyelle, her cheeks flushed with frustration. As Will watched, she turned from Rhyelle and their eyes locked again. Veldana straightened, raising her brows in something almost like a challenge.
Will quickly dropped his gaze and tried to focus on Colin and the red-haired girl instead as they moved through their own dancing. Still, he could feel Veldana glowering at him now. What had he done to deserve that? He gritted his teeth. He hadn’t asked Rhyelle to dance. This was just practice.
Pay attention and try to learn now how not to kill people when dancing, Will told himself firmly. He forced himself to focus on Colin and the girl again.
To Colin’s credit, Will thought he made it look much easier to dance than even Garryn had. It seemed as natural as the fluid movements he used in sword combat.
The dancing lessons took an eternity. Each of them had to dance at least twice with different court ladies. Eldin had to dance with Colin, Haru, and—despite her murderous expression when it was suggested—she danced with Garryn. After being deemed the least experienced dancer, Will practiced with Kalia and, to his embarrassment, Lady Selantra. It was more humiliating because Rowan kept snickering and Selantra stood several inches taller than him. Dancing with Kalia was much better. She didn’t make him nearly as nervous, though he would have preferred to stop dancing entirely. He traipsed forward when Selantra suggested he try dancing with her, bitter that no one else was being ordered to dance with Selantra or Kalia.
“Just relax,” Kalia told him calmly. “It’s not nearly as bad as you boys keep making it out to be. Think of it as a slow-moving combat step.”
“Yeah, well, if I do that, I might end up trying to kick your feet out from under you,” Will mumbled. “Or throwing a punch,” he added as an afterthought.
Kalia pressed her lips thin to hide her smirk. “As long as it hits Rowan, I think it’d be forgiven by most of the court. Now, step forward. Step back. There, you did that better. Think of the beat of a song as the order for the next step. It’s just a simple, slow, and broken-out version of sword footwork.”
Will grimaced. “I hate footwork.”
“So I’ve heard,” Kalia said, nodding at Haru.
Will chanced a glance at Haru, who was watching them, arms folded, and grinning. Will considered the punishment he might get for giving Haru a rude hand gesture. A giggle from the gaggle of girls when Will tripped helped him decide against it.
“Just don’t watch your feet and don’t crush anyone’s toes,” Kalia said, her voice low and calm. “You’ll be fine then.”
“How am I to not crush feet if I’m not watching my feet?” Will demanded.
“By following the steps,” Kalia insisted. “You’ll be fine, you’re just getting too nervous and it’s making you rigid as dancing with a rock. Don’t dance like that. If it helps, just dance with Wren or Eldin tonight at the feast.” She paused, glancing toward Eldin before adding: “Just don’t throw them or let them throw you. Actually, maybe don’t dance with them.”
Will grinned. By the time Rockwood told them to stop, he found that dancing with Kalia wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d worried it would be. It’d almost been nice. Bowing with an effort not to look clumsy, he turned and rejoined his friends in the group.
“I think that’s about as good as we’ll get,” Rockwood called, running a hand over the back of his neck. “Will, Rowan, keep to simple steps and we might not have to send anyone to the healing chamber. Eldin, try to not look ready to kill the first person who asks you to dance. It’s considered rude to look that way. Garryn, Colin, Saget, keep your fellow squires in line, won’t you? Gabe, Jerram, please try not to embarrass us all.”
Will shrugged, leaning on the table behind him. Rowan scowled at his knight.
“If I want to dance someone straight off their feet and into a wall, that’s a risk they are willing to take by dancing with me,” Rowan objected.
A few of the squires chuckled. Rhyelle threw Rowan a disgusted look.
Rockwood sighed, shaking his head. “Right, just no one accept a dance with Rowan if you know what’s good for you. But, thank you, ladies, for your help.” Rockwood bowed toward them before straightening. “Lady Selantra, Kalia, would you show our grand ladies back to the Queen’s presence?”
Selantra smiled. “Of course, Sir Rockwood.”
Rockwood straightened, turning his gaze to the gaggle of squires. “As for you lot, I can offer you a one-hour break now before you have to start getting ready for the feast. So, if I were you, I’d try to squeeze in a little bit of studying.”
“Only studying I’m doing is to study the best escape routes out of here,” Will grumbled when the groups began to break apart.
Chatter filled the hall again, friends seeking out one another to find the best use of their hour of freedom. Will had to suck in his stomach and back toward one of the nearest tables to avoid being caught up in the flow of escaping squires.
He glowered toward Garryn, Saget, and Loper, who were leading the majority of squires toward the door that led to the Hall of Record. That seemed sign enough that he shouldn’t study. Give it a few days and I can punch him, Will reminded himself. Once they were done at Richard’s celebration the day after tomorrow, he could lighten up a bit on trying to tolerate Garryn.
Colin frowned, shaking his head and wading toward Will through a cluster of the youngest squires. “Come off it, you didn’t do that bad. Anyway, you can’t just ditch Rowan and me.”
“Ditch us?” Rowan snorted. He shouldered his way between the group Colin had slipped through, almost sending Mark sprawling to the ground, and joined Will and Colin. He snorted, his expression murderous. “I’m going with Will. You have fun dancing around like a lovely swan. We’ll be out doing knightly things, like chasing off Ridgar or shaking our fists at people.”
“Speaking of people who are planning escapes, where’d Eldin get off to?” Will asked, turning on the spot.
Rowan shrugged. “I thought she was with you.” He doffed an invisible hat, holding it to his chest with a pained expression. “We must have lost her to the sea of people. Bless her. We shall miss her. May we never forget what she looked like with… like the hair… and it was… eh, hair colored…”
“You’re an idiot,” Colin stated firmly.
Will stifled a grin, propping himself on his tiptoes. “We knew that already, Colin. Rowan, if we sneak off without helping Eldin escape, you know she’s going to kill us.”
“Fair point,” Rowan grumbled. He bounced to see over the throng of people. “But if she doesn’t show up soon, we’ll have to leave here. The time for our grand getaway is running out.”
“You two aren’t going anywhere.”
Rowan yelped and Will jumped, snarling a string of inarticulate noises as he smashed his toe against the leg of the nearest chair. Hopping on one foot, he turned to glower at Wren, smirking behind them.
“And why would that be?” Will demanded. He winced, pressing weight onto his throbbing foot.
“Yeah, and where the blazes were you?” Rowan added, crossing his arms and throwing a quick look toward the group of girls. Will followed his gaze and immediately wished he hadn’t. It couldn’t have been plainer that they’d seen the incident. Rhyelle was smirking and one of the older girls had turned red-faced with suppressed laughter. He turned away again quickly.
Wren beamed, her face glowing. “I’ve been doing my part as a squire for the Ranger.”
“Which is what? Avoiding the court?” Colin asked, raising an eyebrow. “Is that why you weren’t here dancing?”
Wren cast him a disparaging look. “No.” Her smile returned almost at once. “I want to show you all. Where’s Eldin?”
“We were just trying to figure that out,” Will said, standing on one foot and experimentally curling his toes in his boot. “Thornten, Wren, don’t sneak up on people. I think I broke my toes.”
“Don’t be a ninny,” Wren replied dispassionately, not bothering to look at him as she turned on the spot, straining for any sight of Eldin.
“There.” Colin, the tallest, nodded toward the table where Kenta, Richard, and Anryn still sat. Will grinned. It was easy to see how they’d missed Eldin. She was sinking low in her seat, avoiding the throngs of squires.
“Eldin, get over here! We’re planning a very secret escape!” Rowan bellowed, waving an arm.
Haru, still at the center of the clearing, threw him a warning look.
Will elbowed him in the ribs. “Way to be subtle.”
“That is subtle,” Rowan said in a voice that clearly indicated he thought Will was a moron. He tapped a finger to his temple. “See, now that I said it, they won’t expect it.”
“As I said, you’re not going anywhere,” Wren said. “Well, except with me. Come on!” Throwing her braid over one shoulder, she skipped toward Eldin.
“What’s she so chirpy about?” Will asked, bewildered.
Rowan shrugged. “Blazes if I know. I’d expected her to be upset because she missed the dance class.”
Wren was pulling Eldin toward the double doors now, waving for them to follow.
“I guess we better see?” Colin suggested.
They followed Wren and Eldin from the room and down the entry hall. Outside in the brisk spring afternoon, servants bustled to finish preparations while stable hands swept out the barn. Will expected them to head for the gates but, to his surprise, Wren paused beside the hitching rail outside the barn where two horses stood. Will recognized one of them immediately as the Ranger’s small black mare. The other, though, he didn’t know. The second mare’s dark brown coat was dappled, her thick mane falling in long braids down her neck. She peered at the squires with intelligent dark eyes, ears alert, nostrils wide.
Wren placed a hand on the mare’s shoulder before spinning to them, her face breaking into a broad smile. “This is where I’ve been! The Ranger and I were trying horses, and he let me pick one! Isn’t she beautiful?”
Will felt a knot tighten in his chest. Still, he smiled and nodded as the others did. He was glad when Rowan stepped forward, running a hand over the mare’s face. “She’s not bad. I mean, at least she’s not a pony… barely…”
The mare grabbed his sleeve and pulled. Rowan pulled back with a cry of surprise, tripping over his own feet, and Eldin and Colin snorted with laughter.
“Alright, you little brute,” Rowan grumbled.
“What did you name her?” Eldin asked. “And where did you go to get her?”
“We rode to Finnwick, actually,” Wren explained, bouncing on the spot and rubbing her hand over the mare’s wither. “I guess Kenta told the Ranger he had a few younger hunting horses for sale now and was pasturing them on the near side of Finnwick lands. So, we rode out early. And I didn’t name her, she already has a name. Calvara.”
Will hung back when the others stepped forward to greet the mare. Wren’s face glowed as the others exclaimed over her mare. Will patted the mare and thought his congratulations might have sounded too forced. He was glad the others didn’t notice and more relieved still when Haru arrived to tell them it was time to prepare for the feast. Turning away from Wren and her mare, he hoped his face didn’t show the ache that twisted in snake-like coils around his heart.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
Pulling at the collar of his long jacket, Will stared at his reflection in the steamed looking glass of the washroom and tried to make the new formal attire lie flat across his shoulders. He wasn’t sure he liked it much. What he wanted was his plain cloak, not this long over jacket. The patterns of silver vines over the deep grey fabric made him want to melt with embarrassment. He wondered how offended Haru might be if he threw it into the hearth. Very, he decided. Not to mention that burning the jacket would bring more attention to the burgundy tunic, which was, if possible, even worse. What was the point in wearing something with so much embroidering along the hem, and why did it have to be velvet? Their everyday tunics were comfortable and didn’t look that bad.
“Should have gone with blue, it brings out your eyes better,” Rowan called impishly, emerging from one of the wash stalls with his hair tousled and mischief in his brown eyes.
Will scowled at him in the reflection. “When are you going to let that go?”
“He won’t,” Colin, one glass away, assured him. “Ever.”
“I mean, she was right,” Rowan continued, trying and failing to flatten his hair in the reflection over Will’s shoulder. He shrugged. “That tunic made you look gorgeous. All the envy of the lads, all the swooning of the lasses.”
“You could make girls swoon by shutting up,” Will suggested.
Colin straightened his dagger belt, his own emerald-green tunic smartly fitted and matching his eyes. “He’s not wrong, Rowan.”
“I don’t need help to make girls to swoon over me. If I did that, you would be left with nothing,” Rowan said, sighing. “But I don’t want any of the girls here to swoon over me.”
“Why not?” Will asked, grinning.
Rowan snorted. “Do you know how pleased my father might be if I acted like I was interested in anyone respectable? I can’t have that. But forget swooning and ladies. Can you two please hurry up with your worrying and fussing? You two are just wasting time, so let’s go. I’m starving.”
Will pulled at his collar again, wishing he could just hide out in the washroom until after the feast. The idea of being pressed into that chamber again with all those people, all those eyes on them, made him wither inside.
“He’s right, Will,” Colin said bracingly. He smiled slightly at Will in the mirror. “We look sharp. It’ll be fine.”
“Course it’s fine, we’re all going to have a fantastic time and cause mayhem at our table, won’t we?” Rowan said, rolling his eyes. “And we’re going to sit as far from Rockwood as possible so he can’t blackmail us into dancing… the prat. I’m not forgiving him for helping Kalia and my mother torture us.”
Colin grimaced, suddenly looking apologetic. “I’m not sitting at your table.”
“What?” Will and Rowan rounded on him.
Rowan’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, you’re not at our table?”
“I’m going to sit with the Lonnac riders, with Carnel and the knights,” Colin mumbled, a red hue rising in his face. “They arrived this morning, and I said I would.”
“Traitor,” Rowan huffed, shaking his head so his damp hair fell across his brow.
“Come off it. Carnel is my cousin, the last of my relations, really. I never get to see my family,” Colin said, his tone between guilty and defensive.
“I mean, isn’t that kind of a good thing? Aren’t we literally celebrating sending my father back home? No one wants to be around family, do they?” Rowan countered, grinning. He had to duck as Colin threw a balled-up rag at his head. “Don’t, I just perfectly messed up my hair enough to annoy my father, but also make me look delightful. If you ruin it, I’ll make you sit with Tazral.”
“You’re ridiculous,” Colin growled.
Will turned away from his reflection and rested one hand on his dagger hilt, resigning himself to the inevitable. “Let’s just get this over with.”
“That’s the spirit,” Rowan said, clapping him on the back. “Absolute misery is the perfect way to lighten a celebration, Will. You’re doing a fantastic job at that.”
The energy and chatter of the guests seemed overwhelming inside the walls as they left the washroom. Will was immediately forced to press his back against a wall to avoid being run over by an elderly couple in bright golden and green silks. They seemed not to notice the squires, and Rowan threw them a filthy look.
“Watch it, old farts,” he snarled under his breath.
“No, Rowan, please. Please don’t call people farts, not right now,” Colin groaned.
“Well, they shouldn’t act like farts if they don’t want to be referred to as farts,” Rowan said, his tone matter of fact.
Rolling his eyes, Colin grabbed Will’s arm to stop him from being bulled over by another group.
“Come on,” Colin huffed. He marched Will toward the double doors of the dinner hall, Rowan trailing behind with a muttered string of insults about the other nobles they passed. Colin frowned at Will as they paused on the threshold. “Stand up straighter and quit skulking, Will. You can’t just hide in the corner of the hall, alright? If you’re here, you better find a way to have some fun or at least look like you aren’t completely miserable. Garryn will hold it over you if you look out of place.”
Will raised his eyebrows, debating a retort, but thought better of it. Colin did have a point. He’d straightened to his full height, head held high, shoulders pulled back, and was gaining a bit more elbow room in the crowded corridor than either Will or Rowan. People inclined their heads to him in silent greeting, a few even pausing to murmur to their fellow nobles.
Will straightened a bit. He didn’t know which idea he liked less—getting trampled to death by nobles desperate to reach the feast or getting gawked at.
“It’s because he looks like Cavian,” Rowan said, seeming to read Will’s mind. “My mother told me that about fifteen times when we were in Lonric, and at least twice in the last hour. You should have heard the girls of court talking about him—especially Rhyelle.” He adopted a high-pitched voice, which Will assumed was his attempt at Rhyelle’s voice, and hoped it was inaccurate. “My word, what a handsome man. Look at him, my stars, and he is a Greyhead, too. Could there be anything better?”
“Shut it, Rowan,” Colin said, but Will noticed his ears had already turned scarlet. Will snorted, gaining an admonishing look from his friend. He was spared a lecture for encouraging Rowan, though, as they stepped through the doors and into the dinner hall.
Will’s mouth fell open in astonishment. The place had been transformed in the hours since their dancing lessons. Each table was laid in deepest blue cloth, the gold and silver of cutlery glinting in the light cast by innumerous torches and candles. Someone had hung an enormous tapestry of the Alamore stag over the back wall of the chamber, covering the door that led to the Hall of Ceremony. The threads of silver and gold flickered against the blue and seemed alive as it fluttered gently. Boughs of budded wild plum were twisted and arched along each of the doorways that led into the chamber, hung with bright white flowers twisted with gold and blue ribbons.
And if the castle had been transformed, it was nothing to the people within. Gone were the work tunics and everyday attire. Will saw Sir Laster leaning one shoulder against a wall, looking sharp in an amber and silver tunic that matched his cool eyes, and talking to Earl Kenta, who wore a deep green tunic set with a heavy silver and golden chain belt. Girls fluttered around the two, eyeing Laster and giggling. Will thought their gowns must weigh roughly the same as a suit of armor, so ladened with layers of color and thread. Lords and Ladies, Counts and Knights, they all shone in their best. Will was suddenly relieved that Haru had insisted that he wear something nicer. He didn’t stand out but rather blended in, on the verge of underdressed.
Servants wove between nobles, holding out trays of goblets and tankards or food. Rowan stepped hurriedly after the nearest, jerking his head at Will and Colin. “Come on, let’s get something to eat. I am starving to death.”
“Surprise, surprise,” Colin said flatly.
Will laughed distractedly. He still turned on the spot as they walked, trying to take in the grandeur of the scene. He was so enthralled that he nearly tripped over a woman. She yelped and Will, reddening, hurried to apologize and move out of her way.
“Over here, Will,” Colin comforted, seizing his arm again. “Stop gawking, Will. You have to act like it’s nothing.”
“Nothing?” Will shook his head. “How? I’ve never seen anything like this.”
Colin grinned, raising his eyebrows. “Yeah, we can tell.”
Will’s cheeks heated and buried his hands in his pockets. “Right…”
“Just follow me and don’t flatten anyone,” Colin reassured him. “You can look, but make it a bit more subtle.”
“Yeah, you got to act like you’re better than the world,” Rowan said, returning from his conquest. He held out a small plate full of some bacon-wrapped dried fruit. Will and Colin each accepted one of the offerings. Rowan continued, popping one in his mouth: “You just got to walk round like you got a pure gold rod shoved right up your—”
“Just don’t act like Rowan,” Colin cut across, shaking his head. “And you’ll be set.”
Will nodded and was glad when Rowan suggested they find a place away from people where they could observe rather than be caught in the thick of things. They settled at a distant edge of the room. Colin hovered between socializing with the crowds and staying with Rowan and Will.
His compromise was to be greeted by several nobles who recognized him. Each time this happened, he rose carefully to his feet, greeted the noble, and introduced Will and Rowan. Will soon lost track of each name and person, more intent on Rowan’s continual escapades into the crowd to find more food.
“You two know there is going to be a feast, right?” Colin asked, frowning when Rowan reappeared with three small plates piled high.
Rowan snorted. “Well, duh, it’s called a feast, so I’d worked that out. But this is just starters. They wouldn’t serve us before the feast if we weren’t supposed to eat now, now would they?”
Colin hesitated and Will pushed one of the plates toward him, fanning his hands to waft the delicious smells in his direction. He grinned, raising his eyebrows. “You know you want some.”
“Fine,” Colin relented with a wry smile and flopped back into his chair. “I could use a break from people, anyway.”
“Yeah,” Rowan agreed, nodding sagely. “Being a suck-up looks like a lot of work.”
Will snorted, covering his mouth in time to keep from spitting out the roasted garlic on bread he’d just bitten into.
Colin narrowed his eyes, not managing to keep an entirely straight face. “It’s called being a noble who will inherit power and doesn’t want people wishing he was dead, Rowan. I’ll teach you someday.”
They spent another half an hour in their corner, enjoying the sights, laughing as Rowan made up outrageous stories about each person who entered the room.
“That one there?” Rowan said grimly, pointing out a small man entering with a pale blue cloak and grey furs. “His birth caused a scandal in the courts. You see, his mother was a fine born lady but, if you look closely, you can see his father was actually a squirrel.”
Will choked on his mouthful of apple cider, spraying some across the table, and Colin thumped him on the back.
“And this one here,” Rowan continued, craning as better to see the girl entering the hall. “Oh, it’s just Eldin. Welp, that’s boring.” He sniggered, glancing at the others. “But how much you think Serena had to threaten her to get her in an actual dress?”
Will didn’t answer, watching Eldin, his hand dropping back to his lap. A strange feeling flooded through him and he found he couldn’t stop staring. She didn’t radiate the same overpowering sense of riches and beauty of the women around her. The dress was simple, the kind that Kalia wore most days—flowing silvery-grey fabric that fell in several strands of layers. She’d adorned it with her squire’s belt and dagger on her side like the rest of them.
Her dark hair fell in loose waves over one shoulder, grey eyes wide at the sights around her. She had paused on the threshold, turning slowly, face drawn and one hand self-consciously clutching a fistful of her skirt. A knot tightened in Will’s chest. She looked so uncomfortable, the way he’d felt when getting ready. Perhaps, for her sake, it’d be worth risking Haru’s wrath to escape this whole event. Then he, Rowan, and Eldin could make fun of everyone else—including Colin—from a distance.
“What’s the bet she’s got boots on under that dress?” Rowan hissed, snapping Will back to reality.
He forced his gaze away and laughed, turning to Rowan with raised brows. “I’m not even taking that bet, because that’s a promise. Why didn’t they let her just wear a tunic like us?”
“Why didn’t they just let us wear tunics instead of all this ridiculousness?” Rowan countered, nodding at Will’s jacket. “They dressed us up to look like idiots. It’s a lesson in humility.”
“Aw, of course,” Will agreed, clapping a hand to his head. “You’re right, naturally. Haru is such a considerate mentor.”
Colin sighed. “The only thing ridiculous about your outfits are the idiots in them. Alright, I can’t handle this. Eldin looks lost.”
He rose, waving until Eldin glanced their way. Relief washed over her features. Hiking up her skirt in a way that earned her several aghast stares—as well as confirmed Rowan’s suspicions regarding her boots—Eldin stamped to where they were standing.
“One laugh and I’ll kill you,” she warned Rowan before any of them could open their mouths. “Understood?”
“I wasn’t going to laugh. I was going to say that you look ravishing,” Rowan assured her, rising and offering her his seat. He was faster in darting away than she was in her attempt to kick him in the shin.
Snarling under her breath, she flopped into the seat offered next to Will, raising her eyebrows as she turned to him. “What? Are you waiting to get your crack in as well?”
“No, I,” Will started, not sure what to say. Why was his face burning so much? It was Eldin, just Eldin. What the blazes was happening?
“You actually do look really nice,” Colin promised, leaning across Will to address her. “I like the dagger, honestly. It makes the outfit suit you better.”
Eldin brightened. “Thanks! I had to slip out before Kalia came back to hide it. She kept saying I couldn’t match a dagger with her favorite riding dress but, goes to show.” She plucked at her long, flowing sleeve. “I can do just fine at creating new fashions.”
“It’ll take off in no time,” Rowan agreed, returning to their table with another chair.
Finally, feeling that his face might not look ridiculous, Will shrugged. “I mean, the dress is okay, but I think Rowan would have worn it better.”
Eldin frowned, brow furrowed in thought. Her grey eyes shifted to Rowan. “You know, I hadn’t considered that. He really might have.”
“With a crown of pearls and silver,” Colin added in a mock-serious tone. “And perhaps some ribbons?”
“I can see that,” Eldin mused, squinting at Rowan across the table. “We should see if Kalia has another dress.”
“Oh ha-ha, very funny,” Rowan snapped, crossing his arms. “I’m not wearing something like that.”
“Why?” Eldin asked, smirking. “Scared?”
Rowan snorted. “Not hardly. I’m too much a gentleman. You know good and well if I stepped into the hall dressed like that, the ladies would all burst into tears that they weren’t as fetching as me.”
Will and Colin roared with laughter, and Eldin fought to suppress a smile of her own. “Oh, I’m sure.”
“Entirely.” Rowan glanced toward the other side of the hall where his father was standing with a group of diplomats. “Honestly, it’s really tempting now. I just want to see the look on Tazral’s face if I flaunted out in a dress. You think we could run upstairs and get one?”
Colin cleared his throat loudly and shot Rowan a quelling look before turning to Eldin again. “Where’s Wren at?” His attempt to divert the conversation from dangerous dares to territory that might not get them in trouble was obvious.
“She was upstairs when I came down. Kalia was helping her do her hair,” Eldin said, shrugging.
A horn bellowed through the hall, making all four of them jump and turn round. Earl Kenta was standing in the center of the room, smiling slightly as silence fell, and tucking the ivory horn back into his belt.
His deep voice reverberated around the chamber, soothing and powerful all at once as he spoke: “If you would find your places, please, the royals will be making their grand entrance shortly.”
“That’s our cue to hide from my father,” Rowan announced, pushing himself to his feet. “Let’s get a real table, quick. This one isn’t far enough away.”
Colin grimaced, rising as well. “I better go find Carnel. I’ll catch up with you after?”
“Don’t bother, you’re dead to us now,” Rowan said waspishly, throwing one arm over Eldin’s shoulder. “She’s our Colin now.”
“Yeah, our Colin wears very smart dresses now,” Will added, throwing his arm over Eldin’s other shoulder. “And looks ravishing in them.”
Eldin shrugged, grinning. “Sorry, Colin. The council has spoken.”
Colin rolled his eyes. “You lot are the worst.” He waved a dismissive hand and started for the front of the hall where Will could see the golden-haired figure of Carnel—tall, angular, and dressed in vivid blues and golds—already claiming a table near the royals.
“Come on, let’s get away from anyone from Lonric. They’re all prats,” Eldin whispered.
“Hey now,” Rowan protested. “I’m from Lonric.”
“Proves her point, doesn’t it?” Will said sweetly, pulling his arm from Eldin’s shoulder. He paid for his cheek with an elbow to the stomach that turned his laugh into a grunt of pain.
Finding a table was more difficult than they thought it would be. Once they’d found one near the back of the hall, they congratulated each other on such a fine hiding spot. It was short-lived, though, and they were immediately ousted by the arrival of Haru. The knight, dressed in an outfit that nearly matched Will’s, shook his head and pointed to a table nearer the front of the room.
“Absolutely not, no way. Rowan can’t be trusted without supervision,” Haru said, pulling out their chairs. “That table, over between my table and Rockwood, Ross, and Laster.”
“We are supervising him,” Will countered, a desperate plea in his voice. “So, that should be good enough.”
Haru laughed. “Nice try, Will. I wouldn’t trust you to supervise him. If there was a fire, he might start it, but I feel you’d be the one who had given him the kindling and Eldin would probably be waiting to fan the flame.”
“He’s not wrong,” Eldin mumbled. “But we’ve done survival training. I think we all know that I start better fires than Rowan.”
Will snickered.
“Proves my point,” Haru said, tousling Will’s hair. “Up, come on.”
“Why would we want to sit by you all? You’re boring!” Rowan retorted, though he stood in obvious defeat. They trudged behind Haru and across the hall, toward the main bustle of people. Will gave their table a half-hearted glance. Already Vancely, Loper, Saget, Leaf, and Jerram had swooped in on it. Jerram waved, cackling. Will scowled, turning away. Well, if they were lucky, maybe Garryn would sit with Loper and Saget, since they seemed to be getting along so well. At least they’d be away from him.
Rowan was still complaining, trying to negotiate with a steadfast Haru. “If we’re back there, it’s less likely that I’ll humiliate you all.”
“You’ll manage that no matter where you sit,” Haru pointed out. “Now, this table. You’re supposed to sit near your mentors, anyway. Yours is right there, and I’ll be at that table next to them with Serena and the Finnwick riders. Stop arguing or I’ll seat you right next to your father.”
Will would almost have taken Lord Tazral as a table companion, however, because no sooner had they sat down and Haru had left, Garryn arrived. He wasn’t alone either.
“Are these seats taken?” Veldana asked, smiling at Will as she rested her fingers on the chair across from his.
“I—eh—”
“They’re not,” Eldin said, smiling stiffly.
Rowan shot her a betrayed look.
“Perfect table choice, Vel,” Garryn announced, pulling out the seat for Veldana, his other arm interlocked with Rhyelle’s own. “You’ve met my cousin, Veldana, right? And Will, you practiced today with Rhyelle here, didn’t you?” Judging by the smirk barely concealed in Garryn’s eyes, Will was certain Garryn already knew the answer to that.
“Well yeah, he did,” Rowan snapped. “It was a few hours ago. Your memory fading? Maybe you should go to the healer.”
Garryn shrugged, sinking into the seat between the girls. “I’m afraid I was more focused on the lesson itself than anything else.”
Rhyelle hesitated, glancing at the chairs, then at Will and Rowan. “But there aren’t enough seats, are there? We’re one short.”
Rowan huffed. “Three seats, three of you, looks reasonable. So, unless you were planning to have your other personality sit with us, I think we’re covered.”
Rhyelle cast him a withering look. “I mean, isn’t Master Greyhead joining us?”
“Colin’s sitting with family,” Eldin said, and Will felt her foot sneak around his leg to kick Rowan.
“Oh.” Rhyelle’s expression twisted in annoyance. “I see.” She sank into the chair Garryn offered her next, throwing pouting looks in the direction of Colin, where Colin and Carnel were too deep in conversation to notice.
Veldana smiled broadly at Eldin and Will felt again that swooping sensation in his stomach. She was very pretty, her blonde hair pulled into an elegant knot at the nape of her neck, pale glittering gems at her throat and along the sleeves of her deep red gown. “I love your dress. Is that a Kelkorian style then?”
Eldin forced a smile, and Will had to fight the urge to laugh. It couldn’t be plainer from her face that the last thing she had interest in was talking fashion. “It is. It’s something of a hybrid designed for Princess Kalia a few years ago, before we came here. Formal enough for feasts, but functional in that you can ride a horse with it if needed.”
“Well, that seems much more practical than these layers,” Veldana mused, brushing her fingers across her skirts.
Will winced, half expecting Eldin to agree. But she gave a smile that indicated she might have swallowed something burning and sour. “I think it’s beautiful.”
“Thank you,” Veldana said, beaming.
Rowan leaned across on the pretense of reaching for the pitcher of water and hissed, just loud enough for Will and Eldin to hear: “Eldin, don’t play any games at The Stag when we go. You’ll lose with that face.”
They were saved at that moment from more discussion by the second blast of Earl Kenta’s horn. He’d risen from his seat, eyes casting over the hall as voices tapered to silence. Satisfied that the attention of the gathered company was focused on him, he straightened, face set.
“If you would rise for the entry of King Revlan.”
Chairs scraped. Will helped Eldin tug her dress hem out from under a chair leg.
Kenta paused again, letting the silence settle once more before his deep voice reverberated around the hall. “It is my great honor to present to you the return of Queen Lyanra as well as introduce Princess Casria, heir of Alamore.” He gestured toward the door and every eye turned away from him. The air caught in Will’s chest at the sight of the three royals who stepped through the double doors.
The power that always surrounded King Revlan was no longer a quiet command. It radiated from his dark eyes, the silver and gold crown above his brow. His only equal was that of the Queen, one hand delicately resting on his arm. She emanated her own silent grace, her brown eyes fixed ahead, strong features rigid. But a smile slipped from her lips as the little girl holding her other hand squeezed tighter to her side. Will couldn’t help but grin slightly at little Princess Casria’s obvious awe, staring around the hall, the grand decorations reflected in her dark gaze.
“That’s what you looked like coming in here,” Rowan whispered next to him. “Well, not as adorable, of course.”
As the royals crossed toward the long table at the front of the room, Rockwood whistled. Revlan gave him a shadow of a smile, and the tension of the hall was shattered in applause. Will clapped with the rest, not resuming his seat until the three royals had taken theirs and Kenta sank into his own.
Instantly, a servant arrived at their table, bringing with her a tray of rolls that she set at the center of the table. Will was relieved for the food and a further excuse not to seek out conversation with their tablemates.
Most unfortunately, Garryn didn’t seem to see it that way. Leaning back in his chair, he eyed Eldin, that smirk rising once more. “So, Serena did well today. I have to admit, she is a lot stronger and faster than I thought.”
“Yes, she did do well,” Eldin agreed. “You’re lucky she didn’t throw you into a wall. I’ve seen that happen before when she’s training.
“A woman threw you?” Rhyelle asked, raising her brows. “Like one of the Queen’s ladies?”
“No, Serena is a knight here,” Veldana explained. “She’s over there, seated with the Earl of Finnwick.”
“A Kelkorian trained knight,” Garryn said, nodding. “Part of why Lord Tazral thought it might be good for me to come here to train. I get to learn from knights of Alamore and Kelkor. With all of the issues we have along the southern border, knowing how to fight Kelkorians is an important skill.”
Will’s hand tightened on his roll, squeezing it flat. He could almost feel Eldin’s muscles tighten in the chair beside his, her face turning smooth and cold. He glowered at his plate and tried not to listen as Garryn further discussed fighting Kelkorians, Eldin’s people, with off-handed casualness. He’s trying to get a rise out of you. Don’t react. Don’t move.
Garryn sighed heavily, lifting his goblet and leaning back in his seat, his arm across the back of Rhyelle’s chair. “But I should have seen that attack coming. It’s hard to avoid that opening against a smaller combatant, so I wasn’t too shocked when she knocked me down. My father used to always drill me on how to attack like that when I was younger, before I started training in Lonric because I was so much smaller than my siblings. He thought I’d be short forever.” He smiled, raising the goblet. “Luckily, however, he didn’t have to worry about me after all, though. I tower over both my brothers.”
Rhyelle tittered, and Eldin’s eyes narrowed. Beside Will, Rowan opened his mouth, and Will quickly stepped on his toes under the table. He didn’t like to imagine what sort of commentary Rowan might add to Garryn’s story.
“Yes,” Eldin agreed after a moment, inclining her head politely to Garryn. “It can be difficult as the smaller fighter. There are issues with being taller as well, though.”
“I imagine that’s true,” Veldana said, nodding slowly. “You probably have the advantage of lower strikes that might not be expected.”
Eldin brightened again. “Exactly. And being underestimated is an advantage when it comes to most combat—as Serena proved with that fight.”
“She did incredibly,” Will agreed firmly.
Veldana leaned in closer, brow furrowing. “How was it to train when you were younger? I mean, in Kelkor. Was it much different? I’ve always been fascinated by the culture.”
Will felt Eldin relax at his side and was glad for an innocent excuse to watch Veldana as the girls discussed Kelkor. Garryn’s face showed a snide amusement at the conversation and Rowan, at Will’s other side, broodingly mutilated his dinner roll and threw the occasional burning look in Haru’s direction. Rhyelle’s lip curled as Eldin explained the differences in training as a squire in Alamore versus Kelkor. Will rather thought she looked like she might have stepped in something disgusting but guessed it more likely that she was fighting to keep some scornful thought clamped between her exposed teeth.
Dinner arrived, born to their table by a cluster of servants, and Will straightened, staring at the dishes. Despite the food beforehand, his mouth watered at the smell of roasted beef, potatoes, dishes of different gravies and sauces, platters of vegetables. The servants had barely left their table before he was serving himself chunks of roasted turkey cooked in one of the rich gravies.
“So, tell me, Will,” Garryn said, leaning forward. “Why don’t you have a horse? I know your warhorse died, but I heard your father gave you a hunting horse. Isn’t that true?”
Cold washed across Will, and his fingers tightened reflexively on his fork. He opened his mouth, not sure what to say, if he could even speak over the rushing in his ears.
He was saved the need to answer, however, when Eldin snorted and shook her head. “Hardly. That horse was from Sir Ross and Will loaned him to a friend who’s not from Alamore.”
“Aw,” Garryn sighed, clapping a hand to his forehead and raising his eyes to the ceiling. “Foolish information and rumors then, I take it.”
“Yeah, quit listening to wash maid gossip,” Rowan retorted but Will could see his thoughts mirrored in Rowan’s face.
Garryn gave Rowan a raised brown look of descent. “Rather snappish, aren’t we today?”
“Oh stop, Garryn,” Veldana chided, shaking her head. “You’re being a brute.”
Garryn snorted and opened his mouth to argue, but seemed to think better of it. Instead, he shrugged and turned his attention to the feast. Silence blanketed the table and Will found himself glancing toward where Colin and Carnel sat on the opposite side of the cleared space. Perhaps they would have been better off sitting with them. Carnel was pompous and unctuous, but those qualities were more bearable than Garryn.
Will frowned, dropping his gaze to his plate. Garryn. How did he know? Because there wasn’t any doubt in Will’s mind now. He knew exactly who Will was, who Ross was. He’d known the truth even before Will had. He could remember the year before when Garryn had taunted him, making comparisons of him and Ross. At the time, he hadn’t thought too much about them. He’d thought it was because the rumors of Ross being common-born, of Will being Marl’s son. That wasn’t the case, though. But how can he know?
Eldin and Rowan soon brought the conversation back to feeble and forced life at their table as they recounted the week’s rigorous amounts of training and study. Rowan’s usual enthusiasm seemed lacking with their dinner guests and, after the first three courses were cleared and replaced with pastries, puddings, sweets, and other delicacies, his responses became bland and Eldin was forced to carry the conversation. They were halfway through the dessert when Rhyelle, who had remained mostly silent through the meal, straightened and twisted in her seat, alert—a hound who had scented prey.
“Oh, Rowan, it looks like your sister finally arrived.”
Will turned, Eldin and Rowan doing the same on his either side. Rhyelle was right. Wren stepped through the doors of the hall looking nervous, her flowing dress—deep blue rather than silver—set with a dagger belt like Eldin’s. Will felt a surge of sympathy rise in his chest at the way she paused on the edge of the room, clearly torn between staying and retreating back to the entry hall.
“Excuse me, won’t you,” Rowan grumbled, tossing his napkin on the table and pushing his chair back. Will and Eldin watched him cross the room toward her, grabbing up a pastry from one of the tables he passed and ignoring the annoyed complaints of the table’s occupants.
“Really,” Rhyelle said coldly, shaking her head. “It is astounding to me that the two of them were brought up noble. When you look at their father, you expect better. Then again, I can’t blame her for arriving late. It must be humiliating to come to a feast for someone like that.”
Will bit the inside of his cheek to keep from snarling a sharp answer. Snapping at Rhyelle, a stranger and a lady, didn’t feel quite as acceptable as wanting to punch Garryn in his stupid face for laughing at her comment. Eldin must have sensed this and grabbed his arm under the table, her fingers biting into his in a silent warning. Catching her eye out of the corner of his, he saw her give the smallest shake of her head.
“Their mother is unusual though,” Garryn said, nodding to where Rowan’s parents sat at the table beside Colin and Carnell’s own. “So, it’s understandable.”
Rheylle snickered. “You aren’t wrong there.”
Will glowered at his plate, fighting to not listen to them. If he caused a scene, Haru might murder him. Murder. Murder didn’t sound all bad right now, providing it was Garryn who was killed.
“But look at her,” Rhyelle continued, lips pulled back in a sneer. “Can you believe that a year ago, not even, she was like us? I can’t believe how much she’s changed. It’s dreadful to see—she’s just thrown away all of it. A waste of what might have been nobility and turned to uncouth actions. Really, a squire? The rumors it causes at court…”
“She hasn’t thrown anything away,” Eldin snapped. Her fingers tightened painfully on Will’s arm and he moved his foot to crush her toes beneath the table. She retaliated with a swift kick to his shin that made his eyes water.
Rhyelle gave Eldin a disparaging look. “I can’t expect you to understand the difficulty of being a noblewoman—especially in Alamore—as Kelkor raised you so very… um… differently.”
This time, Will couldn’t help but take in a sharp breath of pain as Eldin’s fingers stabbed into his arm, making his fingers go numb.
Garryn raised his brows, watching Will. “Everything alright, Will?”
“Yeah, just fine,” Will lied. He tensed his arm in an effort to loosen Eldin’s death grip. Across the open expanse of floor, the musicians began to play a louder and livelier tune than those they had serenaded through dinner. A few people rose from neighboring tables, Ladies and Lords floating toward the dance floor among smattered applause.
“Really,” Rhyelle continued, as though there had been no interruption. “At one point, I worried she would take all the eligible suitors. She is, after all, next in line for Lonric if something happens to Rowan and, with how he is, it’s more than likely he will end up dead.”
Will gritted his teeth harder, staring blankly at the dancers. Rowan had left his conversation with Wren and drug a pretty auburn-haired serving girl onto the dance floor. They were cutting wide circles around it, the girl laughing, Rowan grinning. Neither of them seemed to notice or care about the obvious disapproval of the nobles who were attempting to enjoy themselves.
Wren, standing at the edge of the dance floor, tapped one delicate shoe to the beat and folded her arms tightly around herself. She looked like a lost child. Will felt suddenly thankful for Rowan’s distraction and the music. He didn’t want Wren to see Rhyelle’s hateful looks, nor hear the spiteful words.
“Not now though,” Rhyelle was saying. “Now, she’d be lucky if a noble-born looks at her, let alone wants to marry her.”
“She’s a squire, she probably doesn’t intend to get married for those reasons now,” Veldana said quietly, lowering her eyes to her lap, her cheeks flaring pink. Will gave her a faint smile, the plummet returning to his stomach. She wasn’t like Rhyelle. She was defending Wren. That made her prettier somehow.
Rhyelle snorted. “Good, because she’s not only a squire, she’s squire to the Ranger of Kings. Can you think of anything worse than that for her prospects? Then again, it makes you wonder if that wasn’t his reasoning for taking her on as a squire.”
“She doesn’t care about that. She’s one of us. She’s a squire,” Eldin said through clenched teeth. “She’s here to learn to fight, to be the next Ranger of Kings, not to catch a husband.”
Rhyelle raised her thin brows. “Hardly.”
“She is. She’s just as good as any other squire at her age,” Eldin retorted.
“But Garryn beat her,” Rhyelle said dismissively. “So, it’s not that. She might not be a lady any longer or could ever be again. There’s no coming back from this for her. She’s ruined everything she had in her favor.”
“Don’t be mean,” Veldana chided, her eyes still downcast. “Wren is one of us.”
“One of us?” Rhyelle raised an eyebrow and snorted. “She’s one of the boys.” Lowering her voice, she leaned in closer to the table and Will felt his stomach tighten. “But, who knows? She might have prospects of marriage. I mean, why else would someone take her on as a squire? Wife to the Ranger of Kings isn’t as terrible as spinster girl soldier.”
Eldin’s fingers tightened on Will’s arm under the table, sending pain shooting through his very bones. He pushed his chair back and shot to his feet, grabbing her hand to pull it off his arm. The stares of the others made him freeze, his fingers wrapped over Eldin’s hand. Eldin blinked at him with obvious bewilderment, her eyes flitting from Will’s hand to his gaze.
“Going to dance?” Garryn asked, barely suppressing a smirk.
“Yes, we are,” Eldin said quickly before Will had a chance to respond. Her hand clenched tighter around his and he nodded, turning to lead her toward the dance floor. He didn’t turn around. He could feel Veldana’s gaze following them and didn’t want to again see that sharp look of challenge she’d worn before.
“Dancing? Really?” Will mumbled as they reached the edge of the cleared area. Around them, couples were moving in time to the upbeat music, much faster than anything they’d practiced. He grimaced, running fingers over his arm. “But it beats you stabbing me with your bloody nails.”
“Sorry,” Eldin grumbled. “I just needed a reason not to punch that girl in her face. Seriously… ladies of court make me furious.”
Will frowned, glancing back at the table at last. The three had fallen into conversation, Veldana’s back turned pointedly away from Will and Eldin. “Veldana isn’t that bad.”
“No, she might not be bad, but she doesn’t have Wren’s back either,” Eldin growled. She shot Rhyelle a venomous look and swore under her breath in Kelkorian. “I hate her so much.”
“I don’t like her either,” Will agreed. He hesitated, still aware of Garryn watching them, and slid his hand from Eldin’s grip, reaching to pull it to his shoulder instead.
She started, taking a half step back and Will recoiled, thinking for a moment she was about to use one of her famous throws to fling him over one shoulder. “What are you doing?”
“I thought we were dancing,” Will mumbled. Why was his face getting hot again? Why couldn’t this be like any other practice? He had a sudden wish that she would throw him. He could feel others starting to watch them, hear snickers. “Or we could just stand here while they gawk at us,” Will added, shrugging.
“Oh, right.” She glanced again at the table, red flushing up her cheeks. “I kind of forgot that part. Um… yeah, I guess we’ll dance.”
Will steered Eldin uncertainly toward the edge of the dance floor, quickly pulling her round to avoid being run over by Rowan and the serving girl. Rowan shot them a wink before whisking away in time to the music.
“He should dance in battle. I feel like the casualty rate would be higher,” Will muttered, watching Rowan nearly topple an old woman who squealed in dismay.
Eldin snickered, her face softening. “I mean, it wouldn’t be all bad, would it? He could go ahead, dance out the front line, and leave the fighting to us. Though he might need to bring his new friend. I don’t think those are the moves we learned in lessons today. It looks like a common step for a tavern dance, far more entertaining.”
“I was thinking the same—well, about frontline defense, anyway. About the dancing? I’ve got no idea,” Will conceded, his shoulders easing. Dancing with Eldin didn’t feel panicked and terrible, like practicing with the ladies of court. It felt almost more like any other practice now that they were moving, training as a squire instead of being a spectacle. It helped too that the floor around them was filling as more people joined the dancers. Rockwood waltzed past with a reluctant-looking Lady Serena. Sir Miller spun a pretty girl with waves of brown hair. Gabe was dancing with a small girl that had his same chestnut locks and round face—a little sister, Will guessed. Will grinned to himself, but then his eyes lit again on Wren, still watching from the edge of the floor, holding the pastry Rowan had brought her. Remembering Rhyelle’s scornful comments, guilt pulled at Will’s chest.
“You should ask her to dance,” Eldin whispered. Her gaze had followed Will’s own. “She really loves dancing. She was talking about it all afternoon, when she finally quit talking about that horse.” Her brow furrowed slightly. “And it would prove those morons wrong, prove that she’s not ruined her chances at a life like this by being a squire.”
Will shook his head, turning to Eldin again. It felt strange to be this near her and moving with time to the music. Never before had he really noticed the several inches of height he’d gained over her with the passing months. Her grey eyes were watching him carefully, her face set.
“I can’t ask her. They’ll say it was because of pity or something,” Will mumbled. “Not to mention that most people here think I’m common-born. Sort of proves their point, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” Eldin said grimly. She threw another glance in Wren’s direction, her face strained. “I hate this. She shouldn’t have to be excluded just because she doesn’t want to be an airhead like Rhyelle and the others.”
Will nodded. The song was tapering, quieting, nearly ended, and yet he could still feel Garryn and the others watching him.
“One more, so we don’t have to go back to them?” Eldin whispered. “Please?”
“I’m good with that,” Will agreed, only slightly wishing he could move from the dancefloor. He felt a pang of something like jealousy when the next song started and Sir Novin pulled Veldana onto the floor. He turned away quickly, hating the sickening weight that dropped into his stomach.
“Aw, did someone ask your beloved court lady to dance before you could pluck up the nerve?” Eldin prodded, eyes dancing with her evil smirk.
“Shut up,” Will growled. “If I remember right, I’m out here dancing with you, so it’s not like I couldn’t have asked her instead. But you asked me.”
Eldin’s eyes danced with a familiar mischief. “Right, I’m sure that’s just what happened. It’s not that you got scared. Just wait until I tell Rowan.”
Will glowered at her. “You and he love making my life misery.”
“Not just yours, Colin’s too, so don’t feel so special,” Eldin chided. Her smile faltered as she looked again toward the edge of the floor. Wren was swaying slightly with the music, arms folded around herself. Will turned away and noticed Rhyelle had risen from their table and was chatting with Colin and Carnel. Annoyance bristled in his chest. Colin was listening with a polite expression as the dark-haired girl held his arm, laughing at something he had said.
“I bet no one would question her death if she fell down the stairs in those ridiculous shoes and skirts,” Eldin muttered. “We could make it look like an accident.”
Will stifled a laugh, shaking his head and dropping his gaze once more. “You’re awful.”
“What? Don’t act like you weren’t thinking it. One good push and she’d go crashing down.” Eldin’s hand slipped from Will’s shoulder as she mimed a person tumbling down. “And splat.”
Will rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Come off it, Eldin. In all those layers of dresses? It’d act as wings or cushion. Either way, I don’t think it would work.”
Eldin swore under her breath. “You’re right.” She glowered at Rhyelle, now almost leaning her head on Colin’s shoulder while he watched the dancers with an expression of confused discomfort. “He should punch her.”
Will laughed, earning a few startled looks from other nearby dancers. “Do you really think Colin would do that?”
“No, but he should,” Eldin insisted. “She’s only interested in him because he’s the last Greyhead heir, a tie to the King’s side and all.”
Will felt a stab in his chest at the idea. Perhaps not being known wasn’t a bad thing. He tried to imagine how things might be different if people knew the truth about him. Would girls like Rhyelle be interested only because he was the rightful heir of an entire Kingdom? Probably. After all, wasn’t that why he hadn’t told Eldin the truth? Because he didn’t want her to look at him differently?
“It’s disgusting,” Eldin finished bluntly.
Will nodded, turning his gaze from Colin back to the other side of the floor again. Wren was stepping away, her face rigid, jaw stuck out in a look reminiscent of Rowan. A look of hurt as she started to ease toward the crowd.
“Oh, she didn’t like that,” Eldin whispered, snickering. “Look at Colin’s lovebird.”
Will turned in time to see Rhyelle stagger, taken aback as Colin pulled his arm free and seemed to excuse himself from the conversation. Face determined, he strode away from Rhyelle’s livid glower.
“Where the blazes is he going?” Will demanded. “If he’s escaping, that’s not fair. Maybe it’s a sign we should make a break for it.”
“Honestly, he’s probably off to burn anything she touched,” Eldin hissed. They paused in their dancing a heartbeat, watching him weave through the crowds, flitting along the edge of the dance floor. “But maybe you’re right. He might be leaving. Should we follow? We can blame him if we get in trouble.”
Will nodded. “Agreed. We can dance to the edge of the floor and run after him.”
But Colin didn’t turn for the door at the far edge of the dance floor. Will stopped and Eldin tripped on his foot. He caught her quickly, still staring at Colin as he made a bow to Wren, holding out a hand. It was impossible to hear them, but Wren was giving Colin a suspicious glower. Colin raised an eyebrow, looking annoyed and still holding out his hand.
“Either it’s a duel or a dance, I can’t tell,” Eldin whispered.
“Is there a difference with those two?” Will demanded.
Eldin frowned, taking on a very stern expression. “Of course there is. The holds are much different for dancing versus throwing someone.”
Will chuckled. Across the floor, Colin and Wren were stepping into the stream of dancers. Will rather thought they were having an argument under their breath, but when they started to move, Wren bowed her head. It wasn’t enough to hide her smile.
When the song ended, Eldin stepped back from Will, nodding toward their table. “Looks like we’re clear to sit. They’ve left. I don’t know about you, but I’d like a break.”
“Yes, please.” Will let her hand fall from his shoulder, his own hands diving into his pockets. The feeling of eyes on him made him hesitate, glancing toward the dance floor. Veldana was now dancing with Airagon, but Will was almost certain that she had been watching him moments before.
They didn’t get to make it to their table before the next song—a fast-paced dancing song more akin to those Will had heard in the taverns—began.
“Eldin!” Rowan bounded toward them, hair a mess, face flushed, and held out a hand. He threw himself into a ridiculous bow and straightened, hair whipping back from his face. “Come dance, won’t you?”
Eldin snorted. “What happened to your friend?”
“Brenna? Pretty, wasn’t she? But she had to go back to working in the kitchens. She’s only on loan here for the night from The Dancing Stag, so Anryn told me I had to let her get back to her job,” Rowan said, beaming. “Did you see my father’s face? I think he about choked on his own tongue. Come on, Eldin. Seeing me dance with you is bound to make him furious, too. You don’t mind, do you, Will?”
Will raised his brows. “Not my choice,” he said, half laughing.
Eldin threw a longing look toward the empty table then sighed heavily, hoisting her skirt in one hand and holding out her other to Rowan. “One song, Rowan. That’s it. And it’s only because I would love to help you in the venture of disappointing your father.”
“That’s the spirit,” Rowan announced, sweeping Eldin toward the floor.
Will watched them go, the smile sliding off his face. For some reason now, without Eldin’s company to keep him entertained, the revelry of the night was wearing off fast. An aching was starting in his temple, throbbing in time to the quick music, and his mouth felt too dry.
Spotting a servant with a tray of goblets, Will made a line straight toward him and scooped one up with a word of thanks. He’d already taken a healthy swallow before the pungent smell hit his nose and the burning scorched his throat. Coughing, his eyes watered and he blinked down at the deep red wine in the goblet, feeling revolted. Wine. Who liked this stuff? It tasted like fire made liquid, burning his throat, his face, and his stomach as it went down.
“A bit early in the evening to throw a drink down like that, isn’t it?”
Will turned to find Sir Laster was watching him, a sneer pulling the edge of his lip, one shoulder leaned against the wall of the chamber where he could observe the proceedings without partaking in them. Nodding at the blank bit of wall beside him, Laster raised his eyebrows in a silent order. Will understood. He set the goblet on the nearest table and squeezed between chairs and came to join the knight.
“I thought it was water,” Will grumbled, running his sleeve over his mouth. “That was disgusting.”
Laster’s sneer twitched into the shadow of a smirk, his amber eyes shifting from Will back to the dancing couples on the floor. “Perhaps it’s best that Marl hasn’t tried poisoning you then—it would likely have worked.”
“That about tasted like poison,” Will said, grimacing. “That stuff is supposed to taste good? Really?”
Laster raised his brows, still watching the dancers. “I wouldn’t know. I’m not drinking it.”
“How come?” Will asked. He leaned on the wall at Laster’s side, shifting uncomfortably. The pungent taste was still burning across his tongue.
Laster snorted, nodding toward where a visiting knight had tripped over his own feet and sprawled flat on the cleared floor. “Because I have little interest in looking as much a fool as those idiots.” He ran a hand over his stubbled jaw, lip curling. “That, and that it leaves the castle too open to attack tomorrow, should all the knights overindulge tonight.”
“Oh,” Will said, frowning. He hadn’t considered that. He ran his tongue over his teeth in a last effort to scrape the taste from his mouth.
Laster sighed heavily, offering him the goblet he held at his side. “Wash it down.”
Will accepted, frowning a moment at the contents suspiciously. It was impossible to see the color in the dark bronze of the container.
Laster snorted. “If I wanted you dead, I would merely stop helping them save your life. Much less obvious than poison. Just drink.”
Will scowled, taking a long drink of the water and swishing it around his mouth before swallowing. “Thanks, I’ll take comfort in that.”
“You should,” Laster said, his voice scathing and eyes narrowing on the dancers. He shook his head as Will offered him the goblet again. “Keep it. I’d rather not find out if your similarities to the Ranger are contagious or genetic.”
Will lowered the goblet to his side and followed Laster’s gaze. He was watching Veldana with a frown creasing his brow. Will watched her too, glad of the excuse. She was now dancing with a squire from one of the visiting groups of nobles.
“You could go ask her to dance instead of acting like you don’t want to,” Laster said, startling Will.
He blinked up at the knight, confused. “What?”
Laster looked at him out of the corner of his eye. “Don’t act dumb, Will. You know exactly what I mean.” He nodded to Veldana, brows raised. “Or are you going to pretend you don’t want to?”
Will opened his mouth, then closed it. He felt at a complete loss. At last, he shrugged, deciding it best not to answer. “Why aren’t you dancing?” He nodded toward a group of young women, giggling and casting the knight appraising looks. “They look like they’d like to dance with you.”
Laster snorted, his lip curling once more. “Because I can’t be bothered. None of those girls care about much except marrying someone whose value is higher in court than their own.”
“Oh,” Will muttered again, feeling that same stab in his chest as before.
Laster must have read his mind, as he added: “People will try to use you that way, too, more than they ever tried with me. Keep that in mind, Will.”
“I do keep that in mind,” Will retorted, somewhat defensively. “I don’t go flaunting anything about Marl.”
“Marl isn’t why people might use you,” Laster said, his tone careful. Will stared at him, a clammy feeling rising over his skin. Laster raised his eyebrows. “And, clearly, you don’t need to tell people. Some might figure it out on their own.” Laster’s eyes shifted from the girls back to the dance floor. “There are some secrets we should keep hidden from the world to protect us. And then there are some that we shouldn’t try to protect from our secrets, because they tend to find out as well, and I’m sure you’ve seen the hurt that causes.”
Will grimaced, his eyes shifting to Haru, spinning Kalia in a fast-paced dance, a grin plastered over his flushed face. Kalia threw her head back, laughing, clutching to Haru’s shoulders to steady herself as the song faded. It was too easy to recall the secrets he’d kept from Haru, how those secrets had almost gotten them both killed in the streets of the city nearly two years earlier. He frowned, only vaguely aware of Haru whisking Kalia into a low dip. What was Laster talking about, though? He’d learned his lesson. He knew better than to hide things from Haru… unless Laster meant someone else, someone other than Haru.
He glanced again to the knight, trying to read his expression. It told him nothing, but Will realized the knight wasn’t watching Haru and Kalia. His amber eyes were fixed beyond Will’s mentor and the exiled Princess of Kelkor. Will followed his gaze once more, and a weight seemed to plummet through the floor of his stomach. Eldin was twirling with Wren now, a fistful of skirt raised, gaining disapproving frowns from the women of court as she flaunted her worn riding boots.
“Just be careful,” Laster said, gripping Will’s shoulder briefly. “About whom you trust, who you let close, and who you keep away. Sometimes the people with the best intention for us are the same ones we try not to burden with the truth.” He smirked slightly. “Now, go enjoy some dancing while I find a place to get away from all this noise.”
Will didn’t return to the dancing or the table, though. After Laster slipped silently and unhampered through the double doors of the entry hall, he stood in long silence a moment and felt the last of his energy drain. The prospect of going to sleep with the noise of the hall was impossible. He wasn’t even sure it was sleep he wanted. Laster’s words, the idea of not telling Eldin everything, had sent a guilty squirming into his stomach. The magic of the hall and the night had faded to dust, the golden decorations losing their dream-like sheen behind a curtain of darker thought.
Finishing the goblet of water, Will set it on the nearest table and, after a moment, moved to the edge of the room to follow Laster’s retreat. The aching that had started in his head after the dancing was worse now, whether from the music or the wine, he wasn’t sure. All he knew was that standing here any longer was unbearable. What he needed was an escape, to breathe in lungfuls of the night.
In the entry hall, it was easy to go unnoticed. Only a few people walked along it, branching off through side doors that led deeper into the castle and toward the guest quarters. Will wove between them, his eyes fixed on the double doors at the far end of the hall. If he could just get outside for a little while, clear his head, things would be better. The music echoed along the stone passage, through his skull, and each step sent another jolt through his head.
The rush of icy air bit through his jacket and stung across his skin as Will pushed the doors wide. Inhaling deeply, Will let the doors swing shut behind him and closed his eyes, drinking in the night, feeling the whispering breeze rest over his skin. Darkness surrounded him, the only visible light through his eyelids that of the torches that lined the courtyard walls. Sighing, he let his eyes open once more and stared across the shadows of the courtyard. Stoves burned with light along the tops of the walls, the outlines of soldiers striding across the battlements strange and misshapen beneath layers of cloaks. Shivering, Will had a sudden wish for his own cloak to combat the spring chill and considered returning to the warmth of the castle. But the prospect of being faced with the music, with the deafening din of the dinner hall, was enough to make his legs move, carrying him away from the castle.
He barely noticed where his feet led him, the trail they trod a familiar escape. It wasn’t until he was pausing and staring into the stall of the barn, lit with the warm glow of lanterns, that his path made sense. His hands reached instinctively to rest on the top of the gate. With tired eyes, he took in the familiar stall. It might have been untouched, unchanged, from all those months ago when he would sit in it to read, to study, to lounge on the broad back of his bay warhorse. Here, the place he had come so many times before, times like this, when he needed to be alone.
But no longer was the stall empty. Wren’s brown mare lifted her restless gaze to stare at Will, ears pricked forward. The knots in his chest tightened and he found himself squeezing his eyes shut, wishing selfishly the mare might vanish, that Visra could return.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 
Everyone slept in the day following the feast. By the time Will woke, the sun was already pouring warmth through the windows and the sounds of movement from the next chamber over had carried on for some time. Yawning, he dressed in a groggy state of exhaustion, poking Rowan awake cautiously with his foot from a safe distance back and shaking Colin’s shoulder. When they traipsed out to the dinner hall a quarter of an hour later, it was to find nobles trickling through the chamber, grabbing quick meals before meandering toward the courtyard.
“What are they up to?” Rowan asked, eyes narrowing as a richly dressed woman and her husband strode past and out the double doors.
Colin rolled his eyes. “What do you think they are doing? Leaving, Rowan. That was a leaving feast, after all.”
Deciding it might be more entertaining to watch nobles depart, the three grabbed napkins filled with toast and followed the steady trickle of servants, nobles, and visiting knights out into the courtyard.
Sure enough, the promise of chaos awaited them. The courtyard was busy with horses being saddled, wagons being readied, and stable hands rushing back and forth under the barked orders of nobles. The three squires pressed themselves out of the way in the shade of Will’s favorite tree at the edge of the courtyard, sitting on the exposed roots. They ate their toast and watched people prepare to depart, Rowan taking up, once more, his commentary of the night before.
“What did you two make of the feast?” Colin asked when Rowan grew bored with making up stories about nobles. He grimaced, raising his brows. “I saw Garryn sit at your table.”
“Yeah, you smarmy bugger. If you’d have been there, we wouldn’t have had enough seats for him and his annoying parade,” Rowan grumbled. “I’m still mad at you, by the way.”
Colin shrugged, unconcerned. “That’s nothing new. How bad was it, though?”
Will grimaced. “Well, I think Eldin was seriously considering murdering Garryn and Rhyelle at one point.”
“She should have,” Rowan said firmly.
Colin frowned, his eyes shifting back to a group of yellow-clad soldiers from one of the noble houses who were struggling to load a trunk into the back of a wagon, the Duchess to whom the trunk belonged, tittering anxiously. “I was hoping he might behave with that many people around.”
“Really? He had them as witnesses,” Rowan said with a murderous laugh. “Of course, he was going to be awful. Murder wouldn’t be easy.”
Will nodded, stifling a grin as one of the soldiers staggered with the trunk and the woman screamed, clasping a hand to her mouth. “Well, it could be worse. We could be doing all this packing.” He turned to Colin, leaning his back against the tree’s trunk and stretching his legs. “How was Carnel?”
Behind Colin, Rowan pretended to puke. Colin, either not noticing or not caring, shrugged. “He seems fine. We were discussing that, next year, I should go there to visit Lonnac for a while. Perhaps we can all go for a week or something, do some training there. He said he’d throw me a feast to celebrate if we did.”
“Wouldn’t it be you throwing a celebration because you’re the heir of Lonnac?” Rowan countered, scowling.
Colin cast him an annoyed look. “No, Carnel would plan it. Anyway, Carnel is in charge of Lonnac until I’m knighted and I take over as Count. He’s my steward.”
“It might be fun to get away for a bit,” Will said, more to stop Rowan from retorting than out of sincerity. The idea of spending a week in Carnel’s company didn’t really sound entertaining to him in the slightest.
“It would be!” Colin agreed, beaming. “I can show you two around Lonnac, take you to the city, show you the lands. It is an incredible place and, when we went there in our first year of training, you didn’t get to see much of it. I was thinking us, maybe Eldin and Wren can come too.”
Rowan cleared his throat, eyes narrowing. “Speaking of Wren.”
Will shifted away, eager to not be in firing range if Rowan threw one of his poorly aimed blows at Colin.
Colin blinked, bewildered. “What about her?”
Rowan pointed at Colin threateningly with a piece of toast. “I saw you two dancing last night and I’m just here to remind you that, as your best friend—”
“Hey, I’m here,” Will cut across, laughing.
Rowan raised his voice to talk over Will. “Fine, your longest-known best friend, the one you’ve ever had since childhood, Greyhead. If you so much as think of my sister in any way other than as a fellow squire, I get to punch you.”
“What?” Colin’s mouth fell open, and he stared between Will and Rowan. “Come off it, Rowan. You and Will danced with Eldin. Why aren’t you lecturing Will?”
“Because Eldin can hold her own just fine and doesn’t need me to act as older brother,” Rowan said dismissively.
Colin scowled. “I just asked her to dance because I thought someone should. We’re friends, that’s it.”
“Are you friends?” Will asked, still laughing. “Because I’m pretty sure you two argue more than talk.”
Colin inclined his head. “Exactly. We barely cross the line of friends, so, Rowan, I don’t think you need to worry about any of that.”
“Good.” Rowan nodded, his face set. “Because otherwise I get to punch you. Are we agreed?”
“Agreed,” Colin said firmly.
Rowan bit down on his piece of toast, holding out a crumb-covered hand, before his muffled voice mumbled through his mouthful: “Shek on ift.”
Colin gave his hand a repulsed look before gripping it. “There. Happy?” he asked, wiping the crumbs off on his tunic.
Rowan nodded, grinning and chewing his toast. He swallowed, shrugging. “Pretty happy, but I won’t lie, I kind of wanted to punch you.”
“How very shocking,” Colin said, his voice dry.
They spent most of the next hour laughing and talking about the feast. Will recounted his experience with the wine, which made Colin laugh and Rowan remorseful that he hadn’t considered grabbing a goblet.
By the time that they’d finished their toast and watched two knights fall, hungover, off the sides of their horses when mounting up to ride out, Ross appeared from the castle, stony eyes unreadable.
“Uh-oh,” Rowan muttered, slinking sideways to duck behind the tree. “He’s probably out here to put us in some training that is going to be absolute misery. Hide, quick.”
“I think it’s a bit late for that,” Will hissed as Ross turned, his eyes fixing on the three of them.
Colin frowned at Rowan, ducked absurdly behind the tree. “You are ridiculous. You know, we can still see you.”
“Shhh, I’m invisible. I’m like the Ranger. That’s why he picked Wren. Because I can vanish so well.” Rowan swore as he attempted to climb the tree, his boot slipping on the bark, and he fell backward onto the soft earth.
Will snorted with laughter, doubling over and almost falling off his tree root. When he straightened it was to find Ross stood above them, hands buried in his pockets. He frowned at Rowan, picking himself out of the mud and running a hand over his backside.
“Graceful, Rowan,” Ross growled. A smile twitched over his lips for the briefest of moments. “But perhaps try not to cripple yourself before you’re even a knight.”
Rowan huffed, straightening and wincing. “I’ll keep that in mind. Though I think I’m too injured now to practice.”
“That’s between you and your knight. I’m not out here regarding practice.” Ross glanced at Will, a frown creasing his brow. “I was wondering if I might have a quick word, Will.”
Colin’s elbow dug into Will’s ribs when he hesitated, driving him to his feet. Annoyed, he shot Colin a sharp look. Colin, however, was staring with a renewed interest at the chaos of the courtyard.
“Yeah,” Will muttered, turning to Ross. “I’m good with that.” He brushed the dirt from his tunic and made sure to step on Colin’s toes as he moved to follow Ross away from the tree.
Burying his hands in his pockets, Will gave Ross a sidelong glance, wondering what he might have done this time. Was Ross about to change his mind and agree with Haru about keeping Will behind tomorrow when everyone else went to The Stag? A knot twisted in his stomach. Please don’t. Please let me just have a day of being like any other squire.
They ducked past the throng of people, slipping into the barn. Most of the stable hands had left, rushing around in the courtyard now to prepare the final horses for their journeys. Inside, sunlight poured through the propped roof tiles above. Dust motes wavered and danced in the golden glow, swirling above the horses. Will expected them to walk to Ross’s black-and-white stallion and was surprised when he paused at a different stall. The knight leaned one elbow over the door, frowning at the horse within.
It took all of Will’s strength to do the same, to force his face to be impassive as he glanced at Wren’s mare. She still seemed ill-at-ease in her new home, turning to watch others come and go, her head high.
The moments stretched without a word from either. Will brushed dust from his tunic again, though it was impossible to tell if any remained, while Ross stared wordlessly at the mare.
Will was beginning to wonder if it might be worth all rudeness and making a running escape out of the barn to avoid the pressing silence when Ross cleared his throat.
“You’re still angry with me.” He didn’t turn from the horse, the muscles of his face going rigid as he spoke.
It wasn’t a question. At last, Will stopped brushing at his tunic and lifted his gaze from Wren’s mare to watch Ross. His stony eyes were trained on the dust motes above the mare, the swirling light. They ebbed and flowed as water might down a river. Will wasn’t sure if Ross was seeing any of it, however. He seemed to be staring past, at some world or memory Will couldn’t see.
“I’m not,” Will finally muttered, shaking his head. “Or, at least, I don’t think I am.”
Ross’s eyes dropped, and he turned to Will, brow furrowed. He snorted, running a hand through his hair. “If I were you, I think I still would be. When I was your age, I don’t think I’d have forgiven me for what I did. There’s a lot of reason for you to be angry at me and I haven’t done much since we returned, but add to those reasons.”
Will shrugged. “I mean, I was mad when I found out. But now, I think I’m just not sure how to proceed, if that makes any sense.” He grinned half-heartedly. “Alright, and I might have been a bit angry with the lecture you gave me about the Ridgar.”
Ross growled under his breath and Will thought he saw the shadow of a smile twitch on the knight’s lips. “I’d give you that lecture again, too.” He turned away again, frowning at the mare. “I’m sorry, Will. If I could take back everything, change it, I would. Part of me truly thought you would do best if you never knew—never knew the truth, never knew me. I still sometimes believe that would have been best, but I know it’s not right or possible, not with Tollien and Marl.”
“No, it isn’t,” Will agreed slowly. He glanced toward the doors of the barn, then back at Ross. Where was this coming from? Why was Ross choosing to talk now? Or maybe he’s tried before and you keep avoiding him, pointed out a snide voice in Will’s thoughts.
Ross sighed, eyes still trained on the mare. “I know I might not deserve it, and I will understand if you would rather we keep our distance…” Ross glanced at Will out of the corner of his eye, his stone features unreadable. Will waited, watching the knight closely. For some reason, he felt rooted in place, and his heart slammed against his ribs too loud, considering he was only standing.
Ross continued, seeming to address the horse rather than Will. “I’d like it, I mean if you would be alright with it… I would like to get to know you a bit better,” Ross growled, the words coming out in a rush. “It might be a place to start. If, of course, you would want to.”
Will stared, taken aback. Was this it, then? The thoughts that Ross had been fighting to voice, the ones Will had avoided hearing? A memory of the last time they had truly discussed these things, as they sat in the wagon in Kelkor, came back over him. Will remembered the blaze of fury, the pain of losing Visra, the hatred of the secrets. It rushed over him again. His hands curled into fists in his pockets, muscles tightening through him. Why should he? He didn’t owe Ross, didn’t need to grant him anything.
Almost as soon as the feeling overcame him, however, it was washed away with another memory—that of Ross’s fury, his fear, after the Ridgar. Will bit back a reluctant grin. Perhaps he and Ross had more in common than he wanted to admit. Hadn’t the Ranger said just that as well?
Aware of Ross watching him out of the corner of his eye once more, Will nodded firmly. “I would.” Something in his chest seemed to ease at the suggestion. Ross wasn’t asking him to forgive and forget, not asking him to suddenly embrace this new reality. “I’d like that a lot, actually.”
The tightened muscles of Ross’s face relaxed slightly. “I would too.” Ross snorted, shaking his head and tipping his face back to the raftered ceiling of the barn again. “Though your knight might not appreciate it as much.”
Will grimaced, thinking of Haru’s obvious hostility toward Ross of late. “Yeah, he might take some time to get used to all this.”
“I’m glad you’ve had him,” Ross growled, turning to Will and meeting his eye. “He’s done a lot for you. When the King told me who he’d given permission to request you as a squire, I thought he’d made a mistake. Miller, I thought, would have been best. He had more experience, he’d been there through a lot, helped rescue you a few times. But Revlan’s not a fool. He knew you and Haru would help one another. He knew Haru would be like a brother for you.”
“He has been,” Will admitted, feeling slightly sheepish. The mare paused in her pacing to step toward them, pressing her head between the two as she rested it over the stall door. Will grinned, patting the mare’s neck.
Ross huffed, his attention shifting to straightening the mare’s forelock as he continued: “I can’t blame him for his anger at me, either, even if I don’t care for it. But I’ll try to make my amends with him. I’d like it if we could find even ground and I feel it’d be better for you as well.”
“Thank you, Ross.” Will nodded.
Ross’s eyes flitted toward Will, his brow furrowing. “That’s for another day, however. What I want to know is—how are you feeling?”
Will shrugged. “Fine. Tired of being stuck in this castle but, what options do I really have? I mean, with the Ridgar before, and without Visra, with Admere gone…” Will’s voice trailed a moment, and he shrugged again. “I guess you and Haru probably prefer I’m stuck in the walls where it’s safer, anyway.”
Ross frowned, patting the mare’s neck. “I think Haru and I both would rather you stay alive. He knows the walls aren’t always going to be there, but you need a smart horse if you’re to be safe outside them. Something younger than Richard’s horse, too. The Ridgar would have caught you on Denra if you hadn’t had help. I know things haven’t been ideal, that the castle has been busy between guards, the Ridgar, and Lord Tazral, but now that things are slowing down, it might be time to consider a new horse. You and Haru could perhaps ride to Finnwick when Kenta returns there in a few days, pick a horse like Wren chose this mare. Most of his horses are a little younger than you probably need, but in a few years, they’d be good animals.”
Something in Will’s chest tightened. Time to find another horse. Somehow that thought felt like the first step in accepting that Admere would never be back. “Maybe so,” Will mumbled. He traced a hand over the mare’s nose and she sneezed, shaking her head and withdrawing to her stall again.
Ross grimaced, burying his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry for another thing, Will… last night, I saw you come out here.”
Will frowned, glancing at the knight. “You did?”
Ross chuckled hollowly. “Of course I did. With how you, Rowan, and Colin find trouble, I thought I’d keep close eyes on all of you. I saw you and Laster speaking, saw him leave, and kept an eye on you. Sure enough, you left right after and I followed to make sure you didn’t get yourself in trouble.”
Will nodded. As much as he wanted to be annoyed, he couldn’t deny that Ross had a valid point. “Yeah, I wanted to get away from the noise a bit, so I came here to see Wren’s mare again.”
Ross shook his head. “No, I know better. You came here because this was Visra’s stall.”
Will started, taken aback. He hadn’t expected Ross to know that.
The knight smiled sadly. “I was here, remember? When we were working to save Visra’s life after the Cutthroat Prince’s attack?” Ross shoved a hand through his hair. “You know, I picked that horse out of the lineup when Rockwood and I went to Finnwick to get Colin and Rowan’s horses. We’d already chosen horses for Rowan and Colin before that—Colin’s is a half-brother to his brother’s own horse, Rowan’s horse seemed forgiving in nature. At the time we’d written to Earl Kenta regarding Rowan and Colin, you weren’t a squire yet.” Ross chuckled, his lips twitching into a smile. “The Ranger changed that, though. When we were told the horses were through their initial training and we could collect them, I told Kenta that we needed a third. I picked Visra because he reminded me of my first warhorse, though bay instead of dun. Tebrus, that was my horse. When I told Kenta which horse I’d picked for a new squire, I think he thought I lost my mind.” Ross shook his head, his eyes never wavering from the mare.
Will waited, listening, not sure why Ross was telling him these things. Yet, for some reason, he didn’t feel he should stop Ross. Hearing someone else talk about Visra seemed to ease the pain that still tightened over his heart at the mention of the horse’s name.
“I think you probably thought us mad as well to give you that horse.” Ross’s eyes shone, alight with memory, unusually warm compared to their normal blue stone. “But you didn’t give up on that animal and I don’t think that horse ever doubted you. You let him do his own thinking, learned to listen to him, to trust him. You did better with that horse than most squires might have done, even if raised around horses.” Ross’s smile slid from his lips and he turned to Will. Sadness flickered in his dark gaze. “With everything that happened in Kelkor, I never talked to you about Visra. I’m sorry, Will. To lose a warhorse, especially one like Visra, was to lose a friend.”
Will grimaced, dropping his stare. It was easier, somehow, to address his boots. “I think we had a lot of other stuff on our minds then.”
“Yes,” Ross agreed quietly. Will glanced up again to see the resigned expression over Ross’s face. “But now that we are speaking of Visra, however, I have something for you,” Ross muttered.
Will frowned, bewildered. “Something for me?”
“It’s not much,” Ross muttered, pulling his hand from his pocket. “I meant to give it to you on the way back from Kelkor, but… with all that happened…” His voice trailed and he shook his head. “I thought it might be best to wait, and now seems the right time.”
He unfurled his fingers, and Will’s chest tightened. In Ross’s callused palm sat a simple braid of black strands. Will was surprised to find his own hands were shaking as he slowly picked up the twist of coarse hair and stared down at it. Memories rushed before his mind, memories of leaning into the black mane of his lost horse as he galloped across the valleys of Alamore.
“How…” Will started, but found his throat had tightened too much to speak.
“When I pulled you from the water, you were clutching Visra’s body,” Ross said, his own voice constricted. “I wanted to save him, to drag you both to land, but I knew he was gone. The Ranger was trying to find a way to get us both out of that ocean. Once I had your head above the surface, once the rope the Ranger threw was around you, I dove back to Visra and cut this free.” Ross’s lips pulled into a sad smile, his eyes softening. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the Ranger so angry as he was when I got to shore and he realized what had held me up.”
Will laughed, fighting the stinging in his eyes. “I suppose he told you that you were an idiot, like all knights?”
“Actually, I think he said I was nearly too stupid to be a knight and that he couldn’t think up a worse insult than that.” Ross hesitated, his smile faltering. “But I know that you and that horse would have died for each other. He died for you. He was like Tebrus in that and, when I left Thornten, left Tebrus, I hated that I hadn’t done more to bring him with me. I didn’t have anything but memories of that horse to carry me.”
Will nodded. He wasn’t sure he could trust his voice to speak. His face felt hot suddenly, his eyes aching, and he turned his gaze away and busied himself tying the hank of mane to his belt. Only once he felt he’d regained his composure did he turn to Ross. “Thank you.”
Ross nodded, opened his mouth, then closed it. After a moment, he smiled stiffly. “You’re welcome, Will.”
The silence fell between them again, though Will didn’t feel the need to break it or to flee. It was as if some wall between them have fallen, a barrier fracturing, and both stood easily in the quiet of the barn. It wasn’t until a few minutes had passed that Ross sighed, his hand sliding from the barn door.
“I have to see what I can do to help the nobles leave.” He hesitated, glancing at Will. “Did Haru decide you could come tomorrow to The Stag?”
“Yeah, you convinced him pretty well,” Will said, grinning.
Ross chuckled and ran a hand over his jaw. “I don’t think he needed much convincing. If I remember right, it wasn’t more than four years ago that he was sneaking out of the castle to get to The Stag. He hasn’t forgotten what it is to be young yet. Not like some of us, anyway.”
Will walked to the double doors of the barn in silence at Ross’s side. Once they stood in the sunlight of the courtyard, Ross inclined his head slightly to Will before striding to help a group of soldiers in preparing wagon horses. Will watched him leave and was surprised to find he felt better for the talk with Ross. Some of the loss in his chest, the place where hurt had twisted since Kelkor, since Visra and the truth, seemed less hollow.
Running his hand over the braided hank of hair, he turned, striding back toward Rowan and Colin, still lounging in the shelter of their tree to enjoy the spectacle of madness within the courtyard.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 
The following day’s ride to the city beneath the afternoon sun could not have felt more different than the tense atmosphere that had surrounded the castle since Lord Tazral’s arrival. At the head of the group, Sir Richard rode beside King Revlan, laughing as Richard recounted stories of his first years as a knight. To Richard’s other side, Wren and the Ranger trotted their horses, listening intently. If the Ranger added the occasional instruction to Wren, Will couldn’t hear it, but he did notice her practicing several small battle moves off with Calvara. Hearing, though, was impossible over the other knights. They chatted and roared with laughter, the sense of relief palpable. Several squires cantered ahead only to double back, whooping and playing games of trying to pull one another off their saddles—with Rockwood’s occasional encouragement and engagement as he pulled Rowan to the ground twice.
Will found the mood so infectious that he didn’t even mind riding at the back of the group with Colin and Eldin, sitting much shorter than either on Wren’s no longer needed pony. He grinned, watching Rowan gallop toward Gabe and Jerram with a roar, leaning from his saddle to try to grab Gabe around the arm and yank him to the ground. He didn’t manage it, though. At the last second, Jerram darted to his other side and Rowan was forced to grab the front of his saddle instead to keep from being thrown.
“You know, this is why it makes sense to have women knights rather than men,” Eldin said, shaking her head and eyeing the proceeding with a skeptical smirk.
Will grinned. “And how do you reckon that?”
“Because, this is how women live longer,” Eldin explained simply. “We don’t try to knock one another onto hard ground for fun.”
“No, you just throw people or teach them to scale walls with improperly tied harnesses that nearly kill you,” Colin said, rolling his eyes. “So much safer.”
Eldin’s cheeks flushed. “Once, Greyhead. That only happened once.”
Colin snorted. “Yeah, and if I remember it right, you and Will nearly got killed.”
Eldin shrugged. “It’s part of training to be a knight, learning to accept you might die.”
“And here I thought that being a knight made it more likely you’d die in battle rather than eavesdropping,” Will said with a puzzled frown. “How very strange.”
“It’s okay, Will,” Eldin said consolingly, reaching across to pat him on the back. “It’s only because you’re ignorant. I’m going to help with that though, don’t worry.”
Ahead, the games were cut short when Rowan, galloping away from Jerram and Gabe, narrowly missed knocking into Laster on his chestnut horse.
Snarling, Laster twisted in his saddle, eyes flashing. “Enough! Back into line before you get someone killed, the lot of you.”
Will and Eldin snickered. Colin groaned, running a hand over his face. “About time someone put a stop to their stupidity.”
Rowan saluted, smirking at Laster’s furious snarl. “Right you are, good Sir.” He turned his horse, catching sight of Will, Eldin, and Colin, and trotted to join them.
“Nice one,” Will said, nodding. “I haven’t seen Laster that angry in about four minutes.”
Rowan grimaced, running a hand through his hair. “Not my best work, but it will do.”
“You’ve made him angrier than that?” Eldin asked, half laughing.
“Yes, actually,” Rowan assured her. “You know, right after you came to Alamore, I tackled him in the corridor. Pretty sure he’s never forgiven me for that.”
“I wonder why,” Colin grumbled.
“No idea, but anyway, what about you three? What boring things have you been discussing?” Rowan asked as they were forced to ride in closer formation, the dirt track narrowing into the cobbles of the main city. “Decide what all we’re going to do while here today?”
“We’re at The Stag all day I thought?” Will said, frowning.
Rowan snorted. “Come off it, that’d be boring. It’s the Summer Festival, last days of spring, all that. I thought you were from the city. How come you don’t know about that stuff?”
“I do know about it, but I’d forgotten it existed. In case you hadn’t noticed, Marl wasn’t much for bringing me to entertaining festivals when I was a kid.” Will shrugged. “I only ever went a few times when I was really little with… with my, eh, mother.” Or I thought she was, Will added in silent thought.
“Right, well, ignoring your depraved childhood,” Rowan said with a dismissive shrug. “I was thinking, maybe we can wander around, see the activities and vendors at the square and all.”
“That’d be fun,” Eldin agreed, brightening.
“Right?” Rowan nodded toward the other squires, grinning. “Jerram and Gabe said they heard there are a group of performers who juggle knives and such. We have to go see that. They can teach me.”
“Maybe we can sell you to their troop,” Eldin suggested.
“Maybe we can pay them to take him,” Colin added.
Will forced a laugh but didn’t join in the discussion that ensued. His heart sank, a glum brooding darkening the moments before. He’d somehow forgotten the Summer Festival and all the things that took place. But of course, others would want to go see it, would be allowed to even. And, just as Rowan had predicted, when they crested the hill, he could see vendors and stalls set ahead in the streets, a market in full swing, bright colors. Music drifted along the road from ahead and people bustled toward the sounds and entertainment. The memories of the Summer Festivals in past were vague, clouded and distorted. He’d only gone on the occasions he could sneak away with the woman who raised him. Marl always insisted Will didn’t need to be in the thick of everything. At the time, he’d thought it was Marl’s hatred of others that made him that way. Now, though, he knew better. Marl had wanted to keep him hidden away, not risk him meeting anyone from Alamore.
Will glanced toward Haru. The knight was smiling, the picture of relaxed enjoyment. Still, Will felt suddenly like the child told to stay in the house rather than chase the festivities. It didn’t seem at all likely that Haru would relent and let him leave. It’d been hard enough to convince him to let him go to The Stag, where he’d be surrounded by knights. But exploring the city with the other squires? That would be impossible. It seemed others would be going to see the attractions and he would likely be stuck at The Dancing Stag.
Better than being stuck in the castle by yourself, Will tried to console himself. That’d be worse.
“Maybe Ross can talk to Haru?”
Will turned to see Colin watching him, a frown creased between his brows.
Snorting, Will shook his head. “What, and see Haru punch him in the face for trying to suggest it? Thanks, but I think I’d rather not see Ross murder Haru.”
Colin nodded slowly, his eyes shifting to Haru and Robin ahead of them. “I mean, he might change his mind still, once he realizes the other knights are letting their squires go out into the city.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Will said, with as much conviction as he could manage.
By the time they reached the stables of The Dancing Stag, the streets were congested with people heading toward the heart of the city. The noise rose louder among their group, as well as those surrounding them, to an extent that made casual conversation next to impossible. Slipping from the saddle of the borrowed pony, Will wove between knights and squires to reach Haru. Offering out his hand, he waited for Thunder’s reins.
“Thanks, Will,” Haru said, grinning. “Here, I can take care of him so you can focus on that stubborn pony right now. We’ll walk to the barn together.”
Will’s chest tightened. Despite the casual offer, Haru wasn’t fooling him. This was another attempt to keep Will under his eye. Thinking of Colin’s hope that Haru would change his mind, Will felt a stab of sad humor. This was the proof that wouldn’t happen.
“What? Worried your squire is going to get lost between here and there, Haru?” Don asked, his eyes shining with laughter. “He’s from the city. I think he can manage the horses.”
“I can,” Will assured Haru when he hesitated, glancing between Will and the group of knights already moving toward the doors of The Dancing Stag. “I’m with the other squires and I’ll go straight inside afterwards, I promise.”
“Good,” Haru said, dropping his reins into Will’s hand. “Do that, yeah. Just put them up and come inside.” He nodded and Will thought the words were more in an attempt to comfort his own misgivings than out of need for the squire to hear them.
The squires ahead of Will chatted about getting away from The Dancing Stag as soon as possible to explore the city vendors. Garryn was talking loudly about how he was planning to tour the local blacksmith shops, since he would need a sword soon, and wanted to see if anyone here had the same skill as those smiths in Lonric. Saget, Leaf, and Loper were quick to agree.
Vancely sighed, holding open the stable door and shifting the reins of his horse and Laster’s horse to one hand. “There’s no point touring them all, I’ve told you. If you want the best, you go to Glimmern. He’s made most of the knights’ swords.”
Garryn grimaced, barely managing to hide his sneer. “I can’t say that I’ve been impressed, though. I looked at Novin’s blade and, Vancely, if that’s where your sword is from, I would consider asking them for a break on the price. It doesn’t seem strong enough built.”
Vancely shot a scathing look at the back of Garryn’s head, but the Lonric squire was already ducking into the stable.
“He’s a prat, Vance. Don’t bother trying to talk him out of it,” Will advised bracingly.
Vancely snickered. “I’d love to argue that, but I’m thinking you might be right, lad.”
“He is,” Rowan promised.
It didn’t take them long to find stalls for the horses or to put away the tack. They had nearly cleared everything away before a stable hand hired by the inn arrived to tell them he’d lock away tack so they could join the knights. He pointed them through a door that led directly from the stable to the tavern and, falling into step with Rowan and Colin, Will hurried ahead in order to avoid Garryn.
Inside the tavern, the noise was enough to make Will pause. He grinned, catching sight of Richard’s wife, Anryn, back in her usual garb of simple clothing—a green and grey dress, a belt on her side. She was bickering with Sir Bane across the bar, though the smile told that she wasn’t taking things too seriously. Tables set along the edge of the room had been laid with simple foods, easy to carry while visiting with the gathered group, and a city minstrel picked out a familiar upbeat tune on a lute. Already, Rockwood was barking out the words to the song, which Will guessed were all of his own creations, judging by the bard’s bemused expression.
“Turn, turn, there’s food. We need to turn toward the food,” Rowan hissed, poking Will in the ribs.
“How surprising,” Will said, wincing and batting Rowan’s hand away. “Off me.”
They were waylaid on their way to the table when a girl, her auburn curls tied back in a hasty knot, slipped between them and the food with a platter of small baked goods. She dropped them into a cleared spot on the table before turning to face them, brows raised. Will frowned. There was something very familiar about the girl, but he couldn’t quite place it.
Rowan’s eyes shifted from the tables to the girl and he took a hurried step back, grinning and burying his hands in his pockets. “Brenna! What—eh—what are you doing here?”
Yes! The girl who worked at The Stag, the one Rowan had danced with the day before. Will hesitated before greeting her, though, staring at Rowan instead. A bright red flush was climbing Rowan’s neck and his broad grin was borderline ridiculous. Will bit back a snort of laughter. He fancies her.
The girl turned, a smirk lifting her lips as she planted one hand on her hip. “Well, aren’t you just like the other lads? Don’t listen, do you? I told you I work at The Stag. I’d have thought you might piece together why I’m here.”
Will glanced at Colin, exchanging a mischievous look, as Rowan floundered. Seeing Rowan like this, stammering for words, felt like a small slice of savage revenge for all the times Rowan had tormented them. To make it even better, Brenna was watching him with brows raised in a look that said she wasn’t about to help him, that she too was enjoying watching him struggle to find something to say.
“I, well, I didn’t think you’d be here, I mean,” Rowan finally managed, pushing a hand through his hair.
The girl, Brenna, sighed and turned to Will. “Tell me, does he ever think? I’m getting a sneaking suspicion he might not.”
Will shrugged, chuckling. “I mean, he thinks about food fairly often.”
Brenna turned back to Rowan, eyes narrowing. “Ah, so you weren’t even going to come over and say hello? I just cut you off on the way to food?”
“I mean, you did kind of do that,” Rowan countered, seeming to regain some of his footing. “But I’d have come to say hello, I mean, when I saw you.”
“Just after the food?” Brenna pressed.
Rowan snorted, some of his confidence returning as he crossed his arms. “Well, obviously. I’m loyal to my one true love, and that’s food. So, if you could get out of the way, I was about to get a plate.” He brushed past her, grabbing up a plate and beginning to serve himself everything in sight.
Brenna frowned at his back but, her eyes shone with laughter. “Those are the words every girl dreams to hear. I’ll tell you that.”
Colin cleared his throat, glancing at Rowan with clear disapproval. “Well, I guess we’ll let him greet the food and introduce ourselves. I didn’t get a chance to meet you at the feast the other day, but I’m Colin Greyhead.” He held out a hand, which Brenna gripped briefly.
“Brenna Mardan. Probably best we didn’t meet that night, as I think the nobles in company at that feast were already about ready to die seeing me dance with your Lordling friend there.” She jerked her head toward Rowan before her eyes shifted to Will again. “You must be Haru’s squire then, Will is it? You were here a while back.”
“Yeah,” Will said, taken aback as he gripped her hand briefly. “How’d you know my name?”
She waved a dismissive hand. “Haru is over here whenever there is a slow night to have dinner with Anryn. He’s been like a brother since Anryn took me in to work here a few years back. I know you were the squire from the city, and thought you looked a bit familiar. Friends with Zudin, right?”
Will nodded. “I was, yeah.”
Returning with a plate towered with food, Rowan beamed at Will and Colin. “Forget the feast. This is real food. Come on, let’s go get a table?” He hesitated and glanced at Brenna. “If you don’t have anything to do, want to join us?”
It was Brenna’s cheeks this time that reddened under her freckles. She turned, looking through the crowd. “I probably should make sure everything is all set and—”
“Anryn and Richard will know where to find you,” Rowan said decisively. He turned to Colin, pushing his plate into his hands. “Here, hold this. Touch any of it and I’ll kick you.”
“Kick me and I’ll throw you right out the door,” Colin offered.
Will smirked, reaching over to grab a pastry off the top of the stack and shove it into his mouth while staring at Rowan. Rowan gave him a rude gesture before turning and sweeping into a low bow before Brenna. “If you would accompany me, my lady.” Without waiting on an answer, with Brenna still spluttering reasons she needed to work, he straightened and linked his arm in hers, marching her through the crowd.
Will and Colin watched them, Will still struggling to chew the oversized mouthful of pastry.
Colin shook his head, frowning. “You know, the other night, I’d have guessed he danced with her just to make Lord Tazral livid, but I’m starting to doubt that.”
Will nodded, eyes watering as he managed to swallow his food. “Same.”
Colin rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “Alamore, help that poor girl if Rowan has decided he likes her.”
“Rowan likes someone?”
Colin jumped and Will swore in Kelkorian as Wren appeared as if from nowhere between them.
“Don’t do that!” Will snarled, glowering down at her.
Wren smirked. “Don’t be so jumpy. So, what was this about? Rowan likes someone?”
“Never you mind,” Will said firmly. However much he wanted to get back at Rowan for all of the years of torment and teasing, it felt like a new low to let Wren in on the joke.
The matter was pulled from his hands, though. Eldin appeared, two tankards of sweetened tea in her hands, fighting back an evil grin. “Wren, did you see your brother is talking to the girl from the feast night? The serving girl? They just got a table over there.”
“Oh, the poor girl,” Wren said, shaking her head and accepting one of the tankards from Eldin. “We best warn her of his incurable disease.”
“Disease?” Colin asked, bewildered. “And what disease is that?”
“Stupidity,” Wren clarified, turning away.
She started across the tavern after Rowan and Eldin made to follow, pausing to glance back at Will and Colin. “You two coming?”
Colin snorted. “Stay here and risk missing Rowan be humiliated? Not likely. Come on, Will.”
Feeling torn between pity for Rowan and humor, Will crossed to the corner table with them as the noise in The Dancing Stag slowly rose. Sitting at the edge of the chaos with Eldin, Wren, Colin, Rowan, and Brenna, Will soon forgot his earlier disappointment. They all took turns telling Rowan’s most humiliating stories. He loudly protested over them, trying to recount exactly the sense, reasoning, and bravery of each feat. Brenna’s easy nature made it seem as if she had always been there, another person they might have known for years. She even argued with Rowan over some of the details in stories he told, since she had already heard from Haru.
It wasn’t until almost an hour later, when the King stood, that they fell silent and turned to take in the tavern again. King Revlan waited for the quiet to sweep across the tavern at large, a sad smile lifting the edges of his mouth. Once the only sound was that of the occasional goblet or fork, he cleared his throat and straightened.
“This is not, perhaps, the most traditional of send-offs for a knight leaving the service of Alamore. But that somehow fits for Richard, who never has seemed much bothered with tradition.” His dark eyes shone. He beamed at Richard, leaning back in a nearby chair, one arm draped over the back of Anryn’s seat. The King’s smile slipped slightly, his muscles tightening in his face as he addressed Richard. “You have served under two Kings of Alamore, Richard. You were one of my father’s most trusted knights, as well as one of my own. The squires you have mentored have gone on to carry your same honor and kindness, that need to help others no matter. There were times when you broke the rules and orders you thought needed disregarded.”
Richard chuckled, turning to peer toward the other knights. Will followed his gaze to see Laster, who gave a faint smile, and inclined his head.
“And when you did, I know you made the right decision, albeit the harder choice. Alamore has been honored to have you as a knight. I have been honored to call you my friend.” Revlan hesitated and Will noticed the muscles in his throat tighten as he swallowed. Lifting the goblet in his hand, he inclined his head toward Richard. “Know that friendship will never weaken and you will always have a home in Alamore should you so choose. If I could propose a toast—to Sir Richard of Alamore.”
Will lifted his own tankard. His eyes roved across the faces in the room. Two seats away, he saw Wren’s eyes swimming with tears. Richard was her first mentor, the knight who had taken her under his wing. Brenna draped an arm across Wren’s shoulder in a comforting squeeze, and Will turned his gaze to the other side of the room. Sitting beside Kalia, Haru’s face had turned blotchy, though no tears fell. Will could see his hand shaking on the tankard he held, the fingers of his other hand curled tightly over Kalia’s. Beside them, Kenta was beaming. Laster’s smile had gone, his face shadowed with thoughts and memories.
“Sir Richard of Alamore.”
The words broke across the room, and the tankards returned to their tables with thumps. Rowan half rose from his seat to whistle, breaking the mixture of grief and silence. Several people laughed. The music began again and chatter broke out once more. Will turned away, surprised to find his eyes burning slightly.
“Well, that’s as much of that as I can take,” Rowan announced, pushing back his chair. “Come on, before people get drunk and start crying. And by people, I mean Rockwood and Haru. I’m not hugging them or tucking them in. Let’s go do something.”
“I’m good with that,” Wren agreed eagerly, rising and pushing her chair in. “Brenna? Join us?”
Brenna faltered, glancing around. “I really should be seeing if they need help.”
“They have food, they have drink, they need not,” Rowan announced grandly, grabbing the back of her chair and pulling it out. “Let’s go.”
The others agreed, Eldin bounding to her feet. Colin followed more slowly. He hesitated, eyeing Will. “I might just stay…”
Will shook his head. “Go out, go to the festival. It’ll be fun.”
“You sure?” Colin asked. “I don’t mind staying here.” Even as he spoke, Will saw his gaze flit toward Rowan and the others, already moving back toward the door.
“Of course I am.” Will gave a smile that he hoped didn’t seem too forced. “I have to stay here in case Haru drinks too much and humiliates himself in front of Kalia. That’ll be more entertaining for me.”
Colin nodded, still clearly torn. “You could try to talk to him…”
Will waved a hand. “Get going, I’m telling you, I’m fine.”
As soon as Colin had left, Will gave up on the pretense of smiling. He grimaced, staring around the tavern. Already, others were leaving, more squires filtering toward the doors. More people were arriving as well, locals who knew Richard and Anryn and had arrived to congratulate and thank Richard for his years of service to the crown.
Will leaned back in his seat, wishing that he could slip away. Now, though, that was more impossible than the feast had been. He noticed Haru throwing him the occasional glance, checking that he wasn’t following the other squires.
After a few minutes, the knight wove his way toward Will, brows raised. “Where’d everyone head off to?” he asked, dropping into Rowan’s vacated seat.
Will shrugged. “The Summer Festival.”
“Oh,” Haru muttered, grimacing. “Right, forgot about that.”
“Yep,” Will mumbled. He turned the tankard in his hands, watching the knights at a nearby table throw dice and roar with laughter as Richard tossed a coin to Rockwood with a shake of his head.
“Well, you should come sit with Kalia and me, hang out with us,” Haru said, dropping an arm over Will’s shoulder.
Will considered it a moment. It might be entertaining to humiliate Haru in as many ways as possible in front of Kalia. But, after some thought, he shook his head, grinning. “I think I’m okay not sitting between you two lovebirds. I’m alright over here, really.”
Their conversation was cut short by Richard, who spotted them and crossed the tavern floor to join, sinking into the chair across from them. “And what are you two doing over here? You should be out there, enjoying yourselves.”
Haru snorted, raising his eyebrows. “You mean losing money to Rockwood? Thanks, but I think I’m okay, and Will’s a bit young to gamble.”
“I’d agree with that,” Richard conceded, running a hand over his beard. He frowned at Will, brows knotting together. “Why are you hanging around here? You should be out with the squires, going to the festival.”
Will shrugged. “I’m fine.” The lie was getting harder to say each time.
“After the last time he went off on his own, I think he’d better not,” Haru said, the humor gone from his voice. “We don’t need that happening again.”
Richard snorted, leaning back in his chair and balancing it on two legs. His hands folded over his chest, his quizzical gaze shifting to Haru. “You’re lucky, Haru, to have such a good squire.”
Haru grinned. “What? You saying I wasn’t one?”
“I’m saying I have more than one memory of Anryn ranting to me that you were here, in this tavern, when you should have been in the castle. Especially once Robin joined us. If I’d had to count the number of times you snuck off…” Richard chuckled, pushing a hand through his greying hair. “Wild bugger, at times. But Will seems a bit more responsible, all things considered.”
“He is,” Haru agreed, glancing at Will, his face softening slightly. He turned back to Richard. “But you heard him. He’s fine here.”
Richard snorted. “I doubt any of the squires would rather stick around for the retirement of an old codger like me when there is an entire festival happening right beyond the walls. You wouldn’t have, that’s for sure.” He shrugged. “It’s between the two of you, though, not me.”
“Everyone already left,” Will said, feeling a pang of pity for his knight’s uncomfortable look. “Finding them would be more bother than it’s worth.”
“Not everyone yet,” Richard said, chuckling. He nodded toward the door, and Will turned to see Eldin weaving back across the tavern. Catching sight of them, Eldin waved and turned to push through the throng, back in their direction.
“Maybe she’s sick of the crowds out there,” Haru countered.
Richard shrugged. “Doubt it. My guess is she forgot something.” He gave Haru a searching look. Will blinked between them at a complete loss.
Haru huffed, folding his arms across his chest and scowling at Richard. “Maybe so.”
Eldin reached their table, pausing to look between them in some confusion. “Will, I thought you were tagging along with us.”
Will shook his head. “Not today.”
Eldin hesitated, glancing between Haru and Will. “Everything alright?”
“Yeah, I’d rather just stay here, that’s all,” Will assured. In his pocket, he crossed his fingers. He wanted her to leave again, to not push for the truth.
“Um…” She faltered. “Well, if you change your mind, you should come find us. The others went ahead, but we’ll all be going to the acting show later.”
“Sounds good, maybe I will,” Will said, with all the conviction as he could muster.
Eldin nodded, backing away a few steps before turning to move slowly toward the door.
Haru swore under his breath, shaking his head and turning his eyes to the ceiling. “For the love of Alamore.” He shifted, pulling a handful of silver, copper, and gold from his pocket and dropping it in front of Will. They clattered over the wood surface, reflecting the warm light of the tavern. Haru shoved it closer to Will. “There.”
Will blinked at the array of coins in confusion. “There what?”
“That, Will, is your birthday gift. Got it? Now, get out and be young.” Haru waved a hand as if to shoo him away. “Don’t get killed.”
Richard beamed from across the table.
Will stared at the knight in disbelief. “Are you serious?”
“Seriously losing my mind, I think,” Haru grumbled. “But go, before I change my mind. One rule though.” He grabbed Will’s arm as Will made to rise, his grey-green eyes narrowing. “Don’t wander off on your own, got it? Stick with Eldin and, when you find the group, stick with them.”
“Got it,” Will assured him, excitement rising. “Thank you, Haru.”
Haru released his arm, waving his hand again. “Now hurry up and catch up with Eldin, won’t you?”
Will didn’t wait to be told twice. Slipping the coins into his pocket, he sprinted after Eldin, almost knocking into Serena and Bane, who were carrying on a loud conversation in Kelkorian. Pushing through the door a heartbeat after Eldin, Will skidded to a stop to keep from running straight into her on the wooden step.
Eldin took a hurried step away in surprise. “What was that about?” she demanded, half laughing. “Changed your mind?”
“Something like that,” Will said, grinning.
Eldin snorted, shaking her head. “You’re ridiculous. You know that, right?”
“A bit,” Will said, shrugging.
She smiled. “Well, it’s a good thing you did come along. You can help me find my way around this blasted city and its confusing streets while we find the others.”
Elated, his step half skipping, Will descended the steps with Eldin as the afternoon light slanted over the streets and they turned, moving toward the thicker crowds of people and the Summer Festival.
***
 
A full stride of any kind wasn’t possible with the congested roads. People pressed together, pausing at stalls to ogle the goods, blocking the flow as they embraced old friends visiting from other cities of the land.
Where any other time Will might have found the crowds disconcerting, today they seemed perfect. Even if the Ridgar was around, it’d be impossible for them to see him through these groups. To top things off, he was enjoying pointing out different parts of the familiar landscape to Eldin.
“It’s so different than Kelvane,” Eldin said finally, after stopping to stare up at an old bell tower in wonder for several long moments. “There, we had a uniform city. Most the rooftops are flat so people can sit up there, or so we can have guards watch from above when there are royal processions.”
“Were there a lot of those?” Will asked, frowning. Despite his short time in Kelkor, he’d never seen the capital city, and he couldn’t remember Marl riding out on a single tour of the place.
Eldin shook her head. “Twice a year, that was about it. The King and Queen liked people to see them, know them, but mostly due to the amount of safety issues they didn’t go so often. In the last two years, they had stopped riding out at all.” Eldin’s face shadowed. “They’d known things were becoming grim long before the rest of us realized that.”
Will nodded, wishing he knew something to say that might help the sadness in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, wincing as soon as the words had left. How woefully inadequate a phrase? Sorry? Really?
Eldin shrugged, turning from the tower. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault who your father is.”
Will bit the inside of his cheek and tried to pretend he was interested in a cart of working bridles for common horses in order to hide his face from Eldin. The guilt twisted in his chest, poison around his heart.
After a long silence and composing himself again, Will turned to her, forcing the conversation in a safer direction. “So, what brought you back to the tavern?”
Eldin sighed, patting her pocket. “I thought I had brought some of my savings in my saddlebag. I went back to check, but then remembered I took it out last week when I oiled my tack. Stupid, but I thought I might want to buy something. Serena is always lecturing me about not leaving without coin, but I did.”
“That doesn’t sound stupid,” Will countered. “If you want something, you could pay me back and I’ll get it.”
She shook her head. “No, I don’t need anything, honestly.” She hesitated, her eyes climbing another towering building, this one abandoned and worn, an old bell spire wasting away near the heart of the city. “So, you have all these towers and larger structures and never learned to scale a wall before I came here? Seriously?”
Will tilted his head back, squinting toward the top of the peaked roof, reflecting the gold and red of the sunset. “Honestly, no. If you said I should climb it back then, I’d have said you were mental.”
“It’s not mental, it’s a great skill to have,” Eldin replied, her tone annoyed.
“Sure it is,” Will agreed. “If you want to die young. Anyway, we have other stupid things we do here.” He shrugged.
“Like you didn’t climb into tunnels filled with deadly murders before I ever showed up here. And you did even more when in Cale,” Eldin countered. “Don’t deny it, Colin’s told me all those stories. He told me all about you sneaking off in Cale and getting attacked by slave traders.” She paused, glancing over a stall of glass ornaments a moment before turning to him again. No sooner had she turned than the salesman, taking in her squire attire, gave her a patronizing look of disgust. Will glowered at the man until he was distracted with another customer.
Eldin followed Will’s gaze and rolled her eyes. “Don’t bother about it, Will. People here aren’t used to girls as squires.”
“Well, they should be,” Will grumbled.
Eldin snorted. “Change isn’t instant. They’ll come around or they won’t, but you looking murderous won’t convince them. You know that.” She shook her head. “We were talking about Cale, about you doing moronic things like wandering off and getting jumped. You know, I wish you three had let me come along. I’d have liked to be there.”
Will laughed darkly. In his mind, he could easily imagine the two men who’d ambushed him in those dark and narrow streets. It still sent a shiver down his spine. “Why the blazes would you have wanted to be around for that?”
“Because friends don’t let friends do stupid things,” Eldin said coolly. She smirked, bumping her shoulder into Will’s arm. “Not alone, at least. I’d have been there and we would have flattened them.”
Will laughed, shaking his head and burying his hands in his pockets. “You sound too much like Rowan sometimes.”
“Rowan wouldn’t say that because Rowan fails to acknowledge how stupid his ideas are,” Eldin argued, pausing to glance over the array of ornate gemstones at one stall, set into facets of silver and gold.
“Ah, perhaps the lady would like to see the pendants?” the wispy salesman asked, slipping toward them. He hesitated, glancing over Eldin’s squire attire and Will tensed, half expecting the man to make a snide remark or to look at Eldin as the other vendor had.
Instead, the man made a hum, holding up a finger and furrowing an owl-like brow. “I have just the piece for a Lady warrior.”
“Oh?” Eldin asked. She gave Will a bemused smile out of the corner of her eye when the vendor turned, running his fingers gracefully over the other ornaments adorning the table.
“This!” He wheeled back to them, his face breaking into a wide beam, and held out his find. Will leaned over Eldin’s shoulder, the better to see the small pendant; a simple small dagger pendant twisted of silver, a minuscule pale green stone set into the detailed handle. The salesman lowered it into Eldin’s hand with careful fingers, greying brows raised as he awaited her reaction.
“It is gorgeous,” Eldin admitted, turning it over in her fingers. It seemed to shine with the distant light of the sun catching across the stone. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Will nodded, grinning. “And it suits you more than any other jewelry would.”
The man gave a chuckle, bouncing slightly. “It should! I mean, it is crafted to resemble the late Princess Athena’s dagger—the dagger that her husband gave her well before they were betrothed, as they rode the southern lands, when they helped save the villages there from rogues. The handle is set with the same type of stone, too, Aventurine.”
Eldin wavered, and Will glanced at the seller. “How much?”
“Oh, for a Lady Knight to be?” He hummed thoughtfully. “I could part with it for two silvers.”
Eldin grimaced down at her palm, reaching to hand it back. “It is gorgeous, but I don’t think I need—”
Without thinking, Will found himself pulling out the coins Haru had given him. “Here.” He passed three simple silver coins across the counter. “We’ll take it and whatever chain or cord she wants to go with it.”
“Will, I don’t need it,” Eldin protested, her face reddening slightly.
Will shrugged. “You don’t need it, but it does suit you. Anyway, it’s nice to get something you don’t need every once in a while.”
“But Will, I can pay you back when—”
“Too late, Eldin,” Will cut across. “You’re not paying me back.”
The seller clapped his hands. “Such chivalry, young man. My lady, if you’d step around the stall, we can get you measured for a chain.”
Will grinned, and Eldin gave him a wry smile. She moved to follow the seller. Will only half listened when the seller began to explain the differences in chains, leather, and cords, asking which Eldin preferred. He turned, breathing in the warmth of summer’s first air, feeling the sun’s light rest over his face. Closing his eyes, he relished the freedom one heartbeat before the sense of being watched sent cold trickling across his skin.
Eyes flying open, his hand dropped to his dagger, and he turned, peering through the crowds, trying to see over the throngs of people. Someone was watching him. Someone… but who?
The flicker of a dark cloak, the flash of a red horse. Will’s heart froze in his chest, his hand falling from the dagger and his mouth opening in a cry that he managed to stop just before it met his lips.
Riding above the throngs of people, the hooded figure inclined his head only slightly before turning to ride the other direction, against the tide of bodies heading for the performances at the town square. Will found himself stepping after, his legs moving of their own volition, his mind focused on one thought. He hesitated, glancing back to the stall where Eldin was thanking the salesman as he fastened the chain on her neck. Turning, he looked again toward the rider. The cloaked figure was disappearing down a side street, vanishing from sight. Will swallowed, his mouth dry, heart slamming in his ears.
“Everything okay?” Eldin asked, returning to his side.
Will shook his head. “This way, quick.” He grabbed her arm, pushing back up the way they’d come.
“Will? What the Thornten are you doing?” Eldin protested, trying to pry his fingers off her arm. “What is wrong?” She pulled back, jerking him to a halt. “Tell me what is going on, now, or I’m not going.”
Will didn’t turn toward her, his eyes fixed on the place the rider had vanished as he paused. “I… I just saw someone watching us.”
“So?” Eldin demanded. “People are going to look, we established that. We’re Alamore squires.”
Will shook his head, resisting the temptation to pull her forward again. He let his hand slip from her arm, taking a tentative step toward the alleyway. She moved to follow, her hand dropping to the dagger on her side.
“No, Eldin. Whoever it was, they knew who I am.”
Eldin huffed. “Come off it, Will. How can you know that?”
“Because, Eldin, they were riding Admere.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
Eldin didn’t argue but grabbed Will’s arm when he started forward again.
He glanced down at her, wondering for a minute if she was about to protest, to fight him, but she fixed him with a steely look.
“Don’t you dare lose me in these streets.”
Will nodded, swallowing again. He couldn’t quite place the feeling of relief that she was with him, not trying to make him stop but willing to follow. “Right, just hold onto me and stick close.”
They wove between people, gaining more reproachful stares and the oaths of several people as they fought upstream from the vast gathering. Will apologized quickly for stepping on the trailing hem of a woman’s dress. The woman’s husband swelled, moving to cut them off but Eldin pushed past him with a snort of annoyance.
“If you don’t want stepped on, then wear something less ridiculous,” she snapped, grabbing Will’s arm and dragging him onward.
The man swore after them, which Eldin ignored.
Will grimaced, torn between a nervous laugh and admonishing remarks. “We can’t get rude with people.”
“Rude with people? Please, they could get out of your way, too, you know,” Eldin snarled. “If we are catching up with whoever has your horse, we can’t stick around for apologies. Anyway, her dress is stupid for a street this crowded. She should stop being so full of herself and wear something more reasonable.”
“Probably,” Will muttered, shaking himself.
It seemed to take an age to reach the street down which the rider had vanished. When they did, Will was disappointed to see more sellers at their stalls here as well, though the shoppers were far fewer. The salesmen perked at the sight of festival goers, rushing forward to offer their goods to Will and Eldin.
“No thank you,” Will insisted, trying to squeeze past one man who was pushing a tray of sweets toward them.
“For the lady, you should be more generous,” the man said, sidestepping in front of them. He shoved the tray under their nose again. “A sweet lady such as her needs taking care of.”
Eldin snarled, pushing between Will and the man and giving him a murderous look. “This sweet lady is going to kick you right in the shin if you don’t move.”
The man stared down at her, his face stunned. Eldin didn’t seem to care, pulling Will around the dumbstruck vendor. Will turned to call an apology but decided against it. Eldin was right. They needed to keep moving.
The other salesmen seemed to take heed of Eldin after that, giving them a much wider berth. They cast the two squires reproachful looks before turning to stare hungrily toward the alley’s opening again, waiting for their next unguarded shopper to appear.
“Vultures,” Eldin hissed under her breath, pausing as they reached a junction in the streets. “They seem to want to feed on us like corpses.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t think a corpse has ever offered to kick one in the shin before,” Will countered, turning on the spot. His heart slammed against his ears as he stood on tiptoe, desperate for any glimpse of the rider again. They had to be around here. Even with a head start, how much further could a horseman get in this chaos?
“There!” Eldin yanked his arm, spinning him left and Will caught a glimpse of red and black turning down another street. They sprinted after the rider, Will no longer caring about being rude to those who got in their way. Eldin, one stride ahead of him, was ducking and weaving between people with expert ability.
The crowds thinned the further they ran, the streets growing darker with the sun’s sinking rays blocked between towering buildings. Eldin was pulling further ahead, running, her hair pulling loose of her braid to stream behind her. She turned down the next street before Will reached her. Putting on a spurt of speed, Will dove after her. He staggered sideways, slamming against the alleyway wall with his shoulder as he tried to avoid colliding with Eldin, who had come to a dead halt.
Eyes straining in the sudden dim light, Will straightened, running one hand over the bruising he could already feel rising on his arm, and followed Eldin’s stare. Disappointment and disbelief pulled his shoulders, and he doubled, hands on his knees, fighting to catch his breath. He blinked, hoping to open his eyes to something else. But nothing appeared. The street was empty, the buildings rising above, the darkness descending on the sky overhead. Ahead of them, the alleyway ended in a wooden plank wall, too high to climb.
“But he went this way,” Eldin insisted, turning to Will, brow furrowed. “I know he did.”
“Maybe he doubled back when he saw it was a dead end?” Will offered. He straightened and swallowed, bitter disappointment raw on his tongue.
Eldin shook her head, starting forward again, her eyes fixed on the cobbles of the street. “No, I know he went this way. I saw him. We’d have noticed if he rode out.”
“Eldin, it’s a dead-end,” Will said, shaking his head. “Look, let’s just go back and find the others. Maybe the rider will show up in the square and—”
The words caught in Will’s throat. Cold raced across his skin. The hair on the back of his neck rose, the sense of fear biting through his skin in the span of a single breath. Without thinking, without searching for the eyes he could feel watching him, he dove forward.
He grabbed Eldin in a tackle, throwing both of them toward the ground as the arrow flew from the shadows at their backs and straight at Eldin. He felt the steel head tug across his side, the arrow caught on his tunic, tearing fabric and grazing over his flesh. Twisting in the air, Will wrapped his arms tight around Eldin, hoping not to crush her. Both he and Eldin hit the street with a crash, her shoulder driving into his chest and knocking the wind from his lungs.
There was barely enough time to register the bright lights of pain that flashed before his eye before he felt Eldin yank free of his hold.
“No, Eldin! Stay down!” He made to snatch at her, but already she had staggered upright. She spun, dagger drawn, face contorted with fury, and glowered toward the mouth of the alley.
Pushing himself onto his hands and knees, Will rose, panting, and reached for his own dagger. He froze as he stared at the two men standing between them and their escape, each with bows drawn, arrows trained not on him, but on Eldin.
He stepped forward and grabbed Eldin’s wrist, shoving her arm and dagger down. Never pulling his eyes from the men, he moved to stand between Eldin and the archers. Neither wore cloaks, but Will had the strange sense that he recognized the taller of the two men, the one with weathered, scarred skin and greying beard. Memories of that ride into the city all those weeks ago, the rider on the grey horse, the Ridgar.
He gripped Eldin’s arm tighter behind his back, bracing himself between her and the attackers. They’d tried last time to use Denra to sway him. He wasn’t about to give them that opportunity a second time. If they wanted to get to Eldin, they’d have to kill him first.
“What do you want?” Will snarled.
The greying-haired man stepped forward, lowering the point of his bow only slightly. “I told you we’d need a word, William.”
“Yeah, and I told you I’m just fine not hearing what you or your band of traitors had to say,” Will retorted hotly.
Eldin twisted again, and he tightened his hold. He heard her swear in Kelkorian under her breath and wondered if she might murder him later for this. It’d serve him right. His mind raced, his eyes searching behind the men for anyone to appear, someone who might save them. How stupid he had been to follow the rider? He’d led Eldin here, right into a trap, all because he thought the horse had been Admere.
“We aren’t the ones who wish to speak with you,” the man growled. “You needn’t fear what needs said. We don’t wish to harm either of you. What we want is to protect you.”
“Funny thing, firing an arrow at the people you don’t want to harm,” Will said, half laughing, the fury twisting with fear inside his chest. “I think the only protecting I need is from you right now.” Think. Think! A way out of this alleyway, a way to escape with Eldin.
But the walls rose high on either side, their boarded windows offering no escape. Yet Admere had come this way with his rider. Eldin had been certain. If that was the case, maybe there was something, someway…
He glanced behind him again. Only the wooden wall at the end of the alley, blocking their way forward.
“It wouldn’t have killed your friend, only ensured you wouldn’t leave,” the man said, his tone cold. “We have tried reasoning with you, William. My patience for your antics is waning.”
Will snorted. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Thoughts whirring, he tried to think of something, anything, to say. If he could get Eldin out of here, get her to safety… but how likely was that? They wouldn’t let her leave. They knew she’d call the alarm. More likely still, Will realized, she wouldn’t leave. She’d fight, rush the two men with nothing but her dagger.
“So,” Will said, more out of need to distract the men than out of curiosity. “What happened to your green cloaks? I thought all the Ridgar wear them.”
“Ridgar do,” the man said hoarsely.
Will’s brow furrowed, bewildered. “What? And you’re not Ridgar now? Decided they weren’t all they were cracked up to be?” Escape. How to escape… If only he could talk to Eldin without them hearing, convince her to run back to The Stag, get help. Even if he could, by some miracle, talk her into running, how would she find the tavern?
“There are things more important than the Ridgar,” the man muttered. He paused and Will thought his dark gaze was reading the thoughts from his mind. He lowered the point of his arrow slightly, inclining his head. “Hear what needs said, that is all, and we will let you go your own way.”
“Then say it,” Will snapped.
A voice chuckled from behind him. Will whipped round in alarm. Eldin pulled herself free at last and raised her dagger at the figure who leapt nimbly down from his perch atop the wood wall of the alleyway. The cloak traced over the cobbles, the shadows turning the deep green fabric to near black as he paused, the gathering night casting his face into grey darkness.
Will froze, his muscles rigid. Even without seeing the face, he had a sudden sense of recognition. How the stranger moved, deliberate, calculating. The way he paused, that low laugh… He somehow felt certain he knew exactly who was standing before them. It felt again as if he might have fallen, the air stolen from his lungs with disbelief.
“It seems we are destined to meet always in the dark streets of cities,” the cloaked figure said, the faint clip of an accent lilting his words. Eldin shot Will a sharp and confused look. Will braced, refusing to meet her eye. The world had started to move again, his blood running once more through his veins as he stared in disbelief.
He’d heard that voice, could already imagine the face beneath the hood. The scars over the skin, the tangle of black hair, those dark and unreadable eyes. Marl’s eyes in that teenage face. The face of another heir, another royal.
“You’re the one who’s been wanting to talk to me?” Will asked when he’d managed to find air enough to speak. The anger and surprise clawed against one another in his chest, making his fingers tighten reflexively on the knife at his side.
The cloaked figure nodded curtly. He took several steps nearer, dark cloak rippling around him. “It’s been difficult to find a way to see you, to speak to you, but today I had hoped you might be back in the city for the retirement of that knight.”
“How did you know—” Will started. Eldin’s foot stamped, hard, onto his toes and he inhaled sharply in pain.
“Shut up,” Eldin hissed. Her narrowed eyes were boring into the cloaked figure before them. “Don’t answer him. Do not speak to him.”
The soft laugh felt more like a threat than the arrows trained on their backs. The cloaked figure shook his head, reaching his fingers toward his hood. “I wouldn’t concern yourself, my Lady. William and I are old friends… of a sort.” He let the hood fall, the scars given dark relief in the fading light. Will stared and felt Eldin’s breath catch in fear beside him. The Ranger’s lost squire, Leodin, straightened to his full height and surveyed them through cool black eyes and a faint smile. “But you needn’t fear me, nor my friends. We don’t mean you any harm.”
Eldin snorted. “I can’t promise the same. Another step and this dagger will be lodged in your throat.”
Will groaned under his breath, fighting the urge to snarl a string of Eldin’s choice words. He pushed her dagger-arm down with a warning look. “Don’t be a moron, Eldin.”
Leodin raised his brows, a smirk toying across his lips. “I don’t doubt it, but how about you let William and I chat a moment? We have things to catch up on.”
“Like what?” Will demanded, turning back to Leodin. The muscles in Will’s jaw tightened. The apprehension was twisting around his throat, rising under his skin. “These are your friends, then? So, you’ve joined the Ridgar? Is that why the Ranger hasn’t been able to find you? He went looking. He’s trying to find you and bring you back to Alamore.”
At Will’s back, he sensed rather than saw the two men shift uncomfortably. Eldin took a half step away from Will, twisting to watch the two men behind them. But Will couldn’t bring himself to turn away from Leodin.
Leodin’s gaze flitted from Eldin and back to Will, his brow furrowing. “No, I haven’t joined them.” Thought crossed his scarred features with the tightening of his jaw. “It was not for their lack of offer. The Ranger hasn’t been able to find me because, after our last encounter in Cale, it seems that Thornten realized I was alive. They found me first.”
Will’s muscles tightened in dread and he tried to swallow, his throat feeling suddenly dry. He found it impossible to draw his eyes from Leodin. Somewhere in the space at his side, Eldin was shifting with nervous steps.
“If Thornten found you, how are you here?” Will managed at last, his voice little more than a whisper.
Leodin scoffed, striding nearer, into regular speaking distance. His cloak swayed with each step. Will’s eyes caught on the gleam of daggers on Leodin’s sides, the dark leather jerkin he wore beneath. Wherever Leodin had come from, why ever he was here, it couldn’t be clearer that he expected bloodshed. He paused, peering down at Will from his slightly taller vantage, and his lips pressed into a thin line.
“Because, though the Ranger couldn’t find me, the Ridgar did,” Leodin explained, the Cale accent drifting across his words. “When my captors had nearly crossed into the southern border of Thornten, near Shadow Dale, the Ridgar attacked. They killed the soldiers dragging me back to Tollien, and they gave me the choice to join them.”
Will frowned, trying to imagine Acra, the white-haired leader of the Ridgar, making such an offer and then letting Leodin leave. It didn’t seem to fit the man who had approached, he and Eldin in the forest a year ago. “So, when you didn’t want to join them, they just let you leave?”
“I wasn’t alone in choosing to leave,” Leodin murmured, nodding toward the two men blocking the entrance of the alleyway. “Others left with me, including your friend, the one who had your horse.”
“You’ve seen Treck?” Will asked, voice sharp. “And you really do have Admere.”
“I do,” Leodin murmured. “And he has asked that I return the horse to you. First, however, I want you to hear what I have to say, to understand. You see, the Ridgar was not unreasonable. I told them I didn’t intend to follow another leader, to be a pawn waiting on orders again.”
Will nodded slowly. “Alright, if that’s the case, what are you doing here? Why aren’t you in Alamore?”
Anger flickered a moment across Leodin’s face. He ran a thumb over the hilt of one of the daggers along his belt, shaking his head. “I have just said, William, that I didn’t intend to be used again. If I returned to Alamore, that is what I would find. The Ranger has already come searching for me.”
“Yeah, because he wants to make sure you’re not getting killed or captured by Thornten,” Will argued.
Leodin snorted. “Which has already happened, and I have survived without his intervention. No. I don’t wish to return to the castle. Nor do I want the Ranger to know that I’m here. This, in turn, brings up the reason I wanted to speak with you.”
Will waited, rooted to the spot. He no longer felt the need to escape, to run. Leodin had Admere, had answers, and he wasn’t about to leave without either.
Leodin didn’t speak. Instead, he surveyed Will, brow knitting above black eyes, his face turning grim. “What I want, William, is to warn you that things are not safe here.”
Will bit back a sarcastic laugh, raising his brows. “I’ve worked that out over the past couple years. But I appreciate you noticing.”
Leodin’s eyes flashed, the anger flickering once more in his gaze. However, he regained composure the next breath. “This is not a joke to be taken lightly. War is rising, William, and Thornten will come for you if you stay here. They will come to kill you and they will not care which of your friends is in their way. They will not care who they kill, so long as they kill you. You understand now, I am sure, who you are. You know that Tollien will never rest so long as you live.”
The words sent dread shivering Will’s back, icy fingers tracing over his skin. “They’ve been after me,” Will said, trying and failing to keep his voice even, unconcerned.
“Not like they will be now. There is war, William, and they know that your being alive will tip the scale. You need to leave,” Leodin muttered. “If you want to live, William, you need to listen to me.” His hand reached for Will’s shoulder. His fingers bit into Will’s skin. “If you are to survive, you need to leave Alamore.”
“Let him go,” Eldin growled, stepping forward. “And we’ll leave as soon as your fiends aren’t blocking our way.”
Will shook his head, eyes darting between each of Leodin’s own. “What war? What’s happening? We aren’t at war with anyone.”
“Not yet, but war will come,” Leodin hissed. “And I cannot promise I will get the opportunity again to warn you. Leave, or someone may kill you to clear the way to the throne of Thornten. Let them believe you are dead, tell no one, and go.”
“He’s not in anyone’s way for the throne of Thornten,” Eldin snapped. “He’s the Kelkor heir.”
Will stiffened, the new realization, new fear, crashing over him. No… please no, don’t let her find out the truth, not like this…
But Leodin didn’t contradict. His hand fell from Will’s shoulder. He gave Eldin a skeptical look. “You would do yourself well, girl, to keep your mouth closed in matters that you don’t understand. Leave the discussions of Kings to Royals.”
“Rogues, you mean,” Eldin snarled.
Leodin’s lips twitched again into that smirk, his eyes flitting to Will. “The Little Lady certainly has a temper. Perhaps you would do best to control your anger, girl, as there are others who won’t tolerate such—”
His words were cut short by Eldin’s strike.
She moved with the force and speed of a loosed crossbolt. Her dagger hilt colliding with Leodin’s face, her other hand grabbed his wrist. With a twist, she pulled his arm up and back, sidestepping in one movement to place his body between herself and the two archers. One of the archers swore, loosing his arrow a moment too late. It shattered against the cobbles where Eldin had stood a heartbeat before.
Fury snapping Will from his momentary disbelief of Eldin’s attack, spun to face the archers, dagger drawn. They were frozen in place now, though, watching Eldin. The bearded man, an arrow still nocked on his string, had held a hand to stay his companion. A clatter of steel on stone made Will wheel round once more. He swore. Eldin’s arm was being twisted now, Leodin slipping back and under her hold. Leodin kicked Eldin’s dagger away, the blade hissing over the cobbles. His hand was flying for his own, but Eldin was righting herself, ready to launch into her next attack…
“Eldin, no!” Will shouted. “Eldin, stop!”
Both Eldin and Leodin froze, her fingers still locked determinedly on his wrist. It was hard to say whose face held more loathing. Will waited, heart slamming in his throat. Neither seemed ready to give up, but neither moved.
“Unhand me, girl,” Leodin snarled, his dark eyes narrowing.
Eldin didn’t move. Will had seen that expression before, the challenge in her grey gaze. “No.”
Leodin snorted. “Fine.” He twisted, throwing his shoulder into Eldin with enough force that she nearly fell.
“Leodin! Eldin!” Will lunged. But already Leodin had stepped to the side, Eldin’s unsteady stance helpless to stop him. The black-haired teenager wheeled, dropping his shoulder, and Eldin was thrown over his back.
She collided with Will and, for the second time, Will found himself flattened beneath Eldin’s weight on the cobbles of the dark alleyway. This time, however, he was faster than her as she made to rise.
“No!” He seized her around the middle, falling onto one knee. She snarled, writhing to break free, and her elbow collided with his face. Pain, blinding and bright, burst across his vision. He gritted his teeth, holding back the string of oaths that came to mind, but refused to release her.
Then hands were grabbing them. The collar of Will’s tunic was pressed against his throat, choking him, and he gasped for air. His body was tugged upright by the hand on his back. He felt Eldin wrenched free of his grip and swore. Pulling to free himself, he tried to make sense of his surroundings, but his burning lungs, starved for air, were blotting his vision with darkened shadows.
The bearded archer yanked both his arms back and Will staggered, shoulders aching. The second archer was struggling to control Eldin. He snarled, temporarily holding Eldin off the ground as she threw her entire weight against him in the fury of her attack.
“Someone get a blade on this beast,” the man barked.
Will jerked his arms, trying to break free. “Leave her alone!”
“Don’t let that one free, Sazar.”
The cold anger, the hatred, that filled that voice made the hair rise on the back of Will’s neck. His eyes were pulled of their own accord away from Eldin, toward the figure straightening before them.
Leodin ran the back of one hand over his lip, smearing the trickle of scarlet across his flesh. He stared at the glisten of his blood before he lifted his eyes to Eldin. A snarling smile twisted over Leodin’s mouth and he covered the distance between himself and Eldin in a single stride. Seizing her by the front of the tunic, Leodin twisted the fabric. He lifted her from her feet, bringing her face level with his own while the man holding Eldin tightened his grip on her hands. Eldin gasped, the collar of her shirt pressing into her throat.
“Leodin!” Will’s shout might have been another of the distance yells of vendors in the streets beyond for all the notice taken.
Both his captor and Eldin’s were watching Leodin with stony expressions. Eldin’s face was turning pale, but her grey eyes still bore into Leodin’s with a defiant fury. Leodin’s snarling smile broadened, his knuckles turning white with the force of his own grasp. Hatred and anger blazed behind his merciless black gaze.
Will opened his mouth, ready to argue, to fight again, but something stopped him. It twisted in his throat, strangling the cry, and he could only stare. Will was forced to another memory, another set of those heartless eyes, another fighting teenager. His heart froze in his chest, fear like nothing that he had experienced in years tearing across his heart. For a heartbeat, he saw Marl, not Leodin, standing before him. Marl, driving his sword into the boy’s body. Marl, murdering Niet.
But reality crashed over him again with Eldin’s gasping breath and they were in the alleyway, not a forest. It was Leodin, not Marl, who was standing before him.
“Don’t!” Will’s voice broke with his shout, shattering the visions in his memory. “Leodin, don’t you dare hurt her!” He struggled, ignoring the pain in his arms as the grip tightened on his wrists. “Let her go, you’re killing her.”
Leodin paused, glancing between Will and Eldin. Hesitation furrowed Leodin’s brow, and he stepped back, dropping the front of Eldin’s tunic. She crumpled forward in her captor’s grip, gasping for air. Leodin stepped back and wiped a hand across his mouth with a snort of disgust.
“You should be careful. In Cale, we kill the vipers.”
Eldin only glowered at Leodin with a look of pure loathing. It seemed she didn’t have the air in her lungs to throw her own thoughts at him.
Turning to Will, Leodin nodded at the man holding him. “Let them go.”
The hands dropped Will, and he staggered, his arms falling to his sides again. The pain could wait, though. He dove forward and grabbed Eldin by one arm, stopping her from dropping to her knees.
“Are you okay, Eldin?” Will demanded.
She nodded, her seething eyes still locked on Leodin.
Will followed her gaze, anger twisting in his own chest. “You could have killed her.”
Leodin snorted. “Then restrain her. She has already proven a liability,” Leodin snapped. He paused, forcing a deep breath, and eyed the blood on his hand. A smirk played over his mouth and he glanced at Eldin again, brows raised. “The hold that you tried to put me in, it was Kelkorian, was it not?”
She still didn’t answer, baring her teeth instead. She tried to pull free, but Will tightened his hold.
“Explains a lot of your skills,” Leodin mused. He shook his head, wiping the blood on his tunic before fixing Will with a dark look. Storm clouds brewed in black eyes, foreboding, a threat without words. “You are not safe here, William, and so long as you are here, no one around you is safe. This war, it will start with the royals, it will tear through trust. Your King Tollien, Marl, the Ranger, your father—they all will be in danger so long as you are here.”
“Look, if you can tell me more about this war, if we can tell the Ranger, I’m sure there’s a way to stop it,” Will snapped. He didn’t want to hear cryptic warnings. Rage still roiled in his chest, a part of him wanting to lunge at Leodin. But what was the point? Both men behind them were standing, braced for Eldin’s next attack. Be reasonable and get answers, Will told himself firmly. Trying to murder Leodin would gain them nothing. Leodin had lashed out against Eldin’s attack. He hadn’t been the one to attack, she had. He needed to keep his head level, listen, and get them out of here alive.
The teenager shook his head, tangles of dark hair falling over his face. “You do not have to trust me, and after today, I do not blame you if you don’t. But our enemy is the same, Will. The crown of Thornten makes our lives misery. So, listen to me, please. The Ranger can do nothing to stop it. I am working to see how I might shift the tides, how things may fall in the favor of all, but if you want to survive, you have to leave.”
“I’m not just running away, that won’t work,” Will retorted. “They’ll come after me, I know they will. Just like they went after you.”
Leodin ran a hand through his hair, snorting in frustration. “Then let them believe you are dead. Leave. Never reach out, never ask of these lands again, and go as far as the tide will carry a soul. Get away from this place or know you are sentencing yourself and your loved ones to a death most brutal.”
Somewhere beyond the street, cheers echoed in the darkening city and lights flared as lanterns were lit on other roads. Will didn’t turn toward them, watching the pools of orange glow flicker faintly over the cobbles, growing nearer with the low murmur of voices. City guards, lighting the torches and lanterns so visitors could safely travel to and from the festival.
“We’re out of time, Lion,” growled the bearded man at Will’s back.
Leodin stepped forward, grabbing both of Will’s shoulders in a vice-like grip. All of his anger, the composure, seemed to fracture as he shook Will slightly. “Please, listen to me, you have to leave. If you do not, I will not be able to save you again. This is the only warning I can give you, so heed it. Take what you need to survive and vanish or your blood will stain a blade as powers shift among Kings.”
Will opened his mouth to respond, but Leodin shook his head, cutting across him.
“You cannot ask for help, you can’t ask the Ranger of Kings. If he knows I’m here, he will come searching for me, and his search has already led Thornten to me once. If they know I am here, the war will come all the sooner. He cannot know. Promise me, William. Promise me you won’t tell the Ranger of Kings anything. You will tell no one.” Leodin’s eyes shifted to Eldin, straightening now, and a smirk twitched across his lips. “The same will go for you, viper. If you fight to keep him alive, then keep this silent so he might live.”
Will gritted his teeth. “Look, I won’t tell the Ranger, I promise, but—”
Leodin pushed away from him with a curt nod. “Good. The wooden wall is a gate. You can find a latch on the edge. Your horse is tied behind it. Tend to him well, he has been a faithful horse.” His eyes flitted to his companions, and he nodded. “Our time is up.”
Both men moved forward. The bearded one shoved his shoulder into Eldin as he passed, nearly knocking her to the ground. Will spun, seizing her, fury biting through reason, making him want to attack the stranger. But by the time they had straightened, all three were gone. Their only company in the alleyway were shadows and the murmur of voices drawing nearer. The city guards’ voices rose louder, more distinguishable. They seemed to be belting out the lyrics of some song.
“Are you okay?” Will whispered, glancing down at Eldin.
She pulled away from him with a snort. “I’m fine.” She shot a sharp look behind them before turning back to the wood wall. “Let’s find out if Admere is here.”
The silence pressed with the weight of iron and sharp edge of steel in Leodin’s wake. Will wished he could sink through the street. He followed her, his mind racing with everything that had happened, hands shaking at his sides. What could he say? Nothing seemed right, no words coming to mind. Eldin wasn’t looking at him but tracing fingers over the gate, determinedly turning her back to him when he approached.
Giving up, he fixed his own attention to the wooden wall as well. It took them several never-ending seconds to find the latch of the gate. Will had to admire the workmanship that had gone into it—hinges embedded and hidden in the boards, the latch little more than a crooked cut amongst its fellows that he slid his fingers through to pull. The faint click cut the silence with the echoing severity of a whip crack when Will pulled the gate open.
His heart skipped a beat, filling his throat. He stared at the horse tethered beyond the gate, his ears turned to Will, his muscles rigid. Admere’s red coat gleamed in the first rays of moonlight and the horse nickered a low greeting, tossing his head. Fighting to breathe through the roaring that had filled his ears and body, Will stepped forward and extended one shaking hand. He half expected the animal to vanish as his fingertips met the arched neck. Instead, a smooth coat greeted his skin and Admere relaxed. The horse sighed, pressing closer to Will.
“I didn’t think I’d see you again, old boy,” Will whispered, patting the horse. He smiled stiffly, his eyes suddenly too hot.
Admere snorted and shook, his tack jangling.
It was only after he untied the horse that Will realized Eldin wasn’t beside him. Turning, he found her standing beside the gate. Despite the near darkness, her expression was evident—jaw set, grey eyes narrowed, arms folded tightly over her chest.
“Eldin?” Will stepped toward her, pulling Admere after him. “Eldin, are you hurt?”
She shook her head, the muscles tightening in her face. “No, I’m fine.” She didn’t sound fine. No. Will thought of how many times he’d said that same phrase of late, each utterance a lie.
“What’s the matter? Look, I’m sorry if they scared you. It scared me honestly,” Will admitted. “I didn’t know—”
“You aren’t Marl’s son,” Eldin cut across him. Her words hung between them; a statement, not a question. They crackled with betrayal, an accusation.
Will’s hand tightened on the reins, his stomach dropping. “No,” he admitted.
Beyond the alleyway, the city guards were almost to them, the flickering light at the end of the alleyway growing brighter.
Will stepped through the gate, shoving it shut and turning back to Eldin. “But, let me explain—”
“Then why are they after you? Why do they want you dead?” Eldin demanded. Her muscles visibly tightened and Will could almost see the answers to her own questions crash over her. “You’re a threat to them somehow. You’re not the heir of Kelkor, like that boy, Leodin, was saying. You’re the heir of Thornten, that’s your throne. That’s why they’ve been after you. And that boy?” Her eyes widened. “Marl. He’s Marl’s son.”
“Look, Eldin, if you let me—” Will started again, making a desperate hushing gesture with his hand and glancing back toward the mouth of the narrow street.
“How long?” Eldin shot across his attempt to speak again. “Have you always known that?”
“No, I didn’t know,” Will pleaded. This was all spiraling around him, crashing down and twisting in flames. He had never seen Eldin look so disgusted, so hateful, toward anyone. Not even Leodin moments ago. “I swear, Eldin. I didn’t find out until I was in Kelkor, not until Tollien and Marl tried to kill me when they found out Leodin—Marl’s son—was alive. He was the Ranger’s last squire, he was missing and last year he saved me and—”
“And you’ve just kept this hidden from everyone since then?” Eldin snarled. “You let us keep living this lie. Or did you tell Rowan and Colin? Did you tell Haru?”
“Of course I told Haru,” Will retorted, choosing to ignore the prior mentioned names. It felt like dangerous territory to admit that he’d told Rowan and Colin. “Why the blazes do you think he’s been keeping me under lock and key since I got back?”
“So, it was just me you didn’t trust?” Eldin’s voice was poison, her hands shaking as she dropped them to her sides. “Is that it?”
“No,” Will said, defensive. He shook his head. Admere shifted beside him and Will wondered if the horse could sense the danger emanating in waves of loathing from Eldin. Will had the strange notion that Admere could probably handle it better than Will himself. Every time Will opened his mouth, he seemed to make it worse. Still, he tried again. “I just—look, I wasn’t ready to tell people, alright? I’ve just found out about all this, about who I am, about the fallen heir of Thornten, and my being his son.”
“Who’s the fallen heir?” Eldin fired, her hand reaching for the empty space at her side where her dagger had been. Will found himself suddenly glad they hadn’t picked it off the ground yet. Judging by Eldin’s expression, Leodin’s theory that he was going to get killed was extremely likely right now. This will make Tollien happy, looks like he won’t be the one murdering me after all.
“Ross,” Will mumbled.
Eldin snorted, a manic and livid laughter, and shook her head. “Ross? Ross is your father? And you thought you should keep me in the dark?”
“No, Eldin, it wasn’t like that,” Will protested. “Come off it, Eldin.”
“We just nearly got killed and you think I’m going to just ‘come off it?’ Really? I was ready to die to help you and you can’t trust me?” Eldin shook her head again, taking a step back. “You know what? Maybe you should leave. Perhaps everyone would be safer if you did what he said, because it’s clear you don’t care for anyone but yourself, Will.”
“If you’d listen,” Will pleaded. He wasn’t even sure what to say. Nothing seemed right. Listen? Listen to what? Him say he’d been an idiot? He’d been scared to tell her? That he had wanted even just one person not to know that he was the supposed heir of Thornten? That Tollien wouldn’t rest until he was dead? All of it sounded pathetic now, his own attempt to live a few precious more moments in the lie of his past.
“Don’t bother, Will,” Eldin retorted. “And don’t worry—I’ll let you decide if you trust anyone enough to tell them this secret either, or if you’ll let them find out when it’s too late as well.”
“Hold on, that isn’t fair,” Will started, annoyance mixing with guilt.
The sound of boots and flare of light pouring through the mouth of the alleyway brought their conversation to a halt. Turning, Will saw the four men, each dressed in the deep blue of the city guard, striding forward, their bewildered expressions illuminated by the torches they held high.
“Oi! This part of the city is off-limits for festival-goers. It’s dangerous,” one of them called, frowning from under his thick mustache.
“Sorry,” Will said, grimacing. “I just… my horse was loose, and I had to come get him.”
“Well, get back to the festival,” the man ordered. “Come on, we’ll walk you two.”
Eldin gave Will one last scorching look before turning to the guards with a challenging glower. “There won’t be any need of that, but thank you.”
Without a backwards glance, she brushed past the guards. Will watched, not sure what to say, what to call after her to make her stop. Nothing came to mind. She only paused long enough to pluck her dagger from the ground, tucking it once more at her side before disappearing into the street beyond the alleyway.
The guard raised his eyes to the sky above. “Blazes. Labran, go ahead and walk some ways behind her to make sure nothing happens. Don’t walk too near, mind, as she might just stick you with that little knife of hers. But Alamore knows we don’t need her getting robbed. Judging by her attitude, though, I’d be cleaning up the body of the rogue who tried it.” He chuckled and turned to Will, shaking his head and giving him a sympathetic smile. “Girls can be fickle. It’ll blow over, lad. How’s about you let us get you back to the festival, eh? You can make up with her there once your lady has had a chance to settle down.”
“She’s not my lady. But yeah… I’ll head that way… I’ll give it a try,” Will mumbled. He pulled gently at Admere’s reins, the horse striding to his side. He didn’t feel like contradicting the kind-faced city guard. Already, though, he knew better. He’d seen the betrayal in Eldin’s face, the pain. She wouldn’t forgive him. She wouldn’t forget.
The joy of holding Admere’s reins, of being reunited with the red horse, felt muted behind the friendship that Leodin’s warning had cost him. He glanced again at the horse and felt a chain tighten over his chest at the realization that the lies had only just begun.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 
No one questioned Will’s story of finding Admere in the city horse sale line, even when Will didn’t go into details. They awed over the horse’s return, saying it must be that he’d been traded off. They reasoned that the huge number of visitors to the city must have had something to do with the horse’s reappearance.
“Must have been Treck,” Rowan said confidently, slapping Will on the shoulder when he’d finally tracked them down in the square after tucking Admere safely in the stable at The Stag. “He came through after all. Shame you had to pay for him. Maybe think about sending a bill to Treck. Let him know he’s a rat for not just openly giving you back the horse?”
It’d been easy to go without being questioned too much in the chaos of the city and the Summer Festival. Conversation was almost impossible over the tumult of people around them. They were all roaring and distracted by the performers reenacting King Paradon’s rise to power in defeating his brother for the throne in the main square while more performers juggled flames and blades. Will didn’t stay long in the chaos, didn’t revel in the wonders around him. Realizing that Eldin hadn’t gone to join the others, he retreated to The Dancing Stag again, determined to find her.
As soon as he entered the barns once more, he knew he was already too late. Eldin’s horse was missing, as was Serena’s own. Still, he slipped into the loud tavern with the hope of finding her, only to hear Sir Bane lamenting that Serena had to leave as her squire had been too under the weather to stay.
Will found his knight, however. He had to yell over the noise to explain to Haru that he had Admere again. The knight threw his arms around Will in a hug and—his words slurring slightly—congratulated him time and time again. Kalia rescued Will from Haru’s crushing arms with a smile and a soothing voice, pressing a goblet of water into Haru’s hand.
Overall, the joy of finding Admere was tainted with the events of the evening. By the late hour Will rode back across the drawbridge with the knights and squires, leading the pony from Admere’s saddle, he half wished he’d been left in the castle after all. But only half. A selfish part of him, the part clinging to the reins of his own horse, was elated that Admere had returned. His horse. He had a horse once again.
Eldin was nowhere to be seen. Will checked the door of the barns repeatedly, hoping she would appear while they unsaddled animals, but she didn’t. His grim demeanor wasn’t noticed, though, as more people were paying attention to Rowan, already reenacting the performance they’d seen and trying to challenge everyone for ‘the throne of the barn.’
None noticed that Will’s smile was forced. He took his time in unsaddling Admere, running hands over all four legs, checking for scars, injuries, signs that the horse might not stay sound. The horse, to his relief, appeared in perfect care. He might have stayed out in the barns all night, staring at Admere to make sure he didn’t vanish, if not for Rowan and Colin waiting dutifully for him at the doors while the others filed away. At last, he put away his things and the three of them trekked their way back to the castle, too tired to speak.
When Will climbed in bed, he couldn’t fall asleep. He stared at the silver ghostly shadows that danced across the ceiling from the moon’s light outside, listening to the deep breathing and snores of the other squires.
Eldin. Would she forgive him? Maybe, if he apologized, she would start to. Maybe she’d punch him in the face first, but that didn’t seem all bad. Her look of disgust, of betrayal, was branded against his eyes and stared at him in the dark with a grey gaze. He gritted his teeth. No. He would talk to her in the morning, try to make her see his side, or, at the very least, let her throw him in practice. They’d be even then, that’d do it. Anyway, he couldn’t let Eldin keep taking up his mind. There were other concerns, bigger worries, plaguing the dark corners of his thoughts.
Leodin. What was his warning? A war? He snorted, annoyed. Hadn’t Alamore been at war, on and off, for years with Thornten? All the raiding parties, the little attacks? Or… or was this something else? He thought about Haru’s resigned attitude in explaining the Ridgar had gone to Thornten. Was that what he meant? That Acra and his followers were stirring this war into something larger and Will should run before others came hunting him? If that was the case, though, why wasn’t Leodin running? Hadn’t he mentioned that he needed to stay, to try to stop the war?
His stomach twisted as he thought of the names that Leodin had rattled off. If he was right, Will wasn’t the only one in danger. The Ranger and Ross. They would fall into the same dangers. And the King? Him too. I need to tell the Ranger, Will thought firmly.
But no. Leodin had asked him, begged him even, not to tell the Ranger that he was in Alamore and that they had met. If Will told him of these whispers of war, the Ranger would ask questions, press for Will’s source. Once he knew Will’s source… well, Leodin was right about that. Will knew the Ranger wouldn’t stop hunting Leodin until he found him and that behavior would only signal to Thornten that something was amiss. Others would hunt Leodin. Others would add kindle to the flames.
He turned to his side, squeezing his eyes shut. There had to be another way, a different means by which to tell them, warn them, that something was happening. But what? What was happening and how did Leodin know so certainly? How had he gotten away from the Ridgar? The idea of Acra letting him free didn’t sit right with Will.
Round and around the questions raced before they pulled him into the darkness of sleep. A sleep littered with more unanswered worries, of dark shapes in green cloaks, of red horses, of grey eyes that shone with tears of hurt.
***
 
Any plan Will might have had to talk to Eldin early the next morning was dashed the moment he stepped into the dinner hall to find that she wasn’t there. Wren was seated alone at the squire table, pouring over a book, and smiled when Will sat across from her. Will’s shoulders relaxed slightly at the kind, albeit amused, expression she wore. It promised that Eldin hadn’t told her about what had happened the night before. So, she’d kept that threat. She had decided it was up to Will to choose what to do with Leodin’s warning.
“You look terrible,” Wren informed him, pushing a steaming pot of tea in his direction. “Here, you have to have this. It’s a Kelkorian herb, really helps to wake you up. The Ranger gave me some to have on hand for mornings when I know I haven’t got enough sleep because of late tracking and training, though I don’t think I’ve ever looked as sleep deprived and awful as you do right now.”
Will grunted, trying to push his hair flat with one hand as he poured dark, hot liquid into an empty mug. “Thanks, I’ve never been so flattered in my life.”
“Where is my useless brother and his obnoxious know-it-all friend?” Wren asked, eyeing the door of the squire chamber.
Will shrugged. “Last I saw, Rowan was drooling on his pillow and Colin was trying to cram in some last-minute studying on the economic impact of battle. Henry promised a test on it today and he’s panicked because he feels it’s his weak subject.”
“And you feel that you are an expert in the economic impact of bloodshed?” Wren smirked. She marked the page in her book with a ribbon and set it aside, the better to watch Will.
Will shrugged again, wrapping his hands around the tea and taking a drink. He gagged, eyes watering as the liquid slipped like bitter fire over his tongue. “This is disgusting. You drink this?”
“With cream,” Wren said, rolling her eyes. “But that’s not the point. Why aren’t you studying?”
“I don’t really care, honestly. Last-minute cramming isn’t going to change that much, is it?” Will asked, setting down the tea and reaching for the cream. Trying to keep his voice casual, he nodded to the seat next to Wren. “Where’s Eldin at?”
Wren rolled her eyes. “My considerate bunkmate got up before the sun to go do practice drills with the soldiers after ditching us all early last night.” Shaking her head, Wren sighed. “I think she was bothered by the number of people gawping at us yesterday for being girl squires. It probably would have bothered me too, but they didn’t do it too much after Rowan lost his head on a man who kept pointing at me.” She giggled. “He told the man that the only thing bizarre was his face. Uncouth, but it got the message across. But Eldin…” Wren shook her head, eyes turning sad. “She wandered around for a while on her own, I think, and it must have got to her. It gets old to be stared at like that.”
Will nodded, turning his attention to the clouds of cream that blotted the dark tea. Wren’s excuse might work with others, but Will knew better. Eldin would never let the stares and mutters get under her skin. She’d been less bothered by them than Will had. No. She was avoiding him. His mood sank still lower.
The trickle of other squires joining them offered some distraction. Most were yawning, their hair tousled, eyes blurred, but eager to discuss the day before. Will noticed Garryn was making a show of displaying the new dagger he’d purchased from another blacksmith in the city, lamenting that he wasn’t permitted to buy a sword yet.
“But this one,” Garryn was saying, passing the dagger around. “You can tell it’s much better crafted than the cheap hunting knives they give us here.”
Will gritted his teeth and focused his attention on his plate, moving the egg yolks around with his fork rather than eating. His frayed nerves and temper were making it tough not to snap at Garryn and tell him to shut up.
After several more minutes, however, without Rowan or Colin emerging, Will decided he’d had as much Garryn as he could tolerate for a day. He pushed aside his plate, rising, and muttered a quick farewell to Wren. He’d see Admere, perhaps saddle him up and see how the horse performed their old battle tactics. That would prove some distraction until training later. If he was lucky, maybe Eldin would be out there as well. He could talk to her, try to explain things like he hadn’t managed the night before. Or continue babbling like an idiot, whichever, Will thought grimly.
At the double doors out of the dinner hall, he nearly ran into Haru, striding in and stifling a yawn. Haru staggered back, blinking at Will in confusion and clamping a hand to the side of his head. “Thornten, Will.”
“Sorry,” Will mumbled, grimacing and stepping out of the way.
Haru shook his head, wincing and running his hand over his temple. “You’re fine. I’m not paying enough attention. Where are you off to?”
“I was going to get Admere out, see what work I can get done on him,” Will explained, shoving his hands in his pockets. Please don’t tell me to wait on you, please.
Haru nodded slowly. “Right, I forgot you found him yesterday. That was some luck.” Haru glanced from Will to the table of knights already eating breakfast, clearly torn. “I could go with you, see how he’s doing.”
“It’s alright, Haru. You take your time getting out there, I’m just going to warm him up anyway,” Will said hurriedly. “We’ll stick to the jousting arena. I’m not sure how much muscle the horse has lost, so we can’t count on pushing him too hard as it is.” He hoped his face wasn’t showing the desperation to slip away. It was taking all his control to try to keep it smooth, unconcerned.
“Fair point, mate,” Haru agreed, sagging with obvious relief. “Yeah, I like that idea. You get him legged up, see about having him move under saddle, and making sure he’s sound. Henry promised he’d do a test with most the squires this afternoon, so just don’t be late for that. Alright?”
Will nodded. “Sounds good.” He slid past Haru. All he wanted to do was get away, get outside, find Eldin, try to make sense of things, and start making things right.
“One more thing,” Haru called. Will stopped and faced the knight, bouncing slightly on his feet. Haru was frowning at him, brow furrowed.
“Yes?” Will asked.
“Don’t fall off, please,” Haru grunted. “We don’t need you breaking your neck, so just take it slow. Horses that get picked up by horse traders generally have a nasty habit or two, so just try to figure out if he has some before you do anything stupid. Got it?”
“Nothing stupid,” Will agreed. Nothing stupid. The word twisted through him and Eldin’s eyes seemed to flash through his mind. “Understood.” He dropped his gaze, staring down at his boots. What was stupid was that he was breaking his word to Haru. To his knight, who he had made a promise to, who he had sworn never to keep secrets from.
“Good enough,” Haru grunted. “Out you get.” He was turning away, moving toward the tables again when Will grabbed his arm, pulling him back.
“Hold up, Haru.” Will winced as the words left his mouth. Now he would have to explain, to tell. But this was better, this is what needed to happen.
Haru blinked down at Will’s hand, bewildered. He raised an eyebrow. “What’s the matter?”
“I need to talk to you,” Will muttered, lowering his voice. He felt all too aware of the nearest knights, but they seemed more interested in their food than listening to a squire and his knight speak.
Haru gave the table a longing look before turning back to Will with a curt nod. “How about we step out to see Admere together, then?”
“That’d be great, actually.” Will nodded, relieved that Haru had come up with the suggestion rather than him.
Once in the empty entry hall, Haru cleared his throat, giving Will a sidelong look. “So, I take it this is something to do with Admere and his returning?”
Will shoved his hands in his pockets with a grimace. “I take it you didn’t buy my story of finding him at the horse lines?”
“I might have, except I barely gave you enough money to buy a goat, let alone a horse, Will,” Haru said, laughing. “So, I don’t think anyone else caught on.”
Will’s face reddened. “Right.”
The courtyard buzzed with the usual morning activities when they stepped through the doors. Haru squinted, swearing in the bright light and sheltering his eyes with one hand. He was still muttering a string of oaths as Will led them back into the shade of the barn, crossing to the stall where Admere stood, chewing happily at his hay.
Haru huffed, leaning a shoulder against the stall wall and eyeing Will. “Alright, so hit me with this truth—though judging by your attitude, I feel I won’t like it.”
“You won’t,” Will assured him apologetically. “Admere wasn’t at the sale lines, you’re right about that. When Eldin and I were going to join the others, I saw someone riding him…”
Will explained everything. Haru’s pale face became graver, the frown deepening between his brows with each word. Still, Will found that telling Haru lifted some of the pressing weight from his chest.
“So, now it looks like there really is a war coming, and they are trying to start it intentionally,” Will concluded after several minutes.
He waited as Haru stared down at him, both brows furrowed, his lips pressed tight.
“So…?” Will said.
Haru groaned, running both hands over his face. “And here I thought my biggest worry of the day would be Anryn’s spiked cider coming back to haunt me.” He squinted at Will as he lowered his hands. “Anyway that this is a joke?”
“Do you really think I would joke about this?” Will demanded, annoyed.
Haru shrugged. “Sounds like something someone would cook up to get revenge on a drunken knight for breaking their chops. But no, you’re not Rowan, so I guess I don’t think it is.” He swore again, turning his eyes to Admere. “You brought problems, you nag.”
Admere’s only reply was to sneeze over the stall door, snot spraying Haru, who leapt back in disgust. After another string of oaths, he shook his head, turning to Will.
“I have to tell the council, you know that, right?” Haru said, sounding almost apologetic.
Will nodded, muscles tightening. “I know… but I promised I wouldn’t tell. Leodin thinks Thornten will find out he’s here and come hunting again.”
Haru shoved a hand through his hair. “And I get that, I really do.” His eyes darted around the deserted barn and he lowered his voice. “We’ve had spies before, we probably have them now. But they’re going to ask questions, Will. Unless…” Haru hesitated, glancing over the horse again.
“Unless what?” Will asked, stiffening.
Haru sighed. “Look, I don’t want others talking about Leodin’s being back. Most people think he’s dead and, for his sake, that’s probably better. But I’ll warn the knights, and only the knights.”
Will snorted. “Come off it. If the Ranger knows Leodin’s in the area, he’ll go looking for him, you know that. If he’s seen poking about, Thornten will probably figure out why.”
Haru held up a hand. “I’m not arguing that. What I said is I don’t want you telling anyone else. The warning is the important part. Leodin’s being the messenger isn’t. So…” He raised his voice as Will opened his mouth to interject. “So, you are going to keep this to yourself. Is that understood? What I’m going to the council with is word that Admere was brought back, with a warning. They won’t need to know it was Leodin. Leodin got Admere from Treck, right? If anyone asks you, that’s who gave you the warning, it was Treck, not Leodin. Treck gave it to you and he’s the one hiding from the Ridgar now. But this means you can’t tell anyone about Leodin. Understand that? Because if the Ranger gets word I’m keeping that from him, I’m a dead man and I’m bringing you down with me. So, keep it to yourself and make sure Eldin doesn’t rattle it off to anyone else either. Got it?”
Will gaped at Haru, torn between astonishment at how quickly the knight had come up with the lie and feeling overwhelmed by the knight’s understanding. “She won’t. She told me this was on me to tell people,” he finally managed when Haru cleared his throat, still staring down at Will sternly.
Haru nodded. “Good.” He groaned, running his hand through his hair again. “Alright, now I’m going to go gather a council to figure this out… blazes, I knew I should have slept in. You take Admere out for a ride and try not to bring me any other news until this headache goes away. Otherwise, I’m throwing you headfirst in the water tank outside to make my life easier.”
Will shrugged, not able to manage a grin despite the easing tension through his chest. “I’m honestly okay with that.”
Haru’s face softened, and he sighed, ruffling Will’s hair. “Look, it’s going to be okay, mate. Just—just keep this between us, won’t you? We’ll figure out what to do about Leodin and all once we deal with the slightly larger issue of war. What I need from you is to keep this silent, make sure that even Eldin doesn’t tell a soul. Make her promise, okay? I can’t keep Alamore and Leodin both safe and my allegiance is to the castle, so you’re in charge of Leodin’s secret.”
Will nodded but didn’t answer. The words caught in his chest, tightened in claws of guilt, seeming childish. He only watched the knight turn away and stride from the barn. Even after Haru had vanished, Will found himself staring at the doors, hoping to see a figure emerge. Hoping to see a squire running toward him, willing to listen, let him explain.
Because telling the truth, giving Leodin’s warning to Haru, had only eased some of the weight. It felt stupid, but part of him wanted to run after Haru, to tell him about Eldin’s anger, her storming away, her not talking to him. But why? Why did it matter so much?
Snorting, he wheeled round and reached for the latch of Admere’s stall. If Alamore was facing war, then he, Will, should have bigger worries on his mind. Eldin would come round. He’d talk to her. Things would be fine. As fine, at least, as was possible, with war brewing beyond the walls.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 
The soldiers were finishing their drills when Will rode to the edge of the jousting field. It was easy to catch sight of Eldin, practicing out of the line and beside the captain’s own station. The sight of her, her face smooth and hardened with focus, made the knots twist around Will’s stomach. Reining Admere to a halt, he waited while the soldiers performed a final maneuver—the front two lines dropping onto their knees with spears tilted forward, the butts buried in the dirt while the back two lines raised bows in unison. Eldin, whirling her spear into position, matched their movements without faltering. Will felt a stab of respect behind the guilt. Even furious, as she clearly still was, she was pouring every ounce of focus into training. She looked like she trained with the soldiers on a daily basis rather than to avoid him at breakfast.
Avoid him.
The thought stabbed into his gut. What was she going to do when she caught sight of him now? Maybe… maybe this was a bad idea. He eyed the spear in her hand. More than likely, it had a sharpened edge and, where she might not decide to actually murder him, hitting him out of his saddle didn’t seem out of the question.
The captain of the soldiers raised a hand and dropped it to his side, signaling to the troop to stand down. They did so, the front two lines clambering to their feet. Discussion broke out among them. Younger soldiers moved through the ranks to gather the weapons in order to put them away. Will watched one walk up to Eldin—a wiry teenager with a messy thatch of straw-colored hair and a spattering of freckles. He said something and Eldin’s face broke into a half grin. She shrugged and answered his unheard question, passing him her spear.
Will snorted, annoyed. He felt a stab of jealousy that the soldier could so easily talk to her without threat of death. But, after all, this was his fault. He couldn’t wish her wrath away. What he could do, he decided, was wait for the spear-toting teen to get out of reach with her weapon before he rode into her line of sight. That, at least, might give him a fighting chance of not being skewered.
When the soldier stepped away, nodding to Eldin in farewell, Will forced himself to his full height in his saddle and gritted his teeth. The soldiers were filtering from the arena, already joking and talking, loudly announcing their need for breakfast before they could begin their day’s work. Eldin didn’t make to follow them. She was turning away, throwing her braid over her shoulder, and stepping into what Will recognized as one of her hand-to-hand routines.
Now. He had to talk to her now, before the other squires came out, while they could be on their own.
He cleared his throat, pressing his heels to Admere’s side, so the horse moved forward. Eldin turned, and a shadow crossed her face. His insides flinched at the fury behind her grey eyes.
Spinning away, she moved into her first combination—a strike, a turn, a strike. Will rather thought he could see her envisioning his face with the blows she struck. They had to be some of the hardest punches he’d seen her throw in practice before.
“Eldin,” Will called, riding nearer to the fence. “Can… can we talk? Please?”
Eldin snorted, not bothering to turn to him. She landed in a wide stance and shifted her weight for a sweeping kick to the side.
“Talk to Rowan or Colin,” she snapped. She paused, gracing him with a scathing glance. “Or, better yet, do what you’ve been doing and keep it to yourself, eh?”
“Come off it,” Will retorted, annoyed. “Look, if you’d let me talk to you—”
Eldin rolled her eyes, at last facing him. She planted her hands on her hips. “Since you can’t seem to not talk, get it over with.”
Will glowered at her. Did she have to be so difficult? What was it with her? He hadn’t wanted Leodin to treat her as he had. He’d stood up for her.
The silence froze between them. Admere tossed his head with an uncomfortable huff, shifting under Will’s tensed weight. Will opened his mouth, closed it. Eldin’s hatred was burning across him, making him want to melt into the ground.
“I’m sorry.” The words fell flat, useless, an apology that he already knew was too late.
She raised her eyebrows. “Great, that makes all this so much better.
“What the blazes can I say?” Will demanded. Heat was climbing across his skin. “I was an idiot. I should have told you. I didn’t mean for that to happen yesterday. Never did I want you to be put in danger, and I was stupid for that. I’m sorry you were with me, sorry that I didn’t just send you ahead or something.”
“No,” Eldin said, shaking her head. Her voice had become calm, even. That somehow scared Will more than her murderous snarl of moments before. “I’m glad that I was there. If that hadn’t happened, you would have kept me in that lie. You weren’t going to tell me.”
“You don’t know that,” Will said, shaking his head.
“I do know that.” Eldin stepped to the fence, pressing herself over the top rail to glower up into his face. “You could have told me before, but you chose not to. You know what all this means, you know that could have easily been a trap instead of a warning—it was a trap even—and you didn’t warn me.”
“I didn’t know it was about to be a trap,” Will argued. “I thought that it was Treck, that he was bringing me Admere. And, in a way, I was right.”
Eldin raised her eyebrows. “So, how long would it have been before you told me the truth if that was Treck? How long, Will, were you going to keep me in the dark?”
Will opened his mouth but found that the words didn’t come. He closed it again, jaw tightening. She was right. He hadn’t planned to tell her, never wanted to.
His silence seemed all the confirmation she needed. Nodding, she pushed herself off the top rail. “I thought as much.”
“Eldin, I don’t want all this. I didn’t ask to be an heir,” Will hissed, lowering his voice. He could hear the murmur of approaching squires, the jangle of tack. People were riding toward the jousting arena. Practices would be starting soon.
Eldin snorted. “We don’t get asked what we want in life, Will. We are just given the choice of what we do with what we get. That’s it. What you do with that is the only thing you control.”
They glowered at one another, anger rising in Will’s chest. Why did she have to be so infuriatingly stubborn on this? “Look, I told Haru, alright?”
Eldin raised her eyebrows, seeming taken aback. “Did you really?”
“Yes,” Will said firmly. He hesitated, remembering Haru’s order. Somehow telling Eldin the warning to keep Leodin’s identity to herself seemed like fodder to the fire.
“And?” she pressed, reading the pause.
“And Haru… well, he’s going to go to the council with the warning. Alamore won’t be left undefended,” Will continued doggedly.
“So, the Ranger will likely go looking for Leodin?” Eldin asked, eyes narrowing.
“Well… no…” Will pushed a hand through his hair. “No, Haru thought, I mean, Leodin didn’t want him to know and Haru thinks we should honor that since he brought us that warning. He says… I mean, I need you to—eh—if you could not tell people it was Leodin. Haru is telling the council it was Treck, since he had Admere last and…” Will’s voice trailed. Of all the looks of purest loathing he had ever quailed beneath, the one Eldin was fixing him with now held the most disgust.
“Another lie?” She snorted. “How unsurprising.”
“Look, Leodin brought us a warning, and putting him in danger doesn’t seem a great way to repay him!” Will retorted.
“Your friend Leodin cornered us with archers, attacked us, and probably wouldn’t have minded killing me, so I don’t really think he gets to complain about danger,” Eldin snarled. She hoisted herself over the fence, walking to his side. Will braced, half expecting her to punch him or yank him out of the saddle. She didn’t, however. Without acknowledging his existence, she brushed past, striding away.
Will opened his mouth to call after her, not sure what to say. He could see Leaf and Gabe trotting into sight at the lead of a group of squires now, all of them nearing hearing distance. He thought of Haru’s warning, telling him to make Eldin agree. If she told the truth now, it wouldn’t be just Leodin she put in harm’s way, but Haru would be questioned, too.
“Eldin!”
She paused, turning toward him. The muscles in her face were taut, her eyes shining storm clouds. “What?” she demanded.
Will swallowed. “You’ll… you’ll keep it between us, won’t you?”
Eldin laughed coldly, wheeling away. “It’s not my job to tell your secrets, Will. Friend or not, that’s for you to handle yourself.”
Will watched her leave, wondering how this had all gone so wrong. If anything, this attempt to smooth the waters between them had caused more damage. He debated trying to ride after her, but it was too late. She was weaving between squires in the other direction, her head bowed forward, never hesitating or turning back to so much as glance again in his direction.
***
 
Admere performed well that morning. Will was impressed with how tuned the horse’s training had stayed together. A few minor things felt different in his handling and cues but, after almost an hour of riding, when both he and the horse were dripping with sweat in the warm sun, he was pleased with Admere. He was pleased, too, with how much the practice had worked to distract him. It kept him from thinking about Eldin. No one questioned his silence and concentration when they rode past. He knew they probably thought him focused on Admere, on fixing what some other rider might have ruined in training.
“He really isn’t looking bad,” Rowan said bracingly when Will paused after a complex set of exercises, in which he’d had to take extra time to correct Admere’s transition cues. “Honestly, he looks about as good as any other horse here.”
“Thanks,” Will answered, panting and wiping an arm over his sweaty brow.
Colin nodded, frowning. “It’s honestly not too surprising he’s rusty on the warhorse moves. He’s a hunting horse normally, so he might not have been trained in all those things. Plus, he’s been used by someone on the run for about a year now. It’ll come back to him.”
When Ross appeared and ordered Rowan, Will, and Colin to start cooling down their horses to prepare for Henry’s exam before lunch, Will noticed the knight’s expression was shadowed. He caught Will’s eye only the briefest moment before turning to watch Colin run through one last set of tactic training on his warhorse. The glance was enough to tell Will that Haru had passed along the message to the knights.
“How’s Admere doing?” Ross asked when the squires began to walk out their horses.
“Not bad,” Will said, shrugging.
Ross nodded, a frown deepening across his brow. “It’s good to see you back on your own horse, especially now, with what we might be facing. But don’t overwork him. I’d take extra time with walking him out. He’s worked up a lather.” He patted the horse’s sweat-dampened neck. He paused, a faint smile lifting his lip. “You did well with him.”
Will grinned, pride rising in his panting chest. “Thanks,”
“You’re welcome.” Ross gave the horse a final pat before turning and striding back toward the gate.
“What was that about?” Colin asked, riding to Will’s side.
“Yeah, what’d he mean by that? What all might we be facing?” Rowan appeared at Will’s other side, tightening his reins and swearing as Admere aimed a quick nip at Naja’s face. “Knock it off, you angry pony.”
“He’s not a pony,” Will grumbled, pulling Admere away from Naja. He noticed Garryn riding past, a smirk twisting his mouth, while Sir Don issued him instructions. Will had the sudden sense that the older squire had heard Rowan and was trying to listen into their conversation.
“Forget the pony a moment,” Rowan said. “Tell us, what was that about?”
Will hesitated. He could still feel Garryn watching him. The lie was twisting in his chest. Nothing seemed right. He couldn’t bring himself to even tell the partial truth of Admere’s return, not yet.
“Can I tell you two later?” Will pleaded, lowering his voice. They paused, both giving him bewildered looks. Rowan opened his mouth, clearly ready to argue, but Colin elbowed him and nodded in Garryn’s direction.
“Oh, right,” Rowan grumbled. He huffed, shaking his head. “How about after this stupid exam, then? Or after lunch?”
“Right, that sounds good,” Will agreed, but only half-heartedly. Only a few more hours before he had to tell another lie. Another lie that could come back and haunt him. It won’t. Will forced himself to think, moving Admere to walk further from the others. All this lie is doing is keeping Leodin safer. That’s it.
Rowan and Colin rode toward the barn before Will finished cooling Admere completely. He waited until all of the squires had left the arena before swinging from his saddle and patting the horse’s thick neck. He glanced around the arena again, half hoping that Eldin would have reappeared, ready to ride her own horse. If he was being honest with himself, that was why he’d stayed extra time. She had to come out at some point. Surely she couldn’t avoid him forever. For now, though, she was managing it.
Admere broke him from forlorn thought, shoving his head against Will to rub his ear and nearly knocking the squire flat. Will threw an arm over the horse’s neck, laughing under his breath.
“Don’t be a brute, Ad. Come on, let’s get you unsaddled before I get docked on this assignment for being late, shall we?” Will muttered to the horse, pulling his reins and leading him from the arena.
The stables were quiet when Will stepped through the door. A quick, searching look in the direction of Eldin’s horse made his heart drop. The animal was gone already, the door latched neatly, the halter hung again. If she was out riding, it seemed she’d convinced Serena to ride beyond the walls today. Perhaps she was training with Wren and the Ranger or riding one of the low-danger patrols. Either way, she was gone.
Will sighed, turning to Admere, and began to unsaddle the horse, heart sinking into his stomach. He’d been certain that talking to Eldin would help, would make her and him better. It’d gone so wrong. It all felt much worse than before now.
Admere seemed to sense his subdued mood and offered the occasional gentle shove. Several times, he grabbed Will’s tunic sleeve gently in his teeth to get his attention in the hope of an extra scratch or treat. Will barely noticed his own movements, working from instinct to put away tack and start brushing the horse down. There wasn’t time to waste. Already, he knew he was close to being late for Henry’s assignment. That’d be reported to Haru and, more likely than not, he’d be given extra work for it.
“Will?”
Will wheeled, heart leaping as he stared at the silhouette stepping into the barn, the blinding light at her back. For a wild moment, he was sure it was Eldin, coming to talk to him, to let him try again to explain things.
But it wasn’t Eldin. He tried not to let his disappointment show through his features as Veldana smiled nervously at him, stepping into the shadow of the barn.
“Oh, hello.” He forced a grin. The plummeting in his stomach felt different, muffled, from how it usually did when she smiled at him.
“Is everything okay?” she asked, pausing at Admere’s side. She made to run her fingers over the animal’s flank, but Admere shifted, stepping out of reach, almost behind Will. His movement left the two of them standing awkwardly before each other.
Will nodded. “Yeah, it’s fine. Why wouldn’t it be?”
Veldana’s face reddened. “I’m sorry, I know it’s not my place… I just… I saw you and Eldin talking and how she stormed off.”
“Oh.” Will felt his face turning red now. He passed the brush between his hands, wishing Veldana would leave. He really needed to focus on Admere and get the horse put away so he’d make it to Henry’s assignment. He didn’t need any extra help in dwelling on Eldin.
She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked… I was just worried because you seemed upset and then you didn’t come in and…” She stopped, running a hand along the side of her face. “I feel like an idiot.”
Will snorted, managing a half grin. “Well, we’ve got something in common right now.”
Veldana laughed softly, but stopped almost at once, looking horrified. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh, not if you’re upset. I’m so sorry. I’m sure you two can work it out. She probably just needs time to calm down and… and she’ll come back to you.”
Will frowned. “Come back to me?” The words felt bizarre. What did she mean by that? Eldin didn’t need to come back to him? Unless she meant Eldin would show back up and hear him out, which felt less and less likely with every passing second.
Veldana nodded, dropping her eyes. “I mean, she’ll come back. She isn’t a fool and… and she’ll come back because it’s… it’s you.”
Because it’s you? Will stared at Veldana at a complete loss. She was gazing at the ground still, her face bright red. None of this made any sense. Of course she’d left. She’d stormed off from the arena. Veldana had seen that. So what was she talking about? Then the realization of her words struck him and Will shook his head, his face flaring with embarrassment. “No, no, we’re not like that. We’re just friends. We had a fight, that’s all.” A fight that might have ruined that friendship, whispered a vindictive voice in Will’s mind.
“Oh.” Veldana laughed again, then clamped her hand to her mouth, her cheeks blazing red. “I’m sorry, I just thought, after seeing you dance at the feast that night.”
“We are friends, that’s it,” Will said firmly. But were they? Did friends hide secrets like this? Lie to one another? Perhaps Eldin was his friend. But could he say the same about himself to her? “Friends,” he repeated, more to convince himself than Veldana.
Veldana’s features relaxed, her smile twitching over her lips again. “Sorry, I shouldn’t smile… you’re upset. I shouldn’t be smiling.”
Will frowned. How was this girl so confusing? “I mean, it’s your choice to smile? My having a fight with Eldin shouldn’t change that.”
“It didn’t, and I’m not smiling because you had a fight,” Veldana said hurriedly. “It’s just, I thought you were together and it’s… it’s nice to know you’re not.” She was stepping closer now, her eyes flitting between his own.
Will stared, wondering if she could really be implying what he thought she might be. That thought made him want to run. Yet, he was rooted to the spot. Something was locking him in place, making it impossible to move. She was nearer, almost right in front of him, her hand reaching for his.
Her fingers closed around his and he wondered if he should pull away as Admere had when she’d touched him. Wondered if he should run away. Running away didn’t seem to be an option. His legs were made of stone, his body not listening to the instinct that insisted he flee.
“You see, I’ve been worried you were taken. Sad, really. Because I really like you, Will.”
His heart slammed in his throat, his mind screamed at him to flee, but he couldn’t move even as her lips pressed against his.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 
Will made a genuine effort to focus in Henry’s set exam and tried his best to listen to the lecture about tardiness being unacceptable in knights after everyone else was excused. Still, he wasn’t sure he remembered a word of the test or the speech. He alternated between walking and a half-skip on every step when, at last, permitted to leave the room.
In his head, he was replaying the moment in the barn, the feel of Veldana’s kiss, the giddy slamming through his chest. It wiped all else from it and it was only when he opened the door and collided with Colin’s back that he was snapped into reality. He snatched at Colin’s shoulder to keep his friend from falling face first to the floor.
Colin staggered, dropping the exam sheet he’d been reading again, and Rowan roared with laughter, doubling over in the middle of the corridor.
“Sorry,” Will said, chuckling. He stooped, grabbing the parchment and handing it back to Colin.
Colin grimaced and shoved the sheet in his pocket. “That was my fault. I got distracted in a doorway.”
“Exactly! You should have hit him harder,” Rowan managed, still choking on laughter as he straightened. “It might have taught him not to be a moron who blocks doorways to read over the same boring material we literally just read.”
“I told you, I wanted to check if I got the third question right,” Colin said, annoyed.
“What does it matter?” Rowan demanded, throwing his hands in the air. “We’re done. Not a whole lot you can do about it now, is there?”
“It’s a matter of learning,” Colin retorted.
Rowan snickered and lifted an eyebrow. “Learning not to stand in the doorway?”
Colin raised his eyes to the ceiling. After a moment, he turned away, dropping his gaze to Will and clearing his throat. “You were going to tell us what was happening now, weren’t you?” he asked, his tone making it clear his conversation with Rowan was done.
Rowan perked up, bouncing forward. “Right, yeah, what’s happened?”
“What? What do you mean?” Will blinked at them, bewildered a moment. A terrifying second made his heart freeze in his chest. How could they know? They’d been inside when Veldana came toward him, when she—
“Ross, this morning?” Colin said slowly, frowning. “You said you were going to tell us what was going on later, when we weren’t around Garryn.”
“Oh, right, that.” Will’s shoulders sagged in some relief even as the guilt returned to his stomach. “Let’s go over there, so if Henry comes out of that room, we’re not in the way.”
Rowan watched Will, eyes narrowing, but stayed unusually silent. He didn’t protest when Will led them across the corridor, to the line of windows overlooking the courtyard.
It was easy to ignore Rowan’s unusual behavior, though. Will sank onto one of the windowsills, running a hand through his hair. Colin was frowning at him, arms folded over his chest. Will dropped his eyes. Lying to his best friends… it felt impossible. But to tell the truth, to explain everything that had happened…? Haru said not to tell anyone. There are spies in this castle, too many spies. They could overhear us.
“I didn’t find Admere at the horse sales,” Will blurted after a moment of silence.
“What?” Rowan asked, bewildered from his suspicious glower.
“Then where did he come from?” Colin asked, his frown deepening.
Here it was. The junction where his story would weave into the lie. Will wavered a moment, torn between breaking his word to Haru and Leodin, or breaking the trust of his friends. Grey eyes flickered through his mind. Eldin. What if he lost Rowan and Colin the way he lost Eldin? He forced the thought away. He’d given his word. He’d promised. If someone overheard them, it wouldn’t just be Leodin who could suffer but Haru as well, for ordering the lie, for repeating the lie in the presence of the King and knights.
But if he could find a way to keep the lie from slipping, stop himself from outright saying it…
He swallowed hard before continuing, picking his words carefully: “I ran into someone in the city…”
“Treck,” Colin whispered.
Rowan swore, clapping a hand to his forehead. “How come we didn’t realize that when you came up to us yesterday?”
“I mean, it was busy in the city,” Will said, shrugging. His insides were writhing, the lie snaking around his stomach, making his chest ache.
“So, Treck brought the horse,” Colin said slowly. “But why was he this close to the castle? I thought he didn’t want to come here.”
He didn’t want to come here. Will bit back the urge to correct the story. It wasn’t wrong. Neither Treck nor Leodin had wanted to return to Alamore. After all, Colin had said Treck. He hadn’t needed to. That was good. He wouldn’t correct him. This was another opening to embellish the lie, to tell more half-truths.
“He felt he had to because… because he brought a warning. You know the Ridgar, how they tried cornering me? Well, turns out they were deserters of the Ridgar and working for,” Will paused, catching himself barely in time to keep Leodin’s name from slipping. “Working for him,” he said at last. “They came to warn that Acra—you remember, he was their leader?—he’s trying to start war intentionally. He wants Alamore and Thornten at one another’s throats.”
Rowan swore again, spinning on the spot, and Will drew his legs instinctively out of kicking distance.
“But why would he want that?” Colin demanded, his green eyes shadowing with thought.
Will shrugged yet, in his mind, the question twisted. What benefit did Acra have of civil unrest? He wasn’t tied to the throne too… was he? Was he, perhaps, another rival for the power of the crowns?
“He wants Revlan off the throne, perhaps? Maybe he thinks it time we are done with the royal line entirely.”
“Sounds about like that buzzard,” Rowan grumbled. “But hold up, why didn’t you tell us this yesterday?”
Colin snorted, turning to Rowan with a raised brow. “Tell us yesterday? When we were in the middle of the city, surrounded by Alamore only knows who?”
Rowan’s face reddened. “Oh, yeah, guess that wouldn’t have worked well.”
“I needed to talk to Haru first anyway,” Will explained, dropping his voice as Henry appeared in the door of the study chamber, his eyes fixed on the top parchment in the stack of exam results he carried. “I wanted the council to know and he… the messenger… he wasn’t sure he wanted people to know he was here. I mean, he asked that no one come find him.”
Rowan snorted. “Some friend he is.”
“Of course, he’s avoiding being caught. He’s a fugitive,” Colin corrected grimly. “Now more than ever, I would wager. My guess is that he joined the Ridgar a while and knows that they are as good as rogues to Alamore. After taking part in anything they’ve done, he’s sure to want to avoid being caught. I mean, how else would he know Acra’s plan if he hadn’t been part of it? And let’s not forget, Treck is a royal, even if he’s a royal from Shadow Dale rather than Alamore. Acra might want to try to use that status against Alamore.”
Will nodded but only half listened as Rowan grumbled a few choice thoughts on the matter of Treck avoiding them. Colin’s words were pressing at the inside of his skull. He was right. Leodin could only know those plans if Acra had shared them, and why would Acra share them if Leodin wasn’t one of his followers? So, what had changed? What had made Leodin break his ranks?
“Well, forgetting about traitors and war a moment,” Rowan said in a dismissive tone that snapped Will back from his thoughts. He stared at Rowan’s suspicious look, eyes narrowed once more, and shifted uncomfortably.
“What?” Will demanded, heat rising over his cheeks. Did Rowan know somehow? Know he wasn’t telling the full truth?
“Don’t ‘what’ me, spill the beans,” Rowan snapped. “What did you think Colin was asking about when we left that exam? You went all red and sheepish. What was it you were worried we would ask about?”
“Did I?” Will asked evasively. “I don’t think I did. Come on, we should seriously get something to eat before we have more lessons. I don’t know about you, but if we are doing foot combat, I don’t really want to be hungry. It’d be better to have the energy.”
He was babbling, and he knew it. Colin’s brows knitted into a frown. “He’s right. What was that about, Will? Telling us that the Ridgar is trying to start a war seemed almost a relief to you.”
“I just, my brain was still in the exams, I was distracted,” Will offered lamely. The heat was darkening over his face and burning into his skin.
Rowan’s lip twitched into a smirk. “Does it have something to do with being late to the exam?”
“No,” Will said, but winced. He’d spoken too quickly to be believable.
Colin looked between Rowan and Will in utter bemusement.
Rowan’s smirk widened, and he gave an evil cackle. “Did it have something to do with the fine lady who left the castle as Colin and I were going in?”
There was no hiding the embarrassment now. It scorched into his cheeks. He wanted to melt through the floor. But he felt as frozen in place as he had an hour ago when Veldana approached him in the barn, unable to move, to escape. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Veldana?” Colin asked, clearly grasping at the conversation in confusion. “What about Veldana?”
“Yeah?” Will agreed, desperate for an escape, cursing his features for giving away his humiliation. “What about her?”
“How about you tell us?” Rowan asked, laughing. “What did she want? Why was she out there? And don’t give that tosh about her being lost. We know that is utter rubbish.” He batted his eyelashes. “Did she want to talk to you about something? Maybe get you to escort her back to the castle if she couldn’t find that?”
Will glowered at Rowan. He’d had the urge to punch Rowan a few times in his life, though never quite for this reason. “You are the worst.”
“So, she did want something?” Colin asked, at a complete loss. “What? What was she out there to ask about?”
“She just wanted… um…” Will faltered. In telling the story about getting Admere back, he’d left out his and Eldin’s fight. Somehow, it didn’t seem right to tell them. Not in the lie version of the story, at least. But that was why Veldana had been out there, and that was the truth.
“She just… just wanted to check in on me,” Will provided. As soon as he had said it, he wondered if he would wither away with embarrassment. Rowan roared with laughter and Colin gave Will a sympathetic look, though not managing to hide his own grin entirely.
“Check in on you?” Rowan waggled his eyebrows. “So, what was she checking? What day worked for the wedding?”
“No,” Will mumbled. He dropped his glower to his boots. “Look, can we go get lunch already?”
“Alright,” Rowan said, sounding a bit disappointed. “I’m hungry, anyway. But only if you tell us what Veldana wanted to chitchat about.” He waved a hand, taking the lead toward the stairwell ahead and Will and Colin.
Talking to Veldana. Will bit back a snort. That wasn’t really the part he wanted to avoid telling them? “Nothing, I told you, just checking in and… and asking stuff.”
Colin stopped in the hall and staring at Will with an inscrutable expression.
Will turned to him, bewildered. “What?”
Rowan, one foot lifted above the top step, turned to look at them as well, seeming already bored with the conversation and more interested in lunch. “Why are we stopping?”
“Will,” Colin said, his voice serious. “You know she’s Garryn’s cousin, right?”
“Yeah, I get that,” Will snapped. He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. It wasn’t like he had any right to judge people for who their family was. He’d happily have pushed his own cousin off the towers of Kelkor last fall had he been given a chance.
Colin seemed to read his mind and shook his head. “That’s not my point. We know Garryn’s hinted at knowing too much.” Colin sighed heavily, lips pressing thin. It was clear he was weighing each word carefully: “What I mean to say is, wouldn’t he tell her what he knows or suspects?”
Will’s stomach twisted with new fears. It was Rowan’s turn to look confused.
“I mean, I don’t think he really knows. He just wants to seem important, act like he knows,” Will said, but knew the words were only his own attempt to disbelieve Colin’s meaning. A memory of the night of the feast came back, the sight of girls fawning over Colin because of his noble parents. Was that what he was implying? That Garryn might know who Will really was? That he had told Veldana? But Veldana hadn’t fawned over Colin. She wasn’t like that. An ounce of anger fastened around the fear. “It’s not like that,” Will grumbled.
Colin hesitated, then nodded. “As long as it isn’t… if you two are… involved…”
“Wait? Who said they were involved?” Rowan asked, taking several backwards steps to rejoin the conversation. “I get that she’s stalking him, but that’s not really time for a serious chat like this, Colin. I mean, if they’re just talking…” His voice faded and eyes narrowed again. Will felt that betrayal of mortification rising to warm his face again. “You two didn’t just talk, did you? You kissed her!”
“I didn’t,” Will argued. “I mean, I didn’t mean to, it just… she was there, asking if Eldin and I were together and I said we weren’t and…”
There was no use saying more.
Rowan howled with laughter, and Colin shook his head with a resigned grin on his face.
“No, listen,” Will pleaded, making a desperate hushing gesture with his hands. “It’s not—”
“Don’t bother, Will,” Colin advised. “He’s not going to be sophisticated enough to listen, anyway.”
“Will and Veldana are going to be wed, and we can only hope Garryn will be dead,” Rowan sang, bolting down the stairs ahead of them.
Will glowered after him. “How long do you think it’ll be until the whole castle knows with him belting that song out?” Will asked, turning to Colin.
Colin shrugged. “Twenty, maybe thirty minutes?”
“Excellent,” Will snarled, shoving his hands in his pockets. “And how long until Garryn punches me in the face?”
“Twenty-five to thirty-five minutes,” Colin assured him, patting him on the shoulder. He hesitated, both watching Rowan jump the last three steps and almost faceplant in the corridor below. “You aren’t going to tell Veldana yourself, are you? I mean, about your being the heir of Thornten?”
“Not right now. I mean, I don’t think we are anything. Maybe, if in the future…” His voice trailed. The future? How could he think about the future? Two hours ago, all he had thought about was how to get Eldin to talk to him again. Eldin. His heart twisted oddly, both Eldin and Veldana crossing his mind. It felt wrong to have both in his thoughts, as though one could not exist with the other. But the lies… how the lies had come to hunt him. “I mean, maybe I should…”
Colin shook his head. “Not yet. You’ll cross that bridge when the time is right. After all, you don’t know where this is going, it’s all just happened,” Colin said bracingly. “Now, come on, let’s gag the brat before he tells the whole castle, shall we?”
It seemed Rowan wouldn’t have the chance to tell the whole castle about Will and Veldana. By the time that they arrived at lunch, Will noticed Veldana already waiting a few paces from the squire table, hovering on the balls of her feet and glancing toward the double doors with an impatient air. A few of the older squires were watching her with slightly dumb-struck expressions. Will found himself fighting the urge to step behind Colin and out of sight when they entered the hall. Some reason, he didn’t want to be faced with her again yet, and especially not in front of all these people. He was still untangling the knot of thoughts and emotion from the day at large. He didn’t get the opportunity to hide, however, as he faltered at the sight of Eldin talking to Wren at one side of the squire table. It made his heart flipflop down into his stomach with the slimy feel of a dying fish.
“William!”
Will started, and Rowan snickered. Veldana had turned, catching sight of them. Her face broke into a wide, beaming smile. She was pretty, her golden hair impeccably drawn back, her cheeks flushed and eyes bright.
But Will wasn’t watching her. Instead, he was immediately aware of every eye staring at him. Even those of the knights sitting down to eat their own late lunch had paused to glance in his direction. Veldana was striding toward him. At her back, Gabe and Jerram wore identical evil smiles. Saget looked annoyed. Leaf frowned. Vancely was smirking.
Then his eyes shifted to Eldin, and he wished that he could escape the chamber entirely. She might have been carved from ice with the expression she gave him. Their eyes only met a moment before she turned away with a pointed movement to reengage a smirking Wren in their prior discussion.
He wondered about demanding to talk to her again. The chance was gone in a heartbeat when Veldana reached him and blocked his way. She threw her arms around his neck and he staggered in surprise. Her hair was in his face, the overpowering smell of perfume choking him.
He tried to disentangle himself, bewildered. “Veldana, what—” he started.
Her lips collided with the side of his face, cutting short his indignant splutter.
Could someone die from embarrassment?
He almost wished for one of Tollien’s spies to appear and lodge a dagger in his chest to help him leave the situation. Most the squires were staring in utter silence at Veldana, now stepping back, still smiling at him. Her fingers twisted around his again, grabbing his hand. Her eyes shone, taking in his face, and Will forced a nervous grin at her silently challenging look.
Gabe broke the uncomfortable air of the hall with a loud whistle. “Nice one, Will.”
Several people laughed and, when Will glanced beyond Veldana again, it was to find the majority of squires had relaxed. The majority, however, left three squires looking murderous. Eldin wasn’t watching Will but had risen to her feet and was pulling a bag off the back of her chair. Wren was rising with her to leave, seeming not to notice anything around them. Three chairs from Wren’s vacated seat, Saget’s face had turned vivid red and next to him… Garryn.
Garryn glowered at Will with an expression that promised he would make every moment of the rest of Will’s life misery. Will swallowed the knot in his throat. He didn’t care about Garryn. His anger was almost a comfort, a promise that he hadn’t told Veldana who Will really was. It was the sight of Eldin slipping from the room, with Wren on her heels, that felt like the blade of an assassin’s dagger really had lodged itself between his ribs.




CHAPTER TWENTY

 
There was little spoken of war between the Ridgar, Thornten, and Alamore. Will noticed a few messengers sent to outer lands over the days that followed him telling Haru the truth. Haru even confided that the King was preparing to put out the official word that he had disbanded the Ridgar. After that, anyone continuing to ride under that name would be considered an outlaw and charged with acts of treason against the crown. The only thing holding this official statement up were the warnings that would be sent to the Lords, Counts, Earls, and Dukes of lands that were generally inhabited by Ridgar.
“They have families in Alamore,” Haru had explained in a low voice. “That alone could cause issues. We need the castles and lands on high alert, need to ensure we are watching out for anyone who might protest this new decree. Because, if he orders this, it means people are going to be killed if they keep following Acra. Harsh, but Acra’s trying to stir us into war, so…” Haru had shrugged, grimacing. “I’m not sure what else all we can do.”
Though the idea of people being condemned to death for following the orders of the Ridgar made Will uneasy, he couldn’t help feeling a bit relieved at the King’s steps to protect Alamore. It seemed that Leodin’s warning had come in time to help them find an answer to stopping the potential war between Thornten and Alamore. Now that it was known Acra was intentionally trying to start a battle, there would be less reason to defend the people of the Ridgar. They would hear the warning, know that the crown had disbanded the Ridgar at last, and that would be that.
Rowan and Colin still seemed keen on discussing it when they were alone, but Will found these conversations hard to partake in. It made him acutely aware of the secrets he still hid from them, the lie. He found himself avoiding the Ranger, too, worried that he might read the truth in Will’s face and demand to know who had given Will the warning. Thankfully, avoiding the Ranger was easy for two reasons.
The first reason was that the Ranger and Wren’s training had increased. They were practicing at hours different than most the squires, with Wren explaining they were learning how to track by night, how to fire an arrow through forest rather than in the clean cleared area of an arena, and practicing stealth.
“My favorite training, though,” Wren explained in a whisper when they were in one of their rare shared training sessions, each working on knife throwing. “Is when we go to smaller villages. He’ll hide things, leave clues, and I have to find them. He’ll also make me listen in on conversations at taverns and stuff, see if I can learn things, bring him information.”
“So, a snoop?” Rowan asked, smirking.
She shot him a scathing look. “No, I’m learning to be the Ranger.”
“What sort of stuff do you have to listen in on?” Will asked, curious.
“Is it stuff about the Ridgar?” Colin added in a hiss.
Wren’s cheeks turned pink, and she sighed. “No, it’s actually boring. Stuff like who’s getting married, the price of cattle, things like that. But if I get it wrong, the Ranger knows.”
The second reason it was easy to avoid the Ranger was that Veldana was almost always at his side when he wasn’t in practice.
Despite his initial mortification, he couldn’t deny that he enjoyed spending time with her, getting to know her. She didn’t sit with the squires, as her seat was with the Queen at the knights’ table at most meals. He tried to convince her to join them when the Queen and King dined alone in their chambers, but she refused and she sat with the other ladies-in-waiting at the higher table.
But when Will wasn’t working, she always appeared, lacing her fingers into his. Will was surprised to find her easy to talk to and always had interesting things to say. She gave Will insight to what the Queen was like, told him about her favorite things in Alamore, and had countless stories of growing up as a noble. She even got along well with Colin, chatting to him about different parts of court life while she held Will’s left hand so he could try—and fail—to focus on writing out his studies with his right hand.
Unfortunately, however, she and Rowan had a bristling hostility when in one another’s company. Rowan stayed unusually silent and looked sullen when she appeared, and Veldana, in turn, made a pointed effort to ignore Rowan’s presence. This, Will decided, would have to take time to get over as they hadn’t been friends when they were younger. He was sure that Rowan would come around, once he got to know Veldana, got used to talking to her about their coursework or their days or court matters, like Colin did.
He had hoped that Wren’s appearance in their group might help this. But she didn’t join them after lessons. She and Eldin both had taken to training more often together, at times and locations that always had some conflict. When they weren’t training, Wren stayed wherever Eldin was, keeping their distance from Will and Veldana.
Will thought Eldin’s obvious avoidance made sense, but he’d still thought Wren might spend time with them. He was surprised, though, when neither Rowan nor Colin thought that Eldin and Wren’s absence seemed suspicious. They didn’t question it, other than to occasionally drift away from him to spend time with Eldin and Wren when Veldana appeared at his side during breaks in the courtyard.
At first, he tried to ignore this. For more than a week, it was simple not to notice the others leave. He had Veldana’s full attention, her bright smile. But as the days wore on, he couldn’t deny the pang of jealousy that it gave him to see Eldin and Wren spending time with Rowan and Colin. The sight of those four laughing together while Veldana chatted about life at court, told him about her childhood, about whatever she might have learned that day, made him think almost wistfully of the time before Leodin’s appearance. More guilt rose with that jealousy, though, knowing it was wrong not to listen to Veldana. So, he turned to her and tried. He tried to pay attention, but even as she leaned her head on his shoulder to talk, he found himself more curious of what his other friends had to talk about. If it might be more interesting than dresses, shoes, or the latest noble scandals and gossip.
Being bored senseless about these topics was worth it, though, when she smiled and laughed and drew him in with one of those touches to his arm that made his stomach drop.
Will noticed that his friends weren’t the only ones acting different around him either. After Veldana’s open display of affection on the first day, Haru had taken him aside and informed him gently but firmly that he was to only spend time with her when other people were around.
“You don’t need rumors, Will,” he had said. “Not about a noble girl, anyway. And don’t be an idiot, got it? Your focus needs to be on training, that’s it. Not girls. The second you start slacking, you’re done. Is that understood?”
Will had only shrugged, not letting his offended annoyance show. It seemed rather high and mighty of Haru to tell him not to focus on a girl when he’d been pining since Kalia had left for Finnwick. Spending time within sight of others meant that, though she had tried several times for a kiss, he’d had to find a way to avoid it. He thought that Haru would find out about any public kissing and return with another string of lectures he didn’t want to hear. Worst still, he might tell Will he couldn’t be around Veldana. And, despite Rowan’s dislike and the distance with Wren, he liked being around her. Liked having their stolen moments, even with other people around. Only those times when his friends left to see Eldin and Wren did he find himself shifting with discontentment.
Despite Haru’s warnings, he still went out of his way to take a bit longer in returning Admere to his stall each day in hopes that Veldana might appear. He thought that, if she did, he maybe could steal another kiss. Thus far, his hopes had been wasted.
“We will have all the time in the world,” Veldana had assured him in the courtyard after he mentioned his frustration at never being able to spend time together without the eyes of others trailing after them. “In the future, I mean, when you’re a knight and I am the Lady on your arm.”
Will grinned, leaning back against the bark of his favorite courtyard tree. “I like that.”
He shifted to straighten his back as she leaned into him, her elbow prodding into his ribs.
“Maybe one of these days, we can go to the city together,” Veldana continued. “We can look at all the stalls, at the ornaments, the jewelry, and find a place to get dinner.”
“I already told you,” Will said, shaking his head. “Haru doesn’t want us hanging out by ourselves. But maybe Rowan or Colin…”
She hummed under her breath, frowning across the courtyard to where Rowan and Colin were currently spending their break with Eldin and Wren. Will tried not to follow her gaze but found his eyes drawn to Eldin and Rowan, who seemed to be playing some game, each balancing on one leg, trying to knock the other down while Wren laughed and Colin rolled his eyes.
“Perhaps Garryn?” Veldana suggested.
Will stiffened, glancing down at her. She still wasn’t looking at him. “Why Garryn?” Will asked, trying to keep the growl out of his voice.
She gave him a quick and sharp glance. “He’s my cousin, Will, my only family in Alamore. And, honestly, you two would really get along if you actually tried.”
“Right,” Will grumbled, hunching forward. “I’m sure we’d be the best of friends.”
Again, he felt Veldana’s elbow against his ribs and moved away from the pressure, straightening.
“It’s called strategic alliances, Will, and over time, that can become actual friendship if you try,” Veldana said, the last word slipping from her lips with the taint of irritation.
Will shrugged. “Alright, I’ll try,” he mumbled, wondering if the rest of his life would have lies twisted throughout.
And he knew it was a lie because another person who had changed was Garryn. Will found the older squire hovering at the edge of his vision more often when Veldana appeared. He glowered at Will with purest hatred and an expression that promised he wanted to murder Will for having an arm linked in Veldana’s. When Veldana would make her way to leave, Will noticed Garryn swoop in on her with flashing eyes and march her away. This irritated Will still further. What right did Garryn have to walk around like an angry wolf? Just because Veldana was his cousin, didn’t mean he had any right to tell her who she could be around.
“But if it annoys him, maybe she can hang out with us less?” Rowan suggested when Will brought this up to him and Colin later that day. It’d been almost a month since the humiliating moment in the dinner hall and Will, fuming about Garryn telling Veldana he needed to see her immediately that morning, vented to his friends.
Will threw Rowan a scathing look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just that maybe Garryn wants to spend time with her too?” Colin suggested, his tone gentle, while he cinched up Strider’s girth. “I mean, before you two started courting, they were closer friends.”
Will shrugged. “He can go hang out with one of the other ladies-in-waiting who are always hovering around. Or Loper and Saget.”
“Actually, what I meant is I’m really sick of her face,” Rowan clarified, giving Colin a raised eyebrow. “I already told you that.”
Will scowled between the two of them. “Come off it, she’s not that bad.”
“All you do is hang around her,” Rowan snapped. “And she is that bad. You just don’t think so because she is cuter than Colin and I.”
Will grinned in spite of himself. “I mean, a fair bit.”
Rowan huffed in mock offense. “You need someone to check if you’re going blind. I am as beautiful as a sunrise.”
“Or a snail,” Colin grumbled under his breath.
Will sighed impatiently, shoving a hand through his hair, and eyed the barn doors, double-checking that Veldana wasn’t entering. “I’m sorry if she’s bothering you, Rowan, but you could try to get along with her.”
“Like Eldin and Wren have tried?” Rowan said, his tone cool.
Will winced. Was that what people thought? That Eldin wasn’t talking to him because of Veldana? Well, at least it made sense now why no one was questioning their ruined friendship. But Veldana didn’t deserve to be marred with that responsibility. That guilt lay entirely on his shoulders.
Still, he didn’t correct Rowan, only huffed and turned back to Admere.
“It’s not that we don’t like her,” Colin corrected. “It’s just… just different when she’s around.”
“How so?” Will asked, hating the desperation in his voice.
Colin sighed, turning to fix Will with a heavy gaze. “It just is.”
Will waited, brows raised, arms folded over his chest.
“We can’t talk about fun things like murdering Tollien when she’s around,” Rowan said, shrugging. “That’s one for a start.”
“You don’t talk at all when she’s around,” Will corrected.
“Because I know the look I’ll get when I open my mouth in her majesty, the perfect’s presence,” Rowan snapped. He pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes in a look of sour disapproval that Will couldn’t deny, did remind him a bit of Veldana’s glower whenever Rowan spoke.
“And we can’t discuss the Ridgar for another,” Colin muttered, glancing toward the door.
“Of course we can! That’s pretty public knowledge,” Will argued.
Rowan cackled evilly. “You don’t see her face the second we talk about that sort of stuff? It goes back to the ‘why does Rowan consume air and not just do us the courtesy of dying’ look. The one where it looks like she’s inhaling the smell of bad eggs and seeing something disgusting to boot.”
“She does?” Will asked, frowning.
“Anytime the conversation isn’t about court,” Rowan asserted, nodding. It was Colin’s apologetic look that made Will squirm on the spot and believe him.
“Well, I’m sure she’ll get over it. After all, she knows I’m going to be a knight,” Will said, shrugging. “She’ll have to get used to that sort of thing if we stay… I mean, should we keep hanging out.”
“And we can’t crack jokes,” Rowan added. He raised a hand, ticking things off as if Will hadn’t spoken. “She doesn’t like talking about horses. She sighs if we think something is funny. She’s always elbowing you when you slouch.”
“She’s not,” Will said, bewildered.
“She is,” Colin confirmed with a grimace.
“She corrects how we say things,” Rowan continued, clearly not dissuaded by Will’s interruption. “She doesn’t let the three of us spend any time by ourselves anymore and, when she does catch that we have been, she gets sour. She fawns over you and you are blind because you’re an idiot. And that’s the other thing—you are actually stupid around her.”
Will and Rowan glowered at one another in the silence that followed the final proclamation.
Colin cleared his throat. “I think that might be a bit far.”
“Well, I don’t,” Rowan said firmly.
Will turned to Colin. “A bit far, but you agree?” Anger was rising beneath his skin, his hands coiling on Admere’s reins. Rowan’s accusations rang in his ears, unjust and yet making more sense each moment.
Colin reached to untie Strider, his brow furrowed in thought. “I think it takes some getting used to… I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t dislike Veldana. But Rowan’s also got a point. She’s been around a lot and you don’t necessarily act like you when she is. And, to top it off, we know it annoys Garryn when she is around you. So, maybe to keep things better, we should make a point of spending time—us friends—together again. You know, us, maybe Eldin and Wren.”
Will nodded, turning away. There it was again. Eldin. He already knew she wouldn’t spend time with him. He pulled at Admere’s reins, leading the way out of the barn ahead of the others and into the courtyard. Already, Ross, Rockwood, Haru, and Sir Don were leaning from their saddles in conversation with Sir Henry, afoot and leaning against a hitching rail for support. Catching sight of the three squires, Henry drew up short and straightened, nodding toward Will, Rowan, and Colin.
Haru turned to them, his expression grave. Will braced, half expecting another attack regarding his spending time with Veldana.
It was Ross who spoke, though, running a hand over his stubbled jaw. “We have a change of plans this morning.”
Will stiffened. A dark anger in Ross’s growling voice told him that whatever the change was, it wasn’t good.
“We’ll be helping the city guard with an investigation and patrol to the south of the city,” Ross continued. “Us, with Don. The city guard is having issues with their numbers, and there have been a few incidents that require attention.”
“What kind of incidents, Sir?” Colin asked, a muscle tightening in his jaw.
“Arson and attacks in the night,” Henry answered, turning his somber expression to the squires. “My guess is that we are looking at street thugs but, with the King’s decree regarding the Ridgar having just been issued, it could be something more sinister. Either way, your knights will be needed to assist in guarding the site, investigating, and asking locals for help. You will accompany them.” Henry’s lips twitched into a humorless smile. “Consider this training for a less pleasant aspect of your future duty of knights—investigating and interrogation of the local personnel.”
Will glanced at Haru, trying to read more answers in his knight’s face. But Haru wasn’t watching him. He was chewing his lip and frowning at the front of his saddle.
“Why aren’t we leaving yet?” Rowan asked when the silence pressed several more heartbeats. “Sounds a bit more important than hanging around the courtyard.”
Rockwood gave Rowan an admonishing look, but Don chuckled, a wry smile lifting his lips. “My squire just needs to finish warming up his horse—the animal gets a bit high-strung. Soon as he comes to join us, we’ll ride out.”
“Your squire?” Rowan demanded, one brow raised. “You don’t have a squire anymore. Novin’s been a knight for a year now.”
Don shook his head, still smiling. “Thank you, Rowan, I hadn’t noticed that Novin was a knight and already outside the walls on a patrol. No, you cheeky lad, I have another squire. Knights can do that, you know, get another squire when theirs is knighted. Ah, looks like we best get set to ride though—here he comes now.”
With a sick sense of dawning dread, Will twisted in his saddle to see the rider trotting into sight from the path that led to the courtyard from the jousting arena. Hair flopping forward, face flushed, Garryn’s eyes narrowed as they lit on Will. The strategy of avoiding Garryn, of ignoring him, had clearly come to an end.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 
The only good thing about the ride to the city was that the road wasn’t wide enough to allow all of them to ride side by side. Will moved to ride between Rowan and Colin at the back of the group, watching Garryn move to the front next to Don.
“I can’t believe that Don is training that absolute awful rat of a human,” Rowan snarled under his breath. He made a rude hand gesture at the back of Garryn’s head before turning to Will and Colin with a sour expression. “He’s lost his mind.”
Will nodded in curt agreement.
Colin shrugged. “I mean, it makes sense. Garryn is from a noble house that has a fair bit of say in Alamore, kind of like Novin, even if he’s not the old heir. It keeps you in good esteem to train squires from good houses.”
Will’s gaze shifted to Haru. Did other knights really choose their squires for that reason? But Haru had thought Will was a boy from the city when he’d chosen him. It gave him a feeling of deep appreciation for his knight.
“Yeah, but Garryn isn’t like Novin. Garryn is an arse,” Rowan pointed out with the tone of someone explaining something obvious to a complete idiot.
“Not to the knights, he’s not,” Colin countered in a hushed voice. “The knights think he’s polite and talented. I’ve heard a few of them talk about his training with Ross a few times, asking Ross’s thoughts on Garryn’s weak points.”
“Why would they ask Ross?” Will asked, pulled from his thoughts.
Colin grinned. “Because Ross studies those parts of a person. That’s what makes him such a good swordsman. He can see the strengths and weaknesses in movement faster than most and act accordingly with them.”
“Oh,” Will mumbled. He wondered how he hadn’t noticed this or asked Ross about it. Perhaps it’d be a discussion point if he and Ross had another chance to speak soon. He felt remorse twinge in his stomach and his hand moved to smooth the lock of Visra’s mane at his belt. Somehow, he’d forgotten his promise to try to get to know Ross. Of late, his focus had been on getting to know Veldana instead.
“Maybe he can teach you something about it today,” Colin suggested. Will nodded, trying to ignore the understanding look on Colin’s face.
“How about he teaches us to hide a body?” Rowan suggested, clearly oblivious to Will and Colin’s thoughts. “I’d listen to that lecture. I have a few bodies in mind to volunteer with.”
Will shot him a sharp look. “A few? Garryn and who else?” he asked, though he had his suspicions.
Rowan shrugged, smirking. “Why? Worried about your lady friend? Well, maybe I want to get rid of Loper and Saget for being such prats for hanging around Garryn. Don’t get your feathers all ruffled, you look dumb when you do.”
Will reached across and aimed a smack at the back of Rowan’s head. Rowan evaded it but yelped in surprise when Admere reached over and grabbed the leg of his breaches, nearly pulling him from the saddle.
“Why are all your horses evil?” Rowan snarled, pulling his breaches leg from the horse’s teeth while Will and Colin roared with laughter. “It has to be from association with you, Will, has to be.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s you, actually,” Will said, still chortling. “Anyway, that wasn’t a mean nip, just him telling you to stay on your own horse.”
Rowan shook his head. “Nope, I’m certain of it, you’re training beasts. In fact, I’ve read about this kind of ancient training.”
Colin groaned. “Oh, this ought to be a good fat lie.”
“It’s not a lie,” Rowan protested. “I’m something of a scholar in the area of training beast horses, also known as dragons or wolf-neigh-neighs.”
Will snorted but gave a heartening nod. “I’ve certainly heard of those methods. Please, enlighten me further, Rowan, so I can be a master of training my wolf-neigh-neighs.”
“Will, don’t encourage it,” pleaded Colin.
It was too late. Rowan launched into a long and rambling explanation of why Will’s horses were so well trained to be evil—the method using swamp water, ghosts, and a hair clip. Rowan droned on in a flat voice that sounded uncannily like Sir Henry when lecturing them before exams. Will continued to ask probing questions with a look of great interest while Colin shook his head, rolled his eyes, and muttered the occasional ‘for the love of Alamore…’ Far from discouraging Will and Rowan, it prodded them into further discussion and wilder tall tales of training horses.
It proved a great distraction for the ride into the city, Will’s sides aching with suppressed laughter. However, as their horses’ hooves clattered on the first cobble upon leaving the loam path to the castle, Will felt the smile die on his face. Twisting in his saddle, he took in the surroundings, an unpleasant surprise pulling the last laughter from their conversation. Colin’s face paled, though it was several moments more before Rowan’s explanations trailed into quiet.
“Where are the people?” Rowan asked, his voice unusually low.
Will shook his head, confused. Henry had mentioned people were attacked the night before, but that happened in cities. Criminals rose within any place, given time. But, now Will came to think of it, and seeing the still silence of the street, he found his mind pressing backwards through memories. In all his years living here, living at Traitor’s End—the portion of the city known for crime and poverty—he couldn’t remember ever seeing knights brought in to assist. The city guard, common-born and familiar with the city, were the ones who handled these situations. Though people sometimes complained about them, overall, Will knew they were normally competent in keeping order. So, what had changed? What about these attacks had the street so silent?
An elbow pressed into Will’s ribs, and he straightened out of instinct. He gritted his teeth instantly, annoyed at his own reaction. Maybe Rowan had a point about Veldana. Rowan, though, hadn’t noticed. He was reaching to elbow Will again, pointing ahead. Will shoved Rowan’s elbow down and stood in his stirrups, wishing Admere wasn’t smaller than the other horses. It took a moment of craning before he caught sight of what Rowan was gesturing toward. Three city guards, their faces drawn, eyes shadowed with strain and exhaustion, were seated on thick-boned horses and waiting beside the steps of The Dancing Stag. Standing on the topmost stair of the porch, Sir Richard leaned on the rail to address them. He seemed as grim and drained as the guards.
Turning his head, Richard straightened at the sight of them and managed a tired smile. “Well, about time you lot came for a visit, though you might have chosen a better day for it.”
Rockwood chortled, though Will noticed the humor seemed forced. “I thought you were retiring, Richard. But, as I hear it, you were out there fighting a fire last night. Least you could have done was invite us out for the fun.”
Richard huffed, shoving a callused hand through his greying hair and shaking his head. “Oh, don’t you worry. I’m guessing we will have plenty of fun to go around.”
They drew their horses to a halt before the city guards and Richard. Will turned in his saddle again, eyes darting over the windows of the buildings around them. There was something eerie and familiar about this silence, though he didn’t think he’d ever seen the city so still.
“It’s like that village where the Ridgar attacked us,” Colin murmured, seeming to read Will’s mind. “Remember? We saw no one… they all hid inside, they were all afraid.”
Will shivered with the recollection. That town had been small, the streets swirling in fog, but Colin was right. People had hidden, scared to show themselves. All afraid, that was, but the Ridgar.
“We’ve asked folk to keep to their homes and shops rather than the streets,” one of the city guards said, riding forward on his squat sorrel mare to address Ross. Will felt another jolt of recognition at the man’s kindly face. The guard who had walked him back to the festival. Will sank lower in his saddle. He hoped the man wouldn’t mention it, wouldn’t discuss the fight between hom and Eldin. But the guard’s eyes barely took in the squires. He ran a hand over the dark stubble of his jaw, sighing. “It seems they didn’t need much encouragement. Probably safest, though, that it’s this way and silent. Don’t need interfering.”
Garryn huffed, furrowing his brow. “I thought criminals come back to the scene of the crime, so shouldn’t we encourage everyone to walk about and just watch who returns?”
Don cleared his throat, raising one eyebrow in a silent warning.
The guard gave a half-hearted grimace. “I’m afraid that doesn’t work in a spectacle like this. People come to gawk, come to stare all day, and somehow we don’t have witnesses to tell us who is the person returning. Mind, people returning, I would reckon, not just one.”
“None of the people attacked will tell you?” Garryn pressed, ignoring Don’s sharp glance, his lip curling in disgust.
The guard shrugged. “You can try to reason with them, but the dead don’t tell a whole lot in my own experience, laddy.”
“Enough, Garryn,” Don said, his tone kind but firm when his squire opened his mouth to retort.
Ross’s lips pulled into a frown, his brow knitting into a tight furrow. “And this was on the far south end of the city? Was the building burned being used?”
The guard shook his head. “Nah. It was actually to be torn down this summer, so a borderline favor that someone scorched it. The shop next door got some damage though, as did the people they attacked and left within.”
“How many?” Haru asked, glancing at Richard.
It was the guard who again answered, however. “Six. Two were local smith apprentices, one a tanner’s son, two more farm lads, and the last a traveling horse trader with a decent reputation.”
Will’s stomach clenched at the words, his mouth going dry. Smith apprentices. An image of a smiling teenager with untidy dark hair, a tanned face, and a broad build came to mind, and he fought to inhale the cool morning air. His childhood friend, Zudin, was apprentice to the best weapon smith of the city. What if… could it be… please, not Zudin.
Haru shot him a quick look and he could see his knight reading his expression. He turned to the guard. “Who were the apprentices of the smiths? Which smiths did they work for?”
The guard sighed, running a hand through his tangle of grey and black hair. “One was Kemron’s apprentice—he’s a smith on the outskirt of the city, over by where the building burned. Other was a smith apprentice at Xaral’s shop—specializes in working on using equipment such as tongues for wagons, wheel spokes, the likes.”
Will’s relief was quickly followed with a wave of sick guilt. He’d known those apprentices. Not well, as they’d been older than him, older than Zudin even, but he’d seen their faces, recognized them. He thought of them engulfed in flames, burning in whatever building the rogues had set fire to, and felt sick.
“And they died in the fire?” Rockwood asked, voicing the image within Will’s mind.
The guard shook his head again, looking haggard, older than before. “No, poor buggers. They might have done better to. We were told of most their vanishings throughout the day yesterday, so they’d been gone a bit. Couple days, for some. The tanner’s apprentice had been gone about a week on a delivery and due back three days ago, but the tanner figured he’d stayed longer as it was family he’d gone to see. One of the lads wasn’t even supposed to be missing—Kemron’s apprentice. He said that the boy had gone to bed that night in the room off the back of the shop. That door was locked still when we came to call and say we’d found the lad… No, they were dead before the fire. We got to them before too much was burned, got to them soon enough to realize that we’d never have saved ‘em.” He swallowed, wincing. “Not a pretty sight, mind you. But we are lucky. Whoever did this, they did pick a building no one cares for anymore. A pretty worthless place, if you wanted to cause destruction. Not that I’m complaining, though. They’ve done enough damage as it is.”
“No,” Richard agreed, clouded eyes downcast at his own hands.
Following his gaze, Will noticed the white gauze that bound Richard’s palms. Had he been burned then? Been one of those bursting through the burning ruins to save the already dead within?
“As I was saying, though, Benley,” Richard grunted at last, turning back to the guard. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to come along. My horse is already saddled in the stable, but I don’t want to overstep my boundaries.”
The leader of the guard, Benley, chuckled. “Richard, you could have been demoted to panhandler for disorderly conduct of dancing naked in the streets, and I’d still respect your authority. Anyhow, the more eyes we have, more minds that were there, the better. We might stand a chance of remembering something more and piecing something together.” Benley paused, eyeing the door of the tavern. “And as long as Anryn isn’t going to poison my next tankard for letting you come with.”
Richard chuckled, taking a step backwards. “She knew what she was marrying back all those years. She knows I’m a knight until the day I die, retired or not. In fact, she’s the one who’s saddling my horse.” He grinned. “I get the suspicion that she’s ready for me to get out from under her feet a few hours. You take them that way, Benley. I’ll be right behind you as soon as I get Denra and perhaps a reluctant kiss farewell from my love.”
Benley shook his head and turned to the knights gathered as Richard vanished back within the tavern. “Right then, shall we crack on?”
“Might as well, seeing as I don’t see this getting any more pleasant,” Rockwood agreed heavily.
Benley gave a curt nod and wheeled his mare round. Raising a hand to wave them after him, he broke into a trot, his horse’s hooves echoing in the silent summer day. The others followed, Will again letting Admere fall to the rear of the group between Rowan and Colin.
In the still of the city, it was impossible to shake the uneasy feeling that eyes followed them. Glancing toward the rising houses and shops to either side, Will thought he saw the occasional shadowed face, the drawing of a shade.
“Strange, isn’t it?” Colin whispered, following Will’s gaze. “I mean, crime happens here other times, and it’s never our business, really. But now, they all are locked in and scared.”
“Can you blame them?” Will muttered, shivering. His mind was laden with the idea of Kemron’s apprentice, supposedly locked in for the night in the safety of the shop, of the tanner’s son visiting family. People that others had thought safe. “Crime happens, but nothing like this. This… this was organized murder.”
Colin nodded gravely.
Rowan raised an eyebrow. “I get the murder portion, but how do you reckon it was organized?”
“They had a way of taking these people without a stir being caused. They went for a few who could go missing a while without a stir, but where they didn’t seem connected,” Colin explained in a whisper, glancing toward the knights. “No one realized that people were really disappearing enough to raise an alarm until they found all the bodies. Then, they tried to get rid of all the bodies at once.”
“I wonder how they died,” Will muttered.
Rowan snorted. “That is a pleasant thought, thanks for the bright ray of joy, Will.”
“I mean, it might tell us who killed them,” Will said, somewhat defensive.
Rowan shook his head. “How they died doesn’t seem as important as why. Those are all useful trades, I get it, but none of those people would have been real wealthy, do you reckon?”
Will frowned. “No, you’re right on that, I guess.”
He was too lost in thought to realize which roads they took, the narrow alleyways they wove between. Colin fell silent beside him, his face drawing more grim with each stride, but Will was too preoccupied to ask what thoughts haunted him. He supposed they had to be much the same as the horrible images floating through his own mind.
It wasn’t until the smell of smoke stung his nose, ash rising in the air around them, that Will was pulled to reality. He blinked at the area before them, the scorched remains of the building, and his jaw fell open.
The building was destroyed beyond recognition, the timbers still crackling feebly under the watchful eye of more city guards stationed around the smoldering ruin with buckets. Stone had turned black with smoke, flames marring the walls of the shops to either side.
Will slid from his saddle without any conscious thought, pulling gently at Admere’s reins to lead the horse forward as he stared. The horse followed with a nervous snort, tossing his head. Will barely noticed. His feet carried him to the edge of the darkened ground, his breath catching behind his ribs. He squeezed his eyes shut, imagining the place like it had the last time he’d seen it. Stone walls worn, the door fallen in, the snow patchy across the rotted floor. He opened his eyes and felt the twist of reality around his chest. Only a skeleton remained of the wagon shop.
Will forced himself to swallow and wipe his face blank. He patted Admere’s neck with one shaking hand, thankful when the horse drew nearer to him. At his back, the guard was rattling on about the building, talking again about how it had been luck that made the vandal, the rogue, the murderer, pick this location.
At last prying his eyes from the wreckage, Will turned and found Ross watching him. In the knight’s dark eyes, he saw his own thoughts mirrored with stone-cold finality. This couldn’t be chance. Whoever had done this, they’d done it intentionally. They’d picked his hiding place of the spring on purpose.
“Right,” Rockwood said when Benley had finished pointing out the far end of the building, the place where the bodies had been found. “Well, if you don’t mind, we’ll start to fan out and see if we see anything that might have been overlooked or the like. Benley, if you have a list of witnesses, people who informed you of the fire, we’ll take that. The King wanted us to go over those and see if anything stood out. We can question people in the surrounding houses as well, see what they saw. Once Richard gets here, that will give us someone to aim questions at and you and the guard should probably get rest. We’ll keep an eye over the place, report anything we might find, and so forth to you.”
Benley hesitated, his tired eyes shifting from the knights to his guard. “Are you sure? It might be good to keep someone around, someone local to the city, I mean, who knows their way about…” His words drifted. It could not be plainer that an internal battle between duty and the exhaustion of he and his men waged in his mind.
Rockwood shook his head. “We got a squire with a local background, don’t we, Will? No, captain, I’d take your troop and head out. They need rest, all of you. This stretched your guard too thin last night. We’re here to relieve you. I imagine this will be too hot to clear away for another day or so, so I wouldn’t worry too much yet.”
Benley nodded, face relaxing. “Right. Best of luck with the locals, though. They’ve been keeping pretty shut up about the affair. We were warned by a guard wandering the streets. But, if you’re sure, I’ll tell my men to get set to clear out. We were stretched thin, you’re right…” He huffed, shaking his head. “We needed another guard or two in our troop even before this, but we’ve lost a couple hopeful recruits even in this fire. Let me know if you find anything, won’t you? Anything out of the ordinary?”
“Agreed, Benley,” Rockwood assured him.
The man nodded, turning his mare and trotting toward the cluster of blue-clad guards.
Rockwood eyed the ruins. His brow furrowed, and he ran a thumb over his lips, thought creasing his brow. After a moment, he sighed, glancing at Ross, and gave a grim smile. “I’m not sure I like how familiar this place seems.”
Ross growled under his breath, breaking his gaze from Will to glower at the smoldering ruins. “No, neither am I.”
***
 
The order of fanning out, looking for anything that might give them information, was given only half-heartedly. Will thought that Ross, rather like himself and the guard, didn’t expect much from their search. Guarding seemed relatively worthless as well. No one appeared to gawk at the building. That in itself was strange. In Will’s experience, anything out of the ordinary—accidents, fires, destruction—gathered a crowd of people transfixed by horror and mayhem. So, why not now?
Still, searching gave them something to do while they waited on Richard. Will thought that Rockwood must have explained the relevance of the place to Haru in an undertone while they stood with the horses. He could feel Haru’s eyes boring into him while he, Rowan, and Colin picked their way along the edges of the scorched building.
“I bet Haru wishes he’d left me behind,” Will muttered, scowling at the dark ground ahead of his boots.
Colin shrugged. “He can’t do a whole lot about that now. Anyway, might be a coincidence that it’s this building.”
Rowan cackled under his breath and gave Colin an incredulous look. He shot a quick look to where Don and Garryn trod at the farthest side of the burned building, the place that Benley had pointed out as where the corpses were. Will hadn’t said anything but couldn’t deny being relieved when Haru suggested the three of them take the opposite side.
After being certain Garryn and Don were well out of hearing distance, Rowan lowered his voice, making Will and Colin pause to catch the words. “Don’t be thick, Colin. How often has anything like this been a coincidence? Never. That many times. Someone knew Will was here, and I’d bet those people didn’t appreciate that Will got away. I’d be willing to stake money on them knowing who he really is and all, too.”
“So, you two think it was the Ridgar as well?” Will asked, dropping his voice still further.
Colin frowned, pausing to crouch beside a half-burned timber, running his hand over the perfect line between where the flames had devoured and where they had left the wood untouched. “Either them or that fellow who rescued you. He said he used to be part of the Ridgar, didn’t he?”
Will nodded. He hadn’t thought much about his rescuer in weeks. The identity of the man, the rescue itself, hadn’t felt very important. Now, though, among the embers of their final meeting place, it was pushing against the front of his mind. Something about the memories seemed off, a quiet rise of hair on the back of his neck at the thought. “Yeah. But he was alone. Do you really think someone alone would have been able to do this?”
Colin’s frown deepened, and he pushed himself to his feet, brushing soot onto his tunic. “No, I don’t. But, if he’d been recruiting?”
“Oh, shiny object!” Rowan bounded forward, falling over the stone he tried to leap and snarling a string of Kelkorian oaths as he crashed to the ground. Will snorted and Colin sighed, striding to Rowan’s side and holding out a hand.
“Remember when they said don’t disturb the scene?” Colin asked, his tone full of disapproval. “That means don’t face plant in it and treat it with respect.”
Rowan gripped Colin’s extended arm, pulling himself upright, his fist closed firmly over his find. “They said find anything that might be a clue as to what happened.”
Will grinned, eyeing Rowan’s ash-covered tunic, the soot staining his face. “And did you find such a thing?”
“I did!” Rowan held open his hand proudly. Will peered down into his palm and laughed. Colin groaned.
“It’s a coin, Rowan,” Colin said flatly. “It’s not even a valuable one. It’s a copper.”
Rowan pulled the small stone to his chest with a look of mock offense. “It’s a shiny coin, barely even burned, you dunderheaded ninny. This could be it—this could solve everything.”
“You’re an idiot,” Colin said, huffing out a low laugh. He turned back to Will as Rowan tenderly tucked his new treasure into his pocket. “Did you know any of the people killed?”
Will shrugged, the grin slipping from his face. “Not well, just by face, really.”
Colin nodded slowly. “It can’t have been easy. Two were smiths’ apprentices—they wouldn’t have been weak. Whoever did this had to have help, wouldn’t you say? Are you sure that the rider who rescued you was alone?”
“Of course he was alone,” Will grumbled. “I would have noticed if he wasn’t. It was him against about a dozen archers.”
“Hold up?” Rowan turned to them, half bent in picking up a metal harness buckle off the ground. “You said he was part of the Ridgar once? And there were a fair few archers when that other bloke, Beardy, talked to you the first time.”
“Yes,” Will repeated. “I just said that.”
Rowan straightened, seeming to forget the buckle entirely. “That doesn’t really sound like Beardy wasn’t in the Ridgar at that time, does it? I mean, if the rider who helped you get away was working against them, he must have thought they were still part of the Ridgar. And you said that Beardy was there when you spoke with Treck.”
Will managed to keep from flinching at the reminder of his lie. Instead, he stared at Rowan and the sense of a thought pulling at the back of his mind grew stronger. What Rowan was saying, it made sense.
“Deserters don’t have to get along,” Colin said at last, breaking the still. “The group might have all left the Ridgar at that point, or it might have been before Treck and the others officially deserted. I mean, it’s been months.”
“That’s true,” Will agreed.
Rowan shrugged, swiping up the buckle and tucking it away with his coin. “Well, my point is that it just seems a bit off, all of it.”
“Finally,” Will said, chuckling. “Something we can all agree on.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 
When Richard arrived, the sun was directly above them. Heat radiated over the cobbled streets and ruins without any clouds to offer reprieve. Unfortunately, apart from Rowan’s copper coin, his scorched harness buckle, and a handful of dirt that he swore was key evidence, Will and his friends had found nothing. Judging by the strained expressions the others wore, their luck had been the same.
“You took an age and a half,” Haru accused when Richard slid from his saddle, patting Denra’s neck. “What the blazes took that long?”
Richard huffed, shaking his head. “I was about here when you sent Benley back, then I had to go get the list of names and addresses from him for people who they spoke to yesterday. Before I could head out again, Anryn insisted you lot would need lunch and made me wait around to get food sorted.”
“You brought food?” Rowan asked, inching forward, brows raised.
Richard frowned. “Rowan, are you rolling in the ashes?”
“He’s eating them,” Will assured. “He’s just that hungry.”
Rowan kicked him. Richard’s eyes crinkled slightly and his gaze moved past the squires, to where Ross, Don, and Garryn were winding their way back toward them through the rubble. Will noticed Ross’s face had become more grave and Don looked haggard. Garryn was talking with an expression of smug satisfaction. The instinct to cross the distance and punch Garryn for looking so self-satisfied was quashed by Veldana’s insistent voice in his head, asking why they couldn’t get along. Somehow he didn’t think she would appreciate if word got back that he’d started a fight with her cousin just for looking pleased about something.
Richard sighed, ruffling Rowan’s hair. “Once the others catch us up, I’ll divvy out the food. But how about it? You find anything of use?”
“Haru and I got stuck with the horses,” Rockwood said, stifling a yawn and stretching. “So, all I found out is that an eastern night patrol before this sort of thing isn’t much fun.”
“How about the squires?” Haru asked, eyeing Will. “Anything good?”
Will shook his head.
Rowan drew himself to his full height with an expression of deep offense. “Excuse me, but I found treasures beyond the dreams of man, things that will help us solve this crime, as well as all the crimes to come.” With a flourish, he withdrew his findings for the knights to examine.
Haru groaned, tipping his head back.
Richard bit back a grin, picking up the buckle to examine it.
Rockwood sighed heavily, eyeing his squire. “You do realize that people were murdered, don’t you? Probably ought to take this one seriously.”
Rowan dropped the coin in his knight’s hand with a somber nod. “Exactly. This is it. This is the key to everything.”
Rockwood stared at his squire, seeming torn between pressing his point and shaking his head. He contented himself with turning the coin in his fingers and handing it back.
“Good luck with that lecture,” Will grumbled.
Richard had to turn away, his shoulders shaking with laughter. His eyes lit on the group nearing them. “How about you all? Find anything useful?” Richard laid a delicate strain on the word.
Don raised his head, one hand running over his leg. “What I found was a hole to fall in. But, apart from tracks coming and going from this building, there doesn’t seem much.”
“Tracks?” Richard asked, frowning.
“I noticed them,” Garryn said, swelling with obvious pride. “And I was asking Don and Ross why someone would be repeatedly visiting an abandoned building. Unless, of course, it was someone already coming back and forth from their own crime scene before committing the murders.”
Richard inclined his head. “I see.” His eyes shifted to Ross. “What’s your take on it?”
“Someone had too much interest in this place, considering it was empty,” Ross growled. “I think we need to talk to the locals of this area, see if they remember anything before last night.”
Richard nodded. “Not a bad thought in the slightest. But, how about we eat first? After that, Ross and Rockwood can figure if we need to track those prints further. Don, if your leg is hurting, you can stay with the horses. Haru and I can go to the less reputable streets to ask around and set squires to the main road. With one group going up toward the north, one south, we should cover the ground nicely.”
Will and his friends exchanged looks. His own unspoken thought was echoed in their resigned expressions. His eyes shifted to Garryn, who was speaking with Don about the tracks. The squires… that meant one of them would have to work with Garryn in this assignment.
***
 
None of them spoke much as they ate warm bread and cheese. Will found it hard to swallow each mouthful. His eyes were drawn repeatedly to the side of the building where the bodies had been. In his mind, he could easily picture that place as it had been a short time ago, snow filtering through the ceiling, and the door falling in as Colin made to open it. There. It had been right there.
“If you all are about done,” Rockwood said, pushing himself off the charred stone he’d sat on to eat and brushing crumbs from his hands. “I think we can get set to start. Ross, you set to do some tracking?”
Ross nodded, pulling his arm from where it rested over the neck of his black and white warhorse. “Better we start now rather than waste light.”
“And you’re working with me then,” Richard said, turning to Haru, a smile rising over his lips. “But this time, you’re the knight in charge.”
Haru hesitated, glancing at the squires. “Maybe you lot should stay here…” His gaze drifted along the empty main road.
“Haru, we have to see what we can’t find out and they can help us do that,” Don said, shaking his head. “I don’t think anyone will try anything in broad daylight. Someone would have to be daft to do that. The city guard is on high alert, and we’ve got five knights here.”
“Four,” Richard corrected with a chuckle. “I’ve retired, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“I think you forgot,” Don said, shrugging and turning back to Haru. “The lads will be fine. Look, why don’t Will and Rowan go south, Colin and Garryn head north? It’ll be good for them to all work together and get answers.”
Rockwood shook his head. “Hate to contradict, Don, but Will and Rowan both have a knack for getting into things they shouldn’t. I don’t think we should pair them up.”
Rowan hissed at Rockwood under his breath, but if the knight noticed, he didn’t acknowledge it.
Don raised his brows in consideration. “I suppose you have a point there…”
Will sidestepped nearer to Colin. But meeting Rowan’s eye for a moment, he saw the resignation in his friend’s expression for a heartbeat. Before Rowan could volunteer, however, he thought of Veldana.
Veldana’s voice pleading for him to try to be friends with Garryn.
Will stepped forward, nodding toward Garryn. “Garryn and I can track south. The houses are further apart but fewer, so I bet we’ll get done about the same time as Rowan and Colin.”
Instantly, he wanted to kick himself for volunteering. Garryn fixed him with that loathing glower he wore whenever he watched Veldana and Will spend time together.
Haru frowned, brow furrowing. “I’m not sure about that,” he muttered. Will knew that he was thinking of Will’s open dislike of Garryn.
Don shrugged. “I don’t see an issue in it. Will knows his way about, so less likely to get lost, and that’s a good thing since Garryn is new to these parts.”
“I was going to say, maybe Garryn and I should cut north, leave Will and Colin the actual thinking aspect of this assignment,” Rowan said, but it was clear that the words were bitter in his mouth, his nose wrinkling in disgust of his own suggestion.
Will shook his head. “It’s fine. Garryn and I haven’t had a chance to practice together or anything since he came to Alamore. It might be good for us.”
“Are you—” Haru started.
“It’s fine,” Will cut across him, straightening. He turned to Garryn, brows raised. “South then?”
Garryn eyed him a long moment before giving a slow nod. “South it is. Let’s get going so we can report back sooner and not waste light.”
Will felt his friends and Haru watch him uneasily as he and Garryn moved toward the main road. At the road, they turned left, away from the distant end of the street, the road back to Alamore. Neither of them spoke, the hostility between them quashing any conversation.
No one answered the first two doors they tried. Will knocked and waited, while Garryn threw annoyed looks in the other direction to where Rowan and Colin were already talking to the first person to answer.
“We should have gone north. There are more people,” Garryn said at last as they turned away from the second door. “This is ridiculous.”
Will snorted. “Yeah, well, whoever did this probably didn’t come from that way.”
Garryn narrowed his eyes. “And why do you think that?”
Will shrugged, scowling. Everything about Garryn’s haughty tone, his height, his crossed arms and the upturned angle of his head, was bothering him. “Because,” Will said through clenched teeth. “If they didn’t want to be seen, wouldn’t it make sense to come from the direction with fewer people?”
“Oh,” Garryn deflated slightly. “I suppose that does make some sense.”
At the next door, they were greeted by a skittish-looking man who informed them he’d seen absolutely nothing and liked it that way before slamming the door in their faces.
“Maybe if you tried being more charming, people would talk to us?” Garryn suggested when Will started for the next door.
Will took a step back, waving Garryn forward with a stiff smile. “How about you just go ahead and show me how it’s done?”
“Fine,” Garryn sauntered ahead. Will was smugly satisfied when it took Garryn twice as long to get someone to answer his knocks, his face turning slowly red.
When they finally reached another door that was pulled wide, Will stared in recognition at the auburn-haired girl framed in the threshold. She folded her arms across her chest, narrowing her eyes at Garryn with obvious distrust.
“Can I help you?”
Garryn cleared his throat. “Hello, ma’am, I have been sent here by the King of Alamore himself in order to question citizens regarding the events of last night.”
She raised one eyebrow, her lips pressing thin. “Have you now?” she said, her tone guarded.
Will sighed, shouldering past Garryn. Garryn kicked him in the back of the shin and Will nearly tripped straight into the girl but managed to catch himself. Straightening, he held out his hand. “I don’t know if you remember me, but we met at The Dancing Stag,” Will started.
Brenna’s features eased. “Course I remember you, Will.” She eyed Garryn again, a frown creasing her brow. “Don’t recall meeting this fellow, though.”
“He was with some other squires,” Will said evasively. Pointing out that Garryn likely wouldn’t talk to a serving girl didn’t seem ideal at this moment.
Brenna nodded and Will wondered if she’d read his mind. Her gaze moved back to Will. “You’re friends with Rowan, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am,” Will agreed. He gestured toward the far end of the street, the direction the others had gone. “He and Colin are actually out here helping us. This is Garryn. But, like he said, we are supposed to try to find out if anyone knows anything about what happened last night.”
Brenna’s face fell, her eyes flitting from Will to Garryn again before she stepped out of the door, pulling it shut behind her. “My older sister is inside and not doing too well. I’d rather her not hear,” she explained. “She was courting one of those killed.”
Will ran a hand over the back of his neck, grimacing. “I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate.
Garryn gave him a patronizing look and turned to Brenna, his expression changing to somber. “That is why we are here. I am sure your sister would be glad to know that we are seeking to bring justice upon those who did this terrible thing.”
Will bit the inside of his cheek, torn between telling Garryn he was an idiot and laughing aloud. As inadequate as sorry seemed, Garryn’s little speech sounded presumptive and empty.
Brenna raised a brow, staring at Garryn. “Thanks? I guess?” She turned back to Will. “You’re talking about the old wagon shop fire? We talked to the guards last night, well my sister did. I was still at The Stag when it happened.”
Will shook his head. “No, I’m actually curious if you’ve noticed anyone hanging around there before last night.”
Brenna chewed her lip, glancing back toward the door again. “No, I haven’t, really. Most times, when I leave The Stag, it’s either before dark or the next day. Anryn won’t send me home after dark, as this isn’t the best of areas.”
Will waited. She seemed to be wavering, debating saying more.
Garryn sighed, annoyed. “If you do hear anything—”
Will stamped on his toes from under his cloak to make him shut up. Garryn’s eyes flashed—a warning—but Will didn’t reply. He was waiting, watching Brenna gnaw her lip, eyeing the street in the direction that he’d mentioned Rowan had gone.
“I don’t think anyone will tell you much,” Brenna said at last, her eyes flitting back to Will’s, her voice dropping.
Will frowned. “How come?”
Brenna shifted, her hands twisting into her pockets. She’s afraid, Will realized. She’s scared of something… or someone.
“People think that this is because the King,” Brenna whispered, her words barely discernable. “They’re angry, they think it’s his fault.”
“That is treason,” Garryn growled.
Will ignored him. “They think it’s Revlan who’s started the fire? Why the Thornten would they think that?”
“Not started it, no. The decree he put out—about the Ridgar?—they think that is causing this. The Ridgar was formed to keep people like us safe, the common folk of Alamore. It never bothered us much because they were in the South before, but they aren’t anymore. People talk about seeing them in the forests. There are rumors that they are here now, to rise up against Thornten. People say they came here to finish Tollien, but it’s our King who put a price on them. They were supposed to train people like us to defend the cities… and now the cities are being told they can’t trust the Ridgar…” She shook her head. “They whisper when they see me. They know who Anryn is, know I work for her, and that Richard is as good as a knight still. But I hear the whispers. People are scared for the people they care about who are in the Ridgar, you know—family and friends. But they’re scared, too, of these attacks. They don’t know if it is Ridgar or not who did this. We can’t guess, or we might be the next ones dead. But I know Fradus—my sister’s beau, worked for Kemron—I know he’d mentioned they were recruiting round here. I’m not sure if they tried recruiting him or not, would’ve been foolish. He was trying to become a city guard to start making more money.”
Will frowned. “Have you told Richard any of this?”
Brenna shook her head. “Didn’t matter before. It was just talk but now…” She paused, swallowing. “People are getting hurt. It matters now.”
Will gave her his best attempt at a bracing smile. “Well, thank you, Brenna, for telling us this. I appreciate it.”
Brenna reached behind her for the door once more. “Look, I need to go.” The fear traced her words again.
Will nodded again, backing away. “Take care, Brenna. If you do see or hear anything, let Richard know, won’t you?”
“I will,” she promised.
As the door snapped shut behind her, Garryn gave a hollow snort of laughter. Will stared at him, incredulous.
“What?” Garryn asked, smirking. “You didn’t believe that, did you?” He adopted a high-pitched voice, quaking with false fear. “It’s the Ridgar and they are going to kill us and the King can’t keep us safe. Please.” He waved a dismissive hand. “The Ridgar never kept these cities safe. It’s always been the King. The Ridgar are just a bunch of uneducated rogues.”
Will turned away. In his mind, he tried to picture Veldana happy. Happy that they had worked together and Garryn was still alive. He could ignore Garryn for her. He managed it well, too, while they crossed the gap between boarded windows and toward the next line of houses, Garryn’s footfalls a heartbeat behind him.
“So, are you going to tell my cousin what you are, or do you not think she’s worth the truth?”
Stomach dropping, Will swung round to face Garryn. He had to take two steps back, surprised to find Garryn towering above him. The look in Garryn’s eyes gleamed a threat, his hands balled into fists, jaw set.
Will glowered back, his own temper rising. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growled through gritted teeth.
Garryn snorted, raising one eyebrow. “You know, you can’t fool everyone. Neither of you can. My father, he served in Lonnac as a knight when he was younger so that my mother could stay nearer her family when she had my brothers and me. He was there, you know, there the day that they found him.” He jerked his head back in the direction they had come from, toward the knights.
Will tried to keep his features smooth, unreadable. This, then, was how. This was why Garryn implied he knew the truth. When Will had been taken by Marl, when his mother was murdered, it’d been the Count of Lonnac, Cavian Greyhead, who had found Ross. The truth of who Ross was hadn’t been public knowledge. Leave it to Garryn’s father, he thought bitterly. Leave it to him to tell his pompous son. Don’t think, don’t let him know you realize what he’s on about, Will reminded himself. Too late, though. The victorious smirk across Garryn’s humorless expression was enough to tell him that he’d given himself away.
“My father was one of the advising knights,” Garryn continued. “He told Greyhead what would be best done, but Greyhead ignored him. I heard him telling mother all about it when I was sent to Lonric to train rather than to Lonnac. He didn’t want me there because he is still angry that Cavian ignored his warning.” He stepped nearer. Will braced, half expecting Garryn to strike. Instead, the older squire lowered his voice to a dangerous hiss. “My cousin is a noble, Will, not the common-born child of a coward King. She deserves better than you will ever amount to, and she certainly deserves better than your lies.”
“I’m not lying to her,” Will retorted. He felt a stab in his chest, thinking of Colin at the feast again, the girls following him, eyeing him. They had interest because he would have power. But Veldana… she knew he’d be nothing more than a knight. She could do so much better, deserved better…
Garryn’s lip curled. “No, you are just being selfish, stopping her from being great. If you cared about her, you’d tell her or you’d let her go. But you only care about yourself, not about those around you.” He paused, running a hand over his jaw as though mulling over a thought. “Then again, I shouldn’t be surprised. You are his son. Of course, you only care for yourself. My father always said that if Cavian and his wife hadn’t died of illness, he would have been certain it was murder. You know, because a traitor once will betray again.”
The anger rising in Will’s chest struck, snapping with the force of a cracking whip and darkening the edges of his vision. He snatched to grab Garryn by the front of the tunic, but Garryn had moved first. Will saw the fist and made to avoid it a moment too late.
Garryn’s knuckles collided with his face. Pain flashed in blinding lights before his eyes. Staggering, Will didn’t have time to orientate himself before the next blow.
He doubled, the wind struck from his lungs. His boots slipped on the cobbles with the next strike. He struck the ground, his weight catching on one elbow. More bright pain popped into his vision. He tried to roll away, to rise.
Fingers seized him by the front of his tunic, made to pull him up. He twisted. He tried to pull free. Through the haze of anger, pain, and the spinning of his world, he could just make out Garryn’s contorted features. Garryn was drawing back his hand to strike again.
Will drew his hands up, ready to fight, to attack, to defend. He wanted to cause all this pain and more to the hated sneering face above him. Before he could move, however, Veldana’s smile flickered through Will’s mind. He thought of how the smile would fracture. The pain if she knew. The look of betrayal.
Betrayal. Like that in the grey eyes as Veldana’s face changed, turned into Eldin’s.
He braced, forcing his hands back to his side. He wouldn’t fight. Wouldn’t strike back. His muscles coiled, bracing for the next blow.
“I think that’s enough now.”
Garryn released the front of Will’s tunic so fast that Will barely caught himself before spilling back to the ground again. Will swayed upright. He pressed a hand against his jaw, turning toward the speaker. Two riders were approaching them from the south end of the road, where it twisted and ended at the city’s edge.
Will blinked, hard, to clear his vision before straightening. He winced, bruises pulling over his ribs.
Wren’s face was taut, bloodless, her eyes wide. She stared between Garryn and Will with stunned disbelief. But, beside her, Will could have sworn the Ranger was smirking beneath his hood.
“I’m sorry, Sir,” Garryn said harshly. “We were settling a disagreement of honor.”
The Ranger held up a silencing hand. “I don’t actually care what you were doing, Garryn. But, if we are talking honor, I think you should reconsider your definition of the term. You see, there isn’t much nobility in striking someone who isn’t fighting back.” The Ranger turned to eye Will. “You’re bleeding.”
“Am I?” Will asked, bewildered. He dropped his hand, staring at the spot of blood on his fingers. He traced his cheekbone, flinching, and felt the damp warmth.
The Ranger sighed, turning to Wren. “Wren, please take note of this. Here is an example of morons in their natural environment.”
Wren didn’t smile. She was still staring at Will with her mouth half open.
The Ranger growled under his breath, shaking his head. “Close your jaw before you catch flies, Wren. You’d hate to spoil dinner.” His gaze shifted to the boys again. “Can I assume you both are done being idiots? At least, for now?”
Garryn straightened, his face a mask of apology, and he bowed his head. “Yes, Sir. I am sorry.”
Will snorted, pressing his sleeve to the swelling he could already feel on his face. “Yeah, real sorry someone spotted you.”
Garryn shot him a scathing look.
“So, I take it as a no, you aren’t done being stupid,” the Ranger purred. “Well, I don’t care to be in the squabbles of teenagers who have less sense than a sparrow. There are far more important things for my squire and me to be concerned about. We won’t bother ourselves in your affairs after right now, nor will we speak of them. What you tell your knights, that is entirely up to you.” The Ranger paused. “But I think it best we find your knights, so we don’t have another murder to add to the list for today, wouldn’t you think?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 
What Will told his knight wasn’t a lie, not really, anyway. It just wasn’t the full truth.
“I fell over in the street,” he said firmly when Haru appeared by the horses and stopped, staring in horror at Will’s face.
Swearing under his breath, Haru turned to look around the rubble and ash. His eyes landed on the Ranger and Wren first, both dismounting from their horses and moving to tie them with the others beside the burned building. Then they shifted to Garryn and Don, taking several strides outside of hearing distance. Haru faced him again with narrowed eyes. “Why do I feel like you had some assistance in that fall?”
Will shrugged. “I mean, my feet assisted me in not catching my weight.”
Haru leveled him with a stern glower. “Keep up the cheek, Will, and I’ll give you a reason to fall over…” He spun away from Will. “Ranger, what happened?”
The Ranger glanced toward them, a smirk twitching under his hood. “I mean, I did see him fall.”
Richard, leaning against his horse’s shoulder, chuckled. He held a waterskin out to Will with raised brows. “Hold that to your face, lad, or you’ll be blue and purple in an hour.”
“Thanks,” Will mumbled.
Haru snorted, scowling at Will. “Blue and purple would serve you right. I thought we made a deal.”
“We did,” Will said, firmly. “And see? The Ranger agrees. He saw me fall. I’m not lying.”
“Let it be, Haru,” Richard advised. “That lad is about as stubborn as you and, as I recall, you came back from a night of ‘going to bed early’ more than once with a bruise or too… and hangovers.”
Haru’s face flushed slightly. “Richard, you’re not helping.”
Richard shrugged, glancing toward the sky. “It’s getting on afternoon. Soon as the guards return, I would say you should probably be headed back for the castle. Ranger—you find anything in the southern forest?”
Will turned, suddenly more interested in what the Ranger and Wren had been doing rather than the throbbing in his face.
The Ranger shook his head. “Not more than we learned here. I would say we are looking at six or more people, but they aren’t going to be tracked easily.”
“So, you think it’s them, then?” Richard asked darkly.
“I do,” the Ranger agreed.
Richard sighed, age lining his tired eyes. “Well, I’ll tell the guard this then. Honestly, I don’t think there’s much point in standing round here. There’s nothing to loot and we’ve gathered as much as we can. Rockwood and Ross are still trying to figure if the tracks they found will go anywhere.”
“They don’t,” Wren said, breaking her silence at last and pulling her eyes from the burned building. “We started there this morning. They ended up being a maze, breaking in different directions every block or so. Someone was careful that they used a different route often.”
Richard gave her a tired smile. “You are going to be quite the tracker in no time, I think, especially with the Ranger teaching you.”
“She will be,” the Ranger conceded. “I’ll go get Ross and Rockwood if you all want to prepare to ride back. I saw Rowan and Colin were already headed north, so you should be able to grab them along the way. Wren, you go with them. You and Will can lead the horses back to Rowan and Colin. When you get to the castle, see if you can finish the translations by this evening and get some sleep.”
Wren nodded, her eyes drifting back toward the charred remains of the building. Will frowned, watching her. Something in her expression was haunted, distant.
Haru gave Will a sidelong look. “Alright, clumsy, keep it to yourself, what happened, that’s fine. But you get to the healer when we get back and then to the Hall of Record. If you want to ‘trip and fall’ with the assistance of others, it means you should probably have the spare time for extra studying. With squires.” He added the last part with emphasis, and Will nodded. So, there went any chance of talking to Veldana tonight about what had happened before Garryn could. He wasn’t sure he was too disappointed, though. Garryn had been right. He owed her the truth if… if he wanted to stay with her. Which he did, he thought firmly. Rowan would come around and Colin, too, would eventually get along with her better. They’d see how smart she was, a much-needed breath of fresh air among the squires.
***
 
Don and Garryn led the group down the empty street, Haru and Richard falling behind Will and Wren. Will found it a struggle to keep hold of Naja’s reins to lead him while riding Admere. The small red horse kept aiming swift nips toward the large black warhorse, earning the occasional high squeal from Naja for his efforts.
Wren’s mare, her ears flat to her neck, only gave Strider threatening enough looks to keep Colin’s large horse walking as far away from her as his reins permitted. Wren didn’t seem to notice any of it, her eyes trained ahead with that same haunted look, her face drawn.
“So,” Will muttered, unable to take the heavy silence. “What happened?”
“What?” Wren blinked, turning to him with wide eyes.
Will jerked his head behind him, to the ruin they were leaving. “Something happened there, didn’t it? You’ve been acting weird.” He winced, wishing he’d found a better way to phrase his thoughts.
Wren didn’t seem to care. She grimaced, dropping her eyes to the front of her saddle. “Oh, that.” Silence fell again and Will waited, as he had with Brenna. Finally, she shrugged. “We got here before dawn, as soon as the Ranger heard what had happened… while the fire was still going. So, I’m tired…” She paused again. The lie hung between them for a long moment. At last, she turned her face to Will, her eyes overly bright. “I’ve never seen a dead body before and there were six there. Six people. They were broken and…” She shivered and dropped her mare’s reins quickly to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand. “Maybe I’m not cut out for this if I can’t handle death.”
Will’s stomach twisted. He remembered his first encounter with battle and with death. Those deaths had bothered him, given him nightmares, but they’d been purposeful. It’d been a fight for survival then, in the tunnels beneath the castle. The murders here, though… they’d been cruel, heartless killings. In his mind, he saw himself in the castle after that first greeting with death, a boy, a child, wondering the same thing.
“You know,” Will said after a minute. “No one gets used to death. Ever. One of the knights told me that, and he was right. If you hadn’t felt anything, Wren, it would mean you don’t care about life, that you were heartless… and you’re not that.”
Wren nodded, glancing down at her hands again, cheeks turning red. “I got sick. I tried to hide when it happened, but the Ranger knew. He handed me a flask and a rag. He didn’t say anything, but I felt so stupid. I mean, I’m a squire, I’m learning how to kill people, and I can’t handle seeing death?”
“You’re learning how to defend people,” Will corrected. “Yourself, your friends, even strangers. That’s what you do as a Ranger, what he does. He doesn’t do meaningless killing, and that’s what you saw.”
Wren nodded again. “I guess so.” She took a deep breath, forcing herself to straighten in the saddle. “But I better get used to it. The Ranger seems to think this is just the start, that things are going to get worse.”
“Does he?” Will asked, taken aback.
Wren hesitated, glancing behind them before dropping her voice. “I was in the council chamber when the King gave the final order for the Ridgar to be outlawed and prices on their heads. The Ranger told him he didn’t think it a good idea. He called it a public declaration of war—the people against the crown. But the knights and the King said it had to happen or we would be at war against Thornten for the actions of the Ridgar. Even the Ranger didn’t have an answer to that but… but I think he’s trying to find one.”
“Like what?” Will muttered.
Wren shrugged. “He won’t tell me, but we keep working on tracking. He has been trying to have me listen in on more conversations of late, and he keeps leaving me to train with Serena and Eldin for hours on end. He claims it’s so I can learn Kelkorian, but I don’t think that’s entirely it. I think he’s trying to track them, the Ridgar, on his own.”
Will stared at her, brows raised. “Track an entire band of rogues? By himself? And what the blazes is he going to do if he finds them? He’s one person.”
Wren shook her head. “That’s what I don’t understand. He thinks that there is something else going on with them. He said that this attack, the attacks in Thornten, are an old plan that Acra had years ago, but that the timing now doesn’t make sense. He seems to think something has changed and they have something. He keeps talking about something they have to have, or that they are after, that might give Acra some edge.”
Will stiffened, thinking of Leodin’s warning. The warning to flee, to escape before war. Was it Leodin, then? Leodin that Acra was after? Or any heir, really. Perhaps Leodin’s warning had been regarding Will himself. If Acra had a tie to the throne, someone he could use… but that made no sense. Will wasn’t about to throw away everything for a crown he didn’t want. Acra doesn’t know that, though, whispered a voice in Will’s mind. Most people would want the crown if they were the true heir. He might be after you to try to make you want that crown, to want to go after Thornten. But why attack in Alamore?
“So, are you and Eldin going to ever be friends again?”
Will started, pulled from his thoughts by her question. “What?”
Wren shrugged, lips pressed thin. “I was just curious if you two were going to figure out how to be friends, like if you were going to maybe try to talk to her because she seems to want nothing to do with you.”
“I did try to talk to her,” Will argued, a panic stealing over him. What had Eldin told Wren? Had she explained why they weren’t talking, what he’d done? If so, was Wren going to tell the others? Tell Rowan and Colin? Tell the Ranger? The idea of them learning the secret from someone else, of them turning their backs on him as Eldin had, filled him with panic.
Wren sighed. “I wondered. Maybe try again?”
“What? So she can punch me in the face?” Will asked. He hesitated, the question burning through him but hesitant upon fear of the answer. “Wren?”
“Yeah?”
“Did… did Eldin say why she’s mad at me?”
Wren sighed again, this time sounding almost annoyed, and fixed Will with a disparaging look. “Sometimes, I really like talking to you because you are nothing like my brother, because you seem smart. Other times, you are actually an idiot. Did you know that?”
“What?” Will straightened. “How am I an idiot?”
Wren shook her head again, and Will thought it was taking all her self-control not to roll her eyes and sigh a third time. “Because I shouldn’t have to tell you why she’s mad at you. I think it’s obvious to literally anyone else.”
“Is it?” Will frowned. “What?” How was it obvious?
Wren grimaced, turning her eyes forward once more. “Boys…” was all she said.
Will stared down at Admere’s neck, trying to untangle the bewilderment in his head. What was Wren talking about? This couldn’t be obvious. Could it? Surely, if it was obvious, the Ranger would have talked to him?
Or… or was Wren talking about something else? Did they think that there was another reason that he and Eldin didn’t talk now? Veldana? But why? What difference did it make if he and Veldana were together? Eldin had said herself that she thought Veldana likable enough.
Girls… Will thought. Girls were an absolute misery to try to understand.
“Rowan, Colin! We’re leaving.”
Don’s voice snapped Will from his deliberations and he straightened, turning to see Rowan and Colin trudging their way back up the street toward them.
Will held up Naja’s reins, tightening his own as Admere aimed another quick nip at the darker horse. “Come take your bloody mule, Rowan.”
The two crossed toward Will and Wren, talking with their heads lowered.
“I’m telling you, more people would have opened the door if we announced we were selling pastries,” Rowan was arguing.
Colin rolled his eyes. “Yes, but don’t you think they would have slammed the door when they realized we weren’t?”
“Look, all I am saying is that your lack of initiative in finding answers was a real bummer,” Rowan snapped. Shaking his head, he reached for Naja’s reins. “Thanks, Will, I—” He froze, gawking at Will’s face. “The blazes happened to you?”
“I tripped,” Will grunted, running his hand over the swelling on his face.
Colin scoffed, staring at Will as he hoisted himself into Strider’s saddle. “Don’t lie to us.”
“I’m not lying,” Will retorted. He wished he could sink into the folds of his cloak to keep them from ogling at his bruised face.
Rowan laughed, urging Naja forward. “Alright, so was this because of someone who you were questioning that you tripped?”
“No,” Will said bluntly. “The only person we got to answer the door was Brenna.”
“What?” Rowan jerked upright in his saddle, twisting to look behind them and swearing under his breath. “We should have gone south, Colin.”
Colin shook his head, sighing. “That still wouldn’t have been any more useful.” He grimaced, glancing at Wren and Will. “So, either of you learn anything useful?”
Will shrugged. “Basically learned that no one here will talk to anyone from the castle, and then we ran into Wren.”
“Before or after you ran into someone’s fist?” Rowan asked sweetly.
Will scowled. “I told you, I tripped.” He dropped his hand from his cheekbone, turning his eyes forward again to glower at the riders ahead of them. Don and Garryn were moving faster, trotting toward the edge of the city and still conversing in low voices.
“Ahh,” Rowan said slowly. “Alright, so you tripped. But, one more quick question: did you trip into or off of Garryn’s fist? Come on, it’s important we get the details straight.”
“Off of,” Wren confirmed. “With gusto.”
Will gave her his best attempt at a scathing look, wincing as the muscles beneath the bruise were pulled tight. “I thought you were staying out of this.”
Wren shrugged, smirking. “I mean, I am, but you didn’t seem to be answering the question.”
“And what was that about?” Rowan pressed, turning to Will. “Actually, I can guess it was about blonde hair and whisking annoying maidens off their feet and his disapproval.”
“Yeah, something like that,” Will grumbled.
Colin shook his head, brow furrowing. “Did you start it?”
“What makes you think that?” Will demanded. He pointed at his bruised face. “Does this look like something I would voluntarily start?”
“Who cares if Will started it? Garryn’s had it coming to him for a while. More important, did you punch him?” Rowan asked, face splitting into a wide smile. “Please say he’s got a broken nose.”
“He doesn’t because I didn’t punch him,” Will mumbled.
Rowan sagged, clearly crestfallen. “Well, this day is just bound to be awful now, isn’t it?” He turned to Wren, smirking. “Except, I found crucial evidence.”
“Did you?” Wren asked, eyes narrowing.
Fishing in his pocket, Rowan held out the copper coin. He leaned across, dropping it into her hand. “The mystery is solved.”
Wren raised her eyes to the sky, lips pressing thin. “You know,” she said after a moment, shoving the coin into her own pocket. “I’m keeping this as payment for me not murdering you now, too.”
***
 
The day continued to go downhill, at least for Will. He sat through another lecture from Haru while the healer worked. He had to hold a compress on his face, the smell making his eyes and nose burn. The healer fumed about the stupidity of squires under his breath, telling Will that he better learn some fighting with one eye as he’d likely lose vision by end of day if they couldn’t keep the swelling down.
To drive the message home further, Haru didn’t allow him to join the council that evening. Instead, he had to give a written report for the King while his friends joined the knight. In order to keep Will busy after that, Haru set him an immensely boring assignment to work on by himself with clear rules that he wasn’t to be around Veldana for the remainder of the day. Topping off the punishment, Will was given the task of cleaning saddles, which he shared in awkward silence with Garryn and, worse still, Eldin. Why she was there, he wasn’t sure, but she went out of her way to only talk to Garryn if she needed anything. He might as well have been one of the empty saddle racks on the wall for all the notice she gave him.
Worst of all, Garryn finished his work first, leaving Will and Eldin in strained silence. When they finished cleaning and he stepped from the tack room a heartbeat behind Eldin, he felt torn between ignoring her from his own frustration and demanding she talk to him. But the choice was snatched away when he found Veldana waiting for him outside the barn. Eldin brushed past as if the other girl didn’t exist, but he knew Veldana was furious the moment she laid eyes on him.
“What were you two doing in there?” she demanded when Eldin had crossed the dark courtyard and slammed the double doors behind her.
Will snorted. “We were working, Vel. We’re squires, we have to work together.”
“Alone?” Veldana shot back.
Will glowered ahead. Somehow, he felt that Garryn had set this up intentionally, just to make his life more miserable. “Yeah, alone.”
“I thought you weren’t friends with her anymore,” Veldana snapped. “But you’ve ignored me all day and now I find you and her together?”
“We were both given punishment work,” Will had to force his voice to stay even. If he snapped, it would likely make her even angrier.
“Why? What happened?” Veldana pressed. “What were you two doing?”
“I don’t know why she was in there,” Will growled through gritted teeth. “But I was there because of your lovely cousin.”
“What? What does Garryn have to do with any of this?”
He spun to face her, jabbing a finger toward his swollen cheek. “That, Veldana. That’s what he has to do with it.”
She stared, mouth falling open. Will didn’t move, still battling the anger that surged through his stomach. The injustice of everything was pressing against his resolve, making it hard to contain his temper.
“What happened? Why did he do that?” Veldana whispered, eyes wide.
Will shrugged. “I’ve told you, haven’t I? He and I aren’t about to be friends.”
“But I told you—” Veldana started, eyes hardening.
“Look, I’ve had enough lectures for one night,” Will snapped. “So, save it, won’t you? If you want to give someone a talk, go find Garryn and figure out why he’s such a prat, but I’m going to bed.”
He turned on his heel and, without looking back at her, stalked his way to the castle.
Guilt and anger battled in his chest when he dropped into his bed a few minutes later. Really, he thought, turning onto his side. Why did she insist that he and Garryn needed to be friends? Why couldn’t she get along with the friends he already had and just face the fact that Garryn was an absolute prat? But he’s her family, a voice chided in his mind. Of course, she wants you to get along with her family.
Yeah, well, Tollien is my family and I don’t go parading her around, telling her that she and he need to be pals, Will thought grumpily. And today. Why did she have to start in again today, when he was already in a bad mood about the Ridgar?
He glowered at the silver moonlight across the squire chamber, the rise and fall of others sleeping peacefully. None of them troubled by what was happening outside the walls, or really within them, either.
No, not all. He thought of Wren, sleeping upstairs in the chamber she and Eldin shared. Was she sleeping? Or were the bodies haunting her nightmares now? And would Eldin be there if she needed someone to talk to? Of course she would. Eldin would help Wren. She would help because Eldin was her friend, a good friend.
In Will’s chest, a chain gripped over his ribs and heart. A friend he didn’t have anymore, as tonight had reminded him yet again. He squeezed his eyes closed. This was enough. He needed to stop thinking about any of it. There was nothing to do, nothing to be done. His lies had started this… his lies, the truths he held too close. They were to blame for everything—for Eldin and he not being friends, for Garryn’s outburst, maybe even for the fires.
And what else? What else could they cost? He rolled onto his back again, trying not to think at all. But when dreams came, they left him alone, his friends silent and watching as he battled the darkness. No longer his friends, not really. They had been separated from him by a veil of lies and the green-cloaked figures who drifted between the flames that wove in and out of his sleep.




CHAPER TWENTY-FOUR

 
It was easiest to keep secrets when there was no one around to tell them to. The Ranger’s prediction coming to fruition, the crimes continued throughout the city, word reaching the castle of more attacks throughout the country. Every conversation within Alamore seemed to turn to the Ridgar. Wherever Will went, he heard squires fuming about how they would handle the Ridgar, servants whispering of people they knew who had vanished or had been outlawed as part of the Ridgar. The knights spoke in low voices, cutting off abruptly when squires approached, and Will noticed the King and Queen both called more councils than before. The Ranger and Wren rode out at all hours, searching for answers at the site of new attacks, trying to find a way to track the Ridgar down.
Watching from a distance, the sense of guilt growing in his chest each day, Will hovered on the edges of the discussion when Rowan and Colin tried to invite him into their conversations. In his mind, a battle raged—to tell the truth or to keep the secret he had sworn to protect.
Leodin had told him that this would turn to war and, with the fatalities rising, the word of attacks pouring in, Will couldn’t help but wonder if that was exactly what had started. A war, he had said, that would involve the royals. It would involve the Ranger, the King, Ross, Tollien, even him, if he didn’t run. But run from what? Why?
And did telling the truth matter? Did it change anything? It was hard to know for certain. The reasons behind the attacks were still unknown, no pattern discernable, nothing making sense. Still, Will couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that Leodin had known far more than he’d been willing to say, known too much.
But the only person who he felt would be able to help him was the same person that Leodin had made him swear never to tell. The Ranger couldn’t know. Leodin had been firm on that. He’d been certain that the Ranger would search for him, that Thornten would find him.
Thornten. What did they have to do with this, then? Could it be them that was driving the Ridgar into these attacks? Encouraging them to hunt Leodin? Will tried to think of how Tollien might be linked to the mayhem, but each time, he found himself coming up with nothing. Haru had said Tollien was under attack from the Ridgar as well. That had been the reason for outlawing the Ridgar, hadn’t it? But Leodin said the plan was to cause war. That they were doing so intentionally. So, if that was the plan, why had the war not ceased? If anything, Will thought Leodin’s warning might have fanned the flames of a battle that had been little more than smoke before.
What only made the internal struggle worse was the occasional sensation he had that Eldin was watching him. He couldn’t be certain of this. Each time he whipped round, it was to find her talking to Wren or working on some assignment in the Hall of Records. Something told him, though, that she was waiting on him to tell the truth. And then what? Did it matter? That friendship, he knew, was over. She wouldn’t trust him again.
Trust and secrets. The same thing that made him seek shelter, even from Veldana. She had apologized over and over again for losing her temper with Will about Eldin, but he still avoided her. He wasn’t ready to tell her the truth. But she kept asking why he and Garryn had fought. It bothered him when she needled for answers, insisting that she wanted to know what had upset Garryn. The good thing was that it seemed Garryn wasn’t telling her, either. The bad thing was that Will had seen Eldin’s reaction to the secret. It would be the same from Veldana, he was sure. How could it not be? She would be furious with him and the last thing he needed right now was another person hating him for secrets.
For the first time, Will found he had sympathy for Ross’s battle to tell him the truth. The lies pierced thorns through him, but knowing one day that he might have to tell his friends he’d hidden this from them was even worse.
An advantage to Veldana’s questioning is it gave him an excuse to be quiet and brood. When he explained the fight with Garryn to Rowan and Colin at last, Rowan was quick to jump to his defense.
“Bugger all! That explains why he was such a rat when we were in Lonric, why he didn’t like you. Not because you are common, but because his father gossips more than a drunken housewife.” Rowan paused, seeming to ponder a deep consideration a moment. “We should kill him and Garryn,” he said, hushing his voice to a whisper as they leaned over their books in the Hall of Records.
Colin gave a disapproving look over the top of the tome he had been thumbing through for answers to the list of questions Ross had assigned that morning. But, surprisingly, he didn’t comment, only dropped his eyes again to the book.
“I don’t think that’ll help me with Veldana,” Will grumbled, scowling at the parchment before him and spinning the quill in his fingers. He’d been so distracted that he’d written down the wrong answer twice now on which plants would be needed to treat burns when no healer was available. “She keeps saying she wants me to get along with him.”
“But he’d be easier to get along with if he was dead,” Rowan pointed out. “Win-win, you two get along—or at least don’t fight—and he can’t black your eye again for stupid reasons.”
Will glanced at Colin, brow furrowing. Colin’s gaze was determinedly downcast, though his green eyes weren’t moving back and forth along the text. Will straightened, annoyed. “You think Garryn was right, don’t you?”
Colin’s face flushed, and he glanced up. “No, I think he was immature to punch you and stupid for downplaying the fears of commoners.”
Will snorted. “You are avoiding the question, Colin.”
Rowan stared between them, mouth falling open. “Come on, Colin, that’s not on. You side with Garryn?”
“Well, I think he might have a point,” Colin muttered, grimacing apologetically.
Will narrowed his eyes, lowering his quill to the table. “Alright, and why’s that?”
Colin wrinkled his nose and moved a scrap of parchment in between the pages of his book. Closing it, he sighed and fixed Will with a serious look. “Because with who you are, it matters for anyone close to you.” He held up a hand as Will opened his mouth to argue. “I’m not saying anything about him hitting you being alright. I already said, I think he handled the whole thing poorly. Also, I don’t mean you have to parade the truth around. I know you don’t want the world to know. What I am saying is that if you actually want things to work with Veldana, you will have to tell her at some point.”
“Why the blazes would he?” Rowan asked, rolling his eyes. “It’s not like he’s going for the crown.”
“No, but there are those who don’t believe that,” Colin continued, his tone irritatingly calm. “And they could use people you care about—they have used people you care about—to try to get to you.”
Will’s shoulder sagged slightly, but he only grunted, picking up his quill again. “So, you think I need to tell her?”
“I think you need to decide if you are wanting to be with her long enough for it to be a threat,” Colin said vaguely, already turning his attention back to his book. “Now, if you two don’t mind, I’d rather we get our assignments done, so we aren’t saddled with more work. I feel like we have enough to worry about already.”
Will settled back into his chair, feeling drained.
Rowan gave him a sympathetic grimace before dropping his voice. “I got your back, Will.”
Will raised his eyebrows in a silent question.
Rowan turned, sticking his tongue out at Colin’s bowed head before turning back, giving him a bracing smile. “You’ll do the right thing with Veldana. Just take time to think about what the right thing is.”
“Sounds like lots of wisdom,” Colin said dryly. “And I saw that.”
***
 
Will thought about Colin’s advice over the days that followed. Unfortunately, Rowan’s idea of doing ‘the right thing’ was far harder than it should have been. On some occasions, he liked when he and Veldana were spending time together in the sunshine, enjoying the late spring warmth as they walked around the castle with their hands linked, he felt he had to tell her. After all, how could it be better than this? That falling sensation when she smiled at him, or the way she always pressed to know about his day, his life, listening to his adventures with wide-eyed wonder.
But when he was away from her, in the hours of studying with his friends, or more often finding a place of solitude to avoid topics of the Ridgar, that feeling of certainty faded. Without her there, he stewed over thoughts, finding himself annoyed by little things. Things like how she always hinted that they should spend time with Garryn or elbowing him in the ribs—which he couldn’t stop noticing now that Rowan had pointed it out.
She’s just different than the girls here, Will tried to tell himself. You’re just not used to her because most the girls you’ve been around are either common or squires, and both kinds can throw a punch or use a knife for more than eating.
That thought made him snort with a quiet laugh before twisting, checking that no one was around to hear him. But the small and stuffy chamber was empty, except for him and the dust that draped across the possessions. Shoulders relaxing slightly, Will tipped his head back, almost dropping the book from his lap, and stretched in the cramped window seat that had become his favorite hiding place. He wasn’t sure he was supposed to be in this room, that anyone was meant to be even. Still, he’d found his feet carrying him here a week ago, after he decided he couldn’t sit in the Hall of Records. Not with Eldin’s cold hostility and everyone around him whispering about the latest attack, the rumor of more knights having to take shifts in the city to help the guards train new recruits, of war on the horizon. War of rogues and royals, Will thought bitterly, scowling around the room. It was strange, he thought, that he’d ended up here again. Here—the same place that Ross had brought him after the Ridgar’s first attack.
Shame squirmed in his stomach, even at that thought. He’d promised the Ranger that he’d try to talk to Ross after that. But, apart from Ross himself approaching, and giving him the braid of Visra’s hair, they hadn’t had more than brief words in training. Will sank lowering into his seat, shifting his eyes to the window. Excellent. Just what he needed, another reason to feel guilty.
Movement in the courtyard below broke him from his thoughts. Straightening and leaning closer to the rippled glass, he peered out. A rise of voices drifted toward the chamber, people yelling, someone barking orders. Will’s heart beat faster within his ribs and he found his fingers tightening on the book. What had happened now? Surely nothing else?
Chains groaned, the noise stalling the chaos below. Every eye turned to the gates. Iron was rising, and the worn wood of the bridge made its descent. Will saw the flicker of dark blue uniforms, the shaggy stout horses of the men who appeared. City guard? But why…?
His blood froze in his veins. The city guard had a man in their midst, a man on foot, being pulled by the shackles at his wrists. A man with silver hair in a dark green cloak.
Launching himself to his feet, Will swore as the book spilled from his hands and crashed onto his foot. Hopping on the spot, eyes watering, he resisted the urge to kick the heavy leather tome, knowing that all he’d manage was more throbbing pain in his already painful foot. Still snarling under his breath, he started for the door at a hobble, toes still aching.
His hand had just fallen over the handle when the door was thrown open from the other side. He leapt back to keep from being knocked flat, landing on his already injured foot and yelping.
“Sorry!” The person on the other side of the door leapt back. “I just heard someone yell and was…” Eldin stopped speaking, her gaze settling on him. Ice stole over her expression, washing away the apologetic concern. “Right.” She moved to step back, away from him.
“Eldin, hold up,” Will said, his hand reaching out. He wasn’t even sure what he was going to say. Sorry for all he’d done? Demand to know why she didn’t want to be his friend anymore? Beg forgiveness?
No sooner had his fingers closed around her wrist than he knew he’d made a mistake. Eldin moved with the speed of a striking snake. Her hand twisted in his grip. Her boot struck out into the back of his leg. Will’s knee collided with the floor and a new pain joined the one in his foot. Training made him jerk to the side, trying to yank his arm out from her grip. Eldin pulled his arm up and behind his back. Before he could free himself, her grip went slack, and he fell, face first, onto the ground.
Swearing, panting, Will rolled onto his back and glowered up at Eldin who had taken a step backwards, toward the door. “Are you trying to kill me?”
Eldin snorted. “Don’t be dramatic. You didn’t even break your nose.”
Anger surged in Will’s chest, and he sat up, brushing dust from his tunic. This was ridiculous. Why was he even bothering trying to talk to Eldin? If she wanted to be mad at him, fine, that was on her. She could do whatever she wanted. He was done with it. Done trying to make things right.
Out of the edge of his vision, she saw her boots move toward the door, but didn’t lift his gaze. He wasn’t sure he would be able to bite back the furious words he longed to hurl at her if he did.
“Oh, by the way, you might want to know—they captured one of them, one of the friends of your cousin. They’re bringing him to the castle now for interrogation.”
Will’s head snapped up, but Eldin had already turned away, sweeping from the room in that icy silence.
Girls!
Pushing himself gingerly to his feet, Will flinched as he put weight on the leg Eldin had kicked. Well, he had to give it to her. She could handle hand-to-hand combat better than most, if not all, of the boys. He made a mental note never to so much as try to shake her hand again. Almost at the door, he paused, brow furrowed, and listened for the sound of her boots. The last thing he wanted right now was to go to the courtyard with her as company. It’d likely end in being tossed down the stairs and another lecture from Veldana about spending time with her.
Spending time, Will thought bitterly, leaving the chamber and pulling the door closed at his back. As if being thrown by another squire was, in some way, a romantic gesture. Hard to imagine that, since his attempt to teach Veldana how to use a dagger for self-defense had made her almost cry.
Another shout from outside brought Will’s mind back to the present, and he lengthened his stride. There were more important matters to see to. If that was Acra, if they had caught the leader of the Ridgar, then this was it, they had won. Excitement trickled into his blood so that, by the time he reached the foot of the steps descending into the dinner hall, he was sprinting. The din of voices was growing louder with each step he took toward the entry hall.
Hurtling around the doorway, Will collided hard with the solid, impassable form of someone’s back.
“Easy there, mate,” Haru grunted, staggering and grabbing Will by the should before he could fall backwards. “Where the blazes do you think you’re going at that rate? You’re going to break your neck running round like an idiot.”
“You caught one?” Will demanded, not bothering with an apology. His hands were shaking, breath catching too much to pause.
Haru’s eyes hardened, a muscle tightening in his jaw. “Yeah, the city guard did. One of their new recruits managed to capture this one when he was trying to break into a building with tinder to burn it down. That guard got pretty roughed up, from the sound of it, and is with their healer. Benley just brought him down to the dungeon.”
“Is it him?” Will asked, panting and clutching the stitch in his side.
“Who?” Haru raised an eyebrow.
Will glanced past Haru, raising on tiptoe to peer at the cluster of people standing at the door to the dungeons, talking in low voices. “Is it Acra?”
Haru’s face fell. “No. The guard was certain it was, but the Ranger has already told us it’s not.” He huffed out a sigh. “But what matters is we might get some answers as to what’s happening and what the blazes Acra is planning next.” He paused, seeming to read the expression in Will’s face. “Don’t even think about it, mate.”
“What?” Will asked, trying to keep his tone innocent rather than defensive.
Haru snorted, ruffling Will’s hair and grabbing him by the shoulder. He guided him with an iron grip back into the empty dinner hall. “Don’t even think about getting near him. I don’t want him to so much as know you exist, let alone have you poking around for answers.”
Trying to think of a good argument, some reason that he might need to talk to the Ridgar prisoner other than to settle the burning questions in his chest, Will shifted on the spot. It was annoying that his mind, which of late was too full to let him so much as sleep without nightmares or strange dreams, couldn’t come up with a single logical thought when he needed it.
“You won’t be left in the dark, I promise,” Haru said, his expression softening. “But this is a matter of knights, not squires, and the last thing we need right now is that man somehow escaping and knowing who to look for and how to find you. It’s a royal they think they need, and a royal they’re trying to find or bargain for.”
“What?” Will faltered in his step. “What do you mean it’s a royal they need?”
A red hue crept over Haru’s cheeks and he shrugged, running a hand over shadowed eyes. “Can you just forget I said that?”
“Is that something that the Ranger said?” Will pressed. “What information did he—”
“None,” Haru snapped. “There is no information, and that’s just it. We’ve got no idea what the Thornten they are planning other than to overthrow a crown—our King’s crown—and the only way that would make sense is if they had someone to set on the throne. You’d be the likely target for that, wouldn’t you?”
“Why not Acra?” Will shot back, voice rising. “Why wouldn’t he wear the crown himself?”
“Because Acra is a common-born,” Haru hissed, gesturing for Will to keep his voice down. “If he made a bid for the throne, it would bring complete and utter war from every surrounding land crashing in. The Kings of Shadow Dale, Bronswick, Phersal, Thornten, and Kelkor would have to quash it because they would fear that common-borns in their lands might get such ambitions. Acra wouldn’t have the support of the noble-borns of Alamore, either. They wouldn’t swear fealty.”
“Who says they’d swear fealty to another royal if Acra did succeed?” Will whispered.
Haru paused as a servant appeared in one doorway. The man glanced in their direction with a bored and tired eye before shuffling to the nearest table and pulling a rag from his belt, wiping it over the surface.
Grabbing Will by the shoulders, Haru turned his back to the man, crouching down and dropping his voice so low that Will had to strain to hear him. “You saw the nobles here, Will. Many only follow our King because he is the rightful King. They don’t care for his policies, his taking on girls and commoners in the court as knights. But that’s not important right now. What you need to do is keep your head down and stay away from that prisoner, understood?”
“I got it,” Will grumbled.
Haru’s hands tightened, shaking Will slightly. Will stared at him. He wasn’t sure he had ever seen so much desperation in the grey-green gaze. “Please, Will, you have to promise me—you have to stay away from him. That’s an order.”
“I will, I promise,” Will assured, managing not to sound annoyed this time.
Haru’s shoulders sagged in relief, and he straightened, releasing Will. “Good, because I don’t trust this, any of this…” He pushed his hand through his disheveled hair again, seeming to age with exhaustion. “Something about finally catching one of them feels off to me… we haven’t been able to so much as track a single stride into the forest, but one of the new recruit guards catches one…” He grimaced. “I’m getting paranoid, I think. But look, I’ve asked Ross to work with you and Colin on some sword combat in the jousting arena. Rockwood and Serena were given western patrol with the Ranger and their squires, so it’ll just be you lot training.” Lifting his arm, he stifled a yawn in his elbow. “I just… just need some sleep. I’ve got dawn patrol and last night was the midnight hour. So, I’ll see you later, Will.”
Will nodded, forcing a smile as Haru patted him on the shoulder before trudging toward the entry hall. He waited for Haru to vanish before he moved to follow, walking slower, his jaw tight. Somehow, he didn’t think that Haru was being paranoid at all.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 
“Again,” Ross growled, reaching out his hand to pull Will out of the thick dirt of the arena.
Staggering upright, Will felt his muscles strain with exhaustion and the weight of the iron-studded leather jerkin Ross had ordered them wear for practice. He straightened, arrows rattled in the quiver on his belt, sweat stinging his eyes. He wiped it away with the back of his arm, the leather gauntlet not managing to do more than spread the grime of sweat and mud over his brow.
Colin, standing a few feet away, gave Will an apologetic look from under the shadow of the simple open-faced helmet he wore. “Sorry,” he muttered when Ross had started back for the fence.
Will grinned, trying to ignore the throb of bruising he could already feel from Colin’s last strike. “It’s fine… I actually think I’d have kept my feet if this stuff didn’t weigh about a thousand pounds.” He lifted one of his arms, the weighted cotton of the heavy padded shirt beneath the jerkin tugging at him. “I feel ridiculous in this. Like why make us tote around arrows and the extra knives on the back of the belt? As a heads up, if I actually manage to knock you down, fall on your side. Those things make falling on your backside a right pain in the…”
Running a hand over his lower back, he made a quick searching look of the area, suddenly worried that someone else might have seen his tumble into the dirt. To his relief, however, there was no sign of anyone but Ross. The others had left the arena before he and Colin had even arrived, making their way back to the castle for dinner, studies, and bed and leaving them with the full space. Dusk’s final light cast heavy bronze shadows across the ground, broken by the brilliant golden glow of the torches soldiers had lit along the castle wall.
If not for the weight pressing on his shoulders, in a literal as well as metaphoric sense, Will thought that the arena at this time of day might have been perfect. A mixture of peaceful still and beauty, where he didn’t have to worry about anything but not falling if he made a wrong step.
“Just wait until we get fitted for armor,” Colin said, shaking his head to free his eyes of sweat-soaked golden hair. “We’ll be struggling even more.”
“I hope Rowan’s miserable on that patrol,” Will growled menacingly.
“Getting to ride out with Eldin and Wren? Being entertained by Serena and the Ranger bickering? I doubt it.” Colin hoisted his dulled practice sword into both hands again, nodding at Will. “But, if we don’t get back to practicing again soon, I wouldn’t put it past Ross to have us run laps in this gear.”
“Fatherly love,” Will muttered under his breath, only loud enough for Colin to catch the words. Colin choked back a laugh.
Moving back into their stances, Will tried to ignore the tremble of tired muscles quaking along his arms. Sword raised, he waited, eyes fixed on Colin. He needed to read the first move, be braced for the attack. The last three times, Colin had launched in unpredictable patterns, and he’d been stuck defending, parrying blow after blow in a rapid retreat until driven off his feet. It was driving him mad.
Not this time…
Narrowing his eyes, he noticed Colin’s right foot turn slightly. There. Either a straight attack or a launch to the left. That would be it. Please, one of those two, let me just guess between two instead of any other bloody order of attacks, Will thought desperately.
“Begin!” Ross barked.
There wasn’t time to think. Trusting the instinct of his own step, Will found himself turning to the right, twisting and bringing the sword up to block his exposed side. Steel clashed, sending reverberations up his arms. He barely noticed them, elated that he’d managed to guess Colin’s strike. He stepped into the strike and shoved back against it with all his strength. Colin staggered, taken aback by Will’s quick movement, and Will dove again. The swords crashed together. More tremors jolted through Will’s bones with the blow against Colin’s defensive parry in a downward arc.
But he could see the surprise washing out of Colin’s face, being replaced with that calm and collected expression. His stomach dropped. This would be how Colin could turn the fight in his favor and predict Will’s steps.
Then don’t be predictable, a snide voice that sounded uncannily like the Ranger whispered through his head. Muscles coiled, Will spun left before he could land the next strike, bringing his sword up and behind Colin’s move.
Colin leapt back, brows raised, and barely brought the hilt of his own sword up to catch the blow. Another crack of steel. More pain raced along Will’s muscle, but it didn’t matter. That pain might have belonged to someone else, another part of him. A sense of clarity was falling over him. The sweep of his sword had a mind of its own.
Without any conscious thought, he lunged. Colin blocked the blow, his sword arcing to knock Will’s aside. The force of the strike snapped Will’s momentary trance. His arm was yanked back with the brute strength of the colliding swords. What little balance he had was swept away. Throwing out his left arm, he tried to catch his weight, to stop himself. Too late.
Dirt collided with unforgiving force into his back, arrows falling from his quiver in a rattle of sticks to cascade around him. With a groan, Will rolled onto his stomach, reaching over his spine to adjust the hated dagger on the back of his belt.
“That was decent, Will,” Colin’s panting voice said above him. Will lifted his gaze to find Colin standing over him, face flushed, his left hand extended to help Will back to his feet.
Will moaned, lowering his head to the dirt. “Kill me now.”
Colin chuckled. “Don’t be so dramatic. You sound like Rowan.”
With an effort, Will pushed himself halfway up and let Colin’s arm support him as he stumbled to his feet. He shook himself, wondering if he would ever be free of the dirt he could feel smeared over his face, hands, and hair.
“Better, Will,” Ross called. He crossed toward them, a faint frown creasing his brow. “Colin, you better start practicing on instinct more. Will nearly had you when he stopped letting his next move show.”
Colin nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
Ross’s eyes flitted to Will, the frown deepening. “Trust yourself a bit more in the fight. When you stopped looking for the next move, you actually started to fight instead of defending. But you need to practice more often in that weight. Use that jerkin each day and you’ll grow used to the movement and feel in it.”
Will grimaced, wiping his palm over the front of the jerkin to try to remove some of the caked dirt. “Right… I mean, yes, Sir.”
Ross gave a curt nod, turning to survey the jousting arena. Night had gathered at the edges, kept at bay now only the first stars blinking above, and the flickering flames of the torches. “I think that’s enough for today. Colin, you keep that jerkin on hand as well. We’ll get Rowan fitted with one tomorrow. You are all needing to get used to some form of armor in day-to-day life. Most knights wear these, they give you more mobility than chainmail. But, if you’d both take the swords to the weaponry shed.”
Catching Will’s eye, Colin hesitated, brows raised slightly. Will nodded, glad of Colin’s silent question, the unspoken offer. This couldn’t keep happening, his putting off talking to Ross. There wasn’t any avoiding who he was, who Ross was. Ross had asked him to talk to him when ready. So, why not now?
“Actually, Ross, can I talk to you?” Will asked, hating how his voice rasped, his chest too tight for the words to escape right.
Ross faltered. His eyes shifted between Will and Colin, the gaze unreadable.
“I can take the weapons back,” Colin offered. His lips twitched into the shadow of an encouraging smile. “Maybe you could give Will a pointer or two on not eating dirt?”
Will scowled. “I’m looking for tips to make you eat dirt.” He reached to hand Colin his practice sword, his other hand fumbling with the quiver on his belt. “Look, I’ll catch up with you and Rowan at dinner.”
“After a bath, I hope,” Colin added, accepting the weapons. “You have half the ground of the arena in your hair.”
Will snorted. “Thanks.”
“Don’t fall and that won’t happen,” Colin advised, winking and reaching for Will’s sword.
Will debated the wisdom of a well-aimed kick in the back of Colin’s knees, just one chance to let him taste the dirt as well. But he could feel Ross watching, seeming to wait on that retaliation, and the punishment for his brawl with Garryn was fresh enough in his mind to not want any other extra work.
Once Colin had been weighed down with both quivers, the helmets, and the swords, his dark silhouette led the way from the arena. It was several moments after he’d disappeared into the shadows that Ross moved, turning to face Will. In the light of the torches, his blue eyes shone nearly black. Will felt it a forceful reminder that Ross was brothers with Marl. Marl… Leodin’s father.
The silence stretched, and Will wondered how to break it. Running a hand over the back of his neck, he grimaced and dropped his eyes. Say something, anything… “So… um… so, how did you learn to fight with instinct, or whatever you call it?” His stomach twisted. Asking about sword fighting like that? Or whatever you call it? How many years had he been in training? And now he sounded like an absolute novice, a sheepish child. How pathetic.
Out of the edge of his vision, he saw Ross shrug slightly. “If you’re asking if you are helpless, I promise that you’re not. You’ve had a lot less practice than most squires and you can beat a fair number with a sword. No. What you need to remember is that I’ve had a sword in my hand in one way or another since the day I first walked, Will.” Ross gave a low and growling laugh that held no humor. “My mother saw to that.”
Will nodded, forcing himself to lift his eyes. Ross’s own gaze had moved past him, to the shadows around the arena. The muscles in his jaw had tightened and a faraway look stole over his expression. Will wondered if he was seeing that past, seeing the mother he’d spoken of only a few times.
“She really wanted to start war between you and Tollien?” Will muttered. In his mind, he was trying to imagine any mother who might encourage such animosity between her sons. The woman who had raised him, who he had thought his mother, she had never been close but never could Will see her insight such acts. She’d cared enough to bring him to the city when they heard of knights of the court passing through. Will frowned, remembering those times. Perhaps that hadn’t been only for kindness but to check, to see, if Ross, the Ranger, or Leodin himself were among those riders.
“She did.” Ross sighed, breaking his gaze away from the dark to give Will a hollow smile. “Kindness wasn’t her strongest nature, but that isn’t to say she was cruel. She knew what she wanted and the costs it might have to get there. After seeing my father and Paradon, she knew that sometimes the younger heir needed to be the stronger one. I don’t think she ever forgave my father for not winning the Right of Blood.”
Will nodded. He’d heard those stories. “I could imagine.”
Ross inclined his head toward the gate of the arena. “Shall we?”
Their strides fell into even step side by side, an easy gait that Will didn’t press for speed. It was taking all his concentration to keep his shoulders from bracing and arms from folding over his chest. He needed to talk to Ross, know him. The Ranger had said they had things in common. This was his opportunity to find that out. “Did you like living in Thornten?”
Ross chuckled. “I truly thought I did. It wasn’t until I left, until I pursued a different life, that I realized I hadn’t liked it.” His face hardened. “But I risked too much in trying to make the life I had here and the crown that ought to have been mine there work as one. I paid the price for that.”
Will could see the veil of stone threatening to fall over Ross again. Move the conversation, Will thought. He needed to discuss something else. “My mother, what was she like? I mean, am I anything like her?”
Ross turned to him, and the ice turned to warmth. Lines deepened at the corners of Ross’s eyes as he smiled, shaking his head. “You’re more like your mother than you are like me.”
Will frowned. “How so?”
Ross seemed to mull the words over, his hand moving to rest on the blue stone in the hilt of his sword. “Your mother—she never wanted a crown. She wouldn’t have asked me to be King. In fact, she was happiest in our house with only what I earned from the forge to provide. But, if anyone needed her, if anyone she cared about was in danger, you couldn’t stop her.” He smiled to himself, shaking his head. “You and she are alike in that—though I think you might have my temper a bit.”
Will snorted. “Are you saying I’m a grouch?” A moment too late, he realized what the words implied. I am an idiot.
But Ross let out a bark of laughter, a real laugh. Will wondered if he’d ever heard it. Something about Ross’s mirth made him grin, albeit sheepishly. Still chortling under his breath, Ross gave Will a knowing look out of the corner of his eye. “Perhaps not a grouch, but my younger self might have said those same words. No. I am saying you don’t always keep your head.” He ran a hand over his jaw as if in thought. “And you’re like both your mother and me in that you don’t bow to things you don’t believe in.”
“Meaning?” Will pressed. He was surprised to find he was actually enjoying this conversation, finding it easy to talk to Ross.
“Meaning,” Ross continued, his stride slowing slightly. “That you’ll always do what you believe is right and no one will sway you. You’ll do what’s right, even if it isn’t easy.” Ross hesitated, his steps coming to a halt. Stopping as well, Will turned to face him and waited. Ross was looking beyond him, to the courtyard. “You trust your instinct, Will. You listen to your gut.”
With a grin, Will swiped a hand over his dirt-covered jerkin. “Just not with a sword?”
“Not yet, anyway,” Ross said, dropping his eyes to Will again. “But you will. Give it time, you’ll get better at that. Just keep listening to your instinct and, at the same time, try to think through your decisions. But you’ll know the right—”
“Oi, Ross!”
They both turned toward the courtyard. Sir Miller was jogging in their direction, dark curls falling over his brow. Will’s stomach dropped at the harassed look on Miller’s face, the shadows of exhaustion under his eyes as he came to a halt before them.
“What’s happened?” Ross growled, his voice shifting abruptly to its gravel tone.
Miller shook his head, pushing his hair back with one hand. “Another bloody attack, that’s what.”
Ross swore under his breath. “Where?”
“One of the guardhouses, the one to the far south and east of the city. Another fire and this time they mean it to be a battle, not an accident. They brought archers along and are picking off as many guards as they can. It looks like they’re not too pleased we have a prisoner. They’ve decided it’s act enough to call for an open war now. We’re mustering the riders we can spare from the castle. I’m trying to find a few more, but—”
“I’m coming,” Ross cut across Miller. “I just have to saddle my horse and I can help you gather forces and—”
“I can saddle your horse,” Will said quickly. “You and Miller get riders together.”
Miller started, seeming to only now notice Will. A shadow of confusion flitted only a moment across Miller’s face before it turned serious once more. “That’d help us get moving. Thank you, Will. Ross, if you want to check the east barrack? I’m seeing what knights I can grab from in the castle now. I already raided the west barrack for a few men but we’re running thin between who already has been sent to the guards and who is supposed to stay here. So, anyone is a win.”
“I’m on it,” Ross assured. He gave Will a quick nod before striding into the night. Miller patted Will distractedly on the back before sprinting back toward the castle. Will darted forward after them, into the courtyard. His heart was beating too fast as he wove between the first soldiers reaching the barn. Another attack. On a guardhouse? His hands didn’t seem to want to cooperate as he moved to unlatch the stall of Ross’s black and white stallion. The animal paced, already sensing the bite of battle, the urgency in the air.
Will hurried to saddle the horse, listening to the yells and commotion gathering outside the barn. It sounded as if Miller and Ross had found a decent number of people to ride out with them.
Stable hands rushed through the barns, snatching horses, saddles, and tack. It made it difficult to weave between them and collect the things he needed for Ross’s stallion. The stallion himself was growing more anxious with each passing heartbeat. He shifted foot to foot, nearly stepping on Will twice as he tossed his head, ears pinned.
“Knock it, brute,” Will snapped when he heard the click of teeth behind him when he tightened the cinch.
The horse only grunted, tossing his head again.
Will had just managed to pull the bridle over the horse’s face when Ross appeared. His eyes scanned the surroundings briefly before lighting on Will. He crossed the distance in a few long strides, hand already extended for the reins.
Will tossed them to him with a curt nod, pressing himself back against the nearest wall and out of the way as more soldiers dashed in to find their mounts among those the stable hands had prepared.
“Will,” Ross barked, waving his hand for Will to join him. They pushed their way out of the barn and into the courtyard among the flock of other saddled horses and their riders. Will attached himself to Ross’s horse’s side to avoid being buffeted by the stream of men. The courtyard seemed no less crazed, with soldiers rushing up the wall, knights bellowing orders, hooves clattering over the cobbles.
Grabbing Will by the arm, Ross pulled him aside, out of the danger of being trampled. “Listen, Will,” Ross growled, his hands landing on Will’s shoulders with an iron grip. “I need you to tell the Ranger what’s happened when he gets here.” Even shouting, it was hard to make out Ross’s words over the noise around them. Someone blew a horn, another call.
“Where is the Ranger?” Will demanded, bewildered. The patrol. They should have been back by now, shouldn’t they? Dread twisted barbs into his stomach. Rowan. Wren. Eldin.
Ross gave Will’s shoulders the smallest of shakes. “You have to make sure he knows what’s happening. It may be that Miller is right, and this is retaliation about the prisoner we captured. But, if it’s not, that means there is something else in the works.”
Will stared at Ross’s face, trying to understand. Something else? Another plan? How would the Ranger know which it was?
“Promise me, Will, that you’ll tell him!” Ross barked.
Will nodded. “I will, I’ll tell him.”
Ross straightened. “Good.” Turning his back to Will, he lifted himself with ease into the saddle of his restless horse. The animal danced in place, teeth bared, ears pinned to his neck. It could not be more plain that the horse was restless, ready for the ride ahead. Only once settled in his saddle, the reins gathered in one hand, did Ross pause to give Will one more look. His eyes darted between Will’s, his brow furrowing. “Stay safe, Will.”
Will nodded again, not sure what to say. Ross started forward, weaving between the crowd. He was nearly out of hearing distance when Will felt the weight of this change, this attack, drop into his stomach with the leaded weight of fear. “Ross!” He rushed forward.
The knight twisted in his saddle to look at Will.
“You, too! Stay safe,” Will called.
For a moment, he thought Ross might have smiled, but in the next second, he was certain he must have imagined it. Ross was turning away, his face set into the stone of the knight that soldiers respected and enemies feared, and he was giving the order to the soldiers to follow him. Will found his feet carrying him after the group as Ross urged his horse over the drawbridge, Miller a heartbeat behind him.
In a wave of thunderous hooves and a roar of rushing adrenaline, the gathering moved to charge after the knights. The tide of battle, the surge toward the fight, felt intoxicating even as Will merely watched.
It wasn’t until the dust began to settle at his boots, the riders disappearing into the folds of night, that Will realized he no longer stood in the courtyard. He wasn’t aware of having walked over the bridge, or run judging by his own panting beneath the weight of the leather jerkin, and the strange fear settled in his stomach. But he was standing on the path that led away from the castle, his breath catching at his throat. The drawbridge waited only a step behind, the safety of the courtyard at his back.
Will inhaled a shaking breath of cool night, the first taste of summer on the air, before he shook himself, pulling his eyes from the dark. Fretting here wouldn’t keep any of them alive. What he needed was to obey Ross’s order, his request for Will to tell the Ranger and stay safe.
Making to turn back to the castle, Will froze. His hand reached to his side for his dagger, and his muscles stiffened. Something had shifted. He was certain of it. Some form of darkness had not obeyed the rest of the still shadow cast by the castle wall. Will waited, heart thrumming a pattern against the bruises of practice that littered his chest.
“Hello?” His own soft tone nearly made him jump. But he waited. When still nothing moved, his hand made to draw the dagger.
“I don’t think blades are necessary between most family,” a voice murmured from the dark. Will froze and his hand stayed on the dagger. The voice chuckled, the cloaked figure materializing through the quiet as barely more than a shadow in the night. “Then again, I don’t suppose our family is like most.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 
“Leodin?” Will hissed the question but already knew. He stepped quietly from the path and shot a quick glance over his shoulder to the courtyard. No one seemed to notice that a squire had slipped out with the surge of commotion. Inside, soldiers still moved about, securing the castle, preparing the next wave of riders.
Turning back to the shadows, Will hesitated. Leodin’s hood was pulled low, his features almost entirely invisible. A glow cast by the illumination pouring over the drawbridge barely caught on the lower portions of his face. His lips pressed thin, jaw tensed.
“I thought I told you to run,” Leodin muttered when Well approached. He twitched a hand, gesturing Will nearer, out of sight of the courtyard.
Will followed, letting his hand fall from the dagger. “You did, but I’m not leaving everything behind, everyone else.” He shook his head. “This war seems bent on happening, with or without me here.”
A low scoff escaped Leodin’s mouth. “That is because this war is not merely about you, it’s about rogues and royals. My purpose was to keep you safe.” He gestured again, walking further from the courtyard. Will fell into stride beside him, his eyes darting through the gathered night. Somehow, he didn’t think wandering in the shadows with Leodin didn’t fall into Ross’s idea to stay safe.
“Why?” Will asked, frowning. “Why warn me? Why not come to the castle and see how we can’t all work to beat the Ridgar, how you can—”
“No,” Leodin cut across him, his words sharp and cold as steel. He took a shaking breath, shoulders sagging slightly. Will’s eyes strained to make out anything more as the two strode further into the night. “You can’t stop this war, Will. All you will do is become a casualty should you so choose to stay.”
“And why is that?” Will demanded. “You just said I wasn’t the reason.”
“But you’re a royal,” Leodin hissed. “You are either with them or against them.”
Will snorted. “The Ridgar? Yeah, well, I am pretty opposed to them, in case you couldn’t tell.”
“This won’t end with just the Ridgar,” Leodin whispered. Will paused, turning to Leodin. The other teenager halted in his step as well.
“Why wouldn’t it end with the Ridgar?” Will asked slowly. “I mean, if it’s starting with them, then outlawing them and beating them… that should make it end.”
Leodin scoffed under his breath, the sound bitter, cold. “Perhaps you fail to realize that many of the country have loved ones in the Ridgar. Now that your King has placed a price on their heads, declared them the enemy, what do you think will happen? Not everyone will forget the ones they loved who are captured or killed. Not everyone will stay silent. There are some who care enough to seek revenge.” He nodded his head in the direction of the city, where the faint tendrils of smoke rose to twist in the sky, strangling the stars. “This attack—it is because a member of the Ridgar was captured, isn’t it?”
“That’s what they say,” Will admitted.
Leodin nodded, his hand running over his jaw under the hood. “Then tell me, Will, if the man is executed, what do you think will happen? Do you think they will settle for burning a guard post and sending a few archers? He has family, he has people who care about him, care about Acra’s cause.”
“And what cause is that?” Will demanded, annoyed now. “You keep saying he’s behind this war, but you’re not giving me enough to help the others with.”
“I am giving you what I can,” Leodin retorted hotly. He paused and Will’s eyes caught on the flicker of silver blades that lined the dark tunic as Leodin turned, the moon catching over his shadowed form. “You shouldn’t be here, Will.”
“Yeah, you’ve mentioned that,” Will growled. This was starting to make him angry now. What right did Leodin have to lecture him about not being here when it was Leodin that Acra and Tollien both seemed intent on hunting? If anything, it should be him faking his death and fleeing.
Leodin made a low noise of frustration, between a sigh and a snarl. “I cannot keep you safe.”
“I don’t need you to,” Will said. “The Ranger—”
“The Ranger won’t be around forever, Will.” Leodin’s words held ice. “And I have seen what happens if you always trust him to keep you alive. He won’t manage it, Will, unless he sees a way he can use you. But if Acra wins, the blood of royals makes you a marked man.”
“He won’t win,” Will hissed. “He’s not going to.”
Turning to Will, Leodin pulled his hood away. With the faint light, it was barely possible to see the scars. The line of white through Leodin’s eyebrow was the only mark visible in the near dark. Will found himself struck again by how much Leodin looked like Marl, Marl with fewer years, but nearly the same merciless ice in his black eyes. Instinct screamed in Will’s muscles and it took all his self-control not to reach for his dagger once more.
After a long pause of surveying one another, Leodin chuckled, tilting his head back to the stars. “You are stubborn, Will.” It didn’t sound like a compliment. The look in Leodin’s eyes when he lowered his gaze to Will once more held disappointment. “I won’t be able to warn you again after tonight. It’s too great a risk to come here.”
“I don’t need warnings, Leodin,” Will said firmly. “What we need are answers on how we can win this so-called war with the Ridgar, without starting a civil war through the country. We need to know what Acra is planning, how he thinks he can claim the throne.”
Leodin’s lips curled into a hard smile. “Those questions are some I cannot answer. However, if I am not mistaken, you have someone in those walls who can answer those.”
Will stiffened. “The prisoner?”
Leodin shrugged. “If I were you, I would see about getting answers from him. Perhaps he knows Acra’s plans, or, at the very least, how you might capture someone who does.”
“Well, the knights will get answers from him,” Will muttered.
Leodin shook his head. “I doubt he has any words for the knights.” He took a step backwards, his hands reaching to pull the hood over his face once more. “The knights are only knights—they were never born for the throne, unlike you or the Ranger.”
“What?” Will stepped forward, frowning. “Why would that make a—”
The sound of hooves made him spin round, the dagger leaping to his hand almost of its own accord. The shape of horses was drawing nearer, cast into relief in the light that pooled from the castle. Relief washed across Will as he recognized the group of riders. The Ranger was back.
A whisper behind him made the hair on the back of Will’s neck rise, the voice a low warning that might have been a murmur on the wind itself: “Remember, Will, he cannot keep you safe… not this time. They’ll make sure of that. They’ll make sure of it because this time, it’s the Ranger who will die.”
Leodin.
Turning on the spot, Will stared into the darkness behind him. Already the shadows had folded the figure into their depths, shielding him. With a shiver at the parting words, wondering if he might even have imagined them, Will wheeled away and strode toward the gate and the returning riders of the western patrol.
Rowan, Wren, and Eldin were all laughing at the front of the group. Will paused, waiting for them to ride across the bridge before emerging, his chest tightening. Most times, he could pretend that Eldin didn’t exist. Times like these, however, he found himself wishing there was a way to make things right again.
Serena and Rockwood rode behind the squires, talking about whatever training they had been doing and planning the next practice for the squires. Neither of them noticed the squire waiting in the shadow to be the last to cross.
The Ranger, however, paused before the bridge and sighed, reining his mare to a halt and shaking his head. “And here I was, under the impression that walls of stone might keep squires from finding trouble. It seems I was mistaken.”
“I wasn’t looking for trouble,” Will protested, stepping forward.
The Ranger snorted. “Alright, then tell me, Will, why were you slinking in the darkness and hiding?”
“I wasn’t hiding.” Will winced, catching sight of the smirk beneath the hood. The Ranger wasn’t going to believe that and, honestly, he couldn’t deny that was a lie. He had been hiding, just not from the Ranger. He’d been hiding from Eldin.
“So?” the Ranger asked, lounging back in his saddle.
Will frowned. “So, what?”
“So, why is Haru’s squire outside the safety of the castle, loitering around like some common thief?” The Ranger paused and Will noticed his head turn, surveying the shadows at Will’s back. Will’s stomach clenched. Had he seen Leodin? Heard him? He halfway hoped he had. Even if it meant the Ranger would go looking for Leodin, which was exactly what Leodin wanted to avoid, it might mean he could come clean of the secrets.
But the Ranger’s gaze dropped to him again and Will knew he was waiting on an answer.
Will gnawed his lip, mind racing for an answer. Then he remembered Ross’s request—to tell the Ranger. How had he forgotten?
“The Ridgar, they’ve attacked again,” Will blurted.
The Ranger waited, no moving or reacting. How could he be so calm about this?
“Ross told me to tell you,” Will continued. “They brought archers this time. They’re attacking a guardhouse in the city.”
The Ranger sighed. “Then I suppose rest must wait.”
Will watched, anticipating the Ranger’s movement, the whirl of the horse, the gallop back into the night. Still, the Ranger wasn’t moving. He was watching Will from the shadow of his hood.
“So… so I think Ross wanted you to know in case you needed to be there?” Will pressed. Leodin’s words raced through his mind again, and he added: “Or about the prisoner, maybe? Because that’s what they think sparked this. Maybe… maybe he has information.”
“I expect just that,” the Ranger agreed coolly.
Will shifted, stepping sideways, nearer the bridge. He hated that he could feel the Ranger’s eyes, invisible beneath the hood, boring into him. It was as if the Ranger were trying to read his very mind.
“Was there anything else?” the Ranger asked at last.
Will frowned, shaking his head. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Nothing else you needed to tell me?” the Ranger pressed.
Will’s stomach dropped as though he had slipped on ice, that terrible feeling of being about to crash to the earth. Still, he kept his face composed as he shook his head. “That was it.”
“Very well,” the Ranger purred, loosening his reins. The mare started forward for the courtyard.
“Hold up?” Will stared at him, bewildered.
“Yes?” the Ranger asked, not bothering to pause his horse.
“Aren’t you going to the city?” Will moved to walk at the horse’s side, both striding onto the drawbridge.
The Ranger shook his head. “No, I don’t think I will. What I think would be a better use of my time is finding out why, exactly, the Ridgar is so worried about our little prisoner. I think it time he and I had a chat.”
Will nodded. That was what Leodin had said to do, wasn’t it? He felt his stomach twist again. “Can… can I come?” Why do you ask stupid things? Will thought as soon as the words left him.
The Ranger slid from his saddle without answering, turning to beckon Wren toward him, the reins extended in one hand. It wasn’t until Wren had taken the mare that the Ranger turned to Will, shaking his head.
“I think it best you don’t come along, actually,” the Ranger mused. “After all, there are some secrets that might not be for squires to hear.” And, with that, the Ranger turned and strode toward the double doors. He left Will with a sick feeling that the Ranger somehow knew that he was harboring more in the lie that he had told.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 
“Well, that sounds dumb,” Rowan muttered, eyeing the heavy leather jerkin Will fastened over his tunic the following morning.
Will snorted, nodding his head toward the parcel someone had left next to Rowan’s bed. “I bet that’s yours right there.”
Rowan kicked the package under his bed, shrugging. “I saw nothing.”
Colin, adjusting his own jerkin, gave Rowan a disapproving look. “It’s practice for armor, Rowan. We have to be able to manage in these. Most the knights wear this sort of thing every day, plus chainmail.”
“Most the knights are also dumb then,” Rowan argued.
Will snorted. “You say that until someone tries to stab you.”
“Which has happened,” Colin reminded him.
Rowan eyed his bed with a suspicious look. “But… but why do we have to start wearing them now? We are in the heat of the stupid summer. It’s going to be hot and miserable.”
“Yes, because your comfort is the biggest concern as a knight,” Colin said sarcastically. “Now, can you get that on so we can go? Ross threatened to have us run laps in these things if we don’t get outside soon enough.”
“Why is he in such a pleasant mood?” Rowan asked, climbing onto his hands and knees to fish the parcel out from under the bed.
Colin shrugged. “I didn’t ask. But, I imagine it has something to do with getting back so late last night.”
Will winced. He’d heard the return of the riders well after he’d fallen asleep. “Why is he already up then?”
Colin grimaced. “Morning patrol.”
“We’re going on a patrol?” Will stared, feeling a sense of excitement.
“Well, that’s not shocking. Our soldiers and knights are running thin between being stationed in the city and here,” Rowan mumbled, coming out from under his bed with the parcel and a sock. “Is this mine?” He waved the sock about. “Or are one of you two invading my personal space with your junky belongings?”
“I wouldn’t keep a sock with that many holes in it,” Colin said, judging the sock.
Rowan shrugged, pulling it onto his foot. “Mine now then.”
Will snorted at the look of absolute revulsion that crossed Colin’s face. “When was the last time that sock was washed, you reckon?”
Rowan flopped onto his bed, waggling his foot in Will’s direction. “Take a whiff and find out?”
“You are absolutely disgusting,” Colin muttered. “The pair of you.”
It wasn’t until they traipsed out to the breakfast table and found Ross already waiting by the door of the entry hall, arms crossed and face set, that Will realized it might not be a patrol after all. Ross shook his head as Rowan made for his seat at the squire table.
“We don’t have time, grab something you can eat in the saddle,” Rockwood ordered, standing from the knights’ table.
Rowan cast his knight a reproach glower before stuffing his pockets with several rolls and a hunk of paper-wrapped goat cheese.
“Oi, we are eating that too,” Gabe called from the table.
“Not today you’re not,” Rowan retorted. He handed Will and Colin each a roll and led the way to the two knights. The first thing Will noticed was the strained expressions each wore, shadowed eyes red with exhaustion. Rockwood’s accustomed smile was gone, lips pressed thin instead. Will’s heart fell. This didn’t feel like a good sign.
“Change of plans for practice,” Ross growled, jerking his head toward the doors at his back. “We’re not riding on patrol.”
“Practice in the arena then?” Colin asked.
Will waited, roll clenched in one hand, and tried not to look crestfallen. The idea of more practice in the arena, weighed down with armor and heavy weapons while his muscles still ached, wasn’t inviting.
Ross shook his head. “No. We’ve been ordered to join the Ranger and a bounty hunter.”
“What for?” Will asked, bewildered.
“Setting traps,” Rockwood explained with a pained grimace. “Our dear friend in the cells decided he was up for chatting with the Ranger last night and told some of where the Ridgar has been lurking.”
Will winced. Something in the shadow that crossed Ross’s face made him certain that the ‘chat’ hadn’t been one the man had willingly partaken in.
“Traps?” Rowan asked. “Like using an old crate and a carrot?”
Rockwood sighed, rolling his eyes. “We’re not snaring rabbits, but I guess you get the general gist of it. But we better get going. The Ranger and our bounty hunter are already out there and waiting, Haru is finishing saddling his horse now.”
“Bounty hunter?” Will hissed as they made to follow the knights. “What bounty hunter?”
“Your mother,” Rowan muttered, chuckling.
Colin groaned, and Will raised his eyebrows, biting back a smirk. “Oh, really?”
Rowan swore, a red flush rising up his face. “Whoops, sorry, Will. You can knock me off my horse for that one.”
“I just might.” Will turned to Colin. “So? Any ideas?”
“Probably one from the southern lands, where there are more rogues,” Colin said, brows knitting. “We don’t have many around here—not shocking, as we have enough knights and the Ranger to keep people like that at bay for the most part. Ross mentioned a few have been coming and asking permission to set traps in the forest, but the King has declined them. No one cares for hunting people and there is always the fear of catching the innocent, but I guess the Ridgar crossed that line last night.”
“Wouldn’t they need to be familiar with the area to be decent at bounty hunting here?” Will pressed.
Colin shook his head. “I’m not sure. My guess is that is why the Ranger is coming along. He knows the area, the bounty hunter will have traps and know how best to set them.”
When they followed the knights into the warmth of the courtyard, it was to find the Ranger and Wren, both silent and waiting on their horses. Beside them, a stranger sat in the saddle of a heavy sorrel, an array of bags slung over the horse’s haunches. Will immediately guessed that this had to be the bounty hunter. The rider of the thick horse had pale scars crisscrossing his tanned and weathered skin. The worn tunic he wore reminded Will of the ones he, Rowan, and Colin had purchased when they traveled to Cale—a lighter material, made for the heat of a southern sun.
Catching sight of the knights and squires, the man inclined his head, smiling to show a chipped front tooth. As welcoming as the expression may have been, it was tainted by the cold of his hard, hazel gaze. “I take it that you are the rest of my tracking group?” His words floated with a musical accent. Kelkorian, Will realized.
Ross grunted in answer, striding past and toward the barn.
“Yes, we are,” Rockwood assured him, extending a hand. “I’m Sir Rockwood.”
The man gripped Rockwood’s hand, the knuckles paling with the force of his shake. Will wondered how Rockwood wasn’t wincing. That hand in itself looked to be a trap of sorts.
“Gamara,” the man said, dropping Rockwood’s hand at last.
Rockwood nodded, flexing his fingers a moment. “Excellent. Thank you for making the journey here.”
The man chuckled. “I do not think a bounty hunter in this land wouldn’t make it with the prices on those traitors.”
Rockwood grinned. “Well, either way, we’ll take what we can. That was Ross, he’s just grabbing our horses from the stable hands. These squires are coming along for learning’s sake.” He nodded at Rowan. “That’s my squire, Rowan. If you need anything, feel free to boss him around.”
Rowan gave his knight a filthy look when Rockwood turned away.
“The other two are Will and Colin. Their knights are joining us as well, of course. And I imagine you met the Ranger and Wren?”
The man nodded, but Will felt a stir of mistrust as the piercing eyes paused on him a moment too long before Gamara turned to Rockwood. “Indeed. I know the Ranger from time in the south years ago.”
“Yes,” the Ranger purred, shooting Gamara a quick glance. “We’re well… acquainted.”
The sight of Ross and Haru returning with the horses broke off further conversation. Haru gave Will a tired smile, though it appeared more of a grimace as he handed over Admere’s reins.
“I’m not sure I like you coming along for this,” Haru muttered, only loud enough for his squire to catch the words.
Taking Admere’s reins, Will grinned. “I mean, I could scale the wall, like Ross said.”
Haru rolled his eyes, moving to hand Naja to Rowan without further discussion.
“If that is all of us, I would like to start riding,” Gamara announced, twisting in his saddle to face the Ranger. “I believe you know where we are going?”
“Yes,” the Ranger growled. Without waiting on others to mount, he turned Hemcole and started for the gate, Wren on his heels. Will scrambled into Admere’s saddle, the red horse dancing with pent-up excitement at the prospect of a ride.
“Quit, nitwit,” Will hissed under his breath. The horse took no notice, tossing his head and arching his neck while, Will slipped his feet into the irons of his saddle.
They moved from the castle in an uncomfortable silence. Gamara proved to like the quiet. He pressed to the front of the group, riding between the Ranger and Wren. Will watched, frowning. The Ranger seemed unusually tense. Was it something that the prisoner had said or the presence of this stranger?
“Why don’t I like Grandmum?” Rowan whispered.
Will choked on a laugh, hastily turning it into a cough as Haru shot him a questioning look.
“Gamara,” Colin groaned. “Please don’t call him grandmum.”
Rowan shrugged. “Yeah, whatever his name is. I don’t like him.”
“I don’t imagine he much cares if anyone does like him,” Will pointed out. “His job is to hunt people. That doesn’t seem like a very warm profession.”
Rowan rolled his eyes. “It should be. What’s that saying? You get more flies by being nice?”
“You catch more flies with honey,” Colin muttered. Will grinned, glancing toward the front of the group again to double-check that the knights hadn’t heard their discussion.
“Yeah, well, that. Shouldn’t he be trying to warm up to folks if he wants to catch them?” Rowan offered. “That’d be my tactic—make friends with the rogues, butter them up, and…” He clapped his hands together in a loud snap. Admere startled forward several strides and Haru whipped round in his saddle fast enough that he almost fell sideways off Thunder.
The others paused, eyes swiveling to stare at them.
“Sorry,” Will called sheepishly. “Just… Rowan was just getting a fly.”
Beneath the Ranger’s hood, Will was certain a moment that he saw the shadow of a smirk and felt certain that the Ranger, at least, had heard their conversation.
It took an hour of riding along the far eastern edge of the city in near silence, before their group moved from the cleared valley and into the forest. Barely had they ridden between the first trees, however, when Gamara held up one hand, fist clenched, signaling them to a halt.
“We leave the horses here,” Gamara grunted, slipping from his saddle and reaching to loop his reins over the branch of one of the nearer trees.
The Ranger nodded, sliding to the ground with a silent movement. “I agree.”
“How come?” Rowan demanded, staring ahead at the thick forest. “If we have to set traps, don’t we want the horses so they can tote the stuff for us?”
“And how obvious do you think the trap would be if the way there was trampled by the likes of a herd of horses?” the Ranger asked. Will caught Wren’s eye. She ducked her head to hide a grin.
“We have to walk?” Rowan turned to Rockwood, looking horrified and plucking at the front of his new leather jerkin. “In these? With the heat?”
“You won’t be walking far,” the Ranger assured, turning to the knights. “I think it best we part ways now rather than later.”
Ross nodded, his expression indecipherable. “That seems the best plan.”
“Split up?” Will asked Haru as they dismounted, moving to tie their own horses. “Why are we splitting up?”
“Because all of us going down one trail wouldn’t be much better than the horses,” Haru pointed out, nodding pointedly to where Rowan was tripping over the underbrush while trying to tie Naja.
Will grinned, shrugging. “Fair point. But I thought part of this was for us to learn.”
“And we will be learning,” Haru assured him. “Ross isn’t a bad hand at traps, so we’ll be staying nearer the city, setting up other traps as a line of defense of sorts rather than to snare the actual riders. The Ranger, Wren, and Gamara are going to track the Ridgar paths further in and find places to set their own traps.”
Will glanced toward the three in question. Wren was hoisting one of Gamara’s bags over her shoulder, her grin replaced with a look of stony determination. The Ranger and the bounty hunter didn’t exchange a word and Will wondered again about their silent tension.
“Right,” Ross growled.
Haru and Will turned to face the older knight. He was pulling a bag from his own saddle, draping it with ease over one broad shoulder.
Ross waited for Rowan, attempting to disentangle himself from a bush, to stop moving before he continued: “If my group is ready, we can start. I’d like to get the squires learning so we can branch out and get more done sooner rather than later.”
“Sounds good to me,” Haru said, giving Ross a stiff nod. Will bit back a sigh. How long would it be before Haru settled his peace with Ross? His anger on Will’s behalf was lasting a lot longer than Will’s own.
Deciding it better not to press the matter for now, Will moved to help Colin pull a second bag from his horse.
“What’s all in here?” Will asked, almost dropping the bag as Colin passed it to him with relief. It was heavier than he’d expected.
Colin shrugged. “Rope, netting, a few iron traps.”
Will’s stomach turned. “Iron traps?”
Colin gave him an apologetic look. “Not my favorite method. But they aren’t the sharp kind, they won’t kill someone, or shouldn’t.”
“Seems dangerous anyhow,” Rowan said, hurrying to join them with an evil gleam in his eyes. “My favorite. Danger is how I like life. It’s the spice to the world!”
“You say that until you see an animal snap a leg in one,” Will muttered. “Then you don’t like that danger as much.”
“Considering how much I like the Ridgar of late, I don’t know that I care if they break a leg or not,” Rowan grumbled darkly.
“We’ll see you in the next few hours,” the Ranger called. “If we don’t, then I suppose you will have to come looking for us.”
“Oh yes, looking for the Ranger through the field of traps he’s setting along the way,” Rowan grumbled, coming to join Will. “What the Thornten might go wrong there?”
Will grinned, raising his eyebrows. “What happened to ‘I like danger?’”
Rowan cast him a disparaging look. “I like being the cause of danger, not the one in it.”
“Enough chat, the lot of you,” Rockwood called, pulling their attention back to the knights, each adjusting their own saddlebags over a shoulder. “If you three would give us your attention, we should probably start with basics of not getting killed by these things as we set them.”
“I thought these were the bone-snappy kind, not the kill-kill type,” Rowan protested.
“They are, but your neck is a bone and if that snaps, you’re dead,” Rockwood said sweetly. “Now, enough interruptions. These aren’t practice toys, this isn’t a game. What we are doing is ensuring the parameter of the city is secured. The guard already knows we are putting these out here, they don’t know where the Ranger and Gamara are going, but they know that they need to stay cautious and keep people out of these woods. This is the direction that the Ridgar keeps riding in from.”
“How do we know that?” Rowan asked, smirking. “Did our prisoner decide to tell us?”
“Yes, he did,” Ross growled.
Will and Colin exchanged grim looks, and Rowan blinked, his smirk falling away.
“If we can crack on,” Haru said, clearing his throat and nodding toward the stand of trees nearest to Ross. “I wouldn’t mind getting something done today rather than babysitting horses for the Ranger.”
The levity of earlier felt a long-ago memory. They followed Ross through the forest, weaving between trees and over the soft earth. Rowan swore under his breath as his cloak snagged on branches and Rockwood made him carefully untangle it rather than pull free.
“Snapped twigs are a sign that someone has been through here,” Rockwood explained while they again waited on Rowan to untangle himself. “We have to keep those to a minimum.”
“Our footprints are signs too, though, right?” Will asked, frowning.
“Those we can clear for the most part,” Rockwood assured him. “That’s not bad. But break branches or blunder through like a boar and we have issues.”
When they had crossed beyond sight of the horses, Ross held up a hand to stop them, stooping to one knee in the soft earth. Will wasn’t quite sure what had made Ross stop and glanced hopefully at Haru. His knight looked as lost as he felt.
“This,” Ross muttered, picking up a flat stone from the ground.
“Excellent,” Rowan muttered. “I needed another rock.”
“Ross, you can chuck it at him, I won’t take offense,” Rockwood grumbled.
Ross ignored both, turning the stone in his hand before turning, waving Colin to his side and offering the stone. Will raised his eyebrows, waiting for more explanation. Colin turned the stone in ginger fingers.
“So?” Ross asked, his voice low.
Colin’s green eyes narrowed. “There are scratches on it.”
Ross nodded, lips pressing thin.
“A whetstone?” Colin offered at last, lifting his gaze.
Ross gave another nod, gesturing at Colin to pass the stone to Will. “Yes. Someone’s used that on a blade.”
Will turned the rock over his hands, silently amazed that Ross had noticed such a small detail. The scratches along the stone were barely noticeable, a gathering of pale white along the grey surface, worn by steel. He’d seen that same wear on the stones in the armory, used those rocks with Wren to sharpen blades, and yet he knew he would have walked past that rock without ever noticing a thing.
“We’ll set the first here,” Ross said, pushing himself straight again. He rummaged in his pack a moment before pulling free a coil of rope. He held it near one of the trees, seeming to compare if it would stand out too much before he made a silent decision. “Squires, over here,” he ordered, winding the rope over one hand. “We’ll work a simple snare. This one would catch someone by the leg, snatch them upward.”
The so-called simple snare felt like an impossible confection of rope and knots and angles. Will and Colin were left annoyed and grudgingly impressed when Rowan was the fastest to catch on and helped Ross set the first official trap. Meanwhile, Will was left untangling a disastrous knot while Haru fought to keep his laughter hidden.
“Why aren’t you giving it a go?” Will asked, holding out the mess of rope to his knight. “Go on.”
“Nope.” Haru shook his head. “I’ve been a squire, mate. This is on you.”
At the next place they set a trap, Will and Colin began to catch on to the simple snare. Will was even feeling fairly confident at his skill of hiding the trap in the undergrowth, stepping back to see if it was at all visible, when they were set the next assignment. The net snare. Once more, the chaos of knots ensued.
It took a better part of the morning before they had set every rope snare. Ross handed them several slices of bread from his bag for a hurried lunch before they moved on to the iron-jawed traps. These brought Will a clammy feeling and when Ross showed them what the jaws could do to a branch the thickness of a man’s arm—snapping it with a clean cracking noise—he was even less enthused.
Rowan, on the other hand, was having a grand time setting the traps off with rocks or sticks until Rockwood threatened him with a week of kitchen duty if he didn’t behave himself. Will didn’t try hard to hide the iron traps. The metal jaws felt too much like cheating.
“They’ll see that,” Colin muttered, eyeing Will’s final trap.
Will grimaced. “I know.”
“Will, if they see it, they’ll know we were here,” Colin pressed. “We can’t leave them visible.”
“Yeah, well, I can’t really think about what happens if we get someone in one of those,” Will argued, his temper rising for some reason.
Instead of getting frustrated, Colin gripped his shoulder briefly, nodding to where the knights were all watching Rowan to ensure he didn’t do anything stupid with his last trap. “You go over there, I’ll deal with this one, okay?”
Will nodded, turning his back on the trap. Let the knights assign him chores. The last thing he wanted was to be here now. Kitchen duty felt better than trapping, treating humans as wild animals. He tried not to think of Rowan or Colin stepping into one of those traps, of what would happen if a rider collided with one. He squeezed his eyes shut a moment. They are killing people, attacking people. This is war. We have to fight back. But how could war feel so underhanded? Where was the honor, the pride, the justice, in trapping someone in such a way? At least snares left people alive—trapped, yes—but alive and not in peril of dying from their injuries.
“That was the last of them,” Rockwood announced as they returned to the knights, Rowan having been successfully led away from his trap before he could set it off again with a stick. “We should circle back so we don’t step in our own work. Ross, you got our tracks covered?”
Ross nodded, eyeing the place Will and Colin had set their traps. Glancing over his shoulder, Will wished he could still see his own, the chain, the stake driven into the earth. But Colin had managed to hide it well.
“Okay, this way then, you lot,” Haru ordered, taking the lead. They moved to follow, Rockwood falling into step behind them. Will rather thought he felt the need to ensure Rowan didn’t backtrack to set off traps again.
“So,” Rowan asked in an undertone as they started the longer walk around their own trail, back toward the horses. “What did you two think of this training?”
Will shrugged, not sure he wanted to discuss the terrible sense that they had somehow deceived in war by setting these traps.
“Me too,” Rowan muttered, glancing back over his shoulder. He lowered his voice more, ensuring the knights wouldn’t hear him, and continued: “I mean, the ropes were all fun and dandy, but the others… I don’t like those.”
Colin stared at him in disbelief. “You were setting them off every five seconds.”
“Yeah, I know I was,” Rowan agreed, stepping carefully around a pile of leaves.
Will tried to read his friend’s expression. Only now was it dawning on him that chaos and loud noises might not have been Rowan’s intent at all. “You don’t feel that we should set them?” Will asked at last.
Rowan shrugged. “I don’t know… I mean, I get why, I get that we have to protect people… but traps and bounty hunters make this feel weird. Dirty, even.”
Will nodded understandingly. Both he and Rowan turned to look at Colin, who hadn’t responded.
He was watching the path ahead of them, his green eyes filled with thought.
“That doesn’t bother you?” Rowan asked at last, brows raised.
Colin shook his head. “I didn’t say that.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t deny it either,” Rowan pointed out.
Colin pushed a hand through his hair. It was a few moments before he turned to them, his jaw tightening. “I don’t think it’s right, but I don’t think that burning buildings with people trapped inside feels right, either. And, if it has to come between the people in Alamore or the Ridgar, I’d rather be the one to set the trap than have someone I care about in one. That’s what war is. It’s keeping those you care about safe, doing the right thing for them, even if you don’t feel it’s easy.”
Will winced, lowering his gaze.
“Well, I’d rather we just poison them,” Rowan announced. “Invite them all to a fancy dinner and kill the lot. Much easier, much less messy.”
Colin grinned hollowly. “Maybe give that advice to the King. He can try that next.”
“Maybe I will.”
They didn’t speak much after that. When they returned to the horses, it was to find that the Ranger, the bounty hunter, and Wren had beaten them back. Will noticed that Wren wore the same heavy expression that he felt on his own face. When she smiled at them it was with thin lips and when Rowan asked her how working in the thicker forest had gone, she only shrugged and pulled herself into her saddle.
“As soon as Ross is back, I think it best we leave,” Rockwood said, swinging into his saddle and addressing the Ranger. “We’re already headed for the afternoon, and I’d like to clear out of here before our friends come poking around again.”
“I agree,” the Ranger muttered, his fingers brushing over his sword hilt as if to comfort himself of the blade’s presence.
Gamara grunted, glancing back the way that Ross had gone. “Perhaps it best if I assist him.”
“I doubt there is any need of that,” the Ranger said, shaking his head. “Ross isn’t a fool when it comes to tracking and traps. Anyway, I do believe that is him now.”
Sure enough, a few moments later the broad-shouldered form of the knight appeared, moving carefully between trees to approach the band of riders.
“Everything look set?” Rockwood asked as Ross untied the black-and-white warhorse.
“As good as we can hope,” Ross growled darkly. Hoisting himself onto the saddle, he twisted to eye the Ranger and Gamara. “You two are in charge of checking these, then?”
“Twice a day,” the Ranger assured.
Wren grimaced, dropping her eyes to the front of her saddle.
“Good,” Ross grunted. “Then let’s get out of here and have done with this place.”
There were no jokes this time when they rode back. Even Rowan was visibly subdued. As they reached the drawbridge, clattering into the courtyard under the hue of a red afternoon sun, Will hesitated, glancing back toward the forest. He couldn’t shake the uncanny sense that eyes were watching them and the thought of the traps came back to him with full force. He turned away, gritting his teeth, and silently hoping that no others, who walked the woods, who hid in the shadows, would fall prey to the snares set for the Ridgar.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 
The anticipation of more attacks, of hearing that the traps had worked, that snares had captured Ridgar, was more suffocating with each passing day. Will expected more fires, further retaliation, attempts to ambush the patrols that rode out, or even negotiations for the prisoner.
However, somehow the silence and still that fell were more disconcerting. Days rolled by with the castle, the land, the city holding its breath. Yet nothing happened. No more fires appeared in the city, the disappearances ceased, the war itself might have been a dream if not for the rubble and causalities in its wake.
It lulled others but Will found it only increased his own unease. Leodin’s warnings resounded through his mind over and over, driving him into silent worries. He couldn’t discuss it with anyone, tell them that he’d been told this wasn’t over, that things would get worse. No one, that was, but Haru who he told all about Leodin’s reappearance the day after they set the traps in the forest. Haru had been concerned too but, each time Will brought it up afterward, Haru only shook his head and looked fatigued.
“There’s nothing,” Haru said the last time Will opened his mouth, before the question had even formed. “No sign of them, no deaths, nothing. We have even been sending scouts into the Thornten lands to see if they are trying to stir things there again but, it doesn’t seem so. The destruction there is old, from this spring.”
“It’s been weeks,” Will muttered, shaking his head. “And we are to expect they up and vanished?”
Haru shrugged, pulling a weighted practice armor over his chest and reaching for the nearest dulled sword that leaned against the arena fence. “These things happen, Will. Acra’s men probably got rattled, realized that what they are doing isn’t just putting them in danger but also their families, and they’ve melted back into the lands and are trying to keep their heads down.”
“Why now though?” Will pressed, reaching for his own weapon. “Why not before?”
Haru grimaced, dropping his gaze to the ground a moment before giving Will a pained expression. “The knights think that some of those traps might have sent the message. Perhaps a couple of the Ridgar got captured, and they got them out, but…” Haru shoved a hand through his hair. “Well, it’s enough to scare anyone.”
Will shivered. In his mind he could hear the snap of iron jaws again, cracking the branches that Rowan had used to spring them. “I suppose…” Another thought struck him and he glanced toward the castle. “What about the prisoner?”
“What about him?” Haru gave his sword a few experimental swings, feeling the weight of the practice weapon. “These things aren’t built the best. I forgot that.”
“What is the King going to do with him?” Will pressed.
Haru didn’t need to say anything. Will suppressed another shudder.
“I mean, he knew he was working as an outlaw,” Haru said, slightly defensive. “The King will have him given back to the city guard to carry out the sentence there. They’ve asked for that right. The guard he attacked, the one who caught him, requested he could act… act as executioner.” When Will continued to look grim, Haru shook his head, lowering his sword. “Look, Will, everything is fine. Stop fretting, start enjoying the summer like the other squires. You should be off causing mayhem instead of brooding about all this,” Haru said bracingly. He leveled Will with a pointed finger. “But after practice. Got it?”
Will nodded and stepped from the fence, letting Haru lead the way to their corner of the arena.
Veldana took a different approach to Will’s concerns when he at last voiced them to her.
She sighed heavily, shaking her head. “Why do you care so much?” She pulled his hand, leading him along the edge of the courtyard. Will winced, wishing she wouldn’t squeeze the torn and blistered skin where the new sword handles had worn his flesh. He’d asked her not to several times, but reminding her again felt rude.
“I care because people were killed and hurt, people from the city,” Will explained. “I know people there, that’s where I grew up.”
Veldana snorted. “I mean, not really.”
Will raised an eyebrow, grinning. “What do you mean ‘not really?’ I’m pretty sure I’m aware of where I was raised.”
“You were just there a few years,” Veldana argued. She seemed irritated at the subject and Will let it drop.
A few strides later, Veldana sighed again, giving him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. It’s been stressful here, living in Alamore, especially with everything that happened with the Ridgar. I just want to forget it, let it be in the past. It was dreadful for me.”
Will bit the inside of his cheek to keep from answering. Dreadful for her? She’d stayed safely in the castle as far as he knew. She’d never seen any of the dead, never witnessed more than the riders coming and going.
“Why don’t we ride to the river? I have a palfrey my father sent me and we can walk through the forest there,” Veldana said, not seeming to notice Will’s lack of response. “There are other squires going, so Haru doesn’t even have to gripe about you and I being on our own.”
Will frowned. He didn’t think Haru’s biggest concern would necessarily be him and Veldana being alone. He had a vivid memory of his last time riding to the river in the forest, of being ambushed by the Prince of Thornten and his followers there two years ago. Still, if it was a group of squires, perhaps things would be different. He glanced around the courtyard, hoping to catch sight of Rowan and Colin, but it seemed both were still in their own lessons—Colin working on an assignment in the Hall of Records, Rowan sparring Vancely in the jousting arena.
“Could we wait for Rowan and Colin? I don’t imagine they’ll be long and numbers aren’t bad to have.”
Veldana groaned, tugging Will forward. His muscles ached under the strain and he resisted the temptation to pull himself free. “Please, Will. If we wait on them, we’ll miss the best part of the day and barely get to spend any time there. I’ve heard it’s beautiful. Rhyelle has already got to go twice with Loper and she’s going again today. Please.”
“Loper is going?” Will frowned, pausing in his step. His eyes fell on the string of horses tied to the rail outside the barn. Someone had pulled out a small grey and Admere, but it was the sight of the horse next to Admere that sent anger rippling through his stomach. “Hold on, who all is going?”
Veldana turned to face him, lips pressing thin in frustration. “Will, don’t be ridiculous, please.”
“No, I’m not being ridiculous, I just want to know,” Will snapped. “Because if this is some attempt to make Garryn and I the best of friends—”
“You don’t even try to get along with him!” Veldana retorted, pink filling her cheeks.
“Because we don’t get along, we know this,” Will said, trying to calm his own rising anger. “Let it go.”
“You can’t keep acting like such a child,” Veldana hissed, lowering her voice as several soldiers passed by. “Garryn isn’t bad and I try to get along with Rowan—Rowan of all people—for your sake. So, the least you can do is try to be civil.”
“I’m the one not being civil?” Will shot back. He pointed to his eye where the bruise had mercifully healed. “He punched me in the face.”
“Well, if you had tried to be friends with him, that might not have happened,” Veldana said, actually stamping a foot in frustration.
Will scoffed, the enjoyment of the summer day evaporating. “I’ll keep that in mind.” A moment too late, he heard the heavy sarcasm in his words. He braced, ready for the explosion, and dropped his gaze. “Sorry, Vel. I’m… I’m sorry.”
Veldana’s sniffed loudly. Will wondered if he had made her cry and shifted awkwardly, torn between looking at her and continuing to examine his own boots.
“You should be sorry,” Veldana hissed. “And you should act better than this. This isn’t how royals are meant to be. You won’t make friends like this.”
Will’s gaze snapped up to meet hers. Veldana’s eyes had filled with tears and she was patting them on a handkerchief, glowering at the horses near the barn. None of this mattered, though. Will’s heart was beating hard in his ears. “What did you say?”
“I said you should be better behaved,” Veldana whimpered. “You’re being mean and it’s—” She stiffened and Will saw the dawning comprehension of her own words in her face. The color fled her cheeks, and she hurriedly dropped her eyes, pushing her kerchief back into the satchel on her side. “It’s not fitting for a knight to act like that.”
Will shook his head, stepping to face her. “You didn’t say a knight. You said a royal.”
“Well, you got what I meant,” Veldana said, huffing. “So, why’s it a big deal?”
Will stared at her. She tried to meet his gaze with a glower of defiance, but he could see the guilt behind her eyes.
“You know, don’t you,” Will whispered. It wasn’t a question. “Garryn… Garryn told you.”
“Fine,” Veldana said, pulling her hand away from Will’s own. “He did tell me. But—”
“When?” Will demanded. He hated the sense that something was hovering over him, threatening to knock him flat.
“What?” Veldana blinked. Will’s chest tightened. She was stalling.
“When did he tell you?”
Veldana threw her hands in the air in frustration. “Why does it matter when he told me?”
Will stopped breathing a moment. Garryn had known before Will himself. So, what would have stopped him from telling her before? A memory of Colin at the feast, of the ladies eyeing him, discussing him, fawning on him for his power, made Will take a step backwards, away from Veldana. “You knew all along.”
There was no hiding the panic in Veldana’s blue eyes. They swam with more tears and she reached for his hand, her lip quivering. “Please, please listen, Will.”
Will pulled away, disgust, anger, and a twisting sense of betrayal stabbing across his chest. “That’s why you started talking to me. Garryn told you who I am, what I am… he planned this with you.”
“It’s not like that,” Veldana pleaded. “It was never like that. All I wanted was to help you.”
“Help?” Will asked, half laughing. The sound was harsh. It didn’t sound like him. “Help me?”
“Yes,” Veldana continued, her beseeching eyes flitting between his own. “I wanted to help you, and so did Garryn. We knew that, if you had the chance, had us on your side… you are meant to be a King, and I your Queen. Think of what it would do for Alamore to have you as King of Thornten?”
Will took another step back. The pounding in his ears was louder now. “Don’t lie to me, Vel. This wasn’t about me and you. This was about you, you getting power, and Garryn earning some small amount of it in return. He put you up to this, planned this with you.”
Veldana’s mouth moved several times, seeming to struggle to find answers, but Will found he didn’t want to hear explanations or empty apologies. He wasn’t sure he ever wanted to hear Veldana’s voice again. All he wanted now was to be alone, to escape this, escape the very nightmare he’d been certain he could avoid.
Spinning on his heel, he crossed the courtyard with fury darkening the edges of his vision. Admere didn’t shy away when Will grabbed his line and pulled himself bareback onto the red horse.
Arching his neck, Admere sprang forward at the slight touch of Will’s heels. His hooves clattered against the cobbles of the courtyard before turning to thunder on the bridge. Will didn’t look back, even as he heard a girl’s voice calling his name.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 
It was a relief to seek shelter in the sparse trees west of the castle. To hear the birds lament, the whisper of a summer breeze between branches, calmed the thrum of anger that pulsed with each beat of his heart until he could breathe again. Breathe and try not to think of Veldana or Garryn. Leaning his back against the rough bark of an old oak, he held Admere’s lead while the horse grazed near him, his tail flicking at the occasional fly. Time didn’t seem to pass, or if it did, he wasn’t sure it mattered. Already, he knew returning to the castle would earn him a lecture on the dangers of riding out alone. That, though, felt a small price to pay for the few stolen moments of calm.
The soft sound of a second set of hooves pulled Will abruptly from his thoughts. Sitting up, his mind filled with green-cloaked riders, the Ridgar returning to their war. He twisted round, reaching for the dagger on his side. But when his eyes landed on the rider, his muscles eased. With a grimace, he turned away, letting his hand fall back to his side.
“What do you want?” Will asked, glowering straight ahead.
The newcomer sighed, the horse coming to a halt some ways away still. “I saw what happened in the courtyard, heard enough to piece it together, so I decided to come talk to you.” The click of spurs, the sound of someone slipping from their horse, was followed by the shadow that fell across him. He didn’t move, dropping his gaze to the rope in his hands.
Will laughed hollowly. “So, we’re talking again? How come? Are you here to gloat? Maybe to ask how I feel about secrets now? Because, if that’s the case, I think I liked it better when we weren’t talking.”
He saw the boot out of the corner of his eye only a second before it kicked his leg.
“Ouch!” He turned, glowering up at the grey eyes that blinked coolly back down at him.
Despite the fierce look of annoyance, Will rather thought that Eldin had bit back a smirk. She raised her eyebrows and dropped into the grass beside him, leaning her back against the same tree. “Move over. I came after you to check on you.”
“Oh,” Will scooted to the side and turned to watch Admere again. Somewhere in his heart, the twisting knife had stopped hurting as much. He shifted, feeling awkward. “Well… I guess… thanks.”
“Don’t thank me,” Eldin said stiffly. “I’m still livid with you. But I caught on to what Veldana and you were fighting about—I was on the wall.”
“Eavesdropping,” Will growled under his breath.
Eldin’s elbow stabbed him hard in the ribs and he yelped, rubbing his side and scowling at her. She looked entirely unperturbed. “You have no right to lecture anyone on eavesdropping.”
Will shrugged. He couldn’t deny that and, as much as it sent a sense of shame twisting and frustration through his stomach, he couldn’t help but grin slightly. “Fair enough.” Will grimaced, another thought occurring to him. “But I suppose this is when you get to say, ‘how does it feel’ and point out the irony of this set of secrets coming back to get me.”
Eldin toyed with the braid on her shoulder, letting her own horse take his extra line to join Admere in grazing. “I did seriously debate an entirely ‘I told you so’ speech when I was riding after you. But I decided against it.”
“How come?” Will asked slowly. His muscles tensed and wondered if she might hit him instead.
But she didn’t. She only gnawed her lip, her brow furrowing in thought. “Because… because watching what happened made it make sense to me. I saw why you wouldn’t want people to know why you hide the truth. They’ll use you.” She gave him a sharp look from the corner of her eye. “Don’t think that means I forgive you or that what you did wasn’t wrong,” she added quickly. “I’m your friend, not some noble-born brat who’d have tried to seduce you and talk you into a crown.”
Will snorted a derisive laugh. “Yeah, I know you’re not.” His heart was sinking, worried that she might get to her feet, walk away, leave now that things had been said.
She didn’t, though. She only hummed, plucking the grass around her, seeming to compile her thoughts again. “You know, us, your friends—we’d never do that to you,” Eldin muttered at last, tossing her handful of grass into the breeze.
Will frowned. “Do what?”
“Use you.” Eldin scowled. “Use you for our own gain. We’d never ask you to become a King so that we can have that power.”
Will nodded. “I know.”
“So… so if you knew that,” Eldin said slowly, her words weighed. “Why didn’t you tell us before? Well, tell me.”
Will tilted his head back to watch the clouds lazily drift in the brilliant sky above, trying to shape the thoughts. It seemed an age ago that he’d learned the truth, that he’d decided to keep it silent. An age and yet still raw and brand new.
“Because,” Will said at last, turning to look at Eldin. “I didn’t want it to be true and I… I didn’t want to be treated different for being who I am. I just wanted things to continue like they were.”
Eldin raised her eyebrows. “You wanted me to keep thinking your father was Niet’s murderer?”
Will winced and shook his head. “No, not like that. I wanted not to risk things changing. I don’t want this stupid war, the crown, the throne, any of it. If I’d told people, I felt like things would change. They might want me to go after Tollien, to challenge him, and I’ve never wanted any of that. I don’t care if I’m the rightful heir or whatever I am. I just want to be a knight.”
Eldin opened her mouth and then closed it, a shadow crossing her grey eyes. After a moment, she groaned, leaning back against the tree and throwing her new handful of grass at Will.
“Oi!” Will shifted away, shaking his head to free his hair of grass. “What the blazes was that for?”
“For being stupid,” Eldin retorted hotly. “You realize that keeping that little secret did exactly what you intended it not to? I didn’t stop talking to you because you were the rightful King of Thornten. I stopped talking to you because I felt livid that you didn’t trust me, like friends are supposed to trust each other, you prat.”
Will rolled his eyes. “I’ve realized that, thanks.” He settled back against the tree again, grass still clutching at his tunic. “So, is that what you came out here about? To see that I was okay, tell me I was an idiot, and give me a lecture?”
“Yes,” Eldin assured. She shrugged, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. “That, and I kind of miss talking to you.”
“Oh,” Will muttered, glancing at her, wishing he could read what she was thinking. After a moment, he turned away. “I guess I kind of missed talking to you as well.”
Silence sank across them, both leaning their backs on the tree, watching the horses graze. The scene was calm, the sun tilting west, sending a red glow across the treetops and cascading over the valley. Will found it was easy to imagine for a moment that there wasn’t any blood tying him to a throne, pulling him into a war he wanted no part of. Sitting in peaceful companionship with one of his best friends, Will felt for a moment that he might only be a teenage squire, the boy from the city whose only dream had ever been to be a knight.
Not until the sun gold’s edge faded behind the castle did Eldin move again. Groaning, she pushed herself to her feet and held a hand out to Will, brows raised. “Should we get back now?”
Will nodded, grasping her hand, braced for the pain of the blisters across his palm. Eldin pulled away, however, eyeing his palm. “Don’t irritate those. Here, I’ll pull your wrist. That last thing you need is to open those blisters again before practice tomorrow.”
Eldin pulled, and he clambered stiffly to his feet.
“Thanks,” Will said, brushing grass from his tunic. “Any idea what practice might be for you tomorrow? Because Haru hasn’t told me anything yet. Maybe we can practice together?” He hesitated, wondering if he had pushed too soon for too much. Perhaps she wasn’t ready to forgive him entirely. Perhaps this peace was only to break the hostility between them rather than to openly declare themselves friends.
Eldin paused, frowning slightly.
“Actually, I’m sure he’s figured something out,” Will blurted, running a hand through his hair and wincing as strands pulled at his blistered skin.
Eldin rolled her eyes. “Don’t be weird, Will, please. I’m just thinking. Serena mentioned that tomorrow’s training is going to be following the bounty hunter with the Ranger out to the forest, checking traps, and pulling some of them down.”
“Oh,” Will brightened. The idea of the traps being disassembled brought him some relief. If the King thought they didn’t need them, maybe he had more news as to where the Ridgar were. Not to mention, if they could keep people out of the traps, keep them safe…
“Or that’s what it was supposed to be, but the Ranger left this afternoon,” Eldin added grimly.
“Did he?” Will frowned. “What for?”
Eldin huffed. “Apparently Colin’s cousin, his steward until he’s of age, is worried that the Ridgar have moved to their lands after a barn fire a couple of days ago. The Ranger was sent to check it out. Wren told me he left right after lunch. She helped him saddle, but he told her to stay behind because he wants to get back as quickly as possible. So, I am guessing Serena won’t want to go if we don’t have the Ranger. She doesn’t like him still, but she’s picky about having enough protection. My guess is that Wren and I’ll be in the arena practicing.”
Will shrugged, grinning. “I mean, maybe Haru can act as that extra protection?”
“Maybe,” Eldin mulled the thought over and nodded. “I’ll ask.”
“Brilliant.”
They stood before one another a few seconds in silence. At last, Eldin nodded to the horses, brows raised. “Shall we get back before the alarm is raised that two squires escaped their endless lists of duties?”
Will grinned. “Most likely. Haru will come out with the hounds and a hunt party if we aren’t careful and, I can tell you, that isn’t fun to be tracked like that.”
Admere stood patiently for Will to swing back onto his broad back, gathering his lead as a rein. Eldin took a few more attempts to leap onto her larger warhorse, snarling some Kelkorian oaths under her breath when the animal moved to walk away twice. Will waited, fighting the urge to slip back to the ground and help, knowing it’d just infuriate her.
On the fourth attempt, Eldin punched the air in success, gripping her horse with coiled legs. Will bit back a laugh and shook his head. Neither of them spoke on the ride back to the castle. But it didn’t bother Will at all. It felt that they had said what they needed to except…
“Eldin,” Will muttered, pausing before the drawbridge.
Eldin started, turning to him and reining her horse to a stop. “Yes?”
“I’m sorry,” Will said, wishing the words didn’t sound so inadequate. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, that I got you into that mess in the city.”
Eldin shook her head. “Don’t be. It’s all worked out, it’s okay.”
Will opened his mouth, determined to apologize again, to make the words matter.
Eldin held her hand up to stop him. “Don’t, really. I’m okay. I’m ready for us to be friends again.”
Will nodded. “Me too.”
“Then shut up,” Eldin advised, smirking. “And let’s forget it.” She urged her horse forward, passing Will and clattering over the drawbridge. Will waited a moment before following. Not even the sight of Veldana, her face tear-streaked and eyes narrowed at him and Eldin, could taint the brilliant relief in his chest.




CHAPTER THIRTY

 
Rather than have sympathy for Will’s plight, Rowan, Colin, Wren, and Eldin all made fun of Will that night for ‘not coming to his senses sooner’ about Veldana. They sat in a group at their favorite seats in the Hall of Records, lounging and working together. It felt like no time had passed since their last time together.
“She’s a prissy little miss perfect,” Rowan said firmly when Will explained, without great detail and in a low voice, what had happened in the courtyard. “You wouldn’t want to be with someone like that. There’s a stick lodged up her backside, I’m telling you. She’s more annoying than Prince Tabius.”
“That’s pushing it,” Colin said, grinning. “She wasn’t terrible, but she wasn’t my favorite person.”
Wren snorted. “I think she seems like your type, actually, Colin. Maybe, if Will gives you his blessing, you can court her?”
Colin threw a balled-up piece of scrap parchment at Wren. Without lifting her eyes from her book, she grabbed the parchment out of midair and threw it at Rowan instead, knocking him in the side of the head.
“What was that for?” Rowan demanded.
“For being friends with Greyhead,” Wren explained simply, flipping a page without any concern.
Rowan gave her a rude gesture and returned his attention back to his doodle of what Will thought must be the Thornten royals—it wasn’t great, but he thought he recognized Tabius’s long black hair. It was difficult to be certain because Rowan was also drawing flames around them and arrows raining down on all three figures.
“Maybe Rowan can introduce you to one of Brenna’s friends?” Colin suggested, turning his frown from Wren to Will.
Will scoffed, shaking his head. “I think I’m okay without any girl. It was a lot of work.”
“Told you so,” Rowan muttered, his tongue clamped between his teeth as he drew small flames in the beard of the figure Will guessed had to be Marl. “Especially when you pick a goodie-two-shoe type like Veldana or Wren. Anyway, I’m not introducing you to Brenna’s friends. You’re a bad influence on people.”
“I’m the bad influence?” Will laughed. “You literally drag us into bad ideas all the time.”
“But I knew better than to go fawning over Veldana, didn’t I?” Rowan shot back. The tip of his quill bent from the force of his scribbles. “Thornten and the teeth of Tollien’s mother. Eldin, you’re not using your quill, cough it up.”
Eldin obliged and leaned across to eye the parchment. “You need to give him bushier eyebrows.”
“Don’t tell a master how to do his craft!” Rowan snapped, yanking the parchment away from Eldin with a look of mock offense. “It’s rude.”
Will stifled a laugh, leaning back in his seat. It was hard to believe that they were here now, that life seemed to be righting itself at last.
The sound of footsteps made all of them look up, Will twisting in his seat to see who was approaching between the towering shelves. Haru paused, eyeing the squires, brows raised in some surprise.
“Hi Haru, care to join us?” Colin asked, waving to one of the empty seats at their table.
Haru shook his head, grinning as red hair fell over his eyes. “No, just came for a quick word with Will. But are you lot actually working? This is astonishing.”
Rowan clapped a hand to his chest, gasping. “Of course we are working! Look at this, it’s revolutionary! It will change the world!” He thrust his drawing forward for Haru to grab.
Straightening, Haru’s brows raised higher still, vanishing beneath his fringe. “I guess my hopes were a bit too high,” he said at last, offering the portrait back to Rowan. “But I’ll let Rockwood know that he needs to train you harder because you need to make it as a knight. There’s no way you’d make it as an artist if the knight thing failed, mate.”
“You’re rude,” Rowan huffed, turning his attention back to his parchment and grabbing a bottle of green ink away from Wren.
“What did we need to discuss?” Will asked, pushing his chair back and making to rise.
Haru held up a hand to stay him. “Nothing important, but we have a change of plans for tomorrow.” His eyes flitted to Eldin and Wren a moment before fixing back on Will. “Serena asked if I’d be willing to ride out with her and Gamara to take down the traps and snares. Now that things have settled down, the city guard has asked we get those out of the woods so they don’t have to worry about people going into the forest this fall to collect apples and the likes.”
“Ah, you mean death fruit,” Rowan said sagely.
Will ignored him. “Alright, what time do we head out?”
“Dawn,” Haru said. Will bit back a groan, glancing out the dark windows. It would be another night of little sleep. Haru smiled, grey-green eyes echoing Will’s thoughts. “Which means you should call it a night, you, Eldin, and Wren.”
“Are we not going?” Colin asked, frowning.
Haru shook his head. “Patrol with your knights in the morning.”
Rowan cackled, sticking his tongue out at the others. “You just get to do forest cleaning. We get the real work, the important stuff.”
Haru chuckled, stepping backwards. “Keep me out of this, but really, wrap up here and get to bed. All of you.”
It was another hour after Haru left that they finally heeded his advice, though. Colin, the only one to finish his assignment, herded them out of the chamber when Rowan and Eldin started building catapults out of candle snuffers and flinging scraps of parchment. Once in the dinner hall, the boys said goodnight to Eldin and Wren and cut a path to their own chamber. Rowan, his pockets full of scrap parchment, continued to pelt them until Colin grabbed him in a headlock and threatened to lock him in a storage closet. Still, as they dressed for bed, Will noticed Rowan dart between each of the sleeping squires already in the chamber and hide bits of parchment under their blankets or in their boots.
Once this task was completed, he returned to a snickering Will and disapproving Colin and presented Will with his finished portrait.
“A family picture for you,” Rowan hissed, pulling the rumpled parchment from his pocket and shoving it into Will’s hand. “Something to brighten up your bedside table and make you feel better about being stupid enough to like Veldana.”
Will unrolled it and bit back his laugh at the terrible character drawings. Three people—Tollien, Marl, and Tabius, he guessed—were looking slightly worried with their cloaks on fire while a small storm cloud spat rain and arrows from above. Beside the fire and misery were three more figures, all with ridiculous smiles.
“Who are they?” Will demanded, half laughing.
Rowan rolled his eyes. “This one is Ross, that one is the Ranger, and that’s you, of course.”
Will snorted. He doubted the Ranger or Ross have ever had such stupid grins on their faces.
“It’s your full, big, happy family,” Rowan explained.
Staring down at the drawing, Will felt his heart sink slightly. He didn’t let it show, though, thanking Rowan for the art and placing it carefully beside his bed before climbing into his blankets.
But when Colin snuffed out the last candle and the room was sent into darkness, Will laid awake and stared at the picture. The whole family, as Rowan had put it. The whole family, but for one. One who no one thought of, few remembered. One who many believed had vanished or died. One who he still hadn’t told his friends about.
These secrets… they’re going to eat me alive, Will thought miserably before rolling onto his side and squeezing his eyes closed. He’d promised Leodin. But he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep that secret from the people he cared most about.
I’ll tell them, Will decided, squeezing his eyes closed. I’ll tell them tomorrow, tell them everything. After all, if this war is done, what harm can it do? And, feeling the tension around his heart ease for the first time in weeks, he drifted into a heavy and dreamless sleep.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 
There wasn’t a chance to tell Rowan and Colin first thing that morning because Haru arrived early. The grey haze of morning barely brushed across the sky before he was in the squire chamber, shaking Will’s shoulder with one finger pressed against his lips. None of the others stirred. Will got groggily up from his bed and changed, flattening his hair and wishing that he’d heeded Haru’s warning and gone to bed much earlier. It felt as if he had only closed his eyes for a few seconds and now they ached with lack of sleep.
Pulling on his cloak, he paused, torn between waking Rowan and Colin to tell them everything or waiting. In the end, he decided the latter. It wouldn’t make a difference now and, he reasoned, slipping from the squire chamber a few moments later, if he tried to explain it now when it was time to leave, it would only make him late and the other two frustrated that he couldn’t stay longer. It was best to wait. Wait until after he’d gotten back, when they were sitting in the Hall of Records tonight perhaps, or training in the jousting arena. Then he could tell them, he could answer the questions, and brace himself for their annoyance that he’d held out for so long. Anyway, he didn’t imagine either would appreciate being woken at this ridiculous hour.
He felt cheery at the sight of Wren and Eldin sitting at the breakfast table already and his mood improved still more when Eldin pushed out the chair beside her, nodding at it with a surly expression.
“Good morning,” Will said, yawning through the words and dropping into his seat.
“To Thornten with this morning and to Thornten with the day,” Eldin grumbled.
Wren smirked. “Such a pleasant lass in the mornings, Eldin.”
“Call me a lass again and I’ll stab you to death with this toast,” Eldin hissed.
Wren giggled. “I’m sorry, Eldin, but the Ranger already trained me on how to defend myself from most bread products. Try with an egg though, it’s still my weakness.”
“How has training been with the Ranger?” Will asked, reaching across the table for the nearest plate of bacon.
Shrugging, Wren marked the page in her book and pushed it under her chair. “Not bad. There are days I feel like I’m doing decent and days I think I might just be an idiot. Sometimes, I think he feels the same way.”
“He thinks everyone is an idiot, not just you,” Will assured her.
“Oh, that’s a relief.”
Eldin choked back a laugh, her mouth filled to bursting with toast.
Wren thumped her on the back and handed her a goblet of water, continuing: “I wish the Ranger had brought me with him, though. I’d like to see Lonnac and I feel it would have been interesting, but he’s determined to only stay a couple days and get back here. I think he’s worried about being held up there. It sounds like Carnel has asked for his assistance in Lonnac a lot in the last few years, always trying to find answers to one thing or another. I get the impression he and the Ranger don’t exactly like one another.”
“Something Rowan and the Ranger have in common,” Will added. “He’s not Carnel’s biggest fan, but Colin likes him.”
The conversation moved from the Ranger to how they might make Rowan and Colin jealous of their task that day. They tried to think of a way that disassembling traps could be seen as fun, but they didn’t have much luck.
When they had finished their breakfast, Serena and Haru ordered them out the double doors and to the barns, where they found Gamara already waiting, holding the reins to his large horse and sitting in silence. He inclined his head at the squires, reaching out a hand to Wren when she moved to pass him.
“I hear you and I will work together today, as the Ranger is not here?” he asked, the thick accent locking around his words.
Wren nodded and Will saw her shift, her expression a bit nervous. “I think so.”
Gamara nodded, his smile not warming his eyes. “Very well. The sooner we leave, the better. I have to travel south again today, back to where I might make money rather than waste it hunting ghosts and shadows.”
“He’s creepy,” Eldin whispered to Will as they saddled their horses, eyeing the place where Gamara had moved to watch Wren tack up her own animal.
Will nodded. “I don’t know that I like him much. Still, it sounds like his arrival might have chased off the Ridgar. He’s known for being a brutal bounty hunter, from what Haru’s said.”
Eldin paused, glancing again toward the man. “I feel like I recognize him.”
“He’s from Kelkor, so that’s not astonishing,” Will pointed out.
Eldin shrugged, turning back to her horse. “Fair enough. He might have done hunting at some point for King Azric.”
The first rays of gold speared into clouds above, the morning fighting the clear approach of a summer squall when they left the barn.
“Alright,” Haru called when they had all pulled themselves into their saddles. “Will, you’re with me of course, and Eldin with Serena. Wren, you’ll work with Gamara. Once we’re in the forest, we can break into these three groups and start gathering traps. Gamara went and uncovered them for us last night, so there shouldn’t be much in the way of danger. Even so—be careful, all of you. We don’t need a leg snapped or someone getting trapped in a net for five hours. Understood?”
The squires nodded, Eldin covering a yawn in her elbow and Wren straightening attentively in her saddle.
“Then we’ve wasted enough time,” Serena said shortly. “We ride out.”
***
 
The forest was calm. Nothing stirred but the birds above, belting their song over the silent group of riders. Once more, they tied their horses in the clearing before breaking into their groups. Haru pulled empty saddlebags from his horse and handed them to Will, Wren, and Eldin. Gamara didn’t speak, only grunted and waved for Wren to follow him into the thickest belly of trees, the way that they had gone before.
“You want to head left and us right?” Haru asked Serena.
She nodded, green eyes surveying the forest. Will noticed she kept tightening her hand on the grip of her sword, seeming uneasy. “Yes, we can do that. Eldin, come along.”
Eldin gave them a small wave before wading through thicket after her knight.
“And that leaves us,” Haru said at last, turning to Will. He grinned, red hair falling over his brow. “Glad to be taking these back out?”
“Yeah, I am,” Will admitted.
Haru huffed. “Me too, mate.”
The path they had taken before was nearly invisible to both Haru and Will. They moved slowly, Haru making Will prod the ground ahead of them with a thick branch.
“Can’t be too careful,” he kept repeating. “If Gamara missed one trap, we don’t need to break a leg and find out.”
But it seemed that the bounty hunter had done his job well. The first trap they came to was the one that Ross and Rowan had set, the rope uncovered and severed. Haru grumbled some choice words, shaking his head as he started to coil the rope over one hand.
“Seriously, couldn’t he have untied it? This isn’t helpful, it’s making a mess.”
Will grinned. “Maybe he couldn’t undo Rowan’s knots?”
“Possibly,” Haru mumbled, staring down at the rope with a furrowed brow. “Just feels off. He said he was taking them down.” He shrugged, shoving the rope into the bag on Will’s shoulder, nearly off-balancing the squire. “Oh well. Must just be pure laziness. Let’s crack on, shall we?”
The next few traps had been set off in much the same fashion. Will noticed Haru’s face growing more irritated with each snare they crossed, finding ropes cut, nets tangled.
“I’ll be telling the Ranger about this,” Haru growled, kicking the pile of nets by one of their snare lines. “This is ridiculous. Half this stuff will be ruined. I swear, if he did this to the jaw traps…”
A sound made both Will and Haru spin, Will releasing the net that he had reached for and grabbing at his dagger. Haru’s sword glinted in the grey light filtering through the canopy ahead as he drew the weapon.
Will listened, ears straining. The silence felt thicker than before, pressing over them like a veil that separated the outside world. He frowned. Something was missing.
“The birds have stopped singing,” Haru whispered, more to himself than to Will. Still, he froze, listening. The knight was right. The volley of song above them was gone. Nothing moved, the forest eerie in its quiet.
A faint noise made Will turn but there wasn’t time to register anything before he felt Haru’s arm shoved him backwards, hard. He fell to the ground. Fear stabbed across him for a moment as he imagined descending into one of the iron-mouthed traps. But only a felled branch broke his fall, and he grunted in pain.
“Haru, what the—” Will started.
The second arrow broke across his words, this one aimed at Haru. Haru spun out of the way, bringing his sword down in a swift cut and knocking the bolt aside. Will tried to scramble to his feet, but was forced to drop again at the flight of the third arrow. He hit the ground and rolled, reaching for the dagger on his belt. Launching himself to his feet, he wheeled round, ready to yell for the others, to warn them of the attack. There wasn’t a chance for the words to leave his throat before the figures emerged from the shadows, rushing toward them.
“Will! Behind me, now!” Haru bellowed. Will sprang toward him as Haru struck out at random, his sword sweeping back and forth to keep the greater number at bay. A green-cloaked figure moved toward Will, his hand reaching out for Will’s shoulder. With all his strength, Will drove the dagger into the man’s arm.
The man recoiled with a scream, blood splattering over Will’s hand. The dagger was wrenched from his grip. The next arm to grab him was Haru’s, the knight wrapping his left arm around Will and half picking him up, forcing him to his back.
“On my side,” Haru barked, striking out as a cloaked figure drew nearer. “Grab my dagger, it’s on my right!”
Will obeyed, not taking his eyes off the Ridgar around them, trying to count how many had appeared. Five? Seven? A dozen? It was impossible to count. They attacked and flitted back, vanishing between trees only to reappear for another attack, and another.
Another arrow flew past, the fletching snagging on Will’s shoulder in its flight. He ducked, spinning and striking out at the nearest shape approaching through the trees with the dagger balled in his fist. The man spun, cracking the heavy handle of a spear down on Will’s arm. Pain ran through his bones, the dagger flying from his hand. He staggered, his back colliding with Haru’s. Haru wheeled round and swung at the man, nearly sending Will sprawling into the dirt. The cloaked figure staggered backward in alarm, falling to the ground. His head struck the nearest tree, and he did not rise again.
A shout broke the air, and Will spun. Another attacker dove at Haru’s back. Will yelled and Haru spun with a roar. The man reeled backwards, his curved sword falling to the forest floor, one hand clenched over the open gash in his arm. But Haru wasn’t continuing the attack. Already he had spun away to fight another foe, red hair sweat-soaked, teeth bared. He rained down heavy blow after heavy blow, his wild swipes keeping the majority at bay. Will twisted on the spot, his eyes catching on the shadows that danced around them. Too many. He and Haru were too outnumbered. The Ridgar had done well, had come after them when they had split ways with the others.
The others. Fear clawed its way through his throat. Where were the others?
There was no chance of escaping. They would never reach them, never get away.
Another attacker sprang toward him, and Will pulled the bag from his shoulder. He swung it with all his strength. The rope inside had weighted down the leather and it made contact with a satisfying thud against the man’s outstretched arm. The man recoiled and Will swung again, fighting for survival. He and Haru wouldn’t die like this, couldn’t.
The second shout, this time a voice calling across the woods. There was a moment, a heart-stopping moment of victory, where Will thought it must be a patrol party. Some group of Alamore riders coming to save them! The Ridgar were backing away now, vanishing one after the next, with only three still battling Haru.
Again, the shout broke the air. Only this time, Will heard the words. His blood turned to stone in his veins, cold dread freezing his feet in place. Haru staggered, the man fighting him breaking away and running back into the woods after the others, leaving Will and Haru alone.
“Coward!” Haru bellowed, his voice hoarse with exhaustion. He swayed, turning on the spot, his eyes wild. “Where’d they go?”
“Haru—”
“Where are they? They’ll come back, Will, stick close—”
“Haru!” Will shouted the name this time, breaking Haru from his focus and making the knight turn. “They aren’t coming back,” Will said, the words shaking from his lips.
Haru stared at him, sweat and blood trickling over his brow. Someone had managed to land a blow along his hairline, scarlet tears falling from the shallow wound to blind his eyes. Without seeming to care, Haru wiped it away impatiently on his sleeve. “The blazes do you mean? You can’t know that.”
“Didn’t you hear them?” Will whispered.
Haru frowned. “Someone yelled, yeah but—”
“They said fall back.” Will’s voice had grown thin, the words choked by the ribs that seemed too tight.
“Why would they do that?” Haru shot back, his eyes darting once more to the trees around them.
“Because they said…” Will swallowed hard. How could the fear now be so much worse than moments ago, as he accepted that he and Haru could never fight the hoards? “Because they said they have what they were here for, that they have her.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 
Will didn’t know if he’d ever run so hard in his life. His muscles strained, sweat burning his eyes. Still, it was hard to keep sight of Haru, barreling ahead. It took an eternity, the panic roaring in Will’s ears, blurring his senses, before they stumbled into the clearing where they had left the others and their horses. The branches, though, were empty and the only mark of the horses were scattered hoofprints in the loam.
Haru swore, spinning on the spot. “They stole them! They stole our horses!”
“They didn’t.”
Will and Haru turned, Haru almost falling over in his haste to draw his sword once more.
Serena held up a hand to stay him, her face rigid, eyes blazing. Will felt a momentary urge to rush the knight, to shake her, to demand to know where Eldin was.
Serena forestalled him, gesturing back the way she had come. “They cut them loose,” she rasped, leaning her shoulder against the nearest tree. She swallowed, seeming to struggle for breath. “Eldin… Eldin has a few of them, a couple more ran back toward the castle.” She winced, her hand pressing to her right shoulder, and doubled forward. Her movement was too slow to hide the red stain beginning to taint the tanned leather of her armor. “Arrows,” she whispered. “Arrows hit under my armor… one in my arm, not bad… the other hit the gap of my spaulder. Broke… broke off.”
Haru swore again, the sword falling from his hands, and rushed toward Serena. He seized her under the left arm and she staggered, eyes squeezing shut. “Will, pick up that sword, now. Hold guard,” Haru barked.
Will bolted forward, scooping the sword into his hands. Haru pulled Serena’s arm over his shoulder. “Serena, lean on me. We’ll get back to the city, find a healer, and—”
“Where’s Wren?” Serena hissed through gritted teeth, opening her eyes and fighting to straighten herself. “We need to find her.”
“She was with Gamara. We haven’t seen either of them,” Haru said, glancing at Will. Will could see his own understanding of the shout mirrored in Haru’s face, though it seemed he was reluctant to tell Serena.
The Lady Knight didn’t seem to need told, however. She snarled a string of oaths in Kelkorian and made to pull away from Haru. “They said they had someone. I thought maybe it was you two, that you’d got away. It must have been Wren and Gamara.”
“Why would they go for a bounty hunter and Wren?” Will demanded. “That doesn’t make sense.”
“None of this makes sense,” Haru retorted. “They weren’t supposed to be here. And who knows if it was even Wren that they were talking about? This might have been a way to distract us, to attack the city.”
The sound of crashing through the forest ended their conversation. Spinning, Will hefted Haru’s sword in both hands, bracing for the appearance of more green-cloaked figures. No Ridgar appeared, though. Instead, the man that blundered toward them, who fell on his knees, blood pouring from the gash on his head, wore a thin blue tunic. He rattled for breath, swaying on his hands and knees, gulping lungfuls of air. Tilting his head back, he stared wildly at the three of them.
“The girl,” Gamara choked on the words, trying and failing to stand. His knees gave out, and he crashed once more to the ground. His crazed eyes flitted from Will to Haru to Serena, blood dripping down his brow.
“What? Where is Wren?” Haru demanded.
Serena pulled free of Haru’s grip, her arm dangling uselessly at her side. Pushing past Will, she seized the front of Gamara’s tunic in her left hand, almost pulling the larger man to his feet. “Where is Wren?” Serena snarled, spitting the words with poisonous threat. “If you left her, if you let her get captured, I swear—”
“Serena!” Haru shouted. “Put him down, we need answers, not threats.”
Gamara didn’t seem to care, he was babbling, the words broken. “Attacked. All around us. The trap, set off. Tried to release her. Tried to save him. Struck. The royal. Rogues…” His knees buckled again and his weight drug Serena to the forest floor with him.
Haru stepped past, pulling Serena’s hand from the front of Gamara’s tunic. He wrapped his arms around her, ignoring her snarled protests and attempts to hit him with her good arm. “We can’t go after her like this,” Haru grunted. He turned to Will, nodding at the stand of trees where Serena had emerged. “See if you can find Eldin and—”
“I’m here.”
Will spun. Eldin was pushing between branches, the remaining horses behind her. Four. Four horses. Thunder and Admere, along with Wren’s Calvara and Serena’s warhorse.
Blood ran along Eldin’s cheek, her braid tangled with debris from the forest floor. Still, she seemed a powerful and unshakable force, striding toward Haru.
“They have—” Haru started to explain, taking the reins.
Eldin shook her head. “I heard.”
Haru gave a curt nod, his eyes shifting back to Will. “Will, get on Admere. You’ll have to ride ahead, get to the castle. We need to go after them, we need to track them down and get Wren back.”
“No!” Haru staggered as Gamara seized him around the knees.
“What the blazes!” Haru snarled, twisting to break free of the man’s desperate grip. But Gamara wasn’t releasing him. The bounty hunter’s face had become frantic, a mask of fear and panic.
“No!” he repeated, shaking his grip on Haru’s leg. “It’s not the girl, it’s not her that they need. They have her to stop… stop the hunt. Warning. They left me a warning, a message.”
“Then spit it out already!” Haru retorted, yanking his leg free. Serena made another desperate attempt to grab Gamara, and he grabbed her, shoving her back. “Eldin! Will! I need help!”
Will dropped the sword at his feet, rushing to grab Gamara. It took all of his and Eldin’s strength combined to pull the man away from Haru and Serena. Serena, panting, slackened in Haru’s arms. More blood was running along her side now, dripping to stain the forest floor, and her face had started to turn chalky white.
“What warning?” Haru demanded again, not lessening his restraining grip on Serena. “Tell us what happened, now, Gamara. Why can’t we go after her?”
Gamara’s massive weight leaned against Will’s shoulder and the bounty hunter swayed. Will felt his feet sink into the soft ground and braced, half expecting he and Gamara to tumble into the dirt.
“The Ridgar… they had a knife to my throat.” The man lifted one hand, rubbing it over his neck as if he could still feel the kiss of steel resting there. “When we were taking down traps, we found someone had been caught in one, in a net,” Gamara continued. Will stiffened, a cold creeping over him. Gamara inhaled, fighting to straighten. “A boy was in one of the traps. He called for help, begged us to be released. I thought he might be one of them, so I was going to question him when… when the arrows flew. The girl ran, tried to escape. I tried to go after her… got… got knocked in the head with a staff…” Gamara closed his eyes. Will fought the urge to shake the man. The words were coming slower with each breath, the bounty hunter hovering between consciousness and oblivion. “The girl… the girl stepped in a… a trap.”
The words fell from his mouth, and the man’s face flinched. Will felt the bottom of his stomach drop, saw the horror of his own thoughts echoed in the faces of each silent listener. In Will’s mind, he could hear the crack of iron, the break of the branch, the snap of bone.
“Is she alive?” Haru asked at last. Will winced at the forced harshness of Haru’s words. “Is Wren alive?”
“Yes…” Gamara’s voice was little more than a whisper now. “Her leg broke, but she’s alive. So is he, the boy. They took them… took them both.”
“Why take the boy?” Serena hissed through gritted teeth, her green eyes blazing with fury and pain.
Gamara stared at her a moment, his weight sinking further into Will and Eldin’s shoulders. “The boy…” he managed at last. “The boy is the royal. They said don’t come after the boy. Said they’ll kill the girl… kill her if they feel they are being chased. The boy is why they were there… need him… need him to bargain with for…” His eyelids fluttered, his knees buckled, and Will and Eldin nearly collapsed as his unconscious weight fell onto their backs. But Will didn’t listen to the ache of his muscles, the pain in his bones. He was staring at Haru. In the horrified expression his knight wore, he knew that Haru had understood too.
“What does he mean, the royal?” Serena whispered.
Haru swallowed, turning to Eldin. “Get Serena to the castle. You and Will. Will, lead Wren’s horse. I’ll take Gamara to a healer in the city and—”
“What does he mean?” Serena snarled, pulling free of Haru’s slackened grip and spinning to face him.
“He means just that!” Haru snapped. “He means that they have another Prince to barter in Thornten.” His grey-green gaze shifted to Will. “They have Marl’s son. They have Leodin.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 
Haru had gained on them before they reached the castle walls. Will hated how slowly they had to move, Eldin steering Serena’s horse and fighting to keep her in the saddle. He wanted to throw aside Wren’s mare’s reins, dig his spurs into Admere’s sweat-streaked sides, and fly all the way to the castle. To gallop until he found Rowan, to beg Rowan to forgive him for not telling him about Leodin. Because this was his fault. His fault.
Eldin hadn’t spoken a word since the forest, her lips pressed thin and grey eyes fixed ahead. Will didn’t try to talk. She was allowed to hate him for this. He had caused it. In not warning others that Leodin was here, in not telling all of the knights, he’d left them open for this attack. Of course, the Ridgar had gone after Leodin. They’d been aware he was in Alamore. Leodin said they had saved him once, that Acra had tried to use him. Well, now it seemed Acra intended to use him once and for all. He intended to trade him to Tollien. But for what? More cooperation in this war? A place in the court of the King of Thornten?
When Haru reined Thunder beside Eldin, breaking the sweaty warhorse to a walk, a shout rang from the battlements. Tilting his head back, Will saw Laster and Don running along the wall toward the steps. In the courtyard, chaos ensued, with shouted orders and commands. Sir Robin and Miller were the first out the gates, running to the battered group.
“Here,” Miller barked, reaching up as Serena slumped backwards against Eldin, eyelids fluttering. “I’ll bring her to the sick chamber.”
“What happened?” Robin demanded, grabbing Admere’s reins for Will to slide off the horse. “We saw Eldin’s horse come galloping this way and sent someone to catch it. We were about to go looking to see where everyone else was.”
Will’s knees nearly gave out, his legs shaking too badly to support his weight. Throwing one arm over Admere’s neck, Will struggled to find words. “They’re here, they’re back.”
“What?” Robin’s face drained of color. “The Ridgar?”
“We need a council, Robin,” Haru said, swinging down from Thunder. “Now. With the King and Queen. Make sure Rowan is there, too.”
Robin opened his mouth, clearly intent to argue, but stopped, glancing over the group again. His eyes settled on Wren’s mare and his mouth closed. He nodded. “Laster’s getting stable hands out here. Get inside, now. Haru, you need stitches on that cut.”
“It’ll wait,” Haru grunted.
Robin huffed under his breath. “Fine. The others are in the castle. The patrol got back about five minutes ago. Miller and I were just heading out with the next. We can be gathered in minutes.”
“Good,” Haru muttered. He glanced at Will, jaw tightening. “You better come with, Will. I think Rowan is going to need you.”
Will nodded, feeling hollow and barely noticing Robin sprinting back toward the castle. Rowan wouldn’t need him, though. Because Rowan would see this was his fault. He was the reason behind this.
The blur of activity was a part of someone else’s world, happening around him in some other place. He barely heard the shouts, the ruckus. Horses were led back and forth, soldiers yelling for the wall to be further secured. At their back, chains groaned as the bridge was lifted, the gate sliding down with a clash of iron fangs into their channels.
“Come on,” Eldin muttered, breaking Will from the haze of confusion and tugging on his arm. “We need to go.”
Haru led the way, the two squires falling into step behind him. The entry hall felt unusually calm after the pandemonium of the courtyard. The fall of feet echoing through the castle told Will that others lived, others moved, that time hadn’t stopped. It rushed past without mercy.
Wren. How far was she now? Her leg, it was broken. So, how had they moved her? Had they sprung the trap, freed her? Or were those jaws still tightened over her flesh and shattered bone?
“Will, Eldin!”
Will spun. Rowan and Colin were hurrying through the door of the Hall of Records as they entered the dinner hall. Both looked bewildered, their faces ashen, and Robin appeared on their heels. Will’s heart fell. Colin was rushing toward them, green eyes filled with relief. But Rowan had halted, his gaze darting between them. He turned, looking at Robin who swept by wordlessly, then spun back to Will and Eldin.
“Where is she?” Rowan demanded, his voice a sharp snap, cracking across the dinner hall. “Where’s Wren?”
“Council, Rowan, now,” Haru ordered. “We haven’t time for this.”
“But I need to know—” Rowan started.
Will shook his head and Rowan fell silent, the understanding washing across his face in fear.
“Rowan!” Haru barked, almost across the room. “All of you, hurry up.”
They moved again, Rowan jogging to Will’s side. He grabbed Will’s arm and yanked him to a halt, half turning him while Eldin began to explain to Colin what had happened in an undertone.
“Why?” Rowan whispered, brown eyes darting between Will’s own. “Why would they take her?”
Will swallowed, nodding toward the door that Haru and Robin had already vanished through. “We have to—”
“Will!” Rowan’s grip tightened on his arm. He glowered at Will, a fury in his face that Will had never seen there. “I deserve to know.”
“A diversion,” Will said at last, shaking his head. “They took her as a diversion.”
Rowan blinked, bewilderment fracturing anger. “Diversion? From what?”
“From having us follow.” Will glanced again toward the door. Eldin and Colin were gone now as well, leaving him and Rowan alone. “Look, we need to get in there.”
“What are they trying to divert us from?” Rowan demanded, voice raising to near a shout. Will winced.
This was it. This was the time to tell the truth. Bracing himself, ready for Rowan to punch him in the face as he well deserved, he inhaled. “Because they caught Leodin. They are bringing him to Tollien. They have Wren so that we won’t follow. If we try to stop them, they’ll kill her.”
Rowan stared for a span of several heartbeats before his hand dropped from Will’s arm. He staggered a half step back, shaking his head. “No, no, Leodin is in Cale.”
“Leodin has been missing,” Will replied. “But he planned it that way. He’s been hiding here, in Alamore and the city, for months now.”
“How do you—”
“Because he told me himself,” Will said firmly.
Rowan’s eyes narrowed. “When?”
Will ran a hand through his hair, puffing out his cheeks in a hard breath. “When Eldin and I stopped… stopped talking. That was why. Leodin told me I couldn’t tell anyone he was here. It was him, not Treck, that brought me Admere.”
Rowan took a step nearer, and he flinched, certain he would feel knuckles slam into his face. Instead, Rowan only grabbed the front of Will’s tunic, glowering into his eyes. The hatred behind the gaze made Will wish Rowan had decked him instead. “If your keeping this secret gets my sister killed, I’ll murder you. Got it?”
Will nodded. “Yes.”
Rowan pushed him away with an uncannily Laster-like sneer curling his lip. “Good. Now, let’s figure out how we are going to save her.”
Spinning on his heel, Rowan stalked through the door after the others. Will followed, hating himself. All of this, it was his fault. Don’t let her get killed, please don’t let her get killed, he silently begged.
Almost every seat in the round council chamber was already occupied. Eldin sat, fidgeting nervously, next to Laster. Rowan was seated with his arms folded, glowering away from Will on Colin’s left. Colin had an empty chair on his other side and Will sank into it, not meeting Rowan or Colin’s eyes as he sat. Miller hadn’t returned from bringing Serena to the healing chamber, but the King already stood, waiting for those present to sit. Beside him, the Queen rested in her seat. Her dark eyes showed nothing, her face set. She looked, for all the world, as though she may be one of the warriors in their midst.
“Miller will join us when he can,” the King intoned, the murmurs of the room breaking off into silence at his words. “He is helping the healer. In addition to the arrows Serena took, it appears she had four ribs broken.” His eyes shifted to Haru, his dark brow furrowing. “Tell us, Haru, what exactly happened and where the Ranger’s squire is now.”
Will rather thought that Rowan looked ready to interrupt and was glad when Colin gave him a sharp kick in the shin and a warning look.
Haru rose, the dried blood over his brow and face matting in his hair, clashing with his pale skin. “We—William, Eldin, Serena, Wren, and the hired bounty hunter, Gamara—were attacked as we dismantled the traps in the forests to the south and east of the city. We had separated into three groups in order to complete the given work as quickly as possible. Will and I were moving northeast when the Ridgar appeared. We were outnumbered.” He pushed a hand through his hair, through clotted strands of dried blood. “However, one of them called back the others when we were fighting and they retreated. We heard them say something about how they had her, and we went to find the others.
“At that time, we found the horses had been cut loose. Serena and Eldin had captured a few but also were attacked by a separate group. Before we could go find Wren and Gamara, Gamara returned to us. He’d been attacked as well and has been left with the city guard healer.” Haru inhaled, glancing around the room. His eyes hesitated on Rowan a moment longer. A muscle tightened in his jaw and he turned away and continued, addressing the King once more. “Gamara informed us that they had found someone in one of the net traps. They were trying to assess if he, the trapped boy, was a Ridgar or a civilian. That is when the Ridgar attacked them. According to Gamara, he told Wren to run, and she did so.” He swallowed and made a point of not looking at Rowan as he continued: “Wren stepped in one of the traps that had not been disarmed yet. He said her leg was broken. He tried to fight them but was hit in the head. They told him to act as messenger, to inform us that, if we attempted to pursue, they would kill Wren. They were going to Thornten, he said, with the boy.”
The King tilted his head back and gave a low sigh of understanding. Fixing Haru with his now tired gaze, he raised his eyebrows. “And this boy…?” Even as he asked, it was as if he already knew the answer to his unfinished question.
Haru grimaced. “It’s him, King.”
Bewildered, Will looked from Haru to the King. Him? As if the King already knew? But of course. Will thought of Haru’s explanation to Serena in the woods as Gamara passed out. She hadn’t questioned the statement, hadn’t challenged him. She’d understood as well. Will stared at his knight. He’d told them? A mixture of resentment and relief congealed in his chest at Haru’s own lie, a lie to him. That he could keep his secrets this well, hide from Will what he had told the others.
“Him?” Don asked, glancing at the King. “What does he mean him?”
Will frowned. Perhaps not the others. Perhaps only the King and select knights.
The King gestured for Haru to resume his seat before addressing the knights of the room. “It seems that Acra has taken a further step in this so-called war against Alamore. The boy that was captured is named Leodin.”
A stir shivered among the gathered knights. Don’s brow furrowed, Henry gaped in disbelief, Novin and Airagon exchanged blank looks of confusion.
“Leodin?” Bane growled. “As in the boy who died in Bronswick?”
“As in the boy we believed to have died in Bronswick,” the King concurred. “The Ranger’s past squire.”
“What the blazes is going on?” Novin asked, shaking his head. “The Ranger’s past squire?”
“The Ranger’s past squire was an heir to the thrones,” the King explained, his face grim. “And if the others have him and are prepared to trade him to Thornten, then we need to act, and we must act quickly. Thornten, with their hands on an heir to Kelkor and Alamore, is not of comfort to us. We’ll need riders, people who can move to block the Ridgar as other approach to engage them and get him back.”
“Hold up,” Rowan snapped, shooting to his feet. “What about my sister?”
“We will go after her,” the King said firmly. “We will be going after all of them.”
“But they’ll kill her if you do that,” Rowan retorted, shaking his arm away from Colin, who tried to pull him back into his seat.
“And there will be more at risk than merely the life of one squire if Thornten and the Ridgar come to some agreement over prisoner negotiations,” Bane snapped. “They’ll come after all of us, they’ll start a civil war in Alamore that is more than skirmishes. People will die in the hundreds, perhaps in thousands.”
Rowan shook his head. “I don’t give a—”
“Rowan,” Rockwood said, shooting his squire a silencing look.
Obediently, Rowan sank back to his seat, his leg bouncing, hands twisting in his lap as he waited with a murderous expression.
Turning his gaze to the King, Rockwood continued: “Surely we can find a way around this? Perhaps if we send riders to Thornten, cut them off? Negotiate for the return of prisoners? We still have one of theirs. We can barter the return of that prisoner for the safe return of Wren.”
“A prisoner that already said he’d sooner die than be used,” Novin pointed out, thick brows furrowing. “I don’t think they’ll give Wren back over a simple member of their little band of rogues.”
Rockwood gave Novin a sharp glower. “Do you have a better plan? Because letting them kill the girl doesn’t seem a good idea to me.”
“Enough,” the King barked. He ran a hand through his hair, eyes squeezing tightly shut for a moment. When he opened them again, Will could see the exhaustion in their dark depths. He seemed to be aging before their eyes, the lines between his brows deepening. “This is what the Ranger feared they were planning. They’ll barter him to Tollien in exchange for aid in this war and then… then we will be facing more than we can defeat,” the King said, his voice heavy. He shook his head and began pacing the chamber. A dark anger shadowed his eyes, the fury crackling through the room like invisible storm clouds. “The prisoner isn’t worth it to them because the prospect of this war gains them far too much.”
“If they… if they have an heir to seat on the throne of Alamore… it could spell our defeat,” Don whispered. The blood had drained from his face, his expression haunted. “The Ridgar with the full force of Thornten? We won’t stand a chance. We’ll be burying all of us.”
Grim silence followed Don’s announcement. No one countered it, argued the truth of his statement. Will shifted, turning to find Ross watching him, his expression hard, eyes unreadable.
“We need the Ranger,” Robin said at last, shattering the still. “We need the Ranger if we’re to figure out how to handle the situation of this royal.”
Eyes flitted in Will’s direction, heavy with silent questions. He dropped his gaze to his boots, silently hoping they wouldn’t ask. Wouldn’t ask how he hadn’t known there was another heir, how Marl had a son older than him, who he really was. Asking why he hadn’t come forth with the truth before now.
“We don’t have time to wait on the Ranger’s return,” the Queen spoke in a hard voice. She rose, the muscles tightened in her face, her eyes blazing. “Should Acra bring forth an heir to challenge for Alamore, to press civil war with the aid of Thornten, then we need to find a way to ensure he never reaches Tollien. We need riders on fast horses and we need to leave now.”
Ross rose with a curt nod. “I’ll ride out now.”
“I’m coming.” Haru scrambled to his feet, face drawn.
Will watched, heart slamming, as the other knights moved to follow. Rockwood. Robin. Don. Laster. Novin. Each rose or nodded, each ready to die for the crown in this race against a rogue.
The King turned to face the Queen, and all eyes shifted back to him. He and Queen Lyanra were watching one another, a silent exchange. After a long moment, the King nodded and spun away, his face set with iron. “If this is to be a matter of Kings, I will ride with the knights. We may need to negotiate for ourselves with Tollien, if they beat us to Thornten. But there isn’t time to waste. Those fit to ride will leave now, while others will need to stay here. If this is a diversion, we cannot risk leaving Alamore and Lyanra unguarded.”
“What about Wren? If you go after them—” Rowan started, his face imploring.
Rockwood moved to kneel before his squire. His hands clamped on Rowan’s shoulders, his face level with Rowan’s. “We will do what we can to rescue her, Rowan. I promise,” he murmured. Around them the clatter of preparation rose, knights striding toward the door, the Queen and King giving orders of who would ride and who would stay. Will saw the determination in Rockwood’s dark eyes. He gave Rowan’s shoulders the smallest of shakes. “Listen to me, Rowan. She’ll come home, I’ll make sure she does no matter what.”
“I want to come with,” Rowan blurted, trying to rise again.
Rockwood shook his head, pulling himself to his feet. “You’re to stay in the castle, that’s an order. We don’t need squires to worry about.”
“I want to come!” Rowan snarled. “She’s my sister.”
“Yes, and the best way you can help her is helping us get out of here,” Rockwood retorted. “Get horses saddled for knights and then stay out from underfoot. Do you understand?” Rowan glowered at the knight, and Rockwood’s face hardened. “Rowan, I will have you locked in the dungeons if you can’t listen to orders.”
“Fine!” Rowan threw his hands in the air, rising. “I understand.”
“Good.” Rockwood gave a curt nod, eyes shifting between the squires. Will didn’t know if he had ever seen the knight so hardened before. “Then get to the barns, all of you. We need horses and we need them ready to go now.”
***
 
Will didn’t speak with the others. He saddled horses at random, rushing to check girths, slide bridles on, ensure scabbards hung from each saddle. Rowan and Colin were moving as rapidly, though Will noticed Rowan’s hands shook so much that it made working a struggle. Eldin took pity on him when he swore at a buckle, fumbling it for the fourth time.
“Give it here,” she ordered, shouldering him aside. “Rowan, start leading horses to the courtyard. Now.”
He nodded, staring around the barn blankly a moment. The lost look, the pain in his eyes, twisted the knife in Will’s chest still further. He ducked his head to focus once more on the horse before him—Laster’s chestnut horse.
“Why didn’t you tell us before?”
Will started, turning to find Colin had moved to his side under the pretext of readjusting the sword sheath on the chestnut’s saddle. He fixed Will with a hard glower, green eyes dark with reproach.
Will shook his head, turning back to his work. “Because I swore I wouldn’t tell anyone.”
“You told someone,” Colin pressed. “So, why not us?”
“I told Haru,” Will explained, patting the horse and reaching out to press the reins into Rowan’s hand. His heart clenched at Rowan’s pointed refusal to look in his direction, tugging the animal forward.
Feeling Colin waiting at his back, Will turned, bracing himself for the fight. “I told Haru and Haru made me swear not to tell anyone either. I didn’t know that others knew. He wanted to avoid it being discussed in the castle. We thought that, if the Ranger knew, he’d go looking for Leodin and then Thornten would catch on. But yeah. I was stupid. Happy?”
Colin snorted, shaking his head. “No, Will, can’t say that I am happy about it.” His face softened slightly, and he sighed, gazing across the mayhem of the barn. “But, seeing as that fear seems to be exactly what happened, I can’t say that you were wrong. Only it was the Ridgar who found out, not Thornten.” He glanced toward Rowan, now pulling Ross’s horse from the barn.
“Will,” Colin muttered. “If something happens to Wren…”
“Nothing will,” Will said firmly, more for his own sake than out of true belief. “It can’t.”
Colin opened his mouth, teetering on the edge of more accusations, more discussion, but Eldin’s appearance with two more horses needing saddled cut them short.
“Work or get out of the way,” she advised, eyes flashing. “Both of you. We’ve got more important things to worry about than you fighting. What’s done is done. It’s Wren we have to worry about now.”
Relieved of the intervention and the reminder of what they needed to focus on, Will found himself working near Colin in silence, each preparing a different horse. When they were leading the last of the animals from the barn, a shout echoed up from the wall.
“Your bounty hunter is here,” one of the soldiers bellowed down. “Shall we let him in?”
Taking the reins of his horse from Will, Rockwood waved to the guard. “Let him enter, yeah.”
Will paused by the door, standing on tiptoe in an attempt to make out the gates. A figure was riding across the drawbridge. A figure with his head bound in bandaging, swaying in the saddle of a thick-built sorrel horse. The bounty hunter had managed to be reunited with his stout gelding and, despite the blood-stained cloth around his head, sat tall in his saddle.
Gamara paused, glancing around the group, seeking someone out. His eyes landed on the King, already astride his blue roan stallion, and Gamara rode forward, one hand lifted, head bowed. “Your Majesty, my King.”
The King paused in giving orders to survey the bounty hunter from beneath a furrowed brow. “I am sorry, Gamara, but we are riding out now. I wasn’t expecting you to arrive with your injuries. We are about to leave but, if you go to the castle, I am sure the Queen can help you settle your payments.”
Gamara shook his head, wincing. “No, Sire, you misunderstand. When I came around at the guardhouse, one of the guards, a friend of mine, told me that you would likely be riding out. Immediately, I set out. I am just glad to have arrived before you left.”
“And why is that?” the King asked slowly.
Gamara gave a stiff bow from his saddle, swaying slightly and tightening his grip on the reins to keep himself astride the wide animal. “Because, my King, I have come to offer my services.”
“Services? You can’t come with us. You’ll slow us down. You’re injured,” Haru pointed out, riding to the King’s side.
Gamara shook his head again. “I might be injured, but I have the experiences you need still. If it is the Ridgar you intend to track and ride after, you will need help. If you do not follow their trail exactly, how can you know how to cut them off? Let me come with you, let me help. Should I be a burden, you can ride ahead, leave me. But if you should ride without me and find yourself lost… let me come with you. It is my fault that the girl was captured. The least I owe the Ranger is to bring her back unharmed.”
Even from his place across the courtyard, Will could see the hesitation in the King’s face.
“You could use another tracker,” Bane grunted, striding to the King’s side. “Ross is only one person and you may need to split if they try to divert you with a different trail.”
The King ran a hand over his jaw, nodding. “Very well. Bane, ensure that those on the wall keep an eye on the forest in case Gamara needs to double back for our healer.”
Bane nodded, giving a small salute. “I will pass on the message now.”
“It’s time, King,” Ross barked, pulling himself into his saddle. “The knights are prepared.”
“Very well.” The King nodded to Ross before turning to the bounty hunter once more. “Gamara, take the lead with myself and Haru. Ross will bring in the riders at the back. Should the path divert, you will let Ross know which he and his men are to follow and which we take. Is that understood?”
Gamara nodded. “Yes, my King.”
There was no grand farewell. Only silence came from the onlookers when the King raised his hand in an unspoken order and spun his horse. The blue roan stallion tossed his head, gnawing at the bit as his massive hooves stamped against cobbles. The King urged his horse forward. Steel shoes clattered over stone, deafening. It rattled in echoes up the walls of the castle, filling the space for haunting moments even as the last rider galloped from the gates.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 
Will didn’t know how long the four of them stood staring after the King and knights. He couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding, the unease entwining his heart. Something felt terribly wrong, something more than Wren and Leodin’s capture. But, despite his best efforts, he couldn’t make sense of the feeling of dread, couldn’t place words to it.
“We better get inside,” Colin muttered at last, breaking the still. He shifted, glancing at Rowan. “We can probably get some studying done or…”
Rowan huffed, shaking his head. He didn’t break his gaze from the empty gates. “I’m not doing anything until they come back with Wren.”
Will raised an arm to put it over Rowan’s shoulders but decided better of it. He let it fall to his side. He’d done this. That thought was one that wasn’t going to be shaken. It was his fault that the knights had been forced to ride out. His fault. If he had just told people sooner about Leodin…
“I didn’t tell them,” Eldin muttered.
Will raised an eyebrow, turning to face her. “What?”
“The King, I didn’t tell him about Leodin.” She shook her head. “I didn’t tell anyone.”
“Haru must have,” Will said, shrugging. “And must have thought it best I didn’t know.”
Eldin nodded, pulling her eyes from the gate at last. “It is best that way, I think. Best that he knew that Leodin was in this area.”
“Yeah, probably so,” Will mumbled. Somehow knowing that the King had known didn’t bring him comfort. It only made things worse. Others had known, been given the secret. Haru hadn’t told him and he’d continued the lie his knight had concocted. Only those Will called friends, those he trusted most in the world, had been left in the dark. The Ranger. Rowan. Colin. Why didn’t I tell them last night? All of them… I could have told Wren. She’d have realized who he was, would have known to cut him free without questioning, and get out of there.
“Oi, squires!”
They lifted their gaze to the battlements where Sir Bane was standing, brow furrowed. He nodded toward the castle, crossing his arms.
“You lot get inside. There’s no point in having you in the way out here.”
“In the way of what?” Rowan retorted hotly, waving his arms to the wide and empty expanse of space around them. “What could we possibly be in the way of?”
Bane’s eyes narrowed. “I said get in the castle, Rowan.”
Colin groaned, grabbing Rowan’s arm and dragging him toward the double doors before he could bellow back more thoughts. “Don’t, Rowan. Just do what he says, please.”
Will and Eldin exchanged nervous looks before falling into step behind them.
“Don’t what?” Rowan snapped, trying to turn and glower back at Bane. “He’s acting like there’s something happening out here, but there isn’t. We won’t be in the way. I want to wait for Wren. I want to wait out here for—”
“We can wait in the Hall of Records,” Colin said firmly.
“I’m not doing any bleeding studies! They have my sister and you think I should be in there writing some stupid paper that doesn’t matter to anyone?” Rowan tried and failed to pull himself free of Colin’s grip, though he did manage to dig his elbow in Colin’s side. Will strode forward, grabbing Rowan’s other arm and helping Colin drag him. “Get off me!” Rowan snarled. “Both of you, let me go!”
“No,” Will replied coolly. He paid for his disobedience with a kick to the back of the knee that still didn’t make him free his hold.
“You don’t have to study, Rowan,” Colin continued, as if Will hadn’t joined them or been assaulted. “But if we are up there, we can see the courtyard better than if he locks us in the squire chamber for disobeying orders. He’s the knight in charge of the castle defense with the King gone.”
“Well, he’s a prat and a…” A long list of insults that, any other time, Will might have found somewhat impressive, rolled from Rowan’s tongue.
Still, Rowan didn’t fight them again and, when Eldin darted ahead to pull open the double doors for the three of them to enter first, Will released Rowan’s arm. He resisted the temptation to run a hand over the ache in the back of his knee.
Rowan shook loose of Colin’s grasp and stalked ahead, still muttering about Bane as he took long strides down the hall.
“So, you both knew?” Colin asked, falling into step between Will and Eldin.
Eldin nodded, her jaw tightening. “Yes. He and his followers cornered Will and me in the city. They used Admere as bait.”
Colin’s strides slowed, his green eyes darkening. “His followers? Leodin has followers? They were taking orders from him? How do you know that?”
“Because they told us as much,” Eldin replied, her voice tired. “They cornered us on his orders. He was coming to warn Will that there was this war starting and that he needed to leave and never come back to Alamore.”
“Leave?” Colin’s brow furrowed. “And you’re sure he had followers? They weren’t just traveling together?”
“Yes,” Will said, a bit impatient. “They were taking orders from him. I told you this, but it was Leodin, not Treck. I told you, too, that it was the same person who tried to catch me this spring. I’m guessing they wanted me to see Leodin then.”
“But I thought that the person who rescued you said not to trust them?” Colin said slowly. “I thought you said they were Ridgar?”
“At the time, I did too,” Will admitted. “But they deserted, I just don’t know when. Leodin branched off, and they followed him. But I didn’t tell you because…” His voice drifted, the guilt returning to writhe in his stomach.
“Because Leodin asked you not to tell anyone and so you told Haru, who told you to lie to us.” This time, there was no denying the accusation in Colin’s words.
Will ducked his head. “Yeah, sums it about up.”
“Why?” Colin asked suddenly, his voice hard. “Why didn’t you just tell us?”
Will shrugged, forcing himself to lift his face and meet Colin’s critical glower. “Because I swore not to, like I said. He was worried the Ranger would come looking for him, like I already told you, and that Thornten would then try to find him.”
Colin didn’t say anything for a long moment, only gave Will his cold look before finally sighing. He shook his head, running a hand over his jaw. “Honestly, I want to be mad at you, Will, and I am mad at you. But I get why he asked you to swear that too because, looking at what’s happened, it makes me think he was right.” He frowned. “But it doesn’t make sense why he wouldn’t run.”
Eldin snorted, and both turned to her, surprised by the hardened expression in her gaze. “Because you get tired of running,” she muttered, her voice cold. “If I had been older, if I’d known more, I’m not sure I would have run.”
Will winced, thinking of the first time he’d seen Eldin. She had looked tired, scared, and worn. She’d been too small for the saddle of her large warhorse. It’d been later that he’d understood why, learned that she’d been running from the attack in Kelkor on a pony when her knight had died. That the horse had been his.
“Well,” Colin said at last, the three of them crossing the threshold into the dinner hall a few strides after Rowan. “For all our sakes, I wish he had run. He brought this war to the castle.”
“I think Acra would have brought it here anyway,” Will muttered. “He tried to get me to join them last year. You remember, Eldin?”
Eldin scoffed again, lip curling. “Yes, they wanted you to join and me to do the right thing and stop training to be a knight.”
“This all doesn’t make sense, though,” Colin muttered. “None of it.”
Will raised an eyebrow. “How come? I mean, it seems to match what Leodin was trying to tell me would happen.”
“That does, but it’s still not making sense.” Colin’s brow furrowed. “I just don’t think that it—”
“Are you three coming or what?”
They started. Rowan was holding the door of the Hall of Records wide, his jaw jutted defiantly.
“Yes, of course we are, Rowan,” Eldin assured. She broke into a trot, hurrying through the door.
Will hesitated, glancing at Colin. He’d seen that expression before. It was the look Colin always wore when untangling issues, calculating the moves in a seemingly impossible battle plan the knights assigned them.
There wasn’t a chance to press further, though, as Colin shook himself and straightened. “Right, sorry, Rowan.” He brushed past Will and after Eldin.
Rowan paused, glancing at Will. Will waited, muscles clenching. There was still loathing in those brown eyes.
Will forced himself to straighten, nodding toward the door. “I’ll stay here, Rowan. You guys can—”
“Don’t be stupid,” Rowan grumbled. He jerked his head at the door. “You’ve done enough of that already. Just get upstairs, alright?”
Will nodded, relieved at this small act of forgiveness that he knew he didn’t deserve. “Right. Thanks, Rowan.”
“Don’t,” Rowan advised, stepping through after him. “Don’t start apologizing yet, I’m not ready to accept it and you don’t need to waste your breath.”
“Right,” Will muttered. He paused, glancing at his friend. “They’ll bring her back safely. Rockwood swore, and Ross isn’t going to let anything happen to her either.”
Rowan nodded, the anger fracturing with pain across his face. “I hope you’re right.”
“I am,” Will said bracingly. He smiled and Rowan gave him a half-grin and started up the stairs. Will watched him, his face falling once more, and wished that he could believe his own words.
When they joined the others in the Hall of Records, it was to find that Eldin and Colin had already moved their four favorite chairs at the window overlooking the courtyard. Neither of them were speaking, only sat in their seats and stared blankly at the stone yard beneath. Will sank into the seat beside Eldin, watching Rowan perch in his own, leaning closer to the window to stare down.
Colin cleared his throat, and Will turned to find those green eyes piercing into him.
“I think,” Colin said, his voice delicate. “I think it’s time we know everything, Will. Tell us about meeting Leodin in the city, from the start. We need to know if we’re missing anything at all.”
Rowan nodded, not bothering to turn their way. “Yeah, I want to know everything that happened.”
Will took a slow breath. “I’ve told you most of it, but…” He swallowed, wondering if they might change their minds on punching him. That didn’t matter, though. “At the spring festival, Eldin and I were late to catch up with you all because of Haru…”
He told them everything, every detail he could remember of that day.
Will explained everything—leaving The Stag, seeing Admere in the streets, following him, he and Eldin being attacked, and Leodin. Leodin’s return. Leodin’s secret. Leodin’s request not to be spoken of to anyone, his second warning.
They listened with set faces and shadowed eyes fastened on the courtyard, waiting on the return of the knights.
If they forgave him or not, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the knights find Wren. Find her, rescue her, before something went wrong.
***
 
It was a good thing that they hadn’t planned to study. Will didn’t think it would be possible. Once his story was done, silence filled the Hall of Records like a dark soul, sucking conversation from the room. The four of them tried to occupy themselves with reading, but Will found his eyes refused to travel over the page. They stared blankly at the scratches of black letters, while terrible images filled his mind: Wren, her leg shattered, begging for help on the ground while a green-cloaked figure drew back the arrow on his bow above her…
Rowan didn’t bother pretending to read. He stared out the window with a blank expression. Every now and then he started, straightening with excitement, only to sag when whatever movement outside turned out to be a soldier strolling from the barn or a falcon sweeping from the forest.
The day drug on. Each moment took an eternity. By the time that the sun had shifted to the west, its final rays bloody over the castle, Will’s muscles were aching with his lack of movement.
“Rider!”
Will straightened, Eldin swore in Kelkorian as Colin’s book fell from his hands onto her toes, and Rowan bolted to the window, pressing his face against the pane of glass.
“Thornten’s backside… I can’t tell who it is!” Rowan hissed. He turned to them, eyes wild. “We need to go down there and see.”
“If it’s not them, there’s a good chance that showing up down there again is going to get us in trouble with Bane,” Will pointed out, standing to join Rowan at the window. He squinted, wishing he could see more through the rippled glass window. But Rowan was right. A lone rider was appearing over the drawbridge, pulling a scrappy-looking horse after him. Yet, it was impossible to make out more than his shape. Shadows were overtaking the forest to the east and slanting from the castle walls, descending the world outside into darkness.
“Bane can bite my backside,” Rowan said decisively. “If that’s a messenger about the group, I’m going.”
“I don’t recognize the horse,” Eldin muttered, inching between Rowan and Will to peer outside.
Rowan ignored her. “We just won’t let Bane see us. That’s it. But if you’re worried, stay here. I’m going.”
“Hold up, we’re coming,” Colin hissed, scrambling to pick up the book he’d dropped.
Will knew it was foolish to be excited, but his heart thudded in his chest as Rowan led the way. Perhaps that horse was one of the Ridgar animals, one they had captured. That rider… the horse had been too dark to be Ross’s, but it might be Laster, Don, Robin.
Despite knowing there was no way that Bane could hear them from the walls, they crept along the corridors, taking the stairs in silent bounds. Not until they reached the door at the base of the banister did Rowan sprint through it, bolting through the somber gathering of squires who had started to appear in the dinner hall.
Will and the others ran after him. Will ignored the bewildered looks of their fellow squires, the shouted questions, the demands to know where they were going. He thought he saw one of the squires rise but didn’t care. They were going to get to that courtyard, they were going to get answers. Everyone else would have to wait to know what was happening if they hadn’t heard already.
Down the entry hall, the four raced. Their feet battered over the floor, their shadows distorting in the torches that flickered at their passing. Will and Rowan reached the doors at the same moment, throwing them wide and barreling into the courtyard. Will threw out his arm to bring Rowan to a halt, both staggering to a stop inches from crashing into Sir Bane himself.
Bane blinked down at them over his beard, lips pressing thin, heavy brows knitting in annoyance. “What did I tell you? Rowan, Will—for the love of Alamore,” he snarled as Colin and Eldin appeared a half second later, Eldin actually slamming into Will’s back and sending him sprawling forward. Bane caught the back of his tunic in one massive hand before he could fall face-first into the unforgiving ground. He yanked him back to his feet with a murderous glower.
“The rider,” Rowan panted, clearly unconcerned by the knight’s annoyance. He bounced on his tiptoes, trying to see past the broad knight. “What’d he say? Where are the others? What’s—”
“He wasn’t here about the rescue mission,” Bane said, cutting across Rowan’s babbles. “He was the city guard sent for the prisoner. I just brought him that Ridgar scum to take back to the city with him.”
“What?” Rowan’s face fell. “We’re letting the prisoner go?”
“Not go,” Bane said stiffly. “He’s being taken to the city to be condemned.”
Eldin began tugging on the back of Will’s arm. He tried to pull free, watching Bane with a sinking heart. “I thought we would try to exchange prisoners,” he said, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.
Bane snorted. “No point. They won’t exchange for the likes of that prisoner. Anyway, it’s better this way. The guards will deal with him as they see fit. They even sent the guard who caught him—the one that the prisoner injured in their fight—to collect him. They’re getting set to leave here now, soon as the soldiers help the guard get that prisoner tied to the horse.”
“What? Then stop them! We need a prisoner. It tips things in our favor,” Rowan protested.
“It doesn’t,” Bane replied. It couldn’t be more obvious that his patience was at its ends. “As I said, they don’t care about him. And the King gave the guard his word that they’d get that prisoner back today. It was a decree. So, if you have something to say about it, bring it up with Revlan, Rowan.”
“Well, he’s not here, is he? So, I’m bringing it up with you and I think—”
The tug on the back of Will’s arm became more persistent. He shot Eldin an annoyed glance but, the second he turned back to Bane, she pinched him.
“What?” Will hissed while Rowan continued arguing with Bane.
Eldin pulled Will’s arm, forcing him to take a stiff sidestep away from Bane, and lowered her voice. “Look.”
Will peered past Bane. The courtyard was draped in the first darkness of nightfall, but, with the torches along the courtyard wall, he could see the city guard astride his horse. He was watching two soldiers tether the prisoner to the leaner horse. The prisoner’s head was bowed onto his chest, his eyes half closed, his filthy hair falling over his arched nose. Will felt a sick stab in his chest, sympathy. It was extinguished almost immediately though at the thought of Wren.
“Serves him right,” Will grunted.
Eldin shook her head, tightening her hold on Will’s arm so he couldn’t pull away. “No, not the prisoner. Look at the guard.”
Will lifted his gaze to the second mounted man. He wore the dark livery of the city guard, a simple open-faced helm on his head. He was talking to one of the soldiers, seeming to thank them. Will frowned. It was impossible to make out anything about him, so why did Eldin care? The soldier laughed, patted the guard’s horse, and he and his fellow started back for the battlements.
The guard seemed to sense Eldin and Will staring. He lifted his face, the torchlight throwing sharp relief over his features. Beneath his greying beard, his teeth flashed in a broad smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Will’s muscles went rigid. He knew that face. He’d seen it before, twice before.
Will opened his mouth to call for Bane’s attention and the soldier spun. Pulling on the reins of the prisoner’s horse, he urged his own animal forward, and they cantered from the courtyard, into the waiting night.
“Bane.”
“—don’t be so disrespectful, Rowan. I have half a mind to teach you a thing or two about—”
“Bane!” Will shouted it this time. All eyes turned to him. The knight swelled with indignation. Will plowed on, not giving Bane the opportunity to interrupt. “We need to go after them, after that prisoner.”
“Why?” Bane retorted. “Why would we do that? As I’ve just explained—”
“Because the man you handed him off to,” Eldin cut in, stepping forward. “He isn’t a city guard. He was with Leodin.”
Bane frowned, glancing between Will and Eldin. “And how could you possibly know that?”
“Because we recognize him,” Will explained. “He was there when I was ambushed this spring and again when Eldin and I saw Leodin in the city a few months ago.”
Bane blinked in bewilderment. “I thought Haru said you were attacked by hooded riders.”
“They were hooded but—”
“So how the Thornten do you recognize someone if they were hooded?” Bane shot across his words.
“I just do!” Will snapped back, his frustration mounting. The knight was giving him a cross between a look of anger and a doubting little smile. “I saw his face under the hood.”
“People see the Ranger’s face under the hood. I’ve worked around him for years, but I know I could be mistaken if I glimpsed him without the hood,” Bane countered. “A man without a hood isn’t proof enough that he’s the same one. And what’s more—what does that matter?” Bane demanded. “Leodin isn’t Ridgar, and the city guard has recruited over fifty men in the past few weeks due to the attacks. Of course you’ll recognize some.”
“But he used to be Ridgar!” Will pressed. He saw the understanding hit Rowan and Colin. Their mouths had gone slack, their eyes wide.
“Used to be isn’t the crime,” Bane said, holding up a hand to silence them. “There are many who left the Ridgar this summer. It honestly does us better to have them on our side. They can help us more. It’s probably how that guard caught that scum in the first place. They know the Ridgar’s secrets and how they operate. Good on him for coming to his senses.”
“No,” Will shook his head, panic rising in his throat. “That’s not it. If that man was on Leodin’s side, why is he here and not after Leodin? What if he’s a spy, what if he’s one of them, he’s—”
“I’ve heard enough!” Bane barked, eyes flashing. Grabbing Rowan by one shoulder and Will with his other hand, he marched them forward. He pushed them through the double doors with a snarl under his breath. “That city guard passed all the questioning. He was nearly killed capturing that Ridgar prisoner. And now you think we should hunt him? How your knights handle your insubordination, I have no idea, but I’m not going to let you question the King or me. Is that understood?”
“You’re messing up!” Rowan snarled, trying to twist free. “Stop being such a—”
Thankfully, Rowan didn’t get a chance to say what Bane was being. Eldin, walking beside him, reached over and clamped a hand to his mouth. Bane, however, seemed intelligent enough to put it together himself.
“Now,” Bane snarled, expression pure venom. “I’ve had enough of all four of you. You want to theorize? Fine. But I’m not letting you get underfoot or cause trouble. Not anymore. No. I think it best we keep all of you penned up for your own good.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 
The sound of the heavy lock falling into place didn’t stop Will, Rowan, and Colin from throwing their weight against the unyielding oak door. All they got for their efforts was pain. Will seriously wondered if he might have broken the bones in his shoulder, but didn’t care. Rowan threw a series of insults after Bane as well, but it was doubtful he heard a single one. All the way down the corridor beyond the chamber, they could hear Eldin and Bane arguing in raised voices. Their bellows, both switching to Kelkorian, reverberated through the floor even after Bane had marched her down the steps.
Rowan only stopped yelling when they heard Bane slam the door of Eldin’s chamber the floor beneath their own prison.
“I hate him. That power-abusing, oversized, son of a…” Rowan fumed, kicking the door. He swore again, bouncing on one foot.
Colin snarled something under his breath, nodding in agreement with Rowan’s statement.
Turning on the spot, Will’s eyes raked the unfamiliar chamber they’d been locked in, searching for anything that might be of use in an escape. His heart sank.
Bane might as well have taken them underneath the castle to one of the cells for all the chance of escape. The windowless room was small, with banners hanging down the stone walls, lanterns set between them. Will didn’t understand why anyone had bothered lighting the lanterns in the first place. The high ceiling above was shaded in arched darkness and the room itself was bare except for a table, littered with maps, parchment, quills, and what looked rather like a chessboard with bizarre pieces. A half dozen chairs had been scattered around the table, shoved back into place haphazardly.
“We can pick the lock,” Rowan insisted, dropping onto one knee in front of the door and staring at the heavy iron. “We can pick it those small metal hooks.”
“Do you have those on you? You have lock picks?” Colin asked, looking impressed.
Rowan’s face fell. “I hoped one of you might.”
Will snorted. He grabbed one of the chairs, dropping into it with a heavy sigh. “Considering how often we find ourselves in these situations, perhaps one of us should have some. But no, I don’t.”
“I’m asking Ross for some after this,” Colin grumbled. He moved to join Will at the table.
“We can make some,” Rowan pressed. “I’ve heard of people doing that. We saw the Ranger do that our first year as squires, remember? He used buckle clasps or something.”
“He learned that from Laster,” Colin said, nodding. “But, unlike the Ranger or Laster, we don’t have a way to force the metal into the right shapes. I’m not strong enough, anyway. Are you?”
Rowan snarled. He dropped backwards onto the floor, kicking the door again as he sat and giving the unconcerned oak his favorite of hand gestures. “Blasted, stupid, bloody door.”
Colin turned away from Rowan, his expression pained as he leveled Will with his green eyes. “So, that guard, he’s one of Leodin’s men?”
Will nodded, the sick feeling returning to his stomach. “He is.”
Colin frowned down at his hands, curled into fists on the table. “This makes it all more… more confusing. You know that, right?”
Will nodded again.
Rowan twisted to them, still seated on the floor. “How does that make it more confusing?”
“Because,” Colin explained. He rested his elbows on the table, cupping his forehead in his hands. “Because, if that is Leodin’s man, then why is he here collecting a prisoner instead of hunting Leodin down himself to rescue him?”
Rowan blinked, raising one eyebrow. “I’m not in the mood for guessing, Colin.”
“It means that he’s either not Leodin’s man or that Leodin wasn’t captured,” Will supplied.
“How do you reckon that?” Rowan demanded. “Maybe he doesn’t know that Leodin was caught?”
Colin shook his head. “Gamara saw Leodin and went to the barracks healer. He told them, most likely, what happened. That guard would have put two and two together, don’t you think?”
“So… so if he doesn’t work for Leodin,” Rowan said slowly. “That means he’s… he’s one of them.”
Will nodded.
“And we let our prisoner just go with him?” Horror rose in Rowan’s voice.
“Not only that,” Colin said, his head still bowed. “But Bane said that is the guard who caught the prisoner. That means… that means it was all a setup.”
“No,” Rowan said, shaking his head. “That’s madness. Why would they do that? We might have killed that prisoner. We might have tortured him—the Ranger did, by the looks of it, to get information.”
“When I was saved by that stranger this spring,” Will explained. “He said that Acra is dangerous because his men were going to die for their cause, they didn’t have an issue dying for it because they believed it would save them somehow. Or something like that. That prisoner, if he was planted, that means he knew what he was signing up for. He knew he had to make it look like he’d broken.”
“But that information is what led us to set those traps,” Rowan said, shaking his head still harder, as if by denying it he could make it untrue. “That’s how we found where the Ridgar were coming through the city. We stopped the Ridgar for weeks with that information. We found the whetstone. We found traces that they’d been there.”
“It was planted,” Colin said, each word seeming to cause him a physical pain. “All of it, it was some plan they had already. They used us, Rowan. They had the crown set up the traps. We thought we were fighting them, but we helped them. They probably needed those for catching Leodin.”
“But it doesn’t make sense,” Rowan’s voice was rising now. “You just said they didn’t have Leodin or that the guard wasn’t on his side. But if that guard didn’t work for Leodin, why take this long to hand him over to the Ridgar? Why?”
“I don’t know,” Will said. He could feel frustration and confusion tightening through him. Why, why couldn’t Leodin have only given him answers instead of sideways riddles and more questions? Then none of this would be happening. If he had just trusted Will, confided in him.
“But what this does mean,” Colin said slowly, “is that all of this, everything that’s happened tonight, is part of their plan.”
“It does,” Will agreed grimly.
“It means they wanted the knights to give chase,” Colin continued. “Otherwise, they would have killed you, Haru, Eldin, and Serena.”
Will’s chest tightened, cold descending over his skin. “You don’t think they went to Thornten, do you?”
Colin shook his lowered head. “I don’t. What I think they did is send us chasing ghosts. They’ve emptied the castle, sent the King on a mission that doesn’t exist, and we fell for all of it.”
“So…” Rowan said slowly. “So, you don’t think that the knights will find Wren? You think… you think this is a trap for the knights too?”
“I do,” Colin muttered, his voice tight.
Without warning, Rowan shot to his feet. Will and Colin both started. Stalking to their side, Rowan seized one of the chairs from the table and hurled it against the door. It shattered, shards of wood and splinters raining down across the floor.
“Rowan!” Colin yelled, springing upright.
Rowan turned on him, eyes blazing. “What?”
“You can’t wreck things, it won’t help,” Colin said firmly.
Rowan snorted and grabbed the chair Colin had been sitting in. He threw it, the back of the chair cracking as it hit the door.
“Rowan.” Will rose, reaching to grab Rowan before he could throw another chair. “We can’t just break things. It won’t help and Bane will—”
“I don’t care!” Rowan shouted, wheeling on the two of them. The pain twisted with anger in his features, both hands still gripping his hair. “I don’t care about any of that! They have Wren, they have her. I can’t just stay here while they search for her and the Ridgar. You know that! We can’t let something happen to her, we can’t! I’m not staying here. You two do that, fine, but I’m leaving.” Pulling free of Will’s grip, he spun and hurled his shoulder into the door. He staggered backwards with a snarl of pain and launched himself forward again.
“Rowan, no!” Will grabbed him around the middle, half lifting Rowan’s weight. Rowan writhed, snarling and swearing.
“Let me go, Will! Let me go! I’m going after the knights, after Wren! I can’t stay here and if you try to stop me, if you won’t let me go—”
“Shut up,” Will yelled, fighting to restrain Rowan. “And listen to me, Rowan. We can’t go tearing out of here, you know that. We’ll never catch up with the knights and, if we get caught, we’ll make things even worse for them. You’re going to kill yourself if you keep hitting that door and then you won’t help anyone!”
“Let him go, Will,” Coin said.
Will gave a bark of humorless laughter. “So he can break his neck?”
“Just do it, Will,” Colin ordered. He moved to bar the door with his own frame, crossing his arms. “Rowan, Will’s right.”
Will let his grip go slack and was relieved when Rowan didn’t rush forward once more.
“We have to save her,” Rowan said, his voice breaking. “Please, we have to.”
“I know,” Colin agreed softly. “But we aren’t breaking this door down like that. We need to think, Rowan. We don’t even know where to look, how to help.”
“They have Wren,” Rowan snarled. “They have her, they’re using her like bait, and if we don’t, if they don’t find her…” His voice broke, his eyes welling with tears. “There’s no winning. They’ll kill her. And the knights? They’ll kill them, too, or send them charging into Thornten. It will look like an attack.”
“The knights aren’t stupid,” Will said firmly. “They’ll realize something’s wrong. Ross can track. They will probably be led in circles and realize that they need to come back. We’re going to find Wren, Rowan,” Will said firmly. “But we’re going to be smart about it, Rowan. We can’t chase after the knights—all we’ll do is get in the way. What we can do is get information, find someone to help us.”
“Like who?” Rowan demanded, but desperation had forsaken fury in his tone as he stared beseechingly at Will. “Who can help us?”
Will braced himself, the muscles in his jaw tightening. “We need to find out  whose side that guard is on, once and for all. We’re getting answers from him.”
“We’ll get killed,” Rowan muttered, running a hand through his hair. “We’ll…”
“We’ll get the actual city guards on our side if he didn’t return with a prisoner they were expecting,” Will pointed out. “Then we will have help. We can get answers. Alamore knows we won’t get help from the soldiers here, not with Bane in charge.”
Rowan nodded, his eyes alight once more with hope. “That might work. We can track him down, at the very least, with the city guard. Maybe one of us can go after the knights too, ride fast and warn them.”
“That would work!” Will started to pace, renewed excitement starting in his chest. “We can help the knights realize they are on a dead-end trail and the others of us can go to the guard, get help from them, track down that guard if he and the prisoner made and break and—”
“You’re forgetting something.”
Will and Rowan turned to Colin. He stood before the door with a resigned expression, his green eyes shadowed.
“What?” Rowan asked, frowning.
Colin jerked his head toward the door. “We’re not getting anywhere.”
Will’s shoulders sagged. Rowan swore.
“What if we use the table as a battering ram?” Rowan asked, turning desperately to the table. “We can clear away all this… this…” He paused, glancing over the table. “These are maps of the city, aren’t they?”
Will moved to the table, picking up one of the parchments. “It looks that way.” He traced a finger over the familiar streets, pausing to turn his head and frown at one of the marked buildings. “I wonder why they circled the old bell tower. That hasn’t been used in ages.”
“Must have been one of the places of attack. Look, the old wagon shop, that’s circled too. They were probably trying to find a pattern, figure out if and when there might be another attack. This is a strategy room,” Colin said, already neatly piling a chair with the burdens of the table. “My bet would be they were trying to decide if the Ridgar’s attackers were really over or if they could find any evidence.”
“I don’t remember anyone ever saying there was an attack in the bell tower though,” Will muttered, frowning.
Rowan shrugged. “Don’t know, and I don’t really care, honestly.” He reached across the table and swept armfuls of the debris to the floor. Colin’s face showed his horror but, to Will’s relief, he seemed to deem it best not to tell Rowan off.
“Right, if we all throw this bloody thing into the door with all our strength,” Rowan said, giving his end of the table an experimental lift—it barely shifted. He frowned, glancing at the others. “Yeah, it’s going to have to be all of us.”
Will shoved the map in his pocket and grabbed the table. After a moment, Colin sighed resignedly and grabbed an edge as well.
“Alright,” Rowan ordered, glowering at the door. “We run at the door on three. One, two—”
The rasp of a key in the lock made all three of them freeze. Will stiffened, his fingers straining to keep the heavy table aloft, eyes glued to the door. If this was Bane returning, he would be livid with them. The plans of the city, the maps, the strategy board of buildings, were scattered over the floor. And it had to be Bane. He had to have heard the noise, decided to come investigate the crashes of Rowan chucking chairs around.
The hinges groaned as the door was pulled wide. Rowan dropped his end of the table, which left Will and Colin with the full weight to lower themselves. It didn’t seem Rowan noticed their grunts of surprise. He bounded forward with a cry of excitement and threw his arms around Eldin.
“How did you get out?” Rowan demanded, picking her up and spinning.
“Drop me, idiot!” Eldin snarled, struggling to free herself from his crushing arms.
“Did you break the door downstairs? Pick the lock?”
Will didn’t listen to Rowan. He was still staring at the door, all the muscles in his chest and face tightening. Garryn met his glower with a look of cold defiance.
“What the blazes are you doing here?” Will growled.
Garryn snorted, raising one eyebrow. “I would have thought that was obvious, William. I’m getting you three out. You should work on being more thankful, Will. I’m the reason we can go save Wren.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 
“No way. He’s not coming,” Rowan said firmly, dropping Eldin.
She staggered, throwing him an annoyed look before she straightened. “I already agreed he could.”
“You what?” Will turned on Eldin. “Why?”
“Because I made her swear to it before I let her out,” Garryn replied coolly, spinning the key on one finger. He shoved the ring in his pocket, shrugging. “So, it’s either I’m going with you or I’m raising the alarm.”
“Why do you want to go?” Colin demanded.
Garryn’s eyes flashed, and he pulled himself to his full and considerable height. “Because, in case you have forgotten, it was me, not you, Greyhead, who was left in charge of the well-being of Lord Tazral’s heirs.”
“We don’t need you getting in the way,” Will snapped. His hands had curled into fists by his sides. This was the closest he had been to Garryn since Veldana had told him the truth, admitted that her courting Will was Garryn’s idea in his plan for power. He wanted nothing more than to punch Garryn straight in the face.
“In the way?” Garryn snorted. “You were the ones about to batter down the door with a table. If I wasn’t here, you’d still be trying to—”
“Shut up, all of you,” Rowan said sharply. “Garryn, come along but keep your stupid face shut, got it? Will, don’t argue. We’re wasting time. Come on.” He pushed past Garryn, Colin jogging after him.
Will closed his mouth, swallowing his retort. Rowan was right. It was petty to protest Garryn’s company, even if Garryn’s smug look now made him want to slug the older squire in the jaw.
“You wrecked this place,” Eldin commented, glancing around the room before following Will over the shattered remains of chairs and into the hallway. Rowan was already striding toward the nearest stairwell.
“Yeah, well, we were trying to break out,” Will grumbled, shrugging.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Garryn’s smirk. “Lucky for you three that I saw Bane bring you up here during dinner,” Garryn commented. “I figured you had to have realized something was off with the rescue plan so, I told him I’d bring you all your meals.”
Will grunted, turning to Eldin and pretending he hadn’t heard the older boy speak at all. “What’s the plan from here, then?”
“Well, we have to get out of the walls, that’s for a start,” Eldin muttered, shaking her head. “And I’ve been thinking… I don’t think we can hope the knights all are on the right trail.”
“We thought that too,” Will said quickly, eager to keep the conversation moving forward. “But we can’t really leave them unwarned if they are riding for a trap.”
Eldin nodded. “We need horses.”
“Don’t worry about that, it’s handled,” Garryn added. He raised his voice. “But, Rowan, Colin, if you two waltz into the dinner hall, I think it’ll give away the fact that I didn’t listen to Bane’s orders.”
Rowan wheeled round, face red with frustration. “Alright, what do you propose, then?”
Garryn folded his arms. “We need to use a side exit and perhaps a servant stairwell. Bane is just sitting down to eat, so I’d say that gives us about twenty minutes to get out of the castle before he’s in the courtyard again.”
“And how are we getting out of the courtyard?” Colin asked, glancing from Garryn to Rowan. “The gates?”
Garryn shook his head. “You can’t go like that, but I can.”
“And what’s that—” Rowan started.
Garryn held up a hand to stay him. “I’ve got Saget saddling my horse and Veldana’s palfrey.” Will huffed under his breath. Leave it to Garryn to convince others to do his work for him. Garryn ignored him and continued. “I told him that I was bringing her to the city to visit my Uncle Alfran, who was passing through. Bane already knows I plan to go, as I asked his permission first.”
“And he is just fine with you waddling right on out the gates?” Rowan asked, eyes narrowing.
Garryn’s smirk broadened. “Yes, Rowan, because I don’t break the rules.”
“No, you just break bones of other squires in underhanded fights,” Colin added.
Garryn gave him a cold look but said nothing, his eyes shifting back to Rowan. “So, I can ride out the gate with—”
“Veldana isn’t coming,” Will growled. He wasn’t about to put himself any nearer to her than he had to. The memory of her reasoning for being around him, hanging on him, was still a raw wound.
“No, Eldin will be on that horse,” Garryn explained.
Will opened his mouth, but Eldin shoved an elbow into his ribs. “Shut up and listen.”
Will gave her an offended glance, which she met with an unapologetic shrug.
“If you’re done interrupting, we don’t have much time,” Garryn purred.
“You’re the one not getting to the—” Colin started then stopped. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes. “Right, continue.”
“Eldin and I can ride through the gates. If she draws the hood on her cloak, I don’t think anyone will notice it’s not Veldana. She’s shorter but still relatively slight. So we can ride out the gates.”
“And we all stay behind?” Rowan demanded. “That’s not happening. I’m getting a horse and I’m going. You’re not leaving us.”
Garryn held up a hand. “You’ll slip out on foot, staying in the shadows. It’ll catch too much attention if you three also ride out. We can’t risk more than two horses.”
“So, so you two are riding ahead and we have to walk?” Rowan’s eyes narrowed. “Give me your horse when we get out the gates.”
Eldin shook her head, face set. “No, that makes sense. Garryn and I’ll ride for the knights. But you three—”
“We’ll go to the city on foot,” Will said, cutting across her. “We need to find that guard and see what’s going on.”
Eldin nodded. “Good. That was my thought, too.”
“Fine,” Rowan said firmly. “Then let’s get out of here.” He hesitated, glancing around. “What’s the best way out if not the main stairs?”
“This way,” Eldin muttered, turning and striding up the hall in the other direction. “It goes by my rooms. There’s a side stairwell there and an exit out of the laundry chambers.”
Despite knowing they had to stay quiet or risk Bane finding them, Will wanted to run, to sprint all the way down the hall. Eldin’s careful steps were driving him mad and only grew worse on the stairs when she made them wait for Garryn to dart ahead to check if anyone was in the laundry area.
“Why is he even here?” Colin muttered as soon as Garryn had vanished around the curve of the steps.
“I told you,” Eldin hissed, tilting her head at the faint sound of a noise on the floor above. “Because he brought my dinner and told me that if I agreed to help him get Wren back, he’d let me out. I told him you three were part of the bargain.”
“He wasn’t going to bring us?” Rowan snarled.
Eldin shrugged, glancing at Will and smirking. “Probably wasn’t sure if he wanted to work with Will again, considering they had a spat the last time they did. But Garryn won that, so I think he decided he could take Will in a fight again.”
“He didn’t win!” Will protested in a hushed voice. “I just wasn’t fighting him.”
“Sure,” Eldin muttered. “Shut up, someone’s coming.”
Garryn reappeared with flushed cheeks and a determined look. “We’re all clear.”
“Good.” Rowan brushed past him.
Garryn raised his eyebrows at Eldin, smirking. “I was going to say ladies first… but I guess Rowan counts there, too.”
“Don’t start, Garryn,” Eldin snapped, sweeping past. She seemed to guess that Will’s temper was rising and grabbed his arm, yanking him down the steps after.
“Could we have a worse person to work with here?” Will muttered, more to himself than the others. They didn’t answer.
The chamber they crossed next was empty. The massive space smelled strongly of soap and lavender. The first thing Will noticed were the dark doors set at intervals along the walls, leading in every direction. But as his eyes grew accustomed to the eerily lighting of sparse candles along the walls, he saw the space filled with tables, baskets, wash basins, piles of clean linens, and shelves of matching tunics, breeches, shirts, and cloaks.
“Which door?” Rowan whispered, turning on the spot.
“This way.” Eldin turned, marching confidently toward a door along the left-hand side of the chamber.
Garryn paused by one of the shelves, pulling free a purple cloak and handing it out to Eldin. “Veldana wouldn’t wear grey,” he muttered when she didn’t reach for it. “Purple is Lonric’s color. No one will question that.”
She sighed, unclasping her cloak. “Fine, give me the stupid thing.” She flung her cloak into the nearest basket of unfolded linens and swung the new one over her shoulders with only a momentary look of annoyance. Drawing the hood low, she started off again, pushing through the door.
The fresh and cold air of the night rushed to greet them. Will inhaled lungfuls of air, relief bringing him to a stop. He turned on the spot, taking in their surroundings. They had exited on the west side of the castle, into the path that led to the jousting arena. Nothing stirred around them, the light of fires atop the wall distant. Clouds blocked the stars and moon, threatening of a summer storm. But it didn’t matter. What mattered was that they had gotten through the first walls of the castle. They were nearing the escape.
Garryn paused, turning to the others and folding his arms over his chest. “Greyhead, Lonric, Will—you three skirt to the eastern edge, opposite the barn. Eyes will be on Eldin and me. You’ll need to stay in the shadows, hoods drawn, and try not to make a big deal out of being around. The majority of soldiers will be looking for people breaking in, not out. So, once you’re out, stay in the shadow and wait for them to raise the bridge and move their attention away from the gates. After that we—”
“Alright, we don’t need you bossing us around, we get it,” Rowan cut across him. “Just because you’re helping doesn’t make you in charge.”
“I mean, this is my plan,” Garryn said coolly.
“Shut up, all of you,” Eldin snapped. “We’re wasting time. We need to help Wren, not bite each other’s heads off. Got it?”
“She’s right,” Colin agreed, nodding.
Will gave Garryn and cold look before giving his own grunt of agreement.
“Right, we’ll head over to the barn first, see if we can’t keep them watching us,” Eldin whispered. She grabbed Garryn’s arm, tugging him around. “Stop trying to prove something and move. Now.”
Will, Rowan, and Colin waited for Eldin and Garryn to vanish around the corner before Rowan turned to them, face set. “Look, if you two want to stay—”
“Don’t start,” Will advised, shaking his head. “We’re going with you.”
Rowan opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. “Thanks.”
Will didn’t answer. The knots in his chest had tightened. Rowan shouldn’t thank him. It was his fault that this was happening, that he and Colin hadn’t known the truth all along.
“Okay, we can go now,” Colin whispered, seeming not to have listened to Rowan and Will as he crept toward the courtyard.
The three of them moved like shadows through the darkness. They stayed near enough to the castle walls that Will was certain his shoulder would be well bruised by the next morning with how often he bumped against unforgiving stone. In the courtyard, torches fought to pierce the darkness, but their struggles were growing more fruitless as wind furled around the flames and made them flicker and dance in the anger of the approaching storm.
It worked to their advantage.
Will, Rowan, and Colin went unnoticed along the walls. They sprinted several strides to get past the double black doors that led into the castle before slowing again, creeping toward the gate along the far side of the courtyard. Across the expanse of darkness and cobbles, Will could see two shapes emerging from the barn. Garryn and Eldin, both drawn in their cloaks, were hoisting themselves into the saddles of their horses. Will grimaced, eyeing the horse that Eldin had been granted. The little grey horse was already prancing, nervous of the approaching storm. A lady’s day riding animal, not a hunt horse or warhorse.
“We’ve got to hurry up,” Rowan whispered. “They’ll get to the gate before us if we aren’t careful and if they hang around there, it’ll draw suspicion.”
“Right,” Will agreed.
Colin nodded and broke into a run on cat’s feet. Will and Rowan weren’t quite as stealthy, but the distant roll of thunder masked the sound of Rowan tripping and swearing under his breath.
“Who goes?” One of the guards atop the wall had noticed the approach of the two riders.
Garryn sighed loudly, drawing his hood from his face. “Please don’t tell me I have to go through this whole explanation again.”
“Explanation?” the soldier asked, the bewilderment evident in his voice. “Explanation of what?”
Garryn’s derisive snort sounded genuinely annoyed. “Look, I’ve already explained this to three of your peers, guard. Sir Bane has given me permission to escort Lady Veldana to the city in order to meet her father. If you have an issue with that or think it best that a girl ride by herself in these trying times, go bring it up with Bane.”
“Wait here, I’ll do just that.”
Garryn sighed heavily again, snarling under his breath, and turned to Eldin. “I’m sorry, Vel. When Bane comes out here, cover your ears. You don’t need to hear what he’ll have to say to the fourth guard to question his orders.”
The guard hesitated. “Fourth?”
“Yes, fourth,” Garryn confirmed, turning back to the soldier. “I already said three of your peers tried to stop us. Ask the guard in the barns who tried to stop our horses being saddled, or the guard currently being given privy cleaning duty of wasting Bane’s time, or the guard in the castle even now, getting told off because he tried to stop Veldana from stepping out of the castle. I’m sure Bane will be all too happy to convey his orders to you after he’s done explaining to your peer why his orders shouldn’t be questioned.”
The guard faltered, wavering between believing Garryn and getting clarification. “Just to the city, then?” he asked finally.
“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” Garryn replied coolly. Will felt a stab of grudging respect at how calm and unconcerned Garryn seemed by the white lie. His lip was curled into a sneer, his eyes fixed on the guard perched above him. “Her father is waiting at The Dancing Stag in order to bring Veldana back with him tomorrow to their lands. But, if she’s late for the banquet at Duke Salcrus’s estates and fails to make a good impression on his son, perhaps you can offer your own riches to add to her dowery.”
“Look, just get to the city and back, alright?” the soldier snapped. He waved a hand toward the gatehouse. “Don’t dawdle, or I’m sending guards after you.”
“Oh yes, leave the castle still less guarded. That seems a brilliant idea,” Garryn said, and Will was certain he could hear the older boy’s eyes roll. “There won’t be need of that.”
The guard grunted and stalked toward the gatehouse, grumbling indistinguishable words under his breath.
“Real arse, isn’t he?” Rowan whispered. “Convenient right now. We wouldn’t have pulled that trick near as well. Remember when we tried in Lonric? They caught on in about five seconds.”
“Gate’s moving, let’s go,” Colin muttered, nodding toward the dark bridge. Chains growled with the thunder above as they moved forward again. Each step made Will more certain that a cry would go up, an alarm be raised that they were escaping. The sound of Eldin’s horse’s hooves dancing over the cobbles and then echoing onto the bridge masked any noise the boys might have made. Rowan was the first to dart across the bridge, moving in the shadows several feet from Eldin.
“You next,” Will hissed at Colin.
Colin bolted across the bridge at the same moment that Garryn trotted across. Will started forward, but the sound of iron gears made his heart stop. The bridge was already moving upward again, the gates being lowered shut. Without a moment’s hesitation, he broke free of the darkness and ran. Being spotted now didn’t matter as much as getting under the gate, over the rising drawbridge. Ducking his head, he rolled beneath the gate and shoved himself to his feet. He could hear Rowan’s low oaths ahead, see Garryn and Eldin on their horses watching with horror. The bridge slipped beneath his boots, growing steeper with each heartbeat, each pump of his arms. But ahead, he could see the edge, the gap.
He didn’t let fear twist over his heart. He sprang into the air and leapt to cover the growing gap between bridge and earth. He knew one moment of soaring through nothingness, a weightless shadow in the darkness, before the ground slammed unforgivingly into his legs. Both knees buckled, throwing him into the ground. He rolled several times, coming to rest on his back in the path, the air knocked from his tight lungs.
The dark shape of a person appeared above him. Even in the near black, he thought he could see Rowan’s evil smile. “That,” he said, holding a hand out to Will. “Was absolutely wicked.”
Will let Rowan hoist him back to his feet, wincing. He’d have other bruises to add to those on his shoulder now. His entire side where he’d fallen ached, especially the place where his dagger hilt had slammed unforgivingly into his lower ribs.
“A bit dramatic,” Garryn commented, lip curling.
“Yeah, well, I’m out, so that doesn’t matter,” Will retorted. He turned to Eldin, already pulling away her purple hood and glancing up at the walls. “Will you be alright on that horse? It doesn’t seem—”
“I’m fine,” Eldin assured him quickly, tightening her reins. The grey danced, tossing its head and pawing at the path. “But we’re going to need to move fast if we’re to find the path the knights took before rain starts washing it away.” She turned to Garryn, face set. “I’ve been learning tracking with Wren and the Ranger, I’ll take the lead from here.”
“I know how to—” Garryn started, annoyed.
Eldin raised her eyebrows. “Ladies first.”
He glowered at her before snorting and shifting his gaze to the others. “You’ll head for the city, then? See if you can send some guards to assist us. We might need them.”
“We’ll do our best,” Will assured. “But get going, both of you.”
Eldin nodded and, without another word, spun the grey horse in a tight turn. The animal didn’t need more than a loosening of the reins to encourage it into a run. A heartbeat and roll of thunder later, Garryn was on her heels, his larger horse lumbering across the ground.
“I wish we had horses,” Rowan whispered. “I want to go with them.”
“Well, we don’t have horses,” Colin said firmly. “Anyway, we don’t know that Wren is there. What we’re doing is going to help too. We’re getting answers.”
Will pulled his cloak tighter over his shoulders. Wind rushed over them, driving the storm nearer. “We better hurry as well. It takes a while to walk to the city from here.”
It took more effort than Will expected to pull his gaze from the darkness that had swallowed Eldin and Garryn. Fear twisted in snarling tangles of thorns across his chest at the thought of both crashing through the forest. They’re going to be okay. They’re going to warn the knights. It’s going to be okay.
Judging by the silence of Rowan and Colin on his either side, he knew that they, like him, were wondering what was happening in the forest. Were the Ridgar really there? Were they dragging Leodin to Tollien? Preparing to start this war between Thornten, Alamore, and the Ridgar? Or was it a ruse? Was there more to the plan than met the eye? Will’s teeth clenched hard against worry. He tilted his head downward as the wind rose again, striking them with cold and the heavy scent of approaching rain. Everything would be alright, it had to be.
But what was going on? Why would Leodin’s guard not care that he was captured? Not race to find him? To save him? And if that guard didn’t work for Leodin, why had it taken so long for the Ridgar to find the royal boy? Surely, they could have captured him before now.
Lightning flickered over the sky, illuminating the path before them in a white glow a moment before plunging them into deeper darkness.
Answers. They would find answers. They had to. And the knights? Eldin would find them. She’d been training with the Ranger, with Wren. She would find the knights and tell them that the guard who had brought them their prisoner, who had come to collect him, might be a spy. Might be the Ridgar. That the prisoner must have been planted.
But what kind of man would allow himself to be caught? To be thrown into a dungeon, potentially tortured or killed, for the sake of a plan? What madness could drive someone to that?
“Acra, however, will stop at nothing. Lives are dispensable when you lead them to believe they are dying for a cause. When people believe that they were meant to be martyrs rather than men, they will stop at nothing. He has that power, that influence, and over more than just those who ride as the Ridgar.” The words resonated from the past. That man, he’d said he used to be Ridgar. So, had he been on Will’s side or not? His warning was much the same as Leodin’s own. Yet, the bearded man had tried to kill Will’s savior, had been Leodin’s guard. Which was it? What was happening?
The path felt never ending. Will kept his eyes fixed on his feet, focusing on his next step, the next movement that would bring them closer to rescue. Rescuing Wren. Rescuing Leodin. They’re going to be okay, they’re going to be alive, they’re—
An acrid smell joined the approaching rain, burning through his mouth, making his eyes water. Will blinked, jerked from his thoughts, and glanced toward the others. Rowan was still striding with a determined step, but Colin had halted, eyes fixed on the path ahead.
“Do you smell something?” Will whispered, his voice nearly carried away on the wind.
Colin nodded, jaw tightening. “I smell smoke.”
Will’s stomach dropped. Turning to the horizon before them, he saw the faint tinge of color atop the hill. Realization shattered with the force of breaking bones into Will’s being. He broke into a run, barreling past Rowan, toward the top of the hill.
“Will!”
He could hear the others running after him, but didn’t slow. His heart was slamming in his throat, the roaring of the wind mingling with the panic that screamed into his ears. At the top of the rise, Will staggered to a halt, his lungs burning, and felt his blood turn to stone in his veins.
A distant part of him was aware of Rowan and Colin joining him. Colin clutched a stitch in his chest and Rowan’s mouth fell open. Will didn’t turn, though. Gaze still lifted to the horizon, Will doubled, hands on his knees, and wondered if he might be sick. Colin’s hand grabbed Will’s arm, his fingers tightening in a death grip. Somewhere, Will felt aware that his knees had buckled. Only Colin’s grasp kept him from crumpling to the grass.
Will stared down through the night, horror freezing him in place, making it impossible to breathe. Below, the familiar sight of the city stretched through the bottom of its valley, but gone was the tranquility of the stormy night.
Instead, shouts and screams rose up to greet them, splitting the midnight hour in fear and pain. The streets shone gold and furious red licked the storm clouds with plumes of smoke and destruction. A city of flame.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 
The screams grew as they ran. Will found himself staggering on unsteady legs. Twice his knee hit the ground, but he didn’t care. Forcing himself to his feet again, he threw himself toward the burning city. The heat of the fire washed across the three of them before they reached the cobbles and they were forced to slow, dodging aside of the buffeting crowds of people running either away or toward the fire, barking orders. A woman shrieked in the center of the street, her face soot-stained, her hair falling loose around her shoulders, tears cutting trails over her cheeks. Animals fled. Children cried for their parents.
Still, even over the deafening sound of fear, the roar of fire breaking timbers and devouring the buildings around them was overpowering.
“Where do we go?” Rowan shouted, ducking his head nearer to Will to make himself heard. “Where’s the nearest guardhouse?”
“This way!” Will barked, breaking again into a run. His sides ached and his lungs burned more with each scorching breath of smoke and destruction. Wren. He had to think of Wren and Leodin. Not of the city burning around him. Not of the place he had been raised turning to ash and ruin on all sides.
Windows shattered with heat, their glass shards sparkling like gold and precious stones over the cobbles, reflecting the anger of the fire. Will had to dodge sideways to avoid the sign over an apothecary that snapped loose of its fixings to the old building. It crashed to the street, sending sparks and embers flying, bringing more screams from the nearest flock of people.
Will’s eyes watered but he forced himself to keep moving. The guardhouse. If they could get there, find even one guard… but would there be any? Or would all be out here, fighting the ever-growing inferno?
Rounding the corner of a building, Will’s heart leapt. The guardhouse stood untouched, the door flung wide, the light of the city’s flames casting shadows into the open maw, waiting for them. They didn’t bother to knock. Will rushed through the open door, blinking and coughing as he came to a halt. Most of the room was cast in shadows, the windows stained black from the smoke beyond.
“Anyone here?” Rowan yelled, turning on the spot. “Hello?”
Nothing moved. The silence pressed against them. Will strode further into the room, his hopes turning to stale fears. Tables had been overturned, chairs cast aside in the melee to escape. Along the wall, the weapon racks were empty, the place deserted.
“They must all be fighting the fires,” Colin said, stifling a cough in his sleeve.
“What now?” Rowan demanded, anguish tainting his voice. “Where can we go? What do we do?”
Will turned on the spot, still hoping for some sight, some sign of anything that might help them. The deserted space mocked his desperation.
“There!” Rowan pushed Will aside and stooped, reaching under the nearest table.
A moment later, he straightened, turning to Will and Colin with a hardened expression. Eyes shifting between them, he held out his find. Will’s stomach twisted into tight cords. Outside, another building burst into brilliant shades of gold and orange, the light dancing across the threshold and illuminating the black cloak in Rowan’s hands.
Will opened his mouth, ready to argue, to point out that it could be the cloak of a guard, but the words died in his throat. Already he knew it was too small for a grown man, the hood hanging limp, weighted, designed to cast a face into shadow.
“It’s Wren’s,” Rowan said firmly.
Will’s eyes were drawn back to the floor, the dark smear across the marred wood. He inhaled, trying not to be sick. He didn’t need light to recognize blood, to understand that it had come from that cloak.
“Look, we don’t know that,” Colin argued. He reached a hand for the dark material. “It might have been used for something else, that might be someone else’s blood, or… or…”
Rowan snatched the cloak away, drawing it to his chest as though it were his sister, something he must protect. “It is! I know it is! She was here, in this guardhouse! She’s injured from that trap and… and…” His voice broke. “She was here!”
“Then where is she?” Will demanded. “Where is she now if she isn’t here?” He tried not to think of iron jaws, of blood, too much blood. If Wren’s leg was shattered, if that was her blood, how could they not be too late? Why would she have been moved?
Rowan shook his head, his excitement fading. “I don’t know.” His eyes flitted between Will and Colin, his face drawn. “It’s hers, though, I know it is.”
Will gripped Rowan’s shoulder. “Then we’ll find her.”
“How?” Colin hissed. He flinched at the sound of another crash beyond the guardhouse. The noise was met with more screams, more fear.
Pulling his hand from Rowan’s shoulder, Will fished in his pocket and withdrew the map from the strategy room. “This.” He slammed it on the table, his shaking fingers working to keep the corners from furling. He squinted down at the lines, twisting streets made unfamiliar by destruction and fire. “If they had her here, they might have moved her to one of the further guardhouses,” Will explained. “And if she’s not there, we might find more guards, someone who can help us.” He waited for one of them to argue, to point out that he was clinging to hope, to useless speculation. Neither did.
Rowan leaned closer to the map, eyes wide, as if he could imprint the places into his mind. “Where’s the next one?”
“They circle along the city, each not far from the last,” Will explained. “We could go east or west out of here and—”
“We have to split up,” Colin said, cutting across Will and shaking his head. “We need to go fast. Will, you can go east, we’ll head west. You know the city. You’ll be faster than us.”
“Hold on,” Will started, ready to argue. He stopped, however, at the steely look in Rowan’s pained face. Swallowing his doubts, he nodded. “Fine. But be careful, alright? And you take the map.”
Colin nodded his agreement, grabbing the map from under Will’s hand and shoving it into his tunic. “Rowan, come on.”
Rowan pulled the cloak nearer to his heart, his muscles tightening over his jaw. “We’re going to find her, right?” His whisper was so low that Will thought he might have imagined it if not for the fear that shivered in Rowan’s expression at voicing his nightmare.
“We will,” Will said, his voice full of that same conviction as before, the one that he did not believe despite his own commanding tone. “We’re going to find her.”
Rowan didn’t say anything else. He only gave the room one more searching look. It seemed that he hoped Wren would appear, uninjured and bouncing on every other step, from the shadows. When she didn’t, he pulled Wren’s cloak over his own shoulders to join his own and strode from the guardhouse.
“Be careful,” Colin muttered, grasping Will’s shoulder briefly. “Got it?”
Will nodded. “I will be.”
With that, Colin vanished after Rowan.
Will drew himself to his full height, his mouth filling with the taste of fire. Panic crackled in his heart, through his stomach, like the blazes beyond. They were racing more than just the inferno, he knew. Wren’s injury, her blood, it could kill her. It would kill her if they didn’t act fast.
The scream of someone nearby jerked Will from his thoughts and he bolted out of the door. Heat poured over him in the street, the smoke tightening across his mouth and nose, thicker than before. Above, lightning added cold illumination to the golden tones of the blaze. Thunder growled its final warning, the sound almost lost amid the fright of the city, and the skies opened. The first drops of rain cascaded down. They hissed over the scorched cobbles, bringing cold pellets of icy water against Will’s burning skin that dried almost at once. His muscles ached from his run to the city, his lungs begged for rest, but he didn’t slow. His feet slapped against cobbles, steam rising at the fall of the water, and he wove between those aiding in the fight to save the city and those fleeing. People cried out for loved ones, begged the sky for more rain, barked orders for more water buckets. He didn’t let any of it distract him from his focus—the next guardhouse.
But when he reached it, even before the building was fully in sight, he knew it was hopeless. The guardhouse door was shut, the windows broken, the darkness inside spoke of silence, of emptiness.
Still, he forced himself to the door. The handle was hot to his touch, spitting in the rain, and seared against his flesh. Gasping in pain, he forced it open and released the iron. Holding his hand close to his chest, he entered.
Unlike the prior guardhouse, the disarray did not show a fast retreat. Three lines of tables were filled with what might have been an untouched supper, chairs pushed into their places around them. It was disconcerting, too normal for the scenes beyond. Will took a further step into the room, and his heart froze in his chest. Almost invisible, tucked beside the shadow of the table, was a form.
The man wasn’t moving. Will inched nearer until he stood above the prone figure. A tremor raced over his body, through his skin. The light beyond the windows flickered over the features, the half-lidded eyes. He recognized the man, the guard from their last venture to the city. Richard’s friend, Benley.
His kind face was colorless, his lips pulled back from his teeth. Will bent, reaching one hand for the man’s wrist, trying to ignore the dampness of the dark pool that reached around the man’s body and under Will’s boots.
“There’s no point, William. He’s dead.”
Will wheeled round, almost slipping in the guard’s blood. His hand flew for the dagger on his side. He started to rise, readying for a fight before his eyes had even focused on the cloaked figure stepping through the door. Then recognition caught up with his sense and relief made him stagger. He grabbed the nearest chair to support himself, gasping for breath.
“Leodin, how—”
Leodin shook his head, crossing into the guardhouse and toward Will. “I’ve already come here, when the fires started. It seems that this man didn’t comply with their wishes, so they killed him.” He passed Will, kneeling beside the man’s body. He whispered words Will did not catch and pulled two copper coins from his pocket, resting them over the guard’s empty eyes before rising. When he faced Will, it was impossible to read the features of his face. The light beyond the windows was sending shadows and a red glow into those black eyes.
“How did you escape?” Will demanded. “Gamara, he said they had you and—” He stopped and wished he could kick himself. He’d nearly forgotten Wren. How could he? “They had a girl!” Will blurted quickly. “They said that they were bringing her to Thornten to make sure we didn’t try to rescue you. Do you know where she is?”
Leodin pulled his gaze from the corpse to Will. “I do.”
“Where?” Will asked, excitement leaping into his chest. “Is she in another guardhouse or—”
“No,” Leodin spoke across him, shaking his head. “They aren’t using her the way that they said they would. They have her in this city, but not at a guardhouse.”
“Can you help me find her?” Will asked, desperate. “Please, Leodin. I have to find her.”
Leodin hesitated, something in his dark eyes shifting for the briefest moment. “You should have run, William.”
“What?” Will stared at him. Was this really the time for a lecture? Right now? As a city burned and a girl was kept prisoner?
“You should have run when I warned you to,” Leodin whispered.
Will snorted, shaking his head. “That doesn’t matter right now, Leodin. I’m not running and it’s too late for that, anyway. Where is she? Where are they keeping Wren? Help me!”
Leodin gave a curt nod, the decision setting the muscles in his jaw. “Very well, William. I will show you where they are keeping her. Come. We must move quickly now.”
Barely able to believe his luck, relief flooding through his chest, Will followed Leodin out of the guardhouse. The older boy turned and wove down a side street, Will jogging to keep up. They were going to find Wren, save her. Leodin’s long strides turned to a loping gait that Will had to run to keep up with.
“How many Ridgar are guarding her?” Will asked, trying to watch Leodin’s face, even as they twisted through burning streets. The rain was falling heavier now, though not heavily enough to stop the rage of fire around them. It taunted, offered only the idea of hope, enough falling to aid.
Leodin shook his head and Will decided that to mean he didn’t know.
“Do you think we can get to her?” Will pressed.
“Yes,” Leodin grunted. “They are still lighting fires. Most are not with her.”
“Most?” Will asked. “But how many? Did you see? How do you know all this?”
Again, he shook his head. Bewildered, but deciding it best not to press for answers with his gasping breath, Will turned his attention to their surroundings. They were weaving deeper into the heart of the city, between old buildings, places that were rarely used. Another turn. Will recognized the street they were striding along now. This was the place he and Eldin had gone during the Summer Festival, on their way to the square. Ahead would be the place where they had seen Admere, where Will had bought her the dagger pendant.
Will stopped, suddenly aware that Leodin was no longer beside him. Turning, he found that Leodin had paused in the center of the street, staring at the line of buildings.
“What is it?” Will hissed, creeping back toward him. “Is someone there? In the alleyway?”
“No,” Leodin murmured. He inclined his head toward the door ahead of him. “They are keeping her in there.”
“What?” Will blinked and turned. His heart skipped a beat as his eyes took in the structure that rose into the smoke-stained sky above them, piercing along the storm-ridden clouds.
The bell tower looked haunting, illuminated by the fire around it though untouched by flame itself. Its blank windows stared across the burning city, stones glistening with the fall of water against them.
“She’s inside,” Leodin rasped, his voice constricted. He gave Will a searching look, brows knitting. “This is your chance to run, William. You can still run. Leave all of this behind.”
Will met his gaze with a glower. “I’m not leaving, Leodin. I care about these people. They’re my friends, and I’m not leaving them.”
Leodin opened his mouth. He looked ready to say more, but seemed to decide against it. Lips sealing once more, he nodded and strode toward the door. Will moved with him, drawing his dagger as they went.
It was something of a surprise to find the old door unlocked. Will wondered why the Ridgar wouldn’t post guards or bolt it. The answers his mind pushed forward made everything so much worse. They wouldn’t need guards if Wren was dead.
She’s not dead, she’s not dead, Will recited to himself.
Torches illuminated the tower’s entryway and sent shadows fleeing up the walls in the wind that followed them through the door. The sounds outside were somehow louder within the tower, echoing oddly with the howling of wind through broken windows and gaps in stone. Will suppressed a shiver. The map had this place circled. What had happened here? More murders? Other deaths?
“This way,” Leodin whispered, drawing Will’s attention to him. The older boy grabbed one of the torches, jerking it from the bracket with a rasp of iron fastens. He was gesturing Will ahead, toward the twisting stairwell that vanished into the darkness above. “You have weapons?” Leodin asked, hesitating.
“A dagger,” Will whispered. “Nothing else though.”
It felt inadequate in the face of the unknown, but Leodin gave a satisfied nod and let Will start ahead of him.
Each burst of wind against the tower felt as if it might knock it down and send them to be buried beneath ages of stone and timber. Will climbed the stairs slowly, fighting the urge to run up them. Every bend ahead made him certain that someone would appear, hacking downward with a sword or loosing an arrow into his chest. Leodin’s torch at his back gave only enough light to keep his eyes strained, his heart slamming. All of the noise was beyond the tower, crashing against it, too quiet. Had Leodin made a mistake? Was Wren really here or… or was she not?
But the torches, Will assured himself. The torches hadn’t lit themselves. Someone had been here. Perhaps Wren was at the top of the tower, gagged, tied, unable to make a sound. If her leg was broken, they wouldn’t need to guard her. She wouldn’t move, couldn’t escape on her own.
“Leodin?” Will whispered, glancing behind him.
Leodin raised his eyebrows in silent acknowledgement.
“The girl, Wren,” Will paused, wondering how best to phrase his question. “Was she… I mean, could you tell how… how hurt she was?”
A shadow crossed his face. “Yes. She is injured, Will. But she’s alive. At least, she was holding on when I saw her. For how long, though, I do not know.”
The reprieve was tainted, spoiled with the realization that Wren might be alive now but not survive the rescue. Will wished he hadn’t asked. Ignorance had been easier.
Another twist in the stairs and Will paused. A door waited ahead. His heart beat harder against his ribs. This was it. This would be the lock, the guards, the moment they met some form of defense. Shifting his weight, bracing for the attack he felt certain would rush toward him, Will reached for the door handle.
The faint click was met with the groan of hinges, the only protest made as the old door swung away from his touch. Lifting his dagger, Will crossed the threshold. Cold air rushed over him, through his skin. Sparse torches danced along the sparse walls, angry in the storm’s cutting chill gusting through the bell tower’s open spaces to his right and left. Rain glistened over the floor, ran along the glass of the window that filled the opposite wall. The bell cast its own menacing shadow from above, the rope dangling from its depths and swaying in the wind. Yet, nothing else moved, no one rushing to attack them… no one pleading for aid.
Inching forward, he moved along the edge of the room and felt his eyes pulled toward the nearest open space. From here, the city may have been made of toy houses that burned, toy people who cried. Will took another step forward, his heart in his throat, and turned on the spot. Shadows devoured the edges of the chamber, fighting against the torches, against the glow of a blazing city.
A faint shift at the far end of the room made Will spin, dagger poised to throw, muscles tightening. His eyes caught on the figure leaning against the wall. Grip slackening, Will felt his dagger slip from his fingers to the floor.
“Wren!” Will crossed the room in two bounds, dropping to his knees beside her prone form. “Wren?” He reached for her face, cupping her pale cheeks in his hands. “Wren!” Her eyelids fluttered, lips parted for the span of a breath, then closed again.
Will swore, taking in her appearance. Blood stained her tunic, over her breeches. Someone had tied a makeshift bandage around her right leg. Despite the cloth, he could see the slight angle, the place bone had cracked. Reaching one arm around her back, Will made to lift her, but paused. His eyes shifted to her leg again. How had they gotten her up those stairs? How could he get her down them without dropping her?
“Wren,” Will whispered, shaking her shoulder. “Please Wren, you have to wake up. I need your help to get you out of here.” He shook her again, his fingers biting harder against her than he intended. “Please, please, Wren.”
Wren’s eyes opened a moment, blank and glistening as they shone in the fire. Her face turned to him slowly, confusion in her gaze. “Will?”
“Yes, Wren. It’s me.” Will grinned, relief washing over him. “Look, can you stand?” Wren’s eyes traveled over his face and began to roll back. Will shook her shoulder again. “Wren, no, stay with me. Wren!” She sagged from his grip, leaning against the wall with a rattling breath.
“Leodin, help me. We have to carry her!” Will called.
He tried again to find a way to lift her, but stopped. A brace. He needed a brace for her leg. Twisting on the spot, his eyes landed on the nearest unlit torch in its bracket and he launched himself toward it. It still smoldered with heat, extinguished by the storm’s howling wind. But he didn’t care. He stopped beside her, laid the torch along her leg, and began rewrapping the bandaging. “If I can splint her leg, we might not cause more damage getting her out of here. You can help me carry her. I’ll go first, balance her legs, and you can carry her under the arms and… and… Leodin?”
Will paused, only now aware of the silence. Twisting toward the door, he saw Leodin’s shape standing in the threshold, the torch held to his side. It sent angry light over his scarred features, into his dark eyes.
“Leodin, help me!” Will snapped. “Come on.”
Leodin stepped forward slowly. But he didn’t come to Will’s side. Will was unable to move, as immobile as Wren beside him, watching Leodin step toward his fallen dagger. The older teenager lifted it carefully and turned his gaze to meet Will’s. He gave his head another slow shake. “No, William. You can’t take her.”
“What are you talking about?” Will asked slowly. He pushed himself to his feet, hating the impending sense of danger that seemed to hang above them in the shadow of the bell. “That’s why we came here. We came to rescue her.”
Leodin’s eyes were black and merciless, mirrors that reflected Marl’s own gaze. The muscles in his face were rigid and Will became fully aware of the dagger gripped in Leodin’s fingers. “I wish you had run, William. I tried to tell you to go. But now, it’s too late. Neither of you can ever leave.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 
Will stared at Leodin, his mind filled with the older teen’s words. The meaning of them pressed over him, a weighted chain of truth that threatened to tear him to his knees.
“You…” Will started slowly. He shook his head, glancing at Wren, then back at Leodin. “No, you warned me away. You told me to run.”
“And I wish you had,” Leodin said, his face shadowed. “But you refused to go, and now I can’t let you.”
Will shook his head again, wishing he could push away the realizations shadowing the edges of his thoughts. Leodin’s gaze was unwavering, his jaw set, fingers wrapped over the handle of the dagger.
“You aren’t one of them, though. You can’t be.” Will pushed a hand through his damp hair, all too aware of his lack of a weapon. The closest thing he had to defend himself was the bracket he’d used to brace Wren’s leg. But, even if he tried to grab it, Leodin would have more than enough time to strike before he could untie it from the bandaging.
“Why?” Leodin asked, pulling Will’s attention back to the taller boy. He was frowning, his scars deeper, more vivid than before. “Why can’t I be one of them?”
“Because,” Will began, but stopped. Images of the past months were rushing back. The appearance of the Ridgar, the warning of the stranger, and Leodin. Leodin with the Ridgar members. Leodin coming to the castle in the dark. Leodin warning him not to tell the Ranger.
“You thought he would come looking for you, thought he’d realize what you were doing. That’s why… that’s why you told me not to tell the Ranger.”
The title set steel into Leodin’s cold eyes and he snorted, his lip curling into a snarl. “He meddles. He has always meddled. We knew he would come searching. His poking around, his attempts to reach me, they might have ruined everything we wanted.”
“And what exactly was that?” Will demanded. Anger was rising in his chest. It wound tight tendrils of flame around his throat, through his heart, the smoke of rage threatening to blot sense and control. His hands curled into fists at his sides. “What exactly did you want? Was it this? To burn the city? Kill innocent people?”
Something fractured behind the dark gaze. Leodin’s eyes wavered toward the window, and Will thought he glimpsed doubt for the span of a breath. But it was gone when Leodin faced him again. “That is a price we must pay for the best of all.”
“Best of all?” Will shot back. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means that the King of Alamore has failed all of those who follow him by not uniting Thornten and Alamore under one crown,” Leodin retorted. “He has ruled by fear of repercussions. He has led his knights astray time and time again. This, though. This shall be the last time. This time, we shall offer them salvation, a deal to break this war with Thornten.”
Cold washed through Will’s blood. Leodin’s black eyes were merciless, reflecting his father’s cruelty. His stare shifted to the window, to the destruction beyond the bell tower, with hatred twisting the features that the flames below threw into vivid relief.
“It’s a trap,” Will whispered, voice hoarse. “You’re sending them into a trap.”
“They needn’t die should they see sense. Not even the King, should he step down,” Leodin whispered, but the way he spoke, the words, had a strange learned-by-heart sound to them. Someone else’s words repeated, Will realized. Someone else’s thoughts fueling Leodin, their plans pushed into his mind. Words that Leodin himself did not fully believe.
The warning of Acra, of the Ridgar, all of it came back to him and Will understood. This wasn’t Leodin’s plan, it never had been. This was the notion of another, a spark fanned to flame by the poisonous words of someone else.
Staggering to his feet, Will stepped between Wren’s unmoving form and Leodin, hands balled into fists, ready for Leodin to attack. Weaponless or not, he wouldn’t fall without a fight. He’d die to keep Wren alive, to save the knights. “You don’t have to do this.”
Turning from the window, Leodin raised his eyebrows, nose wrinkling slightly in a sneer. “Don’t play games with me, William. I have tried to step away, to step aside and let others have power. They will not let me rest, nor will they let you. You see that, don’t you?” He strode nearer to Will, black eyes boring into Will’s vivid blue ones. “They will use us, destroy us, cast us to the flames if we do not rise for ourselves. Think about how they’ve used you, William. Look how they tried to use me, how they so easily forgot me, left me to suffer. He did that. He is the one trying to use us. So, why should we not rise for ourselves? The only way to end this war is to win it, Will. I must take up the mantle of power for the sake of all. If I don’t, he will continue to use us until we are dead.”
“The Ranger?” Will demanded. It was a moment before he registered the heat flaring through him had little to do with the fires beyond the tower and everything to do with the anger blazing to life in his chest. “The Ranger has never tried to use you.”
“He has!” Leodin snarled. His face contorted, ugly with pain and hatred. “He used me to keep you alive, used me until he thought he could save you himself. Never did he try to save me, never did he care. He let me rot in chains, let me serve as a slave, and never questioned what had happened, where I was.”
“If he thought you were alive, he’d have gone to find you,” Will retorted. “The reason you were sold into slavery wasn’t him. It was Marl.”
Leodin snorted. “Marl saved me by selling me off, by proving how little the Ranger cares for anyone but himself. He used you too, Will. He’s always been using you, honing you to be his puppet that might challenge Tollien, might take the throne while he pulls the strings. Think about it, William. Why else would he not tell you the truth? Would he let you into so much danger? Would he keep you from Alamore until I was gone? He only seeks another person to control, to use, not to care about. He’s never cared if either you or I are alive. Only that we are his key to power. He used you, uses you still, to be the puppet on a throne and to rule with his lies. You believe him only because you are blind.”
Will shook his head. The smoke burned his eyes, his lungs, but he glowered at Leodin despite it all. His hands shook, his feet braced, standing between Leodin and Wren. It took all his self-control not to shout, not to let his voice shake with rage when he spoke: “All the Ranger has done is try to keep power where it wouldn’t be abused, Leodin. He’s not the one using people, he’s not the puppet master. The Ranger never forced either of us to prepare to take the throne, never has forced us into violence. The secret he didn’t tell me wasn’t his secret to tell, it was Ross’s. He would have found you if he had known you were alive, wouldn’t have stopped at anything to save you. It’s not the Ranger who wants to use you. It’s Acra.”
Leodin raised his eyebrows and looked nearly ready to laugh for one moment. “Acra? No, William. Acra is the one who saved me. Acra is the only person who has ever saved me. I was in chains, captured by Thornten, being dragged back to Tollien as a pawn. It was Acra, not the Ranger, not the King of Alamore, not Marl. He saved me.”
“He saved you to use you,” Will retorted hotly. “Do you think he’d really have saved you if you were anyone else? He saved you because of your blood, to use you. He tried to talk me into joining them last year for the same reason, and you are being manipulated.”
Something in Leodin’s face was faltering once more. The anger, set in stone, had fractured along hairline faults, the knuckles slackening on the knife.
A soft whimper behind Will made his chest tighten. “Please, Leodin,” Will said, taking a step nearer. “Don’t let him use you, Leodin. It’s not too late. Help me rescue Wren. Come to Alamore, you don’t have to be anyone’s pawn. We can save her.”
No sooner had the words left his lips than Will knew they were the wrong thing to say. It seemed to seal the hatred in Leodin’s eyes, close the last vestiges of humanity from his scarred features. Gone was the teenager who had saved Will’s life the summer before. In his place was a warrior of cruel intention and heartless revenge. Lip curling into a snarling smile, he shook his head, his eyes drifting from Will to Wren. “No, William. The Ranger made his decision. He cared more for his squire, left her behind to keep her safe, didn’t let her step in harm’s way. But he hasn’t learned that he can’t keep others safe. The Ranger tried to keep her safe, cared more for her than he ever did for me. I think it time he feels what it’s like to be betrayed. This, Will, is between the Ranger of Kings and me.” He jerked his head, gesturing for Will to move without pulling his eyes from Wren. “Out of my way, William. This will not take long. I am not cruel, I do not wish to make her suffer.”
Will planted his feet in the familiar hand-to-hand combat stance. It seemed to echo from the months of training, to the chamber in the castle where Serena and Haru had coached them, prepared them to fight without weapons. How strange, how different, the moment was from practice. Now there was a certainty slamming in his veins with each thunderous heartbeat. This would end in death. He would fight with every last breath. He had to keep Wren safe, to keep her alive.
“You’re not getting anywhere near her.”
The sound of slow clapping made both Leodin and Will start, whipping round. Will felt his spirits plummet still lower. The man detached himself from the shadows of the doorway, bringing his hands together twice more. In the light rising from beyond, the fires nearing the tower, Will recognized the pitiless golden eyes. They shone beneath strands of white hair.
Acra, ruler of the Ridgar himself, paused to survey the scene—Will, Leodin, both prepared for the fight, and Wren, motionless, her head tilted back to rest on the wall. After a long moment, Acra brought his gaze to meet Will’s, and the smile twisted across his mouth. It somehow made him less welcoming, a menacing figure who towered in his green cloak, claw-like fingers caressing the ornate sword on his side.
“Well, he does have courage, doesn’t he? The son of a King should have such bravery. If only your father had the courage to be a King, perhaps none of this would have happened?” He gestured one hand toward the rippled glass window, his face falling slightly, and shook his head. “It is a shame, a shame that lives must be wasted.”
Will bit the inside of his cheek to keep from retorting. Wasted? Acra spoke like he cared, as if it wasn’t his orders sending the city into smoke and ash.
Something of Will’s thoughts must have been conveyed in his glower. Acra raised his brows, his head tilting slightly. “You are so young, William. Too young to understand that there are sacrifices that must be made for the right thing to come to pass, for the betterment of all. Your upbringing has corrupted you, I feel certain, into thinking what is right must always be right for each person. However, that is not how wars have been fought or won. No. What is right for the majority has always cost lives.”
“You’re murdering innocent people,” Will growled through gritted teeth. “Like you killed the apprentices, burned them.”
“They were dead before the flames touched them,” Acra said, shaking his head again and sighing. “It was a shame that they could not see the way, not see how their lives could be best used. They would have thrown away trades of skills, trades that could save lives, to follow a crown that has been blinded by tradition. We should not let Kings rule for the few rather than for all. But that time is coming to a close now.” His gaze shifted back to Leodin, his face softening. “Tell me, Leodin, are you prepared for this?”
Leodin gave a sharp nod, jaw set.
Acra inclined his head. “Very good. I was worried that your little warnings, your ventures to chase William here away, might have signaled a lack of faith in yourself. But they seemed to have given you the choice you needed to realize the right path. It’s time we end this, Leodin. Time to take the first steps in ensuring you can lead the people to greatness.”
Golden eyes pierced into Will again, sending sharp needles of fear and pain through him.
“You have a final chance to see sense, young William. Join us, swear loyalty to King Leodin, and you need not fall.”
Unable to help himself, torn between fear and anger, Will gave a barking laugh. “King Leodin? You mean your puppet? Neither of you will take the throne of Alamore.”
Acra’s face tightened, anger flickering across the composed features. He ran a hand across his jaw, forcing the expression away, and sighed. “I’m afraid you are too corrupted by your Ranger’s ways to see the faults you choose to uphold. Leodin, let us not waste time. We have to help others now, save the city from these fires.”
“Save it?” Will demanded, confusion tainting fury. “What do you mean, save it? You’re burning it down?”
Acra shook his head slowly. “The banners found in the woods tomorrow will say differently. Thornten came across the line, burned our city, our people, as the King and his knights chased phantoms through the darkness and never suspected a thing.” He turned to Leodin, nodding to the blade in his hand. “You have to show your strength, Leodin. You wanted your revenge on the Ranger. This, then, is the time. You need only kill the girl. I shall ensure William does not get in your way.”
“You’re not getting anywhere near her.” Will stepped closer to Wren, glancing back at her prone form. It was hard to see in the flickering light if she moved at all, if she drew any breath. But she couldn’t be dead, couldn’t be killed.
Turning back to the two figures before him, Will saw Leodin was gazing at the dagger in his hands, turning it slowly, lips pressed thin. Acra was watching him as well, brow furrowed.
“Do not let skepticism taint what must happen, Leodin. You know that neither can live. They will not allow our plans to succeed and her fall will break the Ranger. Is that not what you wanted? What you’ve needed? The chance to show him some small amount of the pain he has given you? This is the girl he replaced you with, cared about more, and the boy that he used you to protect until you were in chains and of no use to him. Is this not want you wanted?”
Leodin nodded firmly. “You’re right, Acra.” His eyes met Will’s once more. “Move, William.”
“Like Thornten I’ll move!” Will snarled. “You’ll have to get through me to get to her, you—”
Pain shot across the back of Will’s legs. He shouted out, knees buckling to collide against the unforgiving floor. Focused on Leodin, he hadn’t seen Acra move, hadn’t noticed him strike out with one boot. Will tried to scramble upright again, but Acra’s fingers closed over his wrists, pulled both arms behind his back. Forced forward into a bent kneel, he writhed. Panic was flaring through his stomach, extinguishing fury. Leodin stepped past him, toward Wren, and he could do nothing to break loose.
“Leodin, don’t!” Will pleaded, his voice rasping with the smoke that was rising slowly into the tower room. The fires beyond the windows were growing, the anger of the inferno rising in golden light about them.
Acra snorted, shoving Will’s arms and sending pain spiking along his shoulders. “Don’t listen to his serpent’s tongue, Leodin. What needs done must happen for the sake of all, so none ever uses you again as a puppet, as a pawn. You are not weak. Prove it now, Leodin. End this, take your revenge. It is owed to you.”
Will’s shouts were lost in the roar of fire outside. Leodin was closing fingers over the back of Wren’s tunic, yanking her upright. Her eyes flew open, lips parting in a cry of pain as her leg was jarred. Her gaze flitted over the room, clearer than before. Fire gave her pale features a golden glow, her hair fell loose of its braid around her face. She swayed in Leodin’s grip, his hand tightening on her tunic, forcing her to stand. The knee of her unbroken leg was shaking, a dark stain dripping from the bandage to the floor. She stared at Will and fear filled her face, a realization of what was happening.
“No!” Will struggled, twisting, ignoring the pain in his shoulders and arms. He didn’t care if they broke. All that mattered was that he get free, save Wren.
His own dagger didn’t waver as Leodin pressed it against the girl’s throat. Wren stiffened, her eyes shifting away from Will, to the doorway behind them. Will couldn’t pull his gaze away. Horror was rising as he fought, drying his mouth, burning his eyes that could not close, waiting on the death strike, the blood.
But Leodin didn’t move. He was staring past Will and Acra and a rigidity had come over his features.
“Don’t do this, please, Leodin.”
Will stopped fighting. That voice, it was so familiar. Yet never had he heard it so full of fear, of pleading, of defeat. He twisted to stare toward the figure appearing at the top of the steps and he felt a new wave of cold terror wash away the momentary relief. Hands empty, held forward, his hood pulled away, there was no denying the resignation in the features.
“Your revenge isn’t with her, Leodin. So, please let her go. Your revenge is with me,” whispered the Ranger of Kings.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 
Will didn’t know how the Ranger had found them, where he had come from, but he wanted to scream at him to run. The sight of the Ranger stepping nearer, his hands still extended, showing empty palms, was somehow more terrifying than the moments before his appearance.
He wasn’t looking at Will, though. Water dripped from his cloak and drenched his hair. His skin was pale, glistening with the tears of rain. It gave him a ghostly appearance, more pallid than his surroundings, stark against his black clothing. His dark eyes were fixed on Leodin, filled with a defeat and sadness Will had never seen. It made him look much older, as if the sight before him had stolen years of his life away. Every year unto death.
“Let her go, Leodin. Let her go before her blood is staining your hands,” the Ranger murmured, his voice somehow carrying above the wails that rose outside, the rushing of the storm and crackle of flames. “You will never wash free of killing the innocent.”
Leodin’s eyes narrowed, his lips pressing thin. “You came for her. You came to save her.”
“I came for you both,” the Ranger said slowly. “I came to help Wren survive and to save you from what others might make you become, Leodin. Because you and I both know you are not a murderer.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Acra hissed, his fingers tightening on Will’s wrists. His nails pierced into Will’s skin, his fingers going numb beneath the death grip. “He calls you weak, Leodin. He came for the girl, not for you, or he would have come for you before.”
The knife pressed closer to Wren’s skin, and she whimpered. A faint line of dark blood rose to meet to quivering blade. Leodin shook his head, glowering at the Ranger. “How did you know we were here?”
The Ranger paused in his step, never breaking his gaze from Leodin. It was as if Will, Acra, and Wren were not present. The mentor and his past apprentice were alone in the world of rising fire and the howling wind beyond the tower.
“Because I realized where I needed to be,” the Ranger said simply. “Now, Leodin, let her go. Let her leave here with Will. There is no need for you to become a killer over revenge. It will never satisfy you. If you kill her, it will haunt you to a shallow and unmarked grave.”
“Are you saying you’ll kill me?” Leodin said, half laughing. “If I kill her, you think you could kill me?”
The Ranger shook his head. “I am not saying I will, but if you kill her, then others will hunt you. Revenge does not stop, it doesn’t settle any score, when you involve the innocent. So, let her go. Don’t become a murderer for the sake of me. Believe me, Leodin, you are not a killer,” the Ranger repeated, his hands placatingly extended, his face pleading. “You don’t have to kill anyone. This isn’t revenge.”
Leodin’s hand shook, the blade wavering between Wren’s life and her salvation. She was breathing hard, her legs threatening to give way, the first beads of blood racing along her pale throat.
“Do it, Leodin. Do not let him call you weak,” Acra hissed, his eyes darting from the Ranger to Leodin. “We can have no survivors here tonight—think of how the throne would be tainted, the armies that might come for you should they know the truth of your crimes. This is not a moment to be pathetic.”
Will struggled against his restraint, the heat of the flames rising beyond the tower, the smoke burning through his lungs, across his skin. Acra’s knee collided with his back and he grunted in pain, the air knocked from his lungs.
“I do not think you weak. Mercy isn’t a sign of frailty,” the Ranger said, stepping nearer. He and Leodin were only a stride apart now, Wren between them and fighting to stay conscious on her shaking legs. “But I don’t believe you are a killer, Leodin.”
“You don’t know what I am,” Leodin growled, eyes flashing.
To Will’s surprise, the Ranger gave a ghostly smile, laughing under his breath. “But I do, Leodin. The bodies of those burned in this city? They might have been killed, might have been broken, but it isn’t a murderer who pays his respect with copper coins on the eyes.
“And in Cale? I tried to find you, and no doubt, that is why Thornten found you there. But I know you are not a killer because, if you were, those you wanted dead would have gone to their graves well before I met them. They wouldn’t have stood a chance—the slave trader, his crew—if you wanted revenge. You would have murdered them the first moment your hand found a dagger. Instead, it was I who ensured they didn’t wake to see another sun or sell another soul to suffering. If it’s revenge you had wanted, it would be your father you hunted. You would have gone to Kelkor to kill him rather than here. If it was revenge you sought, then it would be my blood on that blade, not that of my squire. Revenge against the innocents isn’t strength, Leodin. It doesn’t make you powerful, it will not settle any score. So, let her go, Leodin. Let her and William leave and, if you wish to prove yourself a murderer, then make it with my life. But not theirs. They have done no wrong against you.”
Leodin wavered, his black eyes unreadable in the fire’s dancing light. Will waited, breath catching in his bruised ribs, mind screaming. This wasn’t right. The Ranger had to go, to get out of here. Instead, he was offering his life, sacrificing himself.
“You’re not a killer,” the Ranger repeated, his voice tight. “Nor, Leodin, should you ever be a pawn in any game of power. I know how it might feel, that you think you are doing what is right, but believe me when I say that spiders spin the best lies. You are not the first royal to be tangled in Acra’s webs and deception. You are not a murderer, Leodin, no matter what he might tell you. You are not your father, nor do you need to become him. But, if it is revenge you need, if you believe you are meant to take a life, then take mine. Kill me, take your revenge, but if you do, let it be for your sake. Not for his.”
Will’s gaze was caught on the blade reflecting the light of the flames. It shone golden as Leodin’s hand lowered from Wren’s throat, his eyes still boring into the Ranger.
“I won’t be anyone’s pawn,” Leodin whispered, his low words carrying through the still of the room. “Not yours, Ranger.” His gaze broke from the Ranger for only a heartbeat, flickering to Acra and back. “Not his either.”
The howl of rage behind Will was greeted with another knee to his back. Will sprawled to the floor, gasping in pain as Acra kicked him aside. Blinking up watering eyes, his vision blotting with pain and lack of air, Will saw Acra diving toward the unarmed Ranger. Leodin shouted in surprise, leaping backwards and pulling Wren away with him. The men crashed together, slamming into the opposite wall. Wren fell from Leodin’s grasp, collapsing to the floor with a sharp inhale of agony.
Pain ripping along his side, aching in smoke-burned lungs, Will crawled toward her form on the floor. Light was growing through the tower chamber, more heat and smoldering ruin filling the space. Reaching Wren, Will pulled at her shoulders, choking on the air.
“Wren!”
“Will!” Her eyes turned to his, her face drawn with pain. Her fingers found his arms and dug in.
Relief washing across him, Will twisted to find the Ranger, Acra, Leodin. Confusion rose in him for a moment, the light of the room growing. It was a moment before realization struck an iron fist into his chest. The fire was no longer outside. In his attack, Acra had knocked one of the torches from the wall. Fire ate with furious hunger at the dried floor of the old tower, reaching up the wall, seeking more fuel for its fervent feast. Beside the blaze, Acra and the Ranger were still fighting, the Ranger trying to twist loose, Acra’s dagger flashing down.
“Ranger!” Will started to rise. Wren’s hands grabbed his arm, yanking him back down.
“We can’t help!” she gasped, shaking her head and wincing as she tried to push herself up. “Will, we don’t have weapons or—” She stopped, recoiling in fear as Leodin’s form appeared through the smoke.
Will started to stand again, ready to attack, but Leodin was stooping beside Wren, his face set. “The tower is on fire. We have to leave.” He shouted to be heard above the rage of fire, the clash as daggers met in the attack behind him, the shattering of the glass window against the heat of flame.
Will glowered into the dark eyes, mistrust and hatred congealing in his chest. “I’ll get her out of here by myself. Stay away from her!”
“You can’t lift her,” Leodin retorted. “You don’t have to trust me, Will, but we can’t stay here. We will all die.”
“Then give me back the dagger!” Will snapped. “Because I don’t trust—”
A bark of victory behind them made Will and Leodin turn. Will froze, staring in fearful disbelief. The Ranger had fallen backwards, Acra’s boot planted in his chest. The leader of the Ridgar was drawing the sword on his side, face contorted with manic delight. The Ranger’s fingers were scrabbling over the ground, trying to reach his own fallen dagger. With his other hand, he fought to dislodge Acra’s foot. He was gasping through gritted teeth, snarling for breath.
“This is your final act of dissent, Ranger,” Acra hissed. “You have caused enough pain, destroyed too much. Goodbye, Esrin.”
“No!”
Leodin’s shout made Acra turn his gaze. The look of surprise barely had time to register in the golden gaze before Will’s dagger left Leodin’s hand. Acra staggered, eyes drawing wide. The Ranger shoved again, rolling to the side just in time to avoid the fall of Acra’s sword. It slipped from his fingers to clash against the floor. The leader of the Ridgar gasped, his hands clawing at the hilt lodged in his chest. His lips pulled back in a snarl. He took an unsteady step toward Leodin, yanking the dagger from his bleeding chest.
“That is the last you will do, boy.” He raised the dagger in his fingers, the blade dark with his life.
There wasn’t time for it to fly from his grasp.
With a roar, the Ranger threw himself into Acra’s chest. Both men crashed backwards, not against the wall, but collided with the rippling glass window of the bell tower and disappeared into the storm and flame beyond.




CHAPTER FORTY

 
Wren’s scream shattered Will from his horror and into movement. He and Leodin both launched themselves forward, blind panic and fear blotting all else from Will’s mind. No. Not the Ranger. Not the Ranger.
Leodin and Will reached the wide window in the same stride. Staring down, Will could see the dark form of a body at the base of the tower, illuminated by the fire of the city. It lay still, broken. There was no question of life from the fall. Even from his perch above, Will could see the angle of the leg, imagine the blank eyes.
“Ranger!” Will yelled. But he knew it was useless, knew it was too late, knew that the man sprawled below them was… that he had to be…
A grunt beneath their perch made Will start, staring directly below, and for what seemed the thousandth time that night, he felt the breath of relief fill his burning lungs.
The dark shape of a man was clinging to the tower only feet beneath the window. “Stop screaming and find something for me to climb,” the Ranger snarled. His pale fingers were stark against the wet stones of the tower wall, his feet scrabbling for purchase, teeth bared with the effort of holding himself.
Will turned on the spot. Rope, a chain, something.
A movement to his side caught his attention. Leodin was pulling off his cloak, wrapping it over one arm and leaning from the window. Shards of the broken glass stabbed through Leodin’s tunic, his blood dropping along the clear blades of the shattered window. “Help me, so I don’t fall,” he ordered Will, never breaking his gaze from the Ranger.
Will didn’t hesitate. Glass pierced his skin, blood running across his skin beneath his tunic. Gritting his teeth, he leaned out the window beside Leodin, clutching the cloak with all his strength. The wind pulled Leodin’s green cloak back and forth, tantalizing, tormenting, whipping to and from the Ranger’s reach.
“Hold tight,” the Ranger grunted. Will saw his fingers slipping over the stones, his face contorted with the effort of holding on. “Hold… now!” And he pushed himself from the wall, hand outstretched, and leapt for the billowing cloak. The weight of the Ranger fell into Will and Leodin’s hands with a jerk. More pain shot through Will’s chest, glass carving into his flesh, but he didn’t let go.
“Pull!” Leodin grunted, teeth clenched in effort.
Throwing every last reserve of exhausted life forward, Will pulled back with a snarl. The cloak fought against them, but he didn’t slacken his grip. Leodin was uttering what Will felt certain had to be a string of oaths in some unknown tongue. Their feet slipped over the rain-slickened ground, threatening to spill them to the floor.
A hand emerged through the darkness. It grasped at the windowsill and the weight on the cloak broke away. Will and Leodin crashed over one another. Will scrambled upright, gasping, in time to see the Ranger lift himself over the window ledge, blood weeping from torn fingers. He nearly fell into the room, swaying and throwing one bleeding hand out to catch himself on the wall.
“Leodin, get up,” the Ranger barked, his voice rasping and hoarse. “We have to get out of here before the fire makes this tower fall.”
Will turned back to Wren, struggling to stand. He started toward her. Before he had reached her, Leodin shouldered him aside. “I have her! Go!” Leodin shouted. “Now!”
Will opened his mouth to argue but, with a groan, sparks and ash fell about them. Above, the timbers of the tower were crumbling. The bell quaked in a rumble of falling supports and Will launched himself aside. The bronze bell crashed to the floor with earth-rattling force. Above, the roof buckled. Wood and roof slate showered down on them, nearly knocking Will off his feet. Throwing his arms over his head, he spun, fighting for breath.
A second groan was followed by the crash of a beam colliding with the floor. It fell between them and the door, leaning against the wall, glowing and spitting in the rain that began to fall through the open roof. Their way was barred.
“Hurry!” Leodin shouted again, his voice carrying through smoke and ember. “Clear the way for us!”
Will obeyed. Hands screaming in protest to the touch of the flame, Will pushed his full weight against the fallen timber. It wouldn’t move, and he threw himself against it with a roar. A sudden shadow shifted to his side and he heard the Ranger’s own snarl of effort, his bleeding hands joining Will’s own. Slowly, painfully, it shifted. They let it fall again, crashing to the floor beside them.
“Come on!” the Ranger barked. “Will, help me make sure the way stays clear!”
Time raced them with the rage of fire. Smoke rose to their mouths and noses. Choking, spluttering for air, Will dove down the steps after the Ranger. Each stride brought with it a taste of cold air, of true breath. The reprieve was short. Ash rained down from above, the tower groaning.
“Run, Will!” the Ranger shouted, ushering him ahead. “Get out of here! Go!”
It was impossible to see more than a few strides ahead, even harder to see behind. Will ran blindly, covering his head with his arms. Burning shards of the floor above fell, scorching across flesh and through the sleeves of his tunic.
He made to leap to the next step and almost fell, finding the ground ahead flat, covered in unforgiving stone. The base of the tower!
Gasping, blinded by the chaos, deafened to the shouts of the others, Will turned on the spot. There! A patch of darkness different than that of the falling tower. He dove toward it and slipped, falling onto his chest.
But the pain of cobbles was nothing to the relief of pouring rain over his burning skin. Rolling onto his back, he let the storm pummel his face, soak through his tunic, fall against his parched lips. His vision blurred, darkness waiting with comfort along the edges of his eyes.
Let it come, let the nothingness come, whispered an exhausted voice in his mind.
They needed this, the rain, the rest. They deserved it. He and the others… the others!
Will forced himself to sit up, panic ripping across his chest. Tilting his head back, he saw the top of the tower was beginning to sink, twisting on its stone and timber frame, ready to fall in on itself.
Where were the others? What had happened to them? He’d thought they were right behind him, but now he was alone.
He pushed himself to his unsteady feet, ready to race back through the door. He started forward and almost collided with a shadowed shape that blundered into the street.
“Leodin!” Will reached out his hands to grab Wren, to keep her from falling. Leodin swayed, wheezing for air, his head bowed and shoulders shuddering. “Leodin, where’s the Ranger?”
“Coming,” Leodin gasped. “But we have to keep moving. We have to get away before the tower falls.”
“Not without the Ranger,” Will snapped. “Get Wren to safety but—”
“I said to run,” the Ranger’s voice snapped above the groan of stone and timber. He was stepping from the tower with long strides, his face set. “Keep moving.”
Will nodded, spun, and his knees buckled. He found himself falling again, colliding with the cobbles. Swearing, he tried to rise, his body shaking. He was going to be sick, the soot clogging his throat, coating his tongue.
A hand seized him by the back of his cloak with a snarl and shoved him forward, half-pulling him along the street with unforgiving force. “Move!” the Ranger snapped. “I said move, idiot.”
Will could have smiled. They were alive, they had made it out of the tower, and—
It seemed thunder rose from the street itself. Will twisted in the Ranger’s grasp, all of them coming to a halt to stare back the way they had come. The tower was sinking, falling slowly at first, then faster. Stones fell from the peak, hitting the ground, fracturing the cobbles on which they landed.
“Run!” the Ranger yelled, pushing Will. Dust, ash, flame—they rose into the rain, the tower screaming its final protest to the world as it crashed to the ground, almost drowning the final echoing toll of the bell.
Will inhaled, his lungs choking by the air, and spun. It was impossible to see, the grey haze filling the space around him. The hand released his back, and he crumpled, hacking, coughing, wheezing for breath.
“Ranger? Wren!” He crawled in the direction he hoped was away from the destroyed tower. He needed air, needed to breathe. Rain turned dust to mud around him, splashing it over his skin, across his stained clothing.
Around him, the world cleared. Will turned and almost laughed, sinking back against the ground. The Ranger was striding toward him, tall and powerful, Wren resting in his arms. But…
He twisted, frowning. Leodin. Where had he gone?
“He’s fine,” the Ranger murmured, coming to Will’s side. He sank to one knee, resting Wren tenderly to the ground. Her eyes had closed once more, her breath coming in rapid gasps of pain. He dropped onto the ground a moment later, sighing. “I need rest… just a few moments before we go on.”
“Where’d he go?” Will asked, bewildered.
The Ranger shrugged. “That is for him to decide, not for me.”
“But…” Will shook his head. “But he nearly got us killed.”
“He’s also why we are alive,” the Ranger replied coolly.
Around them, fumes of smoke and steam rose to the sky, tainting the clouds in hues of fire, ash, and the last breaths of a burning city. The light surrounding them was flickering to darkness, flames succumbing to the relief from the storm.
Will nodded and winced, trying to sit up. Now that they weren’t running, racing for their lives, pain was returning. Warm blood still wept from the places that the window had cut into his flesh.
“Ranger?”
“Yes, Will?”
“How do… I mean, how did you know Acra? Know what he was doing, I mean?”
The Ranger sighed, sinking to sit on the ground beside him and Wren, staring at the smoldering remains of the tower. “Because, Will, he tried it with me. That’s where his plan came from years ago, when I had just come to Alamore, in a moment where I doubted I had made the right choice. Only… only I’d been used before, so I began to recognize that he didn’t plan what was best for me. It was his own power he focused on.” The Ranger ran a hand through his drenched hair, grinning slightly. “What I don’t understand is how it took me so long to realize what was happening here. He’s gotten better at being subtle, Acra. Or, he had, I should say.”
Will nodded. He tilted his face back, letting the cool water run over his aching skin. Alive. He could barely believe that they were alive.
Lowering his gaze again, he glanced at the Ranger, brow creasing.
The Ranger sighed. “What, Will?”
Will grimaced, wondering how best to phrase his question. “What will happen now, do you think? I mean, will the Ridgar still fight us or…”
The Ranger shook his head. “Without Acra, they lost their leader and he never would have a second in command. Giving someone else power was never his way. And he never conveyed to his followers the true nature of what he intended to do. He always worked in the shadows, alone. His people are all pawns. I imagine those pawns will now scatter without a leader—they will seek others who can lead them, others who can tell them what to do, or they will return home. We can only hope the latter, because there are too many like Acra who abuse power.”
Will nodded again, dipping his head down again and glancing toward Wren’s stirring form. “And Leodin? Do you think he’ll go to lead them?”
“No,” the Ranger said, his voice firm with conviction. “What Leodin will do is go on his own. He knows now, though, that he can come back to Alamore. He understands I won’t hunt him. Should he show his face again, it’ll be his choice. No one can control him now.”
A thought struck Will, and he frowned at the Ranger. “Do you think that Treck is with the Ridgar? If that’s how they got Admere?”
“He is or was, I’m almost certain,” the Ranger agreed. “Treck was seeking a home when he left Shadow Dale. People like that, lost souls, they are Acra’s specialty. Treck is an heir of the Shadow Dale throne. I imagine the plan was to use Leodin to take Alamore and Thornten, then bring in Treck to challenge Giltor, take Shadow Dale, and perhaps Kelkor. Smart to have them work together, take all four thrones. Smart, but far too greedy. It’s always been his plan, though. He’s always tried to ensure he could control a King, a rogue amongst royals.”
Wren gave a small groan, her eyelids lifting slightly. Her lips moved, mumbling a whispered string of unintelligible words before she stilled again.
The Ranger sighed, pushing himself to his feet. “We best move, Will.”
Will’s heart clenched, and he twisted, eyeing the empty street. “Rowan and Colin were with me, I have to find—”
“Richard knows. I’m sure he’s found them, or more likely, that girl who works for Anryn has. He was sending her to find them when I rode into the city. They will likely be at The Dancing Stag.”
“If there is a Dancing Stag,” Will muttered, heart tightening. His eyes were pulled to the final fires on the horizon, a city belching black soot into the clouds.
The Ranger chuckled, pulling his hood low once more and reaching for Wren. “It would take more than a fire and a rogue’s war to bring down The Stag, Will. Anryn is an army of herself, I assure you.”




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 
The Ranger made Will carry his sword while he bore Wren in his arms.
“Just in case they come to find their leader,” he said when Will gave him a questioning look. But the Ridgar did not appear. Will thought he saw shadows shift, moving past them, toward the tower and the fallen man beneath the rubble at its base. None of the darkness moved to attack, and he wondered if it might just be his own imagination.
As they neared The Stag, Will did notice others stumbling into the street. Men with stained and filthy clothing, their hands shaking with exhaustion, held buckets and turned on the spot in the rain. Children crept at the sides of their mothers, eyes glistening with tears, looking over what had been their city and homes. Still, there were those among the shocked and weary who led. One woman was throwing wide the door of her grand home, ushering people into the unburned shelter, offering food, warmth, security. A man was walking among the blank-eyed survivors, helping to lead them off the street or offering to find their lost ones as people cried names into the darkness.
Will’s heart twisted. How many of those lost would be gone forever? They wouldn’t answer the summons, wouldn’t appear. Hearts would break, there was no doubt. There were too many gone.
“Ranger,” Will muttered, remembering. “Ranger, there is a guard dead in one of the guardhouses. Benley. Someone killed him.”
The Ranger nodded. “Most of our guards are dead, Will. They’ve been dying off for months, killed one after the next. It’s how this happened. The Ridgar—they’ve been planting their loyalist among us.”
“How do you know that?” Will asked, taken aback.
The Ranger’s lips twitched into a grim smile under his hood. “Because I had the pleasure of meeting one of them when I entered the city. One who was setting fires, one I recognized. I had my suspicions but he’s who told me and confirmed where Wren would be, where I would likely find you, too. You’ve seen him a few times, I think. When you spoke of the bearded member of the Ridgar? The one who cornered you this spring? Yes. His name was Craskin.”
Will shivered. He did not ask how the Ranger had learned Wren’s location from Craskin, or why he had said was.
“I told you,” the Ranger said a few moments later. “The Stag will stand long after we all perish, I am certain.”
Will lifted his gaze, and his lips pulled into an exhausted smile. Light poured from the windows of The Dancing Stag, across the threshold of the open door. It lit over the two figures standing on the step, one bouncing on the spot, the other stoic.
“Perhaps we should stop Rowan from barreling into his sister?” the Ranger suggested quietly. “Or I will personally break his legs myself.”
Will didn’t answer. There wasn’t a chance before one of the two gave a shout and vaulted over the banister of the tavern’s porch. A moment later, the other scrambled to join him. Will’s face ached with his grin, but he stepped to block Rowan from doing exactly what the Ranger feared.
“Wren! Will!” Rowan shouted. He collided into Will with enough force that they nearly spilled to the street. Will managed to catch them both, swaying.
“Wren!” Rowan was still yelling, staring in terror at the girl in the Ranger’s arms. “Is she okay? Is she alive?”
“She’s—” the Ranger started, but stopped. In his arms, Wren had shifted, turning her head.
One eye opened with clear effort, wavering, Wren tried to focus on the sight before her. “Shut up, Rowan,” she muttered hoarsely.
Rowan gave a whoop of excitement, squeezing Will in an embrace caused more pain through his body. He tried to struggle free, but it took Colin arriving and yanking on Rowan’s arms to manage his escape.
“Will’s bleeding, you idiot!” Colin snapped. “Let him go!”
“Oh, bloody blazes of Tollien’s left nostril,” Rowan babbled, in way of an apology.
“It’s fine,” Will muttered, wincing.
“Can we perhaps get Wren out of the rain?” the Ranger purred coolly. “You know, so we don’t drown her after keeping her from burning to death?”
“Right!’ Rowan bounced away, back the way they had come, already bellowing for Anryn.
Will turned to Colin, the fears he’d pressed back in the wake of the night’s events returning. “Colin, what’s happened? Any word from the knights or… or Eldin?”
Colin nodded and Will noticed the line of burns over Colin’s hand as he pushed his sopping hair away from his face. “Yes, actually. Several knights arrived right after the rain started, they’ve been helping with the fire. It seems that Eldin met them when they were doubling back.”
“Doubling back?” Will asked, falling into stride with Colin and behind the Ranger.
Colin nodded. “The tracker, Gamara, he was leading them into some trap. But, thankfully, it seems we had help from someone in the forest. They would have ridden right into it but I guess an archer shot Gamara in the throat. There was a note on the arrow, just said that Gamara was a traitor, that they needed to get to the city and there was a trap ahead, or something along those lines. So, they started back and ran into Eldin. When she explained about that guard, the one you two recognized, they realized what was happening. Some of the knights rode back to get help and fresh horses, some rode to the city and started fighting the fire.”
Will nodded, chest tightening. “Did we… did we lose anyone? I mean, any of the knights… or anyone?” Eldin, where is Eldin?
Colin shook his head, face tired. “No, I don’t think so. Sir Don suffered a pretty severe burn on his arms, helping a woman through her window. Laster ended up in a knife fight with one of the Ridgar, some man starting the fires, and took an arrow in the back from a different Ridgar member. But Anryn is getting people patched up until we can get started back for the castle. Eldin and Garryn were brought back to Alamore, though it sounds like they fought the entire way. Rockwood, Robin, and Novin are here in the city, too. They’re helping figure out lodging for those who lost their homes. Haru and Ross are inside, too. They were searching for you, but Richard threatened them back inside when they started bellowing through the streets and causing a panic.” Colin shrugged. “So, they’re safe, even if I think they’re both murderous right now.”
Will’s shoulder sagged. “Good.”
They mounted the stairs behind the Ranger and entered the glorious light and relief of the tavern’s main room. Will had barely taken in the sight of tables stretched with injured people, of people ripping curtains to use as bandaging, before a bellow made him leap and spin. He was certain for a moment that Acra would appear again, rushing toward them. But it was Haru who threw his arms around Will, lifting him into the air with bone-crushing force.
“Blazes, Will!” Haru’s tunic was soaked through, his hair plastered to his pale face, and his arms shook. “I thought you had to be dead! Richard said something about the tower and I saw it fall as I was going there and…” Haru’s voice tightened and he lowered Will to the ground, shaking his head and staring down at him in disbelief.
“I told you that the Ranger wouldn’t let him get killed. Which is why I decided I ought to drag you back before you went and got yourself killed… young bloody fool. You and Ross both, you’d have been murdered by those rocks,” Richard muttered, appearing at Haru’s side and ruffling his hair. He gave Will a tired smile. “Lucky for your squire that he showed up. Though, Will, looks like you’ve seen a better day or two.”
“Lucky for the Ranger he got him back alive,” a chuckling voice growled. Will turned to see Ross striding toward them, his eyes shadowed, face smeared with soot and mud. Brow furrowed, he took in Will’s appearance, lips pressing thin. “I doubt I’ve ever known any squires to find trouble as well as you, Rowan, and Colin.”
Will raised his eyebrows in a look of false innocence. “Our knights are just good examples, is all, really.”
Richard had to turn away to hide his laughter. Ross and Haru fixed Will with astonishingly similar looks of disapproval. Haru hesitated, glancing between Ross and Will. “Ross… I can’t stomach the smell of those herbs Anryn has over there. Could you bring Will to her? Help him out? I’ll find him something dry to change into, but his hands are burned pretty good by the looks of it.”
Ross nodded. “We’ll get him taken care of, Haru. See if the wagons have arrived from the castle yet. We’ll need to get our squires back sooner rather than later. Wren needs her leg set properly.”
Haru grimaced. “Right. I’ll be back in a bit.”
Will waited for Haru to vanish before he followed Ross through the hoards around them. Families wept, tears of pain, tears of loss, and tears of relief as they were reunited with loved ones. Will could see the pain twisting over Ross’s face as they moved, his dark eyes staring determinedly ahead.
“This… this reminds you of losing my mother, doesn’t it?” Will muttered, glancing around. “They burned your house down.”
Ross gave a stiff nod. “Yes, it does.” He glanced at Will and his face softened. He ran a hand through his soaked hair, smiling slightly. “But at least this time, you’re here with me when it’s over. So, it’s not all that bad.” He shook himself. “There’s no point dwelling on it, though. What’s important is that Anryn’s got some salves over here.” He glanced at Will again, dark eyes unreadable. “Any other injuries?”
“Some scratches, but I’m alive,” Will rasped. His throat felt as though it might never be cleared again of the debris of burning ash.
Ross snorted. “And smoke. We’ll treat that too. Rowan and Colin are about to get the same treatment, as they wouldn’t sit still to be treated before. They’re probably over there already.”
Sure enough, Will found himself ordered to sit next to his friends as Ross went to help Anryn treat a badly burned woman before them. She was thrashing, screaming, and wailing as Anryn tried to apply salve to her arm. Ross politely ushered Brenna out of the way, muttering something to her and crouching down to address the burned woman.
“So, you three decided to come see the city burn?” Brenna asked, wiping her hands on her dress as she approached them.
Rowan shrugged, beaming at her. “Oh yes, I wanted to come enjoy the light show in your lovely presence.”
Will bit back a grin, Colin groaned. Brenna raised her eyebrows, but a smile played over her mouth. “Right, I’m sure it is. Now, stop mouthing off. Hold out your hands so we can get your burns treated.”
The reason for the woman’s screaming made a lot more sense when Brenna applied the salve to Will’s hands. He gritted his teeth, inhaling a sharp breath of pain, the burns seeming to flare to life. Colin handled it better, only squeezing his eyes shut a moment. Rowan let out a string of his finest oaths and gave Brenna a look of betrayal when she rolled her eyes and told him to get over it.
“That’s murder in a jar,” Rowan complained once Brenna walked away, grumbling under her breath darkly. “I’m changing my mind about her.”
“I’m sure you are,” Will said dryly.
Colin turned to Will, his brow furrowing, hair falling in damp tendrils over his forehead. “So, are you going to tell us what all happened? Were you really at the bell tower?”
Will nodded and opened his mouth. The commotion of movement around them made him hesitate. At last, he shook his head. “Not here, but I’ll tell you when we get back, I promise.”
“Good enough for me,” Rowan said, grinning. “Anyway, I don’t need distractions. I’ve discovered life is short tonight and I should probably make Brenna realize how absolutely crazy about me she really is.”
When Brenna returned, it was with three glasses of dark liquid. Will regretted smelling it, the sour scent mingling with, of all things, the smell of soot.
“I thought this was supposed to treat us for smoke we breathed. So, why are we drinking ashes?”
“It’s charcoal and mead. Just stop being a baby and drink,” Brenna replied coolly. She stood over them, arms folded across her chest, until she was satisfied that every drop was gone.
“I feel like I deserve some token of your affection after that,” Rowan grumbled, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “Perhaps a kiss?”
She smirked, shaking her head. “You smell like mead and soot, so I think not. But, perhaps you can ask again, some other time,” she suggested before sauntering to Anryn’s side.
Rowan’s cheeks burned bright red, and he grinned. “You hear that? She totally is in love with me.”
“You’re an idiot,” Colin said decisively.
“You’re just jealous that she would swoon over me rather than you, Ol’ Greyhead, my friend,” Rowan said, shrugging.
They were too tired to debate it much and, when Haru returned with dry tunics and orders that they were to change and load in the waiting wagons outside to get back to Alamore, they obeyed in silent relief. Exhaustion pulled Will’s mind, making it hard for his body to move through the motions. He didn’t remember climbing into the wagon, only that the rain fell lightly in a soothing rhythm against the roof. Hooves clopped, the wagon swayed, and soon Will’s head had hung forward against his chest, sleep pulling him from the nightmare of the city.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 
All Will wanted was the warmth of his familiar bed. Instead, when he was woken by Sir Miller’s gentle hand on his shoulder and the rain flecking through the wagon’s open door, he was told to go to the sick rooms.
“I’m seriously fine,” Will moaned, pulling himself deeper into the folds of his cloak.
Miller snorted. “Yes, because healthy people have blood on their chest and burns on their skin. Now, quit bickering, and out you get.”
Dawn battled the clouds, grey hues creeping into the sky over the courtyard. Will barely noticed those they passed. He, Rowan, and Colin were chivied through the double doors. Miller seemed to doubt any of them would obey orders and escorted them to the stairs that led to the healing chamber.
“Please, can’t we just skip this part?” Rowan asked, staring balefully toward the squire chamber. “I just need sleep, not some cracked man bossing me around and telling me to drink more disgusting remedies.”
Miller shook his head. “You’ll go up there. Your sister and Eldin are already there as well.”
“Wren,” Rowan mumbled. He turned away, starting up the stairs without a second glance.
“What happened to Eldin?” Will asked Miller, trying to keep his voice from sounding too worried.
Miller shook his head, a faint smile lifting his lips. “Nothing much, but she managed to snag some branches when riding. She needed a few stitches on her arm from one and basic treatment for the shallow cuts over her face. Now, if you’d move, you’re not the only ones exhausted and I have to bring the wagon back for more people.”
Colin and Will reached the top of the stairs only a few strides behind Rowan. When they entered the sickrooms, it was to find that the healer was already bossing Rowan around, ordering him to go and bathe in the attached washroom, and griping about squires and their ability to find trouble.
Wren and Eldin didn’t acknowledge the man’s grumbling. They turned to the door, both beaming in relief. Eldin lounged in her seat beside Wren’s bed, her arm wrapped in gauze, her face covered in what looked like several smears of green paint. Will could already recognize the smell of the wound treatment, one of his least favorite things.
Beside her, seated upright in bed, her leg resting on a stack of pillows in its new bandaging and splint, Wren looked pale, exhausted. But she managed a relieved smile at the sight of them.
“I thought you’d be in the wagon behind mine,” she said. “I just didn’t think they’d take you around to the pig pens first. You all look awful.”
“Need a hug?” Colin asked, smirking.
“Touch me and die,” Wren replied sweetly.
The healer reappeared from forcing Rowan through the adjoining door. “No, we aren’t starting conversations now, especially about getting people covered in that muck. No, not having it. You two, get after your friend there. I’m not having any more soot or ash in my chambers, I won’t have it. Supposed to be healing people, not getting them even more exposed to illness. Blasted knights, couldn’t even get you properly cleaned up before sending you to make my life misery.”
Will chuckled and waved to Eldin and Wren. “We’ll see you two in a bit, then?”
“I mean, I don’t see myself running off,” Wren commented, rolling her eyes.
Even if all he wanted was sleep, Will couldn’t deny that it felt wonderful to wash away the remains of the burning city from his skin. It took several long minutes of scrubbing with coarse rags before he’d cleaned the soot from his hands and face to the healer’s satisfaction and was permitted to change into the white tunic of the healing chamber.
Reemerging into the room, Will was relieved that Eldin hadn’t left either. She was leaning sideways in her chair, her shoulder propped on the pillows behind Wren’s back, her head nodding sideways. When she heard them return and the healer barking orders for the boys to get in their beds, she straightened with sleepy grey eyes. Neither she nor Wren spoke. The healer forced Will, Rowan, and Colin to drink the same terrible concoction that Anryn and Brenna had made and gave them soaked rags that reeked of a sharp scent to wrap over their hands. In addition to the burn treatment, he gave Will another hot mixture of leaves to drink in a tea and the same foul salve that Eldin had on her face for the cuts to his chest.
After that, he threatened to make their lives misery if they moved and left with an armful of supplies, grumbling about ensuring the knights brought proper medicines to the city.
Once the door had closed behind him, Rowan twisted in his bed to eye Will in the next cot over. “So? You going to tell us now or what?”
Will nodded, glancing around the chamber. “Where’s Serena?”
“They moved her to her rooms,” Eldin explained, stifling a yawn. “I think they thought it wouldn’t be peaceful with all of us here.”
“I mean, they aren’t wrong there,” Colin admitted.
Rowan shrugged. “More time for us to hang out before they bring others here, then. But, Will, you promised. We want to know what happened?”
Will glanced at Wren, raising his eyebrows. “Honestly, I feel like you should start. I don’t know what all happened in the morning.”
Morning. Had it really only been that morning before that Wren had been captured? That the world had been so terrifying?
Wren took an uneasy breath, wincing and tilting her head back. It was hard to tell if the pain in her expression was due to her leg or the memory. Will suspected that both would plague her in the days that followed. Nightmares were an old companion of his own and now she would have fuel to hers.
“When Gamara and I set off, he told me he’d uncovered all the traps and I would gather them as he kept guard,” she started, still staring at the arched ceiling above. “And we did start like that. We’d taken down about six of the rope traps and I was looking for the iron ones when I saw people in the woods.”
“Leodin?” Colin asked, brow furrowing. “Was he caught?”
Will laughed harshly. “Hardly. But just listen, it’s a lot to explain.”
Wren continued as if there had been no interruption, her eyes distant. Will could imagine the scene before her. “I realized it was the Ridgar, saw the green cloaks. So, I turned to yell for Gamara, to warn him. However, he was right beside me. I didn’t hear him. The Ranger’s worked with me for months on being aware of my surroundings, knowing when there’s danger, but I didn’t hear him come up behind me. He was bringing a staff down at my head and I spun to miss it… it was stupid. I knew there was a trap there, but it happened so fast. My leg landed in it, I felt it break.” What little color her face held fled. Will imagined again the snap of Rowan’s branches in the forest, the scream that must have ripped from Wren’s throat.
“After that, I nearly passed out,” Wren muttered. “I fell, and Gamara came to stand above me. I thought he was going to kill me, he still had that staff. But, instead, he was signaling to the forest, to the Ridgar. They had come for me, I realized that. One of them was giving orders, told them I was the Ranger’s squire, and he said it was time to call off the attack.”
“Acra?” Eldin asked. “White hair? Looks a bit like either a hawk or a chicken?”
Rowan snickered.
Wren shook her head. “No. Black hair, black eyes. Leodin. He was with them.”
“What!” Rowan made to rise from his bed, his expression close to murder.
Will snatched his own pillow and reached across with long practice, slapping Rowan in the face with the cushion. “Sit down and shut up, we’re listening to her story.”
Rowan relented, but Will was surprised not to see smoke coiling from his bright red ears.
“Anyway,” Wren said, once satisfied her brother wasn’t going to storm out of the room with a posse to find Leodin. “It wasn’t just Ridgar that appeared with him. Some of them were wearing city guard uniforms. Six of those appeared. One pulled a bag over my head and then I heard the trap sprung, felt my leg fall free…” She grimaced. “I passed out then. It hurt so badly, there was bone screaming, blood…” A shudder racked her and Eldin slid a defensive arm over her shoulders, giving a gentle squeeze. Wren took a slow breath, lowering her eyes to look at them, her face tired and gaunt. “When I woke up, I could hear yelling. I was under a table, my hands were bound, there was blood on my leg, and I could hear so much yelling. It must have been when the first fires were starting. A man was trying to pull the rope off my wrists, saying something about getting me free. But he was dressed as a guard, I thought it was one of them. I was terrified. Then I remembered him—he was the man who was there the day we went to the first fire. A guard who’d helped the Ranger and I find the bodies when we arrived that morning.”
“Benley,” Will muttered.
She nodded. “Yes, him. He didn’t fully get my hands cut loose, however, before I heard the door of the building burst open. Three more of those guards, the ones I recognized, ran in. They were knocking over tables, trying to catch the man who was helping me. He managed to get one with a short sword before he got out the door. I thought he had to be going for help, and they must have thought it as well. One of the Ridgar appeared, the black-haired one, Leodin. He ordered the others to find Benley and keep him from getting help, then said I needed to be moved to a tower. I realized that I didn’t know how I’d be found, where anyone was looking, so I pulled the clasp on my cloak before they reached me. One of the other guards picked me up, my leg hit the table, and I screamed. Someone shoved something in my mouth, but I was already going unconscious again. When I woke next,” she said, her voice fading slightly. Her gaze traveled to Will. “When I woke next, you were there. I don’t know how.”
The eyes of the room roved to Will, the silence heavy as they waited. Will sighed, running a burned hand over his hair and wincing as strands caught on blistered flesh. “Well, I found Leodin as well. What we were told by Gamara was that he’d been captured and that they were taking you to ensure we didn’t try to save Leodin. That was all a lie, of course. But I didn’t realize it at the time. I found him when I reached the next guardhouse. Benley’s body was there. My guess is he was trying to find loyal guards to help save you and the Ridgar caught up. He was tucked under a table to avoid being seen.” Will lowered his gaze, trying not to see the tears well in Wren’s brown eyes. “Leodin appeared, and I was so relieved because… because he told me he knew where to find you. I didn’t question him. I should have, but I just assumed he’d broken loose. He used to be a Ranger’s squire as well. He led me to the bell tower, the one circled on the map of the city.”
“Why was it circled on a map?” Eldin asked, bewildered. “Doesn’t that seem a giveaway?”
Will shrugged. “I don’t know. We weren’t supposed to have that map, but that’s not the point. No, I followed him there, and we went to find Wren at the top of the tower.” He told them everything—the journey through the tower, finding Wren, and Leodin stopping him leaving. Leodin’s betrayal. Leodin’s truth, that he had been behind everything. Rowan looked livid, Colin’s eyes shadowed with hatred, Eldin’s jaw set. Wren, however, only looked sad. She knew, though. Knew before Will told the others how Leodin had helped save them, about his change of heart. He’d let Wren go rather than kill her, helped to save the Ranger, killed Acra.
“If he wouldn’t have been there, we would have burned to death,” Will muttered at last, after explaining how the Ranger had let Leodin leave outside the tower.
Colin snorted. Will didn’t think he’d ever seen so much loathing in Colin’s face. “If Leodin hadn’t been there, none of this would have happened.”
“It would have eventually,” Wren said, shaking her head. “Acra was determined. The Ranger’s told me a lot about him, how he manipulates people, gives them all the sense that they are doing good for Alamore when it is truly treason.”
Rowan huffed, shaking his head. “Can’t decide if I should thank or shank this Leodin bloke.”
“Both?” Eldin offered.
“One seems to contradict the other, though,” Rowan pointed out.
“Why did the Ranger let him go?” Colin demanded. “Why didn’t he bring him to the castle to be tried and punished?”
“Because he’s the reason we’re alive, Colin.”
They all jumped, Wren gasping as her leg jostled, and turned to the door. Will didn’t know how long the Ranger had been standing in the entry, one shoulder leaning on the frame, arms folded over his chest. He looked as if he might have been there for ages, watching in silence, listening.
“He betrayed Alamore,” Colin countered when he’d regained his composure.
The Ranger shrugged, pushing himself off the wall. “Had he betrayed Alamore truly, many more would be dead. No, Acra betrayed Alamore. Leodin was merely the pawn he needed to carry his plans forward. He would have come after the crown, eventually. It was always his intention, he could never settle for the fact that the Ridgar’s power was not absolute, that he was not granted some title for the work of his rogues.”
“How did you know about the bell tower?” Rowan asked, frowning. “How’d you know to find them there?”
The Ranger chuckled. “Didn’t Will say the place was circled on the map?”
“Did you circle that?” Will asked, bewildered.
The Ranger shook his head. “No, I didn’t. That was brought to the castle by a courier of the city guard. They said that it was a map of all the locations where there had been attacks. It arrived as I was leaving for Lonnac. I told the King it was wrong, there hadn’t been an attack there. However, when I returned to the city, I saw a Ridgar member in city guard attire and recalled the map. I realized it’d been a message to me, an invitation.”
“So, you just traipsed into a trap?” Rowan demanded, brows raised. “And you’re in charge of teaching my sister? I’m not sure I like this much. It seems reckless.”
The Ranger snorted. “You don’t get to call anyone reckless, Rowan. But, speaking of my squire…” He paused, glancing toward Wren, lips pressing into a thin smile beneath his rain-sodden hood. “I think it time she gets rest. The healer said I can kick all of you but her out of here. I’ve come to do just that. Broken bones aren’t healed with restlessness and I’d rather her returned to training sooner rather than later.”
Wren gave a tired nod and Will could see the appreciative relief in the easing muscles of her face. She sank further into her blankets.
“Come along,” the Ranger purred, swinging the door wide and gesturing toward it. “The four of you, get out. We’re leaving her to sleep.”
They obeyed with some reluctance, promising Wren they would return with food after sleep. Will didn’t think she heard them. She was staring again at the ceiling, pain drawn over her features, her eyes haunted with the sights of the night.
The Ranger pulled the door shut behind them and Rowan started down the steps, announcing he needed food more than sleep. Will’s own stomach growled its agreement of the sentiment but he waited for Colin and Eldin to follow Rowan first. As they disappeared beyond the bend of the steps, Will turned to the Ranger.
“Is she going to be okay? Wren?” he asked, his voice low.
The Ranger nodded. “She’s strong, I imagine she’ll be fine in time.”
“Good.” Will hesitated. “Ranger?”
“Yes, William?”
“Can… can you tell me how you knew? I mean, how you knew where to be and—”
The Ranger held up a hand. “I’m not playing these games of questions anymore until I’ve had sleep, Will. Sleep, and a chance to help the King. There is much I must aid in getting supplies to rebuild and repair the city. But, I promise, I will tell you more and soon. For now, if you ask me another question, I will murder you. Is that agreed?”
Will grinned. “But would you really?”
The Ranger growled under his breath, sweeping past Will. “It would make my life that much simpler,” he muttered and Will followed, giving a tired laugh as he descended the steps.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 
The Ranger wasn’t wrong. There was much to be done after the attack in the city. The battle of the blaze, as Rowan dubbed it, had done far too much damage. Once the squires were rested and before the burns had faded on their hands, they found themselves being given new assignments in training. They were told to calculate how many shelters would need constructed; the supplies needed for those, as well as the time it would take. They accompanied their knights to the cities to help bring rations to those who had lost everything in the fires.
The first few times they returned, Will’s heart ached. It seemed impossible that the city and the people would ever recover. Over fifty homes had burned, along with twenty-two shop fronts, and far too many lives. Most of the fires had been along the main roads, which meant that his old street—Traitor’s End—was untouched and the easiest place to repair for temporary housing. It was odd to help repair the door on his old house, the one he, Marl, and Marl’s wife had lived in. Stranger still was it to see two children carried through the door by their exhausted parents. But there was something comforting about seeing the relief in their eyes at having a place of their own.
Practice swords were supplemented some days with hammers, and their knights and squires alike were given orders by city carpenters. Will was impressed with Ross’s skills of building, reminded that his father had a past life where he’d worked for his coin as a tradesman rather than a knight. Haru, on the other hand, was soon demoted to only being allowed to help cart supplies, after almost breaking his fingers a few times with the hammer.
As weeks carried past, Will was astonished with how much the city could revive itself. Survivors banded together, supplies were sent from surrounding lands and cities. Will had a notion that the Ranger was behind many of the wagons arriving from the south with timber, grain, and cloth. He hadn’t been back at the castle since the day after the attack, when he’d assured Will that he’d tell him everything. Will hadn’t forgotten the promise but decided the Ranger was right. They had other things to focus on, such as the spiderweb of framing that started along the street, new homes being built from the ashes of old, new shopfronts constructed with the aid of the crown and city.
It seemed that the fire had not destroyed all. It had only set back the city, giving those within it the chance to show their strength in recovery. The heartening sight of a city rising out of destruction made him smile whenever they were sent there to work.
Only Wren wasn’t permitted to join them. In the weeks after breaking her leg, she had to spend most of her time first in bed. After Will, Colin, Rowan, and Eldin brought her what felt like every book in the castle, she grew increasingly bored and restless. Her relation to Rowan came out in the form of tricks, pranks, and escape attempts. Driven to madness, the healer finally gave her crutches so she could meander the castle and at least come to the city and watch the others work or help Anryn hand out supplies from the steps of The Dancing Stag.
It was autumn, the first leaves tainted in the colors of fire themselves, before the hammers fell silent within the city. Banners of black hung from windows, mourning those lost, wishing for their lives returned. But the streets held life, the calls of market, the laughter of children. Once more, life was shifted to its regular routine both there and in the castle. Will was back to training with his friends. He was annoyed when Haru informed them they would be working a lot more often on hand-to-hand combat, especially breaking holds. Will thought it a side effect of telling his knight all about the scene in the tower.
Still, it was good to feel life sway back to some amount of normal, to have the world righting itself. No one appeared from the forest to attack, no fires rose in the city, and no one disappeared. With the fall of Acra—literally, as Rowan loved pointing out—the Ridgar itself had seemingly died as well.
“They’re out there, though,” Colin said darkly when Will brought this up again in the courtyard.
Will nodded, his eyes drifting over Gabe and Jerram, where they were both attempting to sword fight while standing on their saddles. Neither of their horses seemed pleased with the development.
On his other side, Rowan gave him a jab in the ribs.
“Ouch,” Will grunted, turning to glower at him. “What?”
Rowan inclined his head toward the double doors. “Look who’s watching us.”
Will followed his gaze, and fingers closed around his chest. Veldana stood by the door, her eyes piercing into him, her face set. Catching Will’s eye, she snorted and turned away, striding to where Saget and Garryn stood talking.
“Have you talked to her again?” Colin asked, frowning.
Will shook his head. “Nope.”
Colin nodded. “Probably best. I hear she’s been seeing Saget a lot, going to the city with him.”
“Good, he can let her use him instead,” Rowan said firmly.
Will nodded, wincing. Use. That had been just it. Veldana had tried her best to use Will for his blood, just like others had. Just as Acra had tried to use Leodin. His friends hadn’t liked her and he had been blinded because she was pretty, because she spoke of a future with him. How could it be so easy to miss the signs? So simple to be manipulated by those who thought only of tasting power.
“Oh, and the good old cloaky man is back,” Rowan said, breaking Will from his thoughts.
Twisting in surprise, Will sprang to his feet. The Ranger was standing by the stairs of the battlements, leaning on the wall. He inclined his head in Will’s direction before he started to climb the steps.
“I’ll be right back,” Will said, brushing grass from his tunic.
Rowan shrugged, climbing up as well. “You do that. I’m bored anyway. Colin, let’s go find some chaos, shall we?”
“Please no,” Colin groaned, even as he climbed to his own feet to follow Rowan.
Will chuckled but didn’t look back. He could feel the Ranger watching him from atop the wall, waiting. It was hard not to run. This was his time, he knew. The promised answer.
But he made himself walk across the courtyard, ignoring Veldana’s glower from where she held Saget’s arm. He climbed the steps with as much composure as he could muster until he reached the cloaked figure who stood above the courtyard.
“So,” Will said, pausing beside the Ranger. “How long have you been back?”
“Thirty minutes, if I’m lucky,” the Ranger purred coolly. “But I figured that, if I was to get a moment’s peace, I best take the chance to speak with you.”
Will grinned. “I mean, I would give you another five minutes if you need it.”
“You’d likely tap your foot the entire time,” the Ranger grumbled. He gestured Will forward. “Let’s walk, and now you can ask your questions.”
Will nodded, trying to wrap his mind around all the things he’d longed to ask before.
After several strides in silence, he decided on the first. “Where’s Leodin?”
The Ranger shook his head, resting one hand on his sword. “I don’t know for certainty, nor do I intend to find out.”
“Why?” Will asked, surprised. “I mean, don’t you want him to come back to Alamore?”
The Ranger shook his head again. “I want Leodin to decide what he wants to do. It’s his choice. To sway him now would be using him, like Acra, or like your lovely Lady Veldana.”
Will’s face reddened. “You heard about that? How?”
The Ranger smirked. “I have this squire who’s quite good at hearing the goings-on at court. She might have heard such rumors and brought them to me. But sometimes it’s hard to explain to others that they are being played. I thought it best you find out for yourself.”
Will huffed, annoyed now. “I’d have appreciated a heads up.”
“Wouldn’t we all?” the Ranger purred. “But I don’t bother myself with your love life, or lack thereof, Will. Do you have other questions?”
“Yes,” Will said. He decided to ignore the slight. “How did you know that Leodin was here? I mean, the King knew, so I assume you did. But I didn’t tell anyone but Haru.”
The Ranger snorted, a grim smile playing over his lips. “Do you think that you and Haru are the only ones who can carry secrets? I had my suspicions but, when Haru came forward with the amazing story of how you recovered Admere from a long lost ‘friend,’ I realized what he wasn’t saying.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “Your knight would die for you, I’ve discovered that. However, he already had his doubts, his suspicions, that something else was happening. He confided in me and I brought my own fears to the King.”
“What fears?” Will pressed.
“Fears that Acra was hunting down Leodin for Tollien, that he had made a deal with them, and that the attacks here were to throw us off. I suspected that this war was only part of a bigger plan. I thought that Acra might try to bring Leodin to Tollien and insight a civil war, like in Kelkor. I thought he would force Leodin to take the throne under them, though I wasn’t sure how they could influence him to.”
“So, when did you realize that wasn’t the case?” Will asked, frowning. “How did you find out that Leodin was on the side of the Ridgar?”
“I knew something was wrong when I rode to Lonnac the day before the attack. It was so clearly a staged fire there that I didn’t stay. I came riding back. When I reached the castle and heard what had happened from Bane, I realized my mistake. I realized that Tollien wasn’t part of their plan in the slightest and that Leodin was acting of his own free will with Acra.”
“And how did you know that?” Will paused, watching the Ranger’s face beneath the hood.
A sad smile pulled the man’s mouth, a mixture of pain and pride tainting his words as he spoke: “Because, I know Leodin, I trained him. I knew he would never have simply been caught in one of those traps. When that was said, when I heard they’d taken Wren, that they were using her to ‘divert’ the others from following, I knew better. I knew it was no accident, that Gamara wasn’t leading the knights after Leodin but rather after shadows. I knew Wren’s life was being used both to distract and to gain some revenge. I understood that her capture was a message to me alone, to save her and sacrifice myself. As I mentioned, that tower was circled on the map that the city guard sent. That wasn’t a mistake, just another part of the message they were giving me, a hint as to the plan ahead.”
Revenge.
Will felt a cold wave wash across him at the memory of Leodin’s blazing eyes, the mixture of agony and hatred within them as he had seen the Ranger.
“He’ll be outlawed now, won’t he?” Will muttered.
The Ranger shook his head. “My hope is that he won’t be. He is why we didn’t die, why we escaped that fire. I think the King sees Leodin for what he is, what he could become, how his life might aid us. It’s Lyanra who might want him dead for these things. But, even so, she can’t deny that she owes Leodin.”
“Owes him?” Will asked.
“For saving her and the Princess last year in Cale. Don’t you remember? It was him who warned you, him who saw the threat. Without his warning, both Queen and Casria would have been buried in faraway lands.” The Ranger ran a hand over his jaw. “As it is, I don’t see that Leodin has managed to make himself friends in Alamore. Threatening Wren, joining the Ridgar, even if he did not approve of Acra’s methods, he marked himself as reckless and driven by emotion rather than sense. However, he is next in line for the throne of Kelkor. Outlawing him, putting a price on his head, might do us more harm than good. What we need now are allies.”
“He’s gone though, isn’t he?” Will asked. “He’s vanished. You can’t find him.”
The Ranger smirked, turning his eyes away from Will, surveying the courtyard below them. “I didn’t say I can’t, I said I won’t. He might not be as well-hidden as he would like to believe that he is. For now, he needs the chance at freedom and to forget who he is and what he’s done. Acra’s mind games have tormented more souls than his alone. The King knows this. He’s seen what Acra can do.”
Will nodded. In his mind, he could imagine Acra as he had been in the midst of the burning building. He could see him raising the sword to kill when Leodin had thrown the dagger into his chest. The sight of him preparing to strike back, of the Ranger hitting him, of both falling into the night…
“Ranger,” Will said suddenly.
“Yes?”
“Have you heard anything about what’s happened to the Ridgar? Did they go back to their cities or… or did they find another leader?”
The Ranger shook his head, and the traces of his smile faded. “I’m afraid they can’t go home. When I traveled south for supplies, it was to find that bounty hunters are flooding the land there. The families of the Ridgar speak nothing of them now because the members of Acra’s rogues have been marked as outlaws. To return to their cities is to be betrayed by friends, family, and enemies who know what they did and how they tried to overthrow the crown. No. They are bound to live out their days in the woods now, live as rogues, outlaws, and thieves, I would expect. They will be given a price on their lives. They are only animals now.”
“But Acra is dead,” Will pointed out. “Maybe it’ll be like Leodin. Maybe they’ll decide not to follow anyone, to break out of the mind games and such. They could turn to help us. They’re good at staying hidden, and at fighting. We could use men like that.”
“Maybe some of them, but only a few, Will. Men like those, men who joined the Ridgar, tend to find themselves leaders but not Kings. They believed Acra’s words too much to seek redemption here.” The Ranger’s lips pressed thin. “They will find new leaders to guide them. Whether they are leaders with morals, however, will be within question.”
A shout beneath them made Will start. Rowan was bolting from the castle, Wren’s crutch held above his head like a trophy. He paused in the courtyard, wheeling round on the spot before tilting his head to look up at Will and beaming.
“Oi! Get down here, Will! We’re going to The Stag!”
“Who all is we? You and a crutch?” Will demanded, laughing.
“No, all of us—Colin, me, you, Eldin, Wren,” Rowan explained, lowering the crutch the lean it under one arm. “Haru and Rockwood said we should enjoy ourselves! Even Ross told us to get out of the castle a while!”
Colin appeared at that moment in the doors of the castle, panting and red-faced. He scowled at Rowan, clutching a stitch in his side through the heavy layer of leather jerkin. “Rowan, she needs that in order to walk! And they didn’t say we should enjoy ourselves. They said we should get out of their way and stop driving them mad. Now, the crutch, Rowan.”
“Tell her to hop herself out here and claim it!” Rowan retorted. “I stole this fair and square.”
A blur rushed past Colin before he could respond and Rowan gave a cry of fear, bolting to escape. The crutch caught on his cloak and he tripped, catching himself on one hand. He had almost righted himself when Eldin hurled her full weight into him with a yell. Both were flattened to the cobbles, rolling and brawling in a fight for the crutch.
Will doubled laughing, holding the wall for support. “Ranger, you better get down there. That’s your squire’s crutch they are fighting over. You should help out, defend her honor and ability to move around.”
The Ranger swore under his breath, taking several strides backwards. “I think not. This is between the squires and the moron in their midst. A perfect game for you.”
Beneath them, Eldin was straightening, the crutch clutched in her hand. Hearing Will’s laugh, she tilted her head back to look at him. Will’s smile faltered, half expecting the cool look he had grown accustomed to over the few months before, the one he always worried would return.
Instead, though, Eldin waved and beamed. “Are you coming with us?” she shouted.
Will hesitated, glancing at the Ranger. The cloaked man inclined his head, gesturing toward the steps leading from the wall. “You best join them, keep Rowan in line.”
“I thought I was the one people were worried about getting out of line,” Will countered, smirking.
The Ranger snorted. “Perhaps so. But I have a notion Rowan will find madness regardless of your company.” He paused, seeming to mull a thought before shaking his head, a smile curling his lips. “Go, enjoy yourself, be young a while longer.”
Will nodded and started for the wall, his heart soaring with each step.
“And Will?”
He turned. The Ranger was still looking down into the courtyard, his face shrouded in his hood.
“Yes?”
The Ranger turned to him, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “Try not to find trouble. At least, not for a few more days. I could use the rest.”
“I’ll try my best,” Will promised.
The Ranger laughed under his breath. “I am sure you will.”
Another bark of mirth broke below, and Will spun away. Soon he was sprinting, springing down the final stairs, rushing to join his friends.
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The world of Alamore continues: search for the Facebook group and join the community online to see cover releases, discuss characters, and join in helpful polls (which is how the title of even this book was decided!)

Additionally, be sure to subscribe so you never miss a beat at www.cjrisely.com. There you will find book updates, character art, and additional information about characters. By subscribing, you will get sneak peeks at future stories and extra chapters.

Thank you once again,

C. J. R. Isely
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