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PART ONE: HARVEST





1

In a way, Oko pitied the big hunter struggling to break free from the net of thorn-laced vines. The fey limped around a mass of seething vegetation, admiring his handiwork: its flexibility, strength, and ability to regrow with such speed and vicious energy. A good thing, too, given the size of the stranger who had come within a hair’s breadth of murdering him. The man’s rusty helm covered his hair and the top half of his face, making him look all grimace and teeth.

What a brute! The hunter seemed larger now than when Oko had first realized someone was stalking him through an otherwise pleasant forest on a plane whose name he did not yet know. The size difference wasn’t because night had fallen and a full moon changed how objects looked within its glossy light. Magic was afoot.

The veins visible beneath the man’s pallid skin were streaked with darkness. Blood trickling from a hundred scratches on his body where thorns tore his skin flowed a noxious black, corrupted with a foul rot. Certainly he smelled rank with dried blood, mud, and substances Oko did not care to reflect on. The matted cloak and filthy clothes held enough stink to slaughter a more sensitive nose than his own.

“I am surprised I have to point this out to you,” said Oko in his most reasonable tone, “but you cannot rip the vines as fast as I can grow them. You’d be better off not wasting your strength in fighting them.”

“I’ll rip you apart with my bare hands,” growled the beast.

“A vile and predictable threat I am sorry to hear you utter. But I understand your frustration. It’s no wonder you launched yourself at me, an innocent visitor just passing through, and tried to kill me.”

Of course the creature had no appreciation of irony. He growled with a hostility that felt…odd and exaggerated, almost artificial, as if his seething anger was part of the darkness that corrupted his blood.

Oko paused at the hunter’s right side. A lump bulged beneath the skin between spine and shoulder. It throbbed not audibly but in a way attuned to his magical sense. He recognized the signature of its dense power with a jolt of uneasy surprise.

The hunter had a shard of hedron embedded in his flesh. Few knew of the existence of hedrons. Fewer still possessed the magic to perform such an operation. Oko certainly did not.

Who was this hunter? Why was the hedron implanted under his skin, and who had placed it there? So many questions that needed answers.

Oko finished his perambulation of the magical cage of thorns and vines, judging it able to hold for now. Using both hands—the weapon was astoundingly heavy—he dragged the huge axe the man had been carrying until it lay out of range of an easy duck-and-grab, just in case the beast did break free.

Only then did he examine his own injured leg. The cut that had torn his flesh down to the bone was already starting to knit together. He’d had the presence of mind to shift into the shape of a stag and thus confuse his pursuer for long enough to bolt out of reach. Then he’d been able to shift back and entangle the man in vines. But as he well knew, corruption can always insinuate its tendrils into the purest ground. His vines might already be becoming blighted and would give way as the man’s tainted blood weakened them. Unbound, the man could easily kill him. He didn’t dare attempt his usual means for ridding himself of a dangerous foe. To do so, he’d have to touch the beast and risk coming into contact with the tainted darkness writhing within the hunter’s flesh.

The best action in this case was a swift departure.

Yet survival usually depended on knowing more than your enemies did.

“So what is it you want, my unexpected friend?”

“To kill you.”

“Why? Is it my exceptional good looks? My wit and intelligence? My pleasingly mild disposition?”

The brute made a sound that might have been a grunt of annoyance or possibly a bitten-off laugh. “Do you think I can’t kill you?”

“If you could reach me, you certainly could. But forewarned is forearmed. Or four armed, if I decided to take the form of an Elagian swamp swallower. But that wouldn’t be a good choice for a highland forest, would it? So I fear we must say goodbye to each other before any such disagreeable episode comes to pass. Not the swamp swallower, I mean, though they are disagreeable, dangerous to magic users, and fetid to boot, rather like you. Killing me is what I mean. You’ll understand why I’d prefer that not happen.”

“You talk too much.”

“A fair assessment. Well, I am no more eager to see your ugly face again than you are to hear my mellifluous voice. So, to spare your ears and your volatile disposition, I will bid you fare well rather than good riddance.”

The brute said, “I can follow you anywhere.”

“Anywhere?” Oko paused before he planeswalked away from the quiet forest.

“You cannot hide from me. Another world, another trophy.”

His eyes narrowed. “Now you begin to interest me. Are you saying you are also a Planeswalker?”

“I hunt Planeswalkers.”

“Have you some reason?”

“They keep coming after me. If I kill all Planeswalkers then I can hunt in peace.”

“My friend, your logic is flawed, if you are also a Planeswalker.”

“Don’t mock me, pretty boy.”

Oko raised both hands in a hands-off gesture. “I’m not mocking you. Far from it. You have lit the fire of my curiosity. A corrupting magic courses through your flesh. A hedron lies buried in your skin. You’ve admitted to being a Planeswalker, determined to hunt me from one world to the next when you don’t even know me, just because I am also a Planeswalker. A vendetta, if I am not mistaking the matter, but surely not one directed against me specifically since we’ve never before met. Is there anything else you’d like to share with me? Your reasons? Your secrets?”

The hunter grunted, trying to get his hands free. The thorns tore his skin but the pain mattered not at all to him.

“I’ll kill you,” he muttered. “I will follow your trail until you’re dead.”

A shadowy tendril of the corruption had slithered its way into one of the vines, which was starting to turn brown. Oko frowned. The rot would spread, and the man would break free no matter how many vines he wrapped around him. This was a powerful curse, indeed.

Power could be fought. It could be fled. Sometimes it could be bent to another’s will. He sighed but saw no way around attempting the most draining of his magics. If the hunter really was a Planeswalker, it wasn’t worth taking the chance that he couldn’t track him across the multiverse.

He took a step closer. The hunter strained, trying to reach him. Oko pinioned the thorn-wrapped brute’s gaze with the full force of a magic that long ago had allowed him to escape his persecutors: a meager spoonful of telepathy he’d taught himself to turn another to a better purpose with the aid of a sympathetic smile, a glimmer of comradely hope, a promise of unshakeable loyalty.

“Vendettas are a grievous burden to bear, are they not? I pity you, my friend. There’s so much pain in your heart.”

The man growled hoarsely. “I don’t need your pity.”

He held the hunter’s eyes, didn’t let them shift away. With all the force he had to bear he dug deep past the hostility, the rage, the agonized sense of betrayal. It was so hard to get there, sweat breaking out on his forehead, pulse thundering in his ears. Deep in the man’s mind he discovered a deeply-hoarded grief for a father lost along ago. What an innocent dupe! Fathers always betrayed their sons.

“What do you need?” he said, pressing deeper into the ancient wound.

“I need more,” the man whispered, panting as if he were running. But Oko’s glamer was a foe he could not out-race.

“You are suffering alone, my friend. Share your troubles with me.”

The man was strong, it was true, but his strength lay in his muscles, his endurance, his axe, and his impressive tracking ability. His will was a polished spear aimed at its target, but his disordered mind had a fragile texture.

“Liliana Vess,” he whispered, the words torn from an unwilling tongue.

For an instant Oko’s control wavered out of sheer astonishment. “Liliana Vess.”

“She cursed me…the darkness…the rot….” Corruption pulsed into the vines with a surge of anger. The vegetation began to weaken as the man struggled again.

Oko drilled down, choking off the man’s emotions, wrapping them in a numbing cage. As magic dulled the clawing edge of animosity, the brute’s shoulders dropped in resignation. His hands opened to hang loose at his side. His lips parted slackly, and not a sound came out.

“I’ll help you. You can trust me. I am your only friend.”

As the hunter’s struggles ceased, his mind gave way beneath Oko’s mesmerizing stare, surrendering to the beautiful, dreaming lie of comradeship and compassion.

The spell was complete.

Oko wiped his damp brow. He was shaking with exhaustion, shaken by being thrown back into hideous memory. The same technique had been used on him long ago before he’d turned the tables on his captors. The frightened boy in him hated inflicting this on others. Yet in a cruel Multiverse a person had to use the weapons they possessed to save themselves. People were capable of any awful thing, always filled with their own sanctimonious rationalizations for why they were good and their enemies were bad. Planeswalkers were the worst of an already bad lot. Power did that to people. Especially to people he meant for the time being to avoid, until more of his plans could be put in place.

Meanwhile, what was he to do with a creature who could pursue him across planes and would kill him if he ever got close enough? Should he hack the man into small pieces, now that the hunter languished under his spell? Or use the man to protect him as he went on his way? A shield would prove useful. A first line of defense when, for example, the unexpected ambushed him in an isolated forest where he’d been minding his own business.

“What is your name, my friend?” Oko asked with a kind smile, but before the hunter could answer he shook his head. “No, you don’t want to remember your name and every terrible detail you associate with your past, do you?”

The hunter bowed his head. “No. I don’t want to remember.”

“Let go of the past. You will walk a new path. Explore a new destiny. I need a bodyguard. You need a better sense of purpose, one that my quest will provide. I’ll call you…Dog, and you’ll call me Master. Yes, Dog?”

The man stiffened, then gave way all at once as if he was too weary to fight on and just wanted to rest. He bent his head. “Yes, Master.”

The brute looked so much more at peace that Oko was pleased. Inflicting suffering on others was the tool of weak-hearted bullies. It worked so much better when people wanted to be helped. He smiled as he curled the vines away to release the man. He even allowed Dog to pick up the big axe.

“Let us leave this dull wilderness behind. You and I, my friend, will together seek rule-bound tyrants to overthrow, pious frauds and smug deceivers to unmask, and hypocritical liars to expose. If a few Planeswalkers must meet their end, should they attempt to interfere with me as I better the lives of all, so be it. They will have brought it on themselves.”

The hunter’s eyes sparked with a glimmer of his earlier savagery. “Yes, Master.”





2

Rowan impatiently surveyed the forecourt of Castle Ardenvale, searching for a glimpse of her brother Will. He should have been waiting for her beside their ponies, which were tied to the back of a wagon filled with sacks of oats. The High King was about to leave on the Grand Procession, his first-harvests tour of all five courts of the Realm.

Their parents had made a deal with the twins: Act as humble attendants in the baggage train serving the community, and you may accompany the procession. But of course moonstruck, lamb-witted Will had gotten bored of waiting and wandered off. She and her twin were going to be left behind, the gates would be closed, their mother would lecture them that rules were meant to be followed, and they’d lose their chance to go.

Her anger flared. Lightning crackled at her fingertips, but she damped it down, letting the magic chase away like a flurry of nettle stings along her skin. The pain sharpened her thoughts. Think, she told herself. Stop and think.

Maybe Will hadn’t wandered far. The procession hadn’t left yet because they were waiting for the High King to join them. Even once the column started moving it would take a while for everyone to file out. She could still find her brother in time.

The forecourt was packed with people and animals. Knights, nobles, mages, grooms, attendants, and wagon drivers waited on the inner causeway behind closed gates that would open onto the long outer causeway that linked the promontory to the surrounding countryside. The silver and white tabards of the assembled travelers shone in the sun in disciplined ranks. Even the horses waited more patiently than Will could.

The many patient horses reminded her that her best friend wasn’t mounted on a youth’s training pony today. Cerise had turned eighteen two months ago.

Rowan checked to make sure the reins of her tediously placid pony were secured to the back of the wagon. Her unobtrusive tunic and leggings covered by a forest-green traveling cloak allowed her to move unnoticed alongside the waiting column until she spotted the four healers who were accompanying the Grand Procession.

She slipped closer. As the youngest among the healers, Cerise stood modestly behind her elders and beside her mount. Seen in profile, her grace and beauty matched that of her bearded unicorn, her own black complexion set off by the unicorn’s silvery-gray coat. Rowan didn’t want to call attention to herself so she glared at Cerise’s profile until the other girl blinked and looked around right at her. The healer whispered something into the ear of the unicorn, then glided over to Rowan without a word to her elders, who were talking among themselves.

Coming up, she set hands on hips and cocked her head to one side. “Why aren’t you back with—?”

“Is Will with you? Did he come by?”

Cerise gave a quick look around. “Did he get bored and wander off? How like Will.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re finally leaving on your first quest.”

“It’s just four more months for you, Rowan. I’ll be back by then. We’ll ride out together.”

“I thought I was going to be able to scout out the different courts, get the lay of the land before I go on my first quest.”

“Weren’t you with Will this whole time in the baggage train?”

Rowan exhaled, then bit her lip.

“Ah,” said Cerise with a triumphant smile. “What were you doing?”

“I didn’t leave the forecourt! I was talking to Titus. He just got back from—”

Cerise interrupted with a laugh. “Of course you wouldn’t have been able to resist a chance to hear about the tournaments at Embereth.”

“I know, I know. I should have stuck next to Will the whole time instead of—” Anger boiled freshly up in her belly.

“Instead of wandering off to flirt with the only person from our cohort who can regularly defeat you at swordwork?” Cerise smirked.

“Ugh, I hate it when you’re right,” Rowan said without heat. “I didn’t realize it would be so hard to see my friends go off on their first quests while I’m still mired here.”

“Will can’t have gone far, maybe up to the battlements.” Cerise punched her on the shoulder. “Good fortune finding him. As soon as the High King arrives we’re leaving. You know what happens when the gates close.”

“The gates always feel closed.” She gave a frustrated wave to Cerise and hurried over to Archer’s Tower, nimbly avoiding collisions with onlookers who were starting to mill around restlessly. Of course the assembly must be gathered before the High King joined them, but he tended to run late.

Rowan took the tower stairs two at a time. Up on the battlements, banners snapped in the cheerful wind. It was a clear day with a few high clouds brushing like feathers along the sky. The neat checkerboard fields of Ardenvale’s farms and villages surrounded the castle’s promontory at the edge of the Arden, the highlands which gave the court its name. Silvery woodlands lent a magical aura of peace and calm to the landscape. The outer causeway spanned a wide moat before joining up with a road paved in white stone. A road that led somewhere else, anywhere else.

The yearning hit hard. She and Will had not yet been allowed beyond the border of orderly, peaceful, deadly dull Ardenvale. Out there lay the Realm in all its glory and the Wilds with all its danger, and she wanted to go. She had to go. Lightning sparked again in her fingers. A guard turned, sniffing the air as he caught the scent of ozone. She curled her hands into fists. The pain of the magic biting back into her flesh she could endure, but not the dreary tedium of getting stuck here while all her friends quested forth.

There was no sign of Will on the wall walk.

Where would he go?

Bright horns blew to announce the imminent arrival of the High King and the Queen. The restless onlookers tightened up their disorderly rows.

She abruptly spotted Will’s blond head in one of the gardens planted between the battlements and the inner causeway. He was standing on a little circle of lawn as if he had all the time in the world to contemplate each blade of grass. How like Will.

The horns sang again. The doors into the inner court of the castle opened. High King Algenus Kenrith and his beloved Queen Linden emerged, accompanied by the younger two of their four children. Her mother’s hand was clasped in her father’s, like always. They were so in love even after all these years. It was a little embarrassing. But at the same time their constancy made Rowan feel sheltered and secure—and also stifled! They’d already had their legendary adventures, and hers were evidently never going to start.

Rowan hammered back down the tower steps, brushed past several startled guards on the lower level, and bolted out through an open guard door that led into the garden. She ran down one of the gravel paths, realized she’d gone the wrong way, and raced back with pounding heart and ragged breath past a screen of flowering dog rose. Will stood with his white hands braced on either side of a stone birdbath. He was staring down to where his fingers touched the water.

“Will!” she shouted.

He gave no sign of having heard her as she sprinted up. She slapped a hand on his shoulder. When he didn’t acknowledge her, she glanced down at the shallow pool. Her breath caught.

The surface of the water was skimmed over with a sheet of ice despite the summer heat. Nothing unusual in that, since ice was Will’s magic. But the ice glimmered with a weird, mirror-like sheen. The shadow of a vista shimmered into view beyond the surface, as if she and her brother stood on a high pinnacle and looked onto a place so distant all they could see was a bleak landscape of shifting sand dunes over which glowered a bloated moon

The scene shivered as if a ripple ran through it, and when the surface settled back into stillness they saw

a massive dragon’s skull

and then, as if the pages of a codex were being flipped to a different place,

a figure obscured by shadows crouched on a massive branch

and then

a host of brightly armored knights spreading their shining wings

“Will!” She shook herself free of the alluring visions, grabbed his arms, and yanked him bodily away.

The ice dissolved.

He yelped. “Rowan! Ouch! Let go!”

“Huzzah! Huzzah!” Happy cheers of acclamation rose from beyond the wall.

“They’re leaving! Will! We have to go!”

He stared at her with those big muttonhead eyes. “What? Oh! Why didn’t you say so?”

“Shut up and run!”

She raced back the way she’d come. He followed, keeping pace easily. They’d make it just in time…or so she thought until the guard door to the tower came into view. Ardenvale was an orderly place: Strict adherence to the rules was necessary to combat the threat of the Wilds and its unruly, perilous, lethal denizens who could never live in peace with the Realm. When the gate onto the outer causeway was opened, any interior gates off the inner causeway were closed.

They were locked out of the forecourt and into the garden.

She pounded her fist on the iron-banded door. “Hey!”

Will grabbed her wrist before she could hit the door again. “You’ll just hurt yourself. It’s barred from inside. They won’t open it. We climb the lattice like we always do.”

“It’s too far, we won’t make it.”

“Sure we will,” he said with the annoying optimism he flung around when they’d landed in an impossible situation.

They raced around to the back of the garden where they could climb an ivy-covered trellis up to the courtyard of bread ovens and then back through the summer kitchens and then down through a set of linked passages through the oil and grain storerooms and of course, of course, of course they were too late. They ran panting onto the inner causeway as a last fanfare of horn blasts sounded. The procession was gone. The outer gates were closed. Onlookers chatted merrily as they left, too busy to pay any mind to two harried-looking youths dressed in workaday clothing.

Rowan bent over, hands on knees, panting. She would have cried if it could have done her any good, but since it wouldn’t, she didn’t.

Will wasn’t even short of breath.

“We missed them!” he said in his most obnoxiously buoyant voice. Like their father, he had the annoying trait of remaining untrammeled by setbacks. “They even took our ponies with them.”

“You missed them! You did!” she accused him. It was unfair to lay all the blame on him, but she was just so mad. “You made me miss them! How could you?”

He glanced at the sky. “Usually processions don’t leave until midday so in a way they left early. I didn’t want to stand around waiting like we always have to do. And anyway, Ro, I had this…I had a strange feeling like when a wick tries to take a flame and doesn’t quite light, and then I knew if I could make a mirror it would show me something. You saw it. All those places—”

“Yes, I know! Places I will never see because you couldn’t just stand and wait for once.”

“I…I don’t think those places were in the Realm, Ro.”

“Or the Wilds. It doesn’t matter for you. You like Ardenvale. You’re happy here. But I’m not. You know Mother won’t let me go alone, I’m always saddled with you. For once I just wish I could leave you behind, you useless, wool-gathering birdbrain.”

“Birds are very intelligent.”

“Then I take back the comparison!”

“I thought I recognized your voices, children. Do not squabble in public, if it pleases you.”

Rowan straightened, all the air punched out of her lungs by the sound of that dignified voice. She and Will turned as if held on one string to face the serenely august Queen Linden. She was clad in a magnificent silver and white robe whose sleeves were embroidered with the circle-bound flame of Ardenvale, the keyhole of Vantress, the goblet of Locthwain, and the hammers of Garenbrig to mark the courts where she had achieved knighthood.

They both gave a bow, touching right hand to heart, as was customary for younger people greeting their elders. The queen’s right eyebrow nocked to a new height of skepticism and dissatisfaction.

But all she said was, “Attend me.”

Their little brother—not quite four—grasped Rowan’s hand immediately. Erec had his morose face on, thumb in mouth as he sulked the way he always did whenever their father rode off on his kingly duties. Rowan wiggled his hand to get his attention. When he looked up, she tapped her lips as a reminder that thumb-sucking wasn’t to be done in public. With great reluctance he popped the thumb out of his mouth and sighed as if no light would ever again be seen in the world. A tear slid down his face as his lower lip trembled. Rowan picked him up and settled him on her hip.

Their younger sister never suffered in silence or for that matter observed any situation without feeling she needed to remark on it. She fell into step, elbowing Will and pulling a face as she whispered, too loudly, “Why are you two still here?”

“Hazel,” said their mother in her firm, calm voice, “don’t you have obligations at the stables?”

Hazel mouthed, “I bet you’re in trouble,” and glided off with all the poise of a confident eleven-year-old.

The queen processed onward in a stately manner, never any hasty or precipitous actions for her. As they climbed the stairs into the entry hall, courtiers and attendants approached bearing urgent reports. Each had to be addressed immediately or put off until next month’s high court tribunal. The nearby hamlet of Wealdrum appealed for aid after their grain crops had been trampled and a farmer mauled by a malicious swarm of redcaps. In the town of Trekell, a massive golden egg had plummeted out of the sky on market day, crushing merchants’ stalls and causing multiple injuries and deaths as it rolled through the central square, and a dispute had broken out over how the proceeds of the calamitous egg should be divided. In a different canton, a steward had accused a villager of theft while the man claimed it was blue faeries, not he, who’d pilfered the keys to the strongbox.

Will walked behind their mother in composed silence while Rowan fumed, turning the morning’s disaster over and over in her head. Cerise had been right, of course. She should never have given in to her urge to find out more about Embereth’s tournaments and to flirt with Titus while she was at it. This fiasco was as much her fault as Will’s.

Maybe they could talk their mother round. Other youths were given second chances.

At length they escaped the audience halls and public rooms to enter the privacy of the modest apartments within the castle where the royal family lived. Erec had fallen asleep with his head on her shoulder. She carried him into the cramped bedchamber shared by the two boys, laid him on his bed, and took off his shoes. When he was settled, still fast asleep, she hurried back into the parlor.

Their mother had seated herself in a chair and was patting at her forehead and cheeks with a linen kerchief.

“Does it seem hot to you?” she asked in a mild tone at odds with the sweat beading on her skin.

Rowan shot a disbelieving glance toward Will. It wasn’t a hot day, and anyway the thick stone walls kept the interior cool. He merely gave her a shake of the head, so she went over to unbind the protective amulet that latched the shutters and opened them. The parlor resembled the tidy front room of the farmhouse where young Linden had grown up in the canton of Kenrith. The round table was well worn and painstakingly polished. Cushions on the chairs were the one luxury allowed. A tray bearing a covered pitcher and cups sat on a side table. Will poured out a tisane of rose-hips and took the cup to their mother, who gave him an appreciative nod before drinking.

Rowan craned her neck to look outside. From up here she could see where the outer causeway reached solid ground and the main road. The tail end of the Grand Procession had cleared the causeway, the rear guard’s banners bobbing away. She squinted but couldn’t make out Titus’s distinctive red hair from this distance. A column of wagons was headed up the causeway toward the main gates bearing supplies for the castle.

She turned away from the window. “Mother. We’re really sorry, and we know it was thoughtless of us. But I see supply wagons coming in. If we go right now we can slip out when the gates are opened to let them in. The procession doesn’t move fast so it won’t take us long to catch up. Probably no one will realize we weren’t with them all along.”

“I did not give you leave to speak, Rowan,” the queen said in the same even voice with which she addressed any person of the court.

“But Mother—!”

“What did I say, Rowan?” Setting down the cup, the queen gestured for the twins to stand before her. “Here in the Realm we live according to the reign of the five virtues. Peace and order are secured by loyalty, knowledge, persistence, courage, and strength. We respect and revere the virtues but we do not worship them. We strive to prove our worthiness. As High King, your father is held to an even stricter standard.”

Her gaze slid from Rowan to Will and back to dwell a moment longer on Rowan, her lashes flickering with a flutter of emotion that made Rowan wince.

“For all that we attempt to raise you in an ordinary manner, you are always in the public eye, and your behavior—even commonplace mischief—will be seen as reflecting on our stewardship of the Realm.”

Rowan opened her mouth to protest just as Will, anticipating her, pressed his right foot atop her left to remind her to keep silent.

The queen met her daughter’s gaze to acknowledge the unspoken complaint. “It is nothing you asked for, and is not fair to you, but because you are our children, it is what you must live with. Youths in Ardenvale—indeed in all the courts—claim the right to travel to the other courts on their first quest when they reach eighteen. Not before. As your father and I have impressed upon you two time and again, we cannot favor you and give you opportunities others do not have. Why is that?”

Rowan let Will answer. He never sounded sarcastic or disparaging no matter how many times their mother had given them this lecture.

“Long ago the elves ruled the Realm. They were proud, arrogant, vain, and cruel. Worse, they allowed any sort of unsavory magic to flourish unchecked. They said that those who were too weak to defend themselves could bend their knee to the more powerful in exchange for protection.”

The queen nodded. “All we have ever wanted in the Realm is peace, harmony, and justice. For all that the elves claim we have injured them, they continue to allow any sort of unsavory magic to flourish unchecked in the Wilds no matter who it harms.” She paused to sip at the tisane, voice touched with a sudden hoarseness.

Rowan bent her head, her anger ebbing. Their mother rarely drew attention, however obliquely, to the tragic circumstances of Rowan and Will’s birth. She must be more upset than Rowan had realized.

“What lesson have we learned from the past, Rowan?”

“It’s easy to be born on the top floor of the castle and claim you are better than a villager born in a humble farmhouse.” As Rowan repeated the rote words she knew were expected of her, she nevertheless found herself warming to her subject. “But you and father were both born into ordinary families. Yet the Questing Beast chose you two to attempt the High Quest, not any noble’s child. Father became High King because he became a knight at all five courts. And you would have too if—”

The queen raised a hand to halt Rowan’s impassioned speech. “As your mother, I am grateful my children are proud of me. But as your queen, I must admonish you. Favoritism and arrogance go against all we strive to uphold. That is why your father and I must hold our children to a higher standard. That is why—”

She broke off, her voice gone a little ragged, and took another sip of the tea. Will nudged Rowan’s foot and gave her a look, his mouth twisted down to scold her.

She twisted her face in an answering grimace worthy of Hazel. The queen was the strongest person Rowan knew, selflessly ruling beside the man she had once been competing with and might have bested. But her quest had been interrupted by the terrible incident that had caused her to choose to delay and ultimately abstain from the quest for the high throne. If she regretted or resented the turn of events—that her spouse and partner was High King and she merely Queen—she never showed the slightest sign.

The queen raised the handkerchief to her mouth and coughed, then lowered the cloth. “That is why,” she continued in a cool tone, “I perceive you two are still too irresponsible to go.”

“But you promised!” cried Rowan.

“Your father promised. I have always been against it.”

“Yes, you made that clear last year when we first asked. You set the conditions. We’ve done everything you required of us, working in the fields and the stables, training at arms, attending the academy without fault or slip-up for an entire year. So it seems unfair we’re punished without being offered the tiniest bit of forgiveness the one time we make a mistake.”

“Rowan! What other child can beg the queen for an exception to the rules as you have just done? No. You and Will would have gone if you had done as everyone else did and waited patiently in the forecourt instead of wandering off about your own trifling business. Because you thought the rules would be different for you.”

Quite unexpectedly Will stood his ground, chin quivering with rare defiance. “He’s always late. Isn’t he taking advantage when he makes everyone wait on him? Just because he’s the High King and he knows other people will have to clean up the messes he makes?”

“Enough!” Linden snapped.

Rowan flinched at the lash of anger in the tone of a woman famous for never losing her temper.

“I have spoken. You will go on your first quest when you turn eighteen, like everyone else. In the meantime—”

A knocker tapped five times, then the door cracked open as a chatelaine peered in with an apologetic expression. “Your Majesty, I beg your pardon, but there’s an urgent matter, another incident of trampled fields, this time in Wesling Village.”

“This is the third redcap incursion this month. Some malevolent force is stirring them up.” Linden pinched her eyes shut as if she wanted a nap and could not get one. “Thank you, Bryony. I’m coming.”

She rose, and Rowan followed her into the sleeping chamber her parents shared: nothing special, just a bed, a wardrobe, and a chest of drawers.

“Thank you,” Linden said as Rowan helped her shed her ceremonial robes and hang them in the wardrobe. Beneath, the queen wore her preferred garb of simple trousers and a linen shift. She pulled on a tunic, wrapped her tight black curls under a length of cloth, and tucked an extra pair of riding gloves in her belt. Her armor would be waiting down by the stables.

At the door of the parlor she paused to study her older children. “The last rulers of Castle Ardenvale favored their relatives and cronies. They turned their magic to petty, selfish, wicked purposes. They betrayed the virtues they should have upheld. That’s how so many spurs of the Wilds were able to grow back into the countryside where they’d been eradicated long ago. We are still fighting to recover what was lost. We must hold ourselves to a higher standard, so the Wilds can’t devour us because of our own faults and failures.”

She departed in the company of the chatelaine.

Will rubbed his eyes. “That wasn’t as bad as it could have been.”

“I’m going after them,” said Rowan.

His eyes flared. “What are you talking about?”

“Just what I said. Mother will be gone overnight. She won’t figure out what happened until it’s too late.”

“You think the rear guard won’t see us hurrying to catch up and report to Father? He’ll send us back if he figures it out. I don’t think he cares so much, but he never goes against her.”

“The rear guard won’t see us because I have a better idea. The procession has to take the long way around Glass Tarn, but we can take a shortcut on foot.”

“Oh, Ro, let it go,” said Will, drawing out the rhymes.

But she was in full flood. “We’ll get ahead of the procession. When they halt for the night at Beckborough we’ll slide right in to help with the horses. Father will never know we weren’t with them the whole time.”

“This sounds like a crazy and dangerous idea.”

“Yes, it could get us into huge trouble. I just need to fetch a nursemaid to watch over Erec, then I’m leaving. Are you coming with me?”

His shoulders heaved, and with a grin he slapped her on the shoulder. “Let’s go.”
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Kneeling beside his sister, Will reflected that Rowan’s ideas always sounded good right up until he realized they weren’t going to work. A stand of brush concealed them from the gardens and houses of the hamlet of Wealdrum, which nestled in a picturesque dale surrounded by hills. Castle Ardenvale was an hour’s walk away, not so far but hidden from view by the stony bulk of Giant’s Jaw Hill.

The trampled fields looked bleak under the midday sun. What should have been healthy stalks of ripened wheat and barley awaiting harvest lay snapped and withered on the ground, streaked with patches of dried blood. Will shuddered, thinking of the poor farmer who had been dragged bleeding across the fields by redcaps. Nasty creatures.

“I’ve changed my mind,” he whispered. “You can’t really be suggesting we hike over Choking Drum.”

He nodded toward the ridge that ran between Giant’s Jaw Hill and distant Crown Crag. Choking Drum formed a physical barrier between the tiny dale and the wide lowlands of Ardenvale proper. Trees grew densely along the slope and crest of the ridge. Even from down here he could feel the animosity of a place that held a pulse of its own: a stubborn remnant of the Wilds grown along the ridge. The combined efforts of the castle denizens and the hardy farmers of Wealdrum hadn’t managed to eradicate it.

“It’s not that wide,” said Rowan with her usual pompous need to over-explain. She was a lot like their father. “Titus can easily shoot an arrow over that bit of forest. We just have to race through and get to the top.”

“Is it just me who sees trampled fields and blood?”

“Redcaps never stick around. They’re fickle and craven. Anyway, you heard what the chatelaine said. There’s been a new incursion in Wesling Village, a half day’s ride west, nowhere near here. The far slope of the ridge is clear of Wilds-touched forest. Once we reach the crest it’s an easy walk down to Beckborough. You remember. Last year we hiked from Beckborough up Crown Crag to see the old battle site.”

“Yes, with Cerise, Titus, and fourteen others including three knights. And yet, when I look around, I see you and…me. Can you count?”

“I’ll go alone. I’ll tell Cerise and Titus you got sick with nerves and stayed at the castle.” She got to her feet, adjusted her sword where her belt had gotten twisted, and dashed over to a thorny hedge that acted as first line of defense between Wealdrum and the trees. Using the hedge as cover she jogged toward the ridge.

Will pressed fingers to his eyes. He’d known something like this would happen. Will didn’t like disobeying his parents because it upset them. He loved them too much to hurt them. His easy acquiescence made everyone think he was the obedient twin while Rowan was the headstrong, insubordinate one. The misapprehension gave him a lot of space to do what he wanted, which was to seek out secrets he could someday trade to the mirror at Castle Vantress in the hope of winning knighthood there. At Vantress he could study and learn to his heart’s content. He could go exploring without his parents always looking over his shoulder and questioning his every move to make sure he was above reproach. It was so annoying, and it wasn’t as if he and Rowan had ever been actual troublemakers. They just wanted some space to make their own choices.

So why not? Rowan had been right about their mother; she could have given the queen’s lecture herself. After two days it was probable the redcaps had moved on. Redcap burrows within the borders of the Realm had been burned out before he was born. And because they were hunted ruthlessly when they ventured out of the Wilds they never stayed in the Realm for long.

Anyway, he’d always wanted to set foot in the Wilds. See what was there. Learn a few of its secrets. Cutting through a narrow strip of the Wilds was as safe a way as any to get his feet wet. No one need ever know.

This adventure wasn’t such a bad idea after all!

He trotted after Rowan, catching up as she reached the edge of the forest. It sprang up in an abrupt line where the ridge began to slope more steeply. She had halted to stare in consternation at the vegetation. The trees created an impenetrable wall interwoven with rose brambles and woody vines.

Will touched the hilt of his sword. “Are you suggesting we cut our way in?”

She caught her breath. A line of moss-covered stairs appeared, climbing the slope within a tunnel made by overhanging trees and arching brambles. The figure of a person astride a magnificent elk descended the stairs. The rider’s pale hood concealed its face. The elk seemed made of mist drifting toward lower ground. Its huge wings and impressive spread of antlers interpenetrated the tangle of trees, making it more ghost than substance.

A shiver of awe and terror crawled through his flesh. He drew his sword.

Rowan whispered. “Archons can’t be killed by ordinary weapons.”

“I know,” he whispered back, tightening his hand on his sword’s hilt.

The archon dissolved into the shadows, there and then gone. But the stairs remained: a lure, a promise, or a trap.

The heat of adrenalin flashed through him, then subsided as Rowan muttered something angry and determined under her breath and started up the stairs. She hadn’t gotten up five steps before her form faded from view as the gloom beneath the trees swallowed her. Keeping his sword unsheathed, he hurried after. The stone steps were slippery with moss and lichen. A throat-squeezing dampness like a hundred invisible cold hands pressed against him. When he glanced back he could no longer see the dale, only a shrinking oval of light.

“Hey, wait up, Ro.” His voice echoed, blown back at him from amid the trees: Ro Ro Ro….

Her leaf-green cape billowed, or maybe that was wind blowing branches across the stairs. Had he lost sight of her? A glimmer flashed: She’d drawn her sword. He put on a burst of speed but stumbled as the steps flattened into a dim open space carpeted with woody vines as thick as his legs. They reminded him of sleeping snakes.

He stopped. What if they were really snakes? Snakes that could wrap you tight in their massive coils and choke the life out of you? Snakes that could turn into smoke and choke you by filling up your lungs through your nose and mouth? Wasn’t that why this ridge was called Choking Drum? Why all the knights and farmers of Ardenvale had never been able to clear this serpent-infested ground?

A slow hiss teased his ears. Were the vines starting to slither?

“Will, is that you?” Rowan said in a low voice.

She stood in the open space, which wasn’t a clearing because there was no sign of sky, even though the sun stood at its zenith and should have been spearing light down onto the forest loam. The vines weren’t moving. It was just a trick of the eyes.

He walked over to her, careful not to step on any of the eerie vines twisted along the ground. With each step he felt he was cracking objects underfoot, as if walking on a carpet of tiny bones. Trees loomed on all sides, bending in to embrace their hapless prisoners.

“This has to be the crest,” she muttered. “We should have reached the other side by now. Can you see a path out of here?”

The forest was dead silent, not even birds singing. A smell drifted on the breeze, so rank it made his eyes water. He blinked back the tears.

A branch snapped.

Rowan spun, blade slashing. A waist-high figure screamed in agony and fell sideways. The hot scent of fresh blood flooded over Will’s senses, holding him in place like a spell.

“Behind you!” Rowan shouted.

He whirled, blocking with his sword. A crude blade thunked against steel. A gray, leathery-skinned redcap chittered at him, teeth white in the gloom, hair matted with a crust of blood so stiff it was like a helmet. Though its head barely came to his chest it attacked again, fearless and vicious as it pressed him back. He tripped backward over a vine and landed clumsily on his back, his blade wrenched from his hand.

YI YI! it shrieked as it leaped. He kicked up to catch it on the chest and send it reeling backward. A staggeringly brilliant crackle of lightning enveloped it, and it fell.

Breathe. Breathe. He fumbled around and finally found his fallen sword just as Rowan stabbed the redcap through the abdomen. Its scream of pain cut the air like a clarion call. Redcaps never went anywhere just in pairs. More would come, and swiftly.

Shadows moved off to their right, where the stairs had been. Four more were sneaking up on Rowan as she looked the other way, hearing something moving in the trees to the left.

Will flung a net of ice at the ones about to swarm Rowan. By itself the ice couldn’t hurt them, but the cold slowed them down. She cast bursts of lightning into the sluggish bodies of the four trying to mob her. The ice amplified the lightning charge. They jerked and quivered, mouths open in silent screams. As the brightness faded, they crashed to the ground.

Rowan’s magic sizzled out. As she bent over, panting from exertion and surprise, one fallen redcap stirred. Dragging itself on its forearms, it crawled toward Will, hissing. Sharpened teeth glimmered like waiting knives. He scrambled up, sword in hand. The injured redcap lunged at him. All the years of training rushed back into his head: use the shoulder, velocity, edge, focus, follow-through. He slashed it deep across the chest and, as it tumbled, finished it with a cut down onto its exposed neck.

It collapsed and lay unmoving.

He and his sister stood back to back, breathing hard, surrounded by six dead redcaps. Vines rustled, curling around the bodies to engulf them. A gust of wind stung their faces with a gritty shower that tasted of blood. Will reflexively shut his eyes and covered his mouth and nose. The tree tops rattled. The wind died.

When he opened his eyes, it was dim in the ordinary way of heavy forest cover. A hazy glamour of summer sunlight shone beyond the tangled growth of vine-wrapped trees and shrubs blooming with blood-red maw-flowers. They were standing about fifty paces from the edge of the forest, on the crest of the ridge. So close to safety.

Rowan pressed a hand to her forehead. “Did that happen, or did we dream it?”

“Hush.”

A chitter-chitter of redcap voices rose out of the silence. More were coming, many, many more. Branches swayed as something very large and weirdly quiet moved in the thick brush. Through the leaves Will glimpsed a helmet.

“What is that?” Rowan’s eyes went wide as a creature crept closer: huge shoulders covered in a monstrously large cloak. The glint of a massive axe. “Is it a man? Is it a giant?”

Will grabbed her arm.

“Is it—?”

“Ro! Shut up and run.”
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Branches whipped against Rowan’s face as she raced through the foliage, headed for the promise of sunlight, the marker of lands belonging to the orderly Realm that pushed back at the ungovernable Wilds. Footfalls broke out from within the cover of the trees as redcaps pursued them. She glanced sideways to make sure Will was keeping pace. He was a little ahead.

“Almost there!” she called.

A wild rose bramble grew like a tangled fence at the edge of the trees. Thorns caught on their sleeves and leggings as they pushed through. Petals fluttered in drifts of red.

They cleared the forest and were out of the Wilds, running on stony ground toward the crest a few paces ahead. They dodged around two fallen menhirs, one broken atop the other.

Will staggered to a halt and flung out an arm to get her to stop. The crest of the ridge did not gently roll down in a steep but negotiable slope, which is how it ought to have done, for he’d studied the ridge more than once from the town of Beckborough at its base. Instead, a promontory like the blunt prow of a ship ended in a cliff face with no way down except plunging to a messy death on rocks far below.

“This can’t be right. Where—?” Rowan broke off as the hoots and chittering of redcaps grew louder.

Will muttered an oath under his breath.

Together, they turned. Trees fully surrounded the little promontory, fencing them in on three sides with the cliff at their backs. Redcaps edged out of the trees, crude swords and spears in hand. The sun shone hotly on long hair streaked and matted with dried blood. Their cunning, malicious expressions gleamed in sneering faces. They snapped filed teeth. Rowan couldn’t even count them because there were too many.

Her gaze stopped on the two big fallen stones. “We’ll keep the stones at our backs, hold them off. We can do it.”

“There’s something hiding in the shadows beneath the broken stone. We’re still in the Wilds. I don’t think…Ro, that big creature followed us!”

The outer line of trees thrashed. A towering figure burst out of the trees. He was no giant, but Rowan wasn’t sure he could be called a man. A scarred helmet covered part of his face. A thick fur cloak adorned with yellowing horns covered his shoulders. His torso was bare except for a single strap slung crosswise to hold a weapon over his back. Strips of worn leather made a skirt to cover his belly and thighs. But it was his size and ferocity that armored him. He stalked forward. The axe he held was as tall as Rowan.

“One two,” she said.

Blue bloomed along Will’s hands as he wove his spell. Ice spun a cold skin around the man. The bite of lightning tingled in her hands, buzzing along the length of her sword. She’d honed her speed through years of practice and darted in to release her magic into the net of ice. Red-tinged lightning coursed through the ice in a flare so bright that for an instant she couldn’t see anything.

The redcaps fell silent.

When the flash of their twinned magic faded, the man swept a hand sideways through the air as if to swat away an inconvenient bug. The redcaps kept their distance from this formidable creature, but emboldened by his survival, they skittered closer toward the twins, mobbing into two separate packs to hit from two sides. The wind shifted, blowing their stench into Rowan’s face. She started coughing.

“Not one of your best ideas,” muttered Will.

“We’re not defeated yet.” But as she tightened her grip on her sword she knew perfectly well the odds were against them. Would the redcaps or the monstrous hunter attack first?

A shape stirred in the shadows beneath the fallen stone, another creature of the Wilds emerging to plague them. The movement pulled her attention away from her guard. Redcaps darted in to slash at her, a blade catching on her forearm as she hastily parried. Will thrust, driving them back, but the damage had been done. The cut stung like fire eating into her skin.

A silky, pleasant voice drawled, “Dog, save the poor youths before these foul goblins chew them to pieces. The stink is paralyzing me.”

Rowan had never seen a person move with as much potent force as the big hunter. He charged into the nearer mob. Redcaps weren’t cowards. They swarmed him, but he scythed them down with his bloody axe, heads cut right off, bodies flying. Those who survived the first culling fled, some into the trees and some so terror-struck they tumbled off the cliff. He leaped toward the second mob. They ran in a panic as he pounded at their heels, chopping down those who lagged. When they scattered into the forest, he too vanished into the trees in pursuit. The shrieks of redcaps made a fading trail of sound. Left behind, Rowan and Will finished off the few redcaps still twitching. A flash of motion caught her eye. She swung around.

A young man jumped lightly up onto the sun-warmed platform made by the fallen stone’s length. No, not a man, Rowan saw as soon as he lifted his face up toward the sky to smile into the light. By the handsome cut of his cheekbones and the elegant shape of his ears he had elf blood in him. Strangely, although his skin was as pale as her father’s, his left arm was blue, as if it had been dipped in woad. What she at first took for a blue mask across his eyes was more of that same warm blue tone.

He turned his sky-welcoming smile onto Rowan and Will. “Well met, my friends. I apologize for the intrusion. I hope my colleague’s presence did not startle or discomfort you. We were on the trail of these detestable creatures when they caught what I now realize was your scent.”

He bowed, waited a moment as if acknowledging they were both too thunderstruck to reply, and said, “I am called Oko. At your service, my friends.”

“You must be from Locthwain,” Rowan blurted out as she stared at the unexpected figure that was evidently not a ghostly apparition but flesh and bone.

Will elbowed her hard in the ribs. “I’m Will. This is my sister Rowan. You saved our lives, Oko. You and your companion have our most heartfelt thanks. We are in your debt.”

“I suppose you are.” Oko hopped down from the stone and paced up to them, looking them over with an inquisitive gaze that made Rowan flush self-consciously. He tapped his lips with a finger, humming slightly under his breath, as he stared into her eyes. His were dark, pensive, even a little melancholy. “You two look familiar but I can’t quite place you.”

“You must have seen us at the castle,” she said hastily, not wanting him to feel uncomfortable, not after he had so nobly saved their lives! “Perchance you are on a quest of your own, seeking the Cauldron of Eternity. Although in that case I don’t know why you would stop at Castle Ardenvale. Unless to join the Grand Procession. But I don’t remember seeing you in the forecourt. I’m sure I would have remembered seeing you there.”

Will stepped on her foot. He said, in the polite tone he used when speaking to people he was trying to get rid of, “We were out scouting and need to return to the Grand Procession. We’d best be on our way before the day comes to an end. People will be wondering where we are.”

Oko nodded with a wise smile. “Yes, Castle Ardenvale and the Grand Procession. That is exactly the answer. But allow my companion and me to accompany you, if you will be so kind. The creatures may run now but I sense they will lick their wounds and gnash up their courage soon enough. You are only two. We four together should have no trouble.”

He raised a hand to indicate the forest’s edge. Rowan tore her gaze away from his charming smile to look toward the trees. The big hunter had returned. How anyone that big could move in such silence she could not imagine. For all that he stood in perfect stillness he seemed ready to move at an instant’s notice, lips slightly parted and head cocked to one side as if he relied more on hearing and smell than on sight. No wonder Oko had called him “Dog.”

“I mean no offense, but can we trust your companion?”

“Dog, by no means harm these two.”

“Yes, Master,” said the hunter.

While Rowan knew perfectly well people could say anything and have it mean nothing, she sensed a power underlying the exchange that made her believe the big man would obey. “All right,” she said.

Will pretended to clear his throat in that ridiculous awkward way he had when he wanted to get her attention without other people realizing he was interrupting her. “We should get going, Rowan. We still have to clear the Wilds and trek down to Beckborough before—” He coughed, as if she didn’t remember perfectly well that they needed to arrive in the town before the Grand Procession did.

“I believe the trail is this way,” said Oko, gesturing toward the rocky landmark of Crown Crag. He set off.

Rowan hastened to fall into step beside him as he blithely walked into the trees along a game trail she hadn’t noticed in their rush out.

“I didn’t hear your companion return,” she said.

“He is quiet like that. An exceptional skill, don’t you think? I feel so much safer with him around.” The trees whispered around them like gossips at court, but he didn’t lower his voice or seem in any way intimidated by the impenetrable vegetation and eerie atmosphere. “When were you last at Locthwain, Rowan?”

“I’ve never been to Locthwain. Or to any of the other courts. Will and I aren’t allowed to go on quest or even travel outside Ardenvale until we turn eighteen.”

“How tedious to have to wait on rules others have made. I am sure they say the rules are for your own good or some other intangible benefit that by a reckless coincidence seems always to aid those who make the rules more than those who must obey them.”

The words stung. She was still mad at her mother for never allowing them the slightest step outside the rigid boundaries of propriety and expectation. When the promise of lightning hummed in her hands, she glanced around in alarm but saw nothing in the undergrowth, no sign of redcaps sneaking back to ambush them. It was her own anger and frustration trying to break free.

A branch snapped. She glanced back but it was only Will tromping along like a big clumsy beast. The hunter might have been a shadow gliding over the uneven ground for all the noise he made.

The trees gave out onto a verge of tall grass and flowering shrubs. They emerged onto the high prominence of the ridge, the sun so bright she had to blink. The heat abruptly reminded her of the burning pain of the wound on her arm. She examined her forearm, peeling back the torn cloth of her tunic to reveal a ragged red gash across the skin. The trickling flow of blood was already beginning to clot and dry.

“Injured?” Oko asked solicitously.

“It’s a shallow cut. But redcaps sometimes poison their blades.”

“Ah, yes, redcaps. Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

“The healers will look at it. I’m not worried.” Then she worried that she sounded boastful, but he merely nodded and turned to admire the magnificent view.

The lower slopes of the ridge were covered with trees whose leaves were gilded by the silvery aura of Ardenvale’s calming magic. The great vale rolled out to the horizon. Peaceful hamlets and villages lay scattered amid ponds and streams and orchards and tidy fields. Off to the right the wide expanse of Glass Tarn shone under the afternoon sun. Wind blew scallops of waves atop its glittering surface. The angle of light made it impossible to see the main road from here, but the procession would be getting close to Beckborough’s stout walls.

From up here she could see how a sprawl of new settlement had been built up outside the town’s battlements over the years of the High King’s reign. The tourney field, also outside the old walls, sat empty, which meant the procession hadn’t yet arrived to set up camp.

A well-marked switchback path headed down into the tranquil woods. She started down, Oko beside her.

“Tell me about Locthwain,” she said.

“What do you want to know about Locthwain? Don’t be shy. I sense there’s something you want to say but aren’t sure you should say. Let me assure you I’m a merry sort of fellow and take no offense.”

“It’s just that Locthwain—” She licked her lips and glanced back. Will was lagging behind, so even if he overheard he’d have to rudely shout to poke his nose in, and Will hated being rude. “Of course I’ve met Queen Ayara when Father calls a council meeting of the court rulers. But usually we don’t see many elves here in the Realm. It makes sense there would be more of you at Locthwain.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“I mean to say, not just living in the Wilds. I’m not saying the elves are our enemy….” She trailed off as heat flooded her cheeks, wishing as she often did that she had her mother’s black complexion or even Hazel and Erec’s browner skin tone since her own produced such easily seen and embarrassing blotches when she flushed. “I’m making a hash of this, aren’t I? My apologies.”

“Not at all. I think we should all mean what we say and say what we think.”

“Do you really?”

He laughed charmingly. “That would put the cat among the pigeons, would it not? Who did you say your father is?”

She bit her lower lip.

“Am I not to ask? Have I trodden on forbidden ground?”

Again she glanced back at Will but this time to make sure he was still in sight, that he wasn’t being lured away her, that this wasn’t some kind of convoluted trap. He tramped along in plain sight a few steps ahead of the hunter. Noticing her glance, he gave an upward twitch of the chin, their signal for “watch yourself.”

Watch herself! What did he think she was about to do wrong now?

“I beg your pardon,” Oko went on. “Let us not discuss the mysterious father, if mention of him troubles you. The subject of my sire and dam is a book I rarely open, let me assure you. There’s nothing strange in preferring to speak of your own concerns and not drag the entrails of clan business out for all to see. Tell me more about the redcaps. Are there always so many around?”

“Oh, no, the recent attacks around here are unusual. How many bands of redcaps can possibly be roaming this close to Castle Ardenvale when we have so many knights and so much protective magic? And why are they back after they were driven away from the village two days ago? We met an archon, too.”

“Did you, now? An archon!”

“It was lurking at the edge of the trees, all ghostly like a cloud. Do you suppose it lured the redcaps to dispatch us? Do the denizens of the Wilds work in concert? Or was this encounter just a terrible coincidence brought about by the malign and lethal nature of the Wilds?”

“Fine questions!” Oko replied enthusiastically. “What answers do you propose, Rowan?”
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Will frowned as he watched Rowan, her head bobbing with each step as she tramped down the path through the woods. Her mouth was running the way it did when she was trying to impress their friend Titus, who was a year older and the best swordsman of the last twenty years according to everyone in Castle Ardenvale. Will fell far enough behind that he caught only bits and pieces: redcaps, questing, Embereth, sword training, more redcaps, Embereth again, and its famous tournament grounds where Rowan planned to compete as soon as she was allowed.

Oko barely spoke at all, and then usually had only follow-up questions to get Rowan going again. Maybe their new companion was just exceedingly polite, but since carefully squeezing people for knowledge was Will’s preferred mode of operation, it made him suspicious to see someone else doing what looked like exactly that. Rowan was a perfect target.

Abruptly he realized he couldn’t hear the hunter. He glanced back and almost jumped out of his skin from fright because the big man was right there, three paces behind. His ability to move silently was uncanny. Weirdly, he seemed smaller now than he had in the Wilds.

With an effort Will settled his steps back into an even stride. “My name’s Will,” he said with a friendly smile. “My thanks for saving us. We owe you a debt.”

The man’s gaze shifted to Will’s face. A flicker of emotion narrowed his eyes, but he said nothing.

“Everything went by so fast up there I didn’t catch your name,” Will added.

The lines around the man’s mouth tightened. He shifted his double-handed grip on his axe. Will eyed the path ahead, wondering if he’d have to dodge out of the way of an axe swing.

The man said in a soft growl, “He calls me Dog.”

“I heard that,” said Will, matching the softness. “If you’d rather I call you something else, let me know.”

The man tilted his head to one side, as if listening, then shrugged.

“Have you come far?”

“Yes.”

Will wanted to ask more questions but wasn’t sure how to do it without seeming rude and nosy, or without attracting Oko’s attention. He contented himself with walking alongside the hunter. It was oddly calming to have someone so large and murderous on your side. After a while, as they strode along under the gently rustling leaves, he saw a deer grazing in the dim distance of the woods. As he often did when hunting or exploring with Rowan and their friends, he reached out to pat the man companionably on the forearm to alert him without speech.

The man flinched away before Will could touch him, hands tightening on his axe. “No.”

Startled, Will took in a breath to control himself. Oko had ordered the hunter not to harm them, but even so his heart seemed to be trying to squeeze up into his throat. He kept his pace steady and began to hum soothing tunes like “The Brave Hunter of Silver Mountain” and “The Blooming Rose.” After a bit, seeing that Will meant to keep his distance, the man settled into a more relaxed walk although Will remained on edge. Something about the situation made his mind itch with discomfort.

Ahead, Rowan was still talking. Now she was discussing Castle Locthwain as if she were an expert on it and its missing Cauldron of Eternity. She had always been obsessed with how their parents had both been sent on the High Quest by the Questing Beast after a two-generation-long interregnum when the five courts hadn’t had a High King or High Queen to rule over them. To Rowan, the goal and the glory mattered most. Will wanted to know the whys and whats of the world.

Was this fellow Oko truly from Locthwain? It could be. Queen Ayara was an elf, and she’d been ruling forever. Some elves had remained at Locthwain rather than withdraw with their brethren into the Wilds after the elven courts had lost their hold on the Realm.

The hunter puzzled him, too. His passive obedience bothered Will. It felt coerced. The man had also an indefinable air of strangeness that nagged at Will, that made him recall the ice mirror he’d felt impelled to create in the garden and the sights he’d seen as if through a window onto lands unknown.

Why did the hunter remind him of places he wasn’t sure existed except in his own mind?

The slope leveled as they walked through coppiced woodland where people from Beckborough collected firewood and logs for fences and building.

Will said, “We’re almost to town so it’s safe to put your axe away.”

“Towns aren’t safe,” muttered the hunter.

Will opened his mouth, closed it again, took in and released a breath, and finally spoke. “We aren’t going into town, just to the tourney field outside town. That’s where the procession will make camp for the night. I’ll be leaving you when we get there. I’m—” The High King’s son, he didn’t say. “I’m with the baggage train. If you need anything, you can find me there. I won’t forget what you did for my sister and me.”

“No,” said the hunter, and abruptly halted.

Ahead Oko stopped. “Dog? Is there a problem?”

“No towns.”

“Ah, of course. This is such a placid, peaceful, orderly land I had forgotten how the fleas of civilization scratch at you, my loyal hound. You wait in the woods, where you are comfortable. I’ll call for you should I need you.”

The hunter faded into the trees.

Oko gestured to Rowan to allow her to lead the way. Not that she wasn’t already leading the way, Will observed with a roll of the eyes as he fell into step behind the two of them.

“I do hope my companion will be safe,” Oko murmured in his silken voice. “Those redcaps make me fear Ardenvale is not so peaceful and orderly as I have been told it is.”

“The Realm is far more peaceful and orderly now that Father…I mean now that the High King rules. I’m not old enough to remember the olden days when there was a lot more trouble.”

“What sort of trouble?”

“Unsavory magic let loose unchecked. Ogres and dragons rampaging and destroying as they pleased because no two towns could agree on a joint effort to fend them off. Witches roaming wherever they wished and cursing people with evil gifts and terrible afflictions. Old people in the villages sometimes claim that long ago there used to be a midwinter hunt that always ended with a blood sacrifice because blood spilled at the midwinter solstice in the Wilds is said to fend off death itself. Do you know anything about that?”

“I do not, but it certainly sounds ominous. If you are the one being hunted, I mean.”

“No one should feed off the life of another. That’s what my mother always says.”

“A difficult position to argue against.”

“She says we are obligated to help others even if doesn’t seem to benefit us directly, because the Realm will be at peace only when everyone’s life is at peace. The courts used to squabble all the time but now they cooperate because there is a single ruler to coordinate and administrate and to make sure everything is fair and just. Don’t you think so?”

“They always intend to better the lives of all, do they not? That’s what their rules are for.”

“I guess not everyone in the Realm would necessarily agree. Queen Ayara is so old and has been around for so long she might not like being told what to do, but you would know better what people say in Locthwain. King Yorvo too. He’s so old his father was king in Garenbrig when the humans drove the elves out of the Realm. No offense to you, Oko.”

“No offense taken. I hold no grudge against actions taken long before I set foot on this land.”

“You’re from Locthwain and you don’t hold a grudge? You’d be the first!” Rowan laughed.

Will said under his breath, “Ro.”

“I said I hold no grudge on this particular point. I did not say I hold no grudges.”

“I do apologize,” said Rowan in her usual lightning-swift manner, casting Will a narrow-eyed look to let him know she’d heard his whispered rejoinder. “That was rude of me, Oko. I’m sorry for it.”

“You’re very kind and, of course, forgiven,” said Oko so graciously that Will could not help but admire his easy ability to accommodate Rowan’s thoughtlessness. “Have you met King Yorvo of Garenbrig? I have not.”

Thus he launched Rowan onto Garenbrig’s court and history. Will slowed his pace, content to enjoy the beautiful landscape and its respite from the dangers they’d faced on Choking Drum. The ridge was forbidden ground to anyone not of age to quest, and of course they had disobeyed their mother’s direct order.

But when he searched his own heart he found he didn’t regret their adventure. He and Ro had worked well together. Fortune had favored them with the intervention of the strangers. Now he had a mystery to gnaw at: Was the hunter an unwilling servant or a willing companion? Surely his name wasn’t really “Dog.” Was he originally from the Wilds, somehow tamed, or had he grown up in the Realm?

Woodland gave way to fields and orchards. They reached the main road and the tourney field. The wide expanse was ringed with a double palisade, one marking off the lists and a second for the larger area reserved for spectators and campsites. Locals had arrived in advance of the Grand Procession with carts and barrows laden with food to sell. Enterprising folk were cooking sausages, roasting turnips, and stirring spelt porridge. In the distance a haze of dust marked the approach of the High King and his entourage. They’d made it in time.

Will caught up with the others and gave Oko his other smile, the one tinged with a hint of the knowledge that, even though his mother held strictly to the idea that you did not throw around the weight of your position, he knew exactly what his was.

“Apologies, Lord Oko. Rowan and I have to get back to our duties. We can’t thank you enough. If you or your companion need anything, please find us.”

Oko’s smile held an eerie glamer. His gaze fixed first on Rowan and then on Will, drawing them closer as if by force of will. “No need to thank me, my friends. Really, you need not think about our meeting at all now we’re parting ways. You have duties and obligations and I have my own quest to attend to. I’ve learned so much from you that makes my task here all so much clearer to me now. My thanks.”

“What quest is that?” Rowan asked brightly, leaning toward the elf.

“Nothing you need concern yourself with. Entirely forgettable.” Oko wiped his sweating brow.

Will hooked fingers around Rowan’s elbow and dug in near the gash. “We really do have to go. I hope we meet again.”

As she winced, he guided her away.

“Ouch! What’s wrong with you?” she said, shaking off his hand.

“It’s not like you to be dazzled by a pretty face, Ro. No, wait, it’s completely like you.”

“Are you jealous he paid more attention to me than to you?”

“I don’t like the way he calls that man ‘Dog.’ That’s no way to treat a person.”

“Maybe it’s a joke between them,” Rowan muttered sullenly as she looked back. They’d gotten far enough away by now that Will couldn’t see the elf amid the crowd come to greet the High King. Much of Beckborough’s population had turned out to line the road. Cheers rose as the procession’s banners floated into view, bright and colorful and stirring.

With the moment upon them, Rowan became all business, keeping her head down behind the crowds as the vanguard passed.

The High King rode at the front, escorted by knights from each court as well as his longtime boon companion, Cado, who had ridden with him through thick and thin. A modest gold circlet crowned his head, hard to see against his golden-blond hair and nothing as fancy as the elaborate diadems seen in the portraits of high rulers of days gone by. His gelding was more splendidly adorned than he was, caparisoned in embroidered white and gold cloth while Algenus Kenrith’s own riding tabard matched that of his attendants. The High King wore a sturdy leather sheath and plain-hilted sword. Once he’d achieved the high rulership he’d hung up the gilded sword gifted to him by the Questing Beast and settled to the less glamorous but more difficult task of ruling well.

More than anything he looked as absolutely delighted to be greeted by the citizens of Beckborough as they were to be greeting their beloved High King. He was always smiling, Will was sure of it. In all these years he’d never figured out his father: Did he love the praise and the cheering so much he couldn’t get enough of it? Was he simply genuinely eager to serve the Realm with all his loyalty, knowledge, persistence, courage, and strength? He wasn’t a particularly inquisitive or deep-thinking man—he left that to their mother—but he was so honorable and courteous and gallant that he was impossible to hate.

Well, the denizens of the Wilds hated him, since the High King’s entire purpose for existing was to keep the Wilds in check by expanding the orderly peace of the Realm. Even as a young man questing in the hope of proving himself worthy to sit on the high throne, Algenus Kenrith had come in for assaults of hate. Will didn’t dwell on it, but he never forgot that he and Rowan’s birth mother had been murdered in the Wilds soon after they’d been born.

“Hey! Keep your head down.” Rowan yanked him back into the crowd. They kept moving against the flow of people who were walking alongside the procession toward town. “There’s Titus!”

It was impossible to miss Titus’s blazing red hair and pale, freckled face. Their friend rode toward the back with the younger knights and hopeful knight-candidates still making a name for themselves. Cerise had shaken off the other healers—the old windbags, as she called them. She and her unicorn, Sophos, had managed to creep into the ranks beside Titus. Will felt the familiar ache, seeing his friends riding together. It had been so much easier to be companions when they were younger, not to wrestle with the complicated, intense feelings each friend raised in him now: accomplished, attractive Titus and brilliant, beautiful Cerise.

“Will! There’s our ponies.”

Trust Rowan never to let inconvenient doubts interfere with a galloping charge toward her intended goal. The crowd was breaking up now that the High King had passed. They slipped in among the passing wagons, and just like that they were walking with their ponies as if they’d been with the procession the whole way. If the drivers around them noticed, no one said a word. Why would anyone say a word? It was all very well for their mother to demand they act like everyone else, taking training and doing chores along with all the other youths in the castle, but Will knew perfectly well they weren’t treated like everyone else. No one would ask them where they had gone and why they had only returned just now. If the queen didn’t want to see, it was only because she refused to see.

The baggage wagons trundled up to the tourney field at last. Will worked alongside Rowan to set up traveling tents for the night. She was better at pounding in stakes. He liked to string ropes in decorative patterns whose tensile strength also held exceptionally well if the wind picked up, as it often did at dusk or if a chance-met flock of mischievous wind spirits decided to trouble the night camp. On more casual journeys around Ardenvale, the High King would have joined in with the setup, working alongside the others. But this time the man who sat atop the High Throne must meet formally with the representatives of each town or region where the procession halted. The Grand Procession was an annual reminder of his overlordship.

Once the encampment was set up, they waited their turn to get their share of the evening’s supper: cold venison pie from the castle ovens, bread and cheese, and honey oat cakes. As they settled down beside an isolated campfire on the edge of the field, Titus and Cerise appeared with their own trenchers.

Cerise carried a bowl of fresh berries bathed in warm cream. “I win the forage tournament yet again,” she said, brandishing the bowl.

Titus grinned at Will, who blushed, but the young knight sat down beside Rowan.

“I smell something rotten,” Cerise said, handing the bowl to Will before crouching beside Rowan. Her sensitive healer’s nose led her straight to the wound. When she peeled back the fabric, Rowan set her teeth as Cerise probed the gash. “That smells like pusflower. And this looks like a blade cut. The only time I ever hear of pusflower juice smeared onto blades is when redcaps do it to poison their prey if they don’t kill them outright.”

Her eyes could melt you or slay you, Will reflected, and she was in slaying mode right now.

Between bites of bread Titus remarked, “I rode up and down the line during the day. I saw your ponies but I never saw you two.”

“Ro?” demanded Cerise. “This will go rotten and you’ll be too sick to walk by the end of the week. But I won’t heal you until you tell me the truth.”

Rowan cast a desperate glance at her twin. He spooned a bite of delicious berries and cream into his mouth, meeting her gaze as he chewed and swallowed with relish.

“It’s all right, Will,” Cerise added. “Whatever happened, we know it was Ro’s idea.”

“All right, all right!” said Rowan. “We missed the departure, so we crossed over Choking Drum to get here before you.”

“Choking Drum?” cried Titus. “That’s the Wilds. You’re not old enough—”

“Never mind that,” said Cerise. “You didn’t find Will in time, did you? The queen must have forbidden you from coming because you were late. How’d you get out?”

Rowan sighed. “She was called away. She won’t be back until tomorrow or later.”

Cerise rolled her eyes. “You have all the luck.”

“There are still redcaps on Choking Drum?” Titus looked up at the ridge line beyond, distinguishable as a dark mass like a sleeping beast. Stars shone above the hill, a few clouds spun fine like fraying cloth against the realm of the high heavens. “Did you report it?”

Shame struck Will like a spear. What if redcaps attacked Wealdrum again?

“No?” Titus jumped up, outraged. “You’re not responsible enough to quest yet. You do know that, don’t you, Rowan?”

“Rowan?” she cried. “What about Will?”

The young knight didn’t even look toward Will. “I expect better of you, Rowan. You should expect better of yourself! I’ll have to report it.”

Rowan squeaked in protest but as she attempted to leap up, Cerise clamped a hand over her arm to hold her down.

Titus strode off, ever dutiful. Will mopped his forehead with the back of a hand. Now they were in for it. He shoveled another soothing spoonful of berries and cream into his suddenly dry mouth.

“Sit quietly while I heal this,” hissed Cerise. “Because if you don’t, you’ll not enjoy how it eats you out from the inside when it putrefies and fills you up with nasty green pus.”

She bent over Rowan’s arm, hands emanating a pale mist. Rowan gave a pained grunt before shutting her eyes and gritting her teeth.

A buzz of noise caught Will’s attention. A jovial group of travelers moved their way, pausing at each fire to speak to those gathered there. The High King was making his rounds, accompanied by a steward, a clerk, and Cado, who was still in armor.

“What’s this mishap?” the High King called cheerily as he strolled up to their campfire. Few things escaped his observant eye. His gaze lit on Rowan’s torn sleeve and bloodied arm.

Rowan stared up at her father like a rabbit caught in a trap as the fox approaches. Cerise still had her head down, murmuring the sealing words of her spell. Most likely she was staying out of it, which was fair enough. Will could not lie to his father. He gripped the bowl with white-knuckled fingers and wished he was back on Choking Drum surrounded by howling redcaps.

Titus appeared out of the gloom. “Is that scratch sorted out yet, Cerise?” he said, then gave a pretended start of surprise. “Your Highness! My apologies. We were horsing around and things got out of hand.”

“Ah, well, the young have an energy we older folk lack at the end of a long day’s march. I myself seek only a chair to sit in and a large slice of venison pie to shore up my flagging limbs. I hope you have received the same.”

The High King gave each of them an amiable nod as he indicated their trenchers. He by no means betrayed to the council members that Rowan and Will were his children since he would never go against Queen Linden’s directive. Cado gave Will and then Rowan a wink, and somehow there came a mirror flash like reflected light that made Will blink repeatedly as if chaff had gotten in his eyes.

Kenrith and his retinue strode off to the next campfire.

Will exhaled. “I thought we were in for it.”

“You didn’t rat on us,” said Rowan to Titus, running her fingers over the healed cut.

Titus crossed his arms on his broad chest. “You must know I would never rat. I informed Steward Narina a local told me of a sighting. She’ll see a patrol of responsible knights is sent out.”

Rowan glared at the sky but could not retort.

Cerise settled her slaying gaze on Will. “Did you really just eat all the berries and cream?”

He looked down to discover that, indeed, in his fit of nervousness, he had. But Cerise only laughed because she was the most wonderful person in all the Realm.

Titus looked up from his trencher. “How many redcaps were there?”

“Six…Or seven?” Rowan spoke with more hesitation than usual.

“You fought them off, just the two of you?”

Rowan pressed her hands against her eyes. Will too felt a headache coming on. A sickly memory of vines turning into snakes to devour dead redcaps slithered through his mind, and then he was reminded of Cado’s glittering wink. The rest of the memory went dark. All he could recall was trees rustling with an unseen threat creeping closer. He wiped damp palms on his leggings and began humming the tune to “The Brave Hunter of Silver Mountain.”

“I’m impressed,” said Titus. “Seven redcaps!”

“It was nothing Will and I couldn’t handle,” proclaimed Rowan with a proud lift of her chin. “All’s well. No harm done.”

“All hail, scamps. I hope you had an uneventful first day’s journey.” Cado strolled up with a genial smile. His short black hair was mussed, and he was no longer wearing armor, just his tabard. He held a curry comb. “I’m looking for the High King. Have you seen him?”

Will exchanged a puzzled glance with Rowan. “You’d know better than us.”

“How’s that?”

Rowan grinned. “I see the riddle you’re setting us. We just saw you with him.”

Cado shook his head good-naturedly. “You two jokesters. I’ve caught you out this time. I wasn’t with him.”

“You winked at us,” said Will, but he broke off and grasped Rowan’s wrist. “The wink. Do you recall the wink?”

She pressed a hand to her forehead, wincing. “No.”

Cado rocked back as if he’d been struck. “I wasn’t with him. I just now finished tending to his horse and tack as I always do when he has duties that prevent him from doing it himself.”

The knight kept his black hair cut short, ever since the day an angry undine had reached out of a still lake, caught him by his long, glorious locks, and slashed him across his right eye.

“Your scar.” Will desperately tried to gouge the memory back to the surface, but it fought like an eel that kept slithering out of his grasp. “Cerise. Titus. Do you recall? He winked at us, but he had no scar.”

They all looked out into the darkness, at the scatter of fires and the shadow of tall trees.

A sharp scream rose out of the night, then cut off.

Cado drew his sword. “Which way did they go?”
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A relentless storm had swept in on Wintertide’s Eve and now, mid-morning on the first day of winter, showed no sign of letting up. Its winds gusted so violently the massive keep of Castle Ardenvale shook even though it was built of stone and anchored by the Circle of Loyalty.

Will stood at the back of the great hall, wishing he did not feel so uneasy. Always a popular gathering place during the long dark winter months, the hall was especially crowded today. Queen Linden sat straight-backed in a modest wooden chair set to the right of the empty high throne.

A sword hung on the wall behind the throne. Gold laced its hilt and was inlaid along the incised blade. Older people often spoke of how the blessed sword had once been enchanted, how the gold had glowed with a fiery and blessed light as part of a protective spell woven into the weapon by the Questing Beast. In the course of the quest for the high throne the spell had been expended or used up. Now the sword was displayed to remind people that a just, truthful, and loyal individual had proven himself worthy of the honor of ruling the Realm as High King.

Of course, the Questing Beast had chosen two candidates to quest for the high rulership and gave each a sword as the mark of its favor, but only one sword was displayed in Castle Ardenvale. Had the Questing Beast taken back the second blessed sword from Linden when she did not complete the High Quest? Had she locked it away herself? No one quite knew, and the only time the twins had asked, their parents had made it clear the answer was the business of no one except the two who had quested and the beast itself.

The queen was surrounded by stewards and clerks, lords and knights and councilors, each waiting their turn to bring yet another crisis to her attention. Right now she was listening to a bedraggled delegation of villagers who had braved harsh weather to travel all the way from Embereth to seek the High King’s aid. A witch had set upon their village a hex that had killed all its fires, forcing the inhabitants to leave rather than freeze, but Embereth’s ruling council was too busy arguing over who was responsible for rousing the witch’s ire so they could exile such a negligent, reckless individual that they hadn’t yet bothered to aid the houseless villagers. The queen’s determinedly calm expression never faltered as she gave the report her undivided attention, but at intervals her gaze flashed toward the high throne. In those moments her shoulders would slump before she recalled herself and sat again with perfect posture.

Will sighed, rubbing his eyes. Every day he woke thinking it had all been a terrible dream and then had to remember all over again. Three months ago, his father had gone missing at Beckborough on the first night of the Grand Procession. The steward and clerk who had walked with him on his rounds had been found dead in the woods, cleaved by a massive blade. A headache had plagued Will since that night as a persistent reminder of doom and loss.

A soft whistle sounded to his left, followed by a low voice. “Whssh. Will.”

An oil lamp lit the opening to the stairs that linked the main floor of the great hall to a gallery above. Hazel beckoned. She held her sling, which she was forbidden to use inside. Before he could scold her, she pressed a finger to her lips and tipped her head toward the throne and the sword. What had she discovered?

He padded over. She led him up the stairs, stepping as quietly as she could as they approached the opening. The gallery’s balcony surrounded the great hall on three sides. During the cold season young children often played up here when they couldn’t go outside.

He paused for his eyes to adjust to the lower level of light. A flash like light reflecting off polished metal caught his eye. Three young children cowered in the far corner, shrinking away from something he could not discern. Hazel slipped past him and with the deft movement of constant practice slung a set of stones down the length of the gallery. Two of the stones clacked against the wall above the children but one stone came to an abrupt halt in midair and thumped to the floor.

Hazel ran down the gallery, slamming to a halt with Will behind her. The tiny body of a blue faerie lay crumpled, mouth pulled back in a rictus grin that revealed sharpened teeth. The stone lay on one side of the corpse and a toy griffin carved of wood on the other.

“You killed it, Hazel,” breathed the smallest child admiringly. “Ash threw the griffin at it but it didn’t go away.”

The faerie’s body dissolved into dust, leaving behind its weapon: a pen nib affixed to a toy-like wooden shaft. Will scooped up the nib, careful of its crudely sharpened point.

“Excellent shot,” he said to Hazel. Then to the children, “Have you seen more?”

They shook their heads. Toy horses and monsters scattered the floor where they’d been interrupted playing at quest.

“How would faeries have gotten inside the castle?” Hazel asked nervously.

He glanced around but saw no more of the spiteful winged creatures flitting along the gallery walk intent on mischief. If they were hiding in the shadows of the ceiling beams he’d never see them unless lamplight reflected off the metal of their stolen weapons. The circle-and-flame banners hanging from the gallery’s railings stirred in an icy draft. Had the faeries cut a way through mortared walls and closed shutters?

“Shouldn’t we tell Mother?” she asked, digging another stone out of her pouch.

“She doesn’t need to be bothered with this. Ro and I will figure out what to do. Come on.”

He shepherded the frightened children down the stairs and made sure they scurried into the great hall with its familiar scent of bodies and wool and the reassuring buzz of many people murmuring in solemn voices. When his father sat on the high throne, there was always laughter to be had. Now the mood was glum and fearful.

With Hazel still at his heels he kept descending. The barracks were on the floor below, and since he was headed for the storerooms carved one level deeper into the bedrock he meant to keep going. But as he reached the landing for the barracks level, low voices caught at his ears, pitched in the tight whispers of complaint and conspiracy.

“…convenient for the queen, isn’t it? It makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

“What are you saying?”

Will halted on the steps, pressing Hazel against the wall as two soldiers walked past along a main passageway. One held a lamp whose light cast wavering stripes through the gap and briefly illuminated Will’s boots, but neither of the speakers looked into the stairs’ shadowed well.

“She wanted to be High Queen, not just consort. Now she rules in his absence. Too convenient he disappeared, if you ask me.”

“It is strange she never completed the High Quest,” remarked the second speaker. “Do you think it’s true she murdered the twins’ real mother to get Kenrith, and power, for herself?”

Will burst into the corridor, grabbed the man’s shoulder to haul him around, and punched him in the face. The man stumbled back and slammed into the wall.

“Don’t you dare speak of the queen with such disrespect,” Will spat. A skin of ice rimed his hands.

The other man stepped out of reach, palms out. “You can’t blame people for wondering how Kenrith vanished for months—”

“They both would vanish into the Wilds for months at a time. That’s how questing goes.”

The man kept on, not taking the hint. “How Kenrith vanished for months, and everyone thought he was dead, yet she’s the one who returned carrying twin babies he obviously had sired with a different woman.”

“Queen Linden is my mother. But go ahead, explain to me why you think she isn’t.”

The one he’d hit tested his jaw, saying nothing. The one holding the lamp mouthed words under his breath. Will studied them: They both had gray-streaked blond hair and bland faces. They might have been kin or just two undistinguished older men who looked alike. Both wore a soldier’s tabard and boots but neither had a knight’s badge. How badly he wanted to meanly point out neither had ever been deemed worthy of even a single knighthood. But his mother would be so disappointed in him if he stooped to childish insults. Still, there were ways to poke sideways to reach the same target.

“Perhaps you’d like to tell me which of Queen Linden’s four knightly honors weren’t earned, in your opinion. Or why the Questing Beast saw fit to send her on the High Quest in the first place. Perhaps you think you know better than the Questing Beast?”

They wanted to fight; he could tell by their clenched jaws and flaring nostrils. But they wouldn’t.

The man who’d been hit said to his companion, “Let’s get out of here before we offend the High King’s blond son. Can’t have that.”

“You’ve already offended me,” Will snapped.

As they began to walk away the other man cast a retort over his shoulder. “Just because you don’t like it doesn’t mean people don’t think it. They just talk where you can’t hear.”

Their footfalls, and the lamplight, faded around a corner, leaving Will and Hazel in darkness. He had to slow his breathing to stop himself from running after them and wrapping them in flesh-burning ice. In the castle, magic may only be wielded while training or if the castle is under attack from the Wilds. That was an iron-clad rule.

As his thumping heart and ragged breath eased, his hand began to ache. He uncurled his bruised fingers. The gleam of faerie magic clung to the metal of the sharpened nib. Had the tiny weapon, clutched in his fist, inflamed his anger?

“Why would they say such awful things?” Hazel asked in a trembling voice, clutching Will’s arm. Since their father’s disappearance, his confident little sister seemed always on the edge of tears.

He put an arm over her shoulders. “They’re envious men.”

“I’ve heard people whisper things when they don’t know I’m there,” she murmured, looking at the floor as if she feared to see what emotions would flash in his eyes. “About you and Rowan not really being her children. About her being a murderer and—”

“Hey!” He hugged her. “Don’t listen to the things people say when they’re scared and resentful.”

“You did! You punched that man!”

He chuckled. “I did, didn’t I?”

“Are you glad you did?”

“I am glad. I was angry, and it felt good, but I should have controlled myself. Mother and Father have always told us the truth. Rowan and I had a different birth mother. She came to a tragic end in the Wilds.”

“Was Daddy in love with her first? Before Mommy?”

Will frowned. The subject of this woman he’d never known and felt no connection to always caused him to feel vaguely ashamed, as if thinking about her made him a traitor to the woman who loved and raised him and his siblings. “Haven’t Mother and Father sat you down and told you this?”

“No. I asked, but they say I’m still too young.”

“If you’re old enough to ask, you’re not too young.”

“Will you tell me?” She looked so hopeful and so distressed as she bit at her lower lip.

“All right, but just between us two.”

She nodded and leaned against him. Her hair, done up in the puff balls she favored right now, tickled his chin.

He lowered his voice even though he was sure there was no one around who could hear. “Father and Mother both quested for years after they were chosen by the Questing Beast.”

“That’s how they met and fell in love,” said Hazel, with a flicker of her usual smile.

“That’s right, but they weren’t always questing together. Often they had to go their separate ways. Father himself says he went through a difficult time in the Wilds, wounded and vulnerable. He met a woman who said she loved him, and for a little while he thought he loved her too. But people change their minds, or they fall out of love, or it wasn’t really love at all, or they’ve already met the person they’re truly meant to be with but just don’t know it yet.”

“Like Mommy and Daddy.”

“Yes, like that. He wasn’t really in love, but the woman had gotten pregnant and gave birth to twins—that’s Ro and me—so he stayed because that is the responsible thing to do. Then she was murdered in the Wilds by foul magic. Tragedies like this happen all too often. It’s why we fight the Wilds. Anyway, what’s important is that our mother is our mother. If they say nasty things, that’s on their heads.”

She sighed, face pressed against his arm.

After a long pause she said, in a very small voice, “Will Daddy ever come home?”

“Of course he will,” he said in too forceful a tone. “Come on, Gnat. Let’s find Rowan.”

“I’m not a gnat!”

“Are so. Always buzzing at my ear. I’d miss it if you weren’t.”

She wiped her cheeks, smiling just a little.

But as they headed down the stairs toward the lowest level of the castle, he found himself spinning the soldier’s words through his head over and over again. He’d never truly understood why his bold, decisive mother had stopped at four knighthoods when gaining all five would have given her the right to rule as High Queen, not just as his father’s consort, however respected. It wasn’t just that she’d suddenly had infant twins to care for, although it was just like her to immediately leap in to take care of an emergency she hadn’t created. Even so, there were plenty of people she trusted, both in the castle and at her home village, who helped her raise her children. King Yorvo had granted her a knighthood at Garenbrig when Will and Rowan were about a year old, but the fifth and final knighthood—Embereth—had eluded her.

Algenus Kenrith had finally completed the High Quest not long after Linden’s return from Garenbrig. After he’d been acclaimed as High King, she’d not ridden out again. Yet the idea that she’d given up, or that his father had dissuaded her from fulfilling the High Quest when they had accomplished so much of it side by side, was both ridiculous and impossible. Had there really been room for only one, not two ruling together? Or had the Questing Beast withdrawn its favor from Linden Kenrith for some other reason?

Evidently people in the castle were beginning to wonder. Or maybe they had always wondered but never had any cause to address it until his father’s disappearance.

The stones against his back quivered as a howl of wind chased down the many-floors-deep spiral of steps that ran from the top of the towering keep to a well sunk below ground level. He and Hazel hurried down toward the watch light at the base of the steps, the lowest level. According to legend, the first human chiefdom had arisen on this spur of stone. With a crude fortification the band had defied their elven overlords to lay claim to a scrap of solid ground for themselves. Down here was too deep even for the whine and shudder of the gale to reach but he heard the muttering of an argument.

He found Rowan in one of the armory storerooms, putting an edge on her sword. Titus stood in front of her, arms crossed belligerently and face creased with an imposing frown. Cerise had draped herself on a bench, a pearl-colored flame flickering from her left forefinger as she rubbed her fingers idly together. Her gaze lifted to acknowledge Will’s entrance, and she gave Hazel a nod, but otherwise she looked bored.

“Hazel killed a blue faerie that snuck into the gallery,” Will said.

Cerise sat up with sudden interest. “They’d never dare if the High King wasn’t missing.”

“Let’s see it,” said Titus in his usual bossy, skeptical fashion. But when Will opened his hand to display the nib, Titus looked startled. “You killed a faerie with your sling?”

“I did,” said Hazel with a triumphant grin. “My friends and I will go hunting now we know they’re inside. They won’t have a chance against us.”

Rowan set down her sword and came over to inspect the nib.

“Good work, sapling.” But Hazel’s grin faltered as Rowan’s expression darkened. “The Wilds are getting bolder, but with Father gone the courts aren’t coordinating their efforts to fight the rising tide of attacks.”

“They don’t respect the queen the way they ought, given all her accomplishments,” said Will. “But that means none of this will end until we find Father.”

“That’s why I’m going, and you’re coming with me.”

“Going where?” Hazel asked.

Will shook his head. “But Ro—”

“Did you forget today is our birthday? Who’s to stop us?”

After the exchange with the soldiers he wasn’t sure he wanted the date and thus the circumstances of his birth bandied about. “That’s all very well, but there’s a proper ceremony to follow when a youth leaves on their first quest.”

“Do you care about some hidebound ceremony? All these rules are made to control us.”

He rubbed at his head. Ever since their father’s disappearance, Rowan had muttered and complained a great deal about “the rules.” Sometimes it did seem people cared more about what looked just and right than what actually brought about justice and peace. But at this very moment, the soldier’s ugly words still ringing in his head and his knuckles still aching, he wanted to say, I don’t want Mother to look bad by having us run off without a traditional leave-taking. Yet he could not bring himself to say so in front of Titus and Cerise, even though they were his oldest friends.

“This is our quest,” Rowan said. “We are going to find our father.”

“Plenty of people have been looking for months now,” remarked Titus. “What you do think you have that all those experienced knights don’t?”

“Knights like you?” Rowan’s sardonic smile was a challenge.

Titus took in a rough, angry breath.

Cerise tsked. “Temper, Titus. Anyway, she’s right.”

Titus exhaled. “Very well.”

“Very well, what?” demanded Will.

“We’ll all go,” said Titus. “Loyal friends forever, just as we pledged that day we fell into the moat and never told anyone.”

“Children aren’t allowed to climb on the moat wall!” announced Hazel with a look of alarm followed by a sly pinch of her eyes as she contemplated what her siblings might have gotten away with.

“Have you really not climbed it yet?” Rowan asked her.

“Hazel, don’t listen to her because it’s very dangerous and we were fortunate not to drown,” said Will. “Anyway, we can’t leave because of the storm.”

“All the better to go now since no one will be expecting us to leave,” said Rowan. “Will, you have to come. I need you, and you need me. We can find him. I know it.”

“Do you have a plan?” Cerise asked, letting the pearlescent light of her healing flame wander down her forefinger to dance on her palm.

Will said, “We’d have to go to Vantress first.”

Titus rarely flushed but when he did he turned rosy with it. “Do you honestly think a hundred knights have not offered a secret to the Magic Mirror in the hope of being told where to find the High King? And been rejected?”

“Yes, but I have a better secret.”

Cerise rested a warm hand on his arm, her touch bringing heat to his face. “Do you, now, Will? What would that be?”

“That would be telling,” said Rowan. She gave Hazel a firm hug, then gestured toward a neat pile of gear. “Will, I packed for you. We’ll go while the court is preoccupied with the latest disasters. Hazel can let Mother know we’ve gone so she won’t worry.”

“She will always worry because worry is a burden mothers carry with every breath of every day.”

They turned, startled to hear the queen’s voice from the passage. Linden stepped into the chamber, assessing the assembled gear and Rowan’s defiant expression. She was alone, no courtiers treading at her heels.

“You can’t stop us from going!” cried Rowan, chin coming up.

The queen smiled wryly. “I won’t stop you from going, no more than I stopped myself when I was your age. The day I turned eighteen is the day I left my village to test myself. To prove myself. I expect nothing different from you two. But I am sad you would have left without allowing me to say farewell.”

Rowan stood frozen for several breaths, then embraced her mother. Will heard a few telltale sniffles—from Rowan, of course, not from the queen. He held back, allowing the queen to give Cerise and Titus her blessing. Only when they had left the chamber did he say, in a low voice, “Before I go, I want to warn you I’ve heard people talking about you.”

“My dear Will, do you think I don’t know what they say? But it is so like you to be worried about me.” She took his left hand and tucked it between her own hands. “Now. Cado is waiting at the postern gate. Please allow him to accompany you at least as far as Vantress.”

“Didn’t he just return from searching? Is he not going to rest even for a day?”

“He feels responsible for not being with your father that night.”

“It’s not his fault.”

“Nor do I believe so. But he and your father have ridden many leagues together. They are loyal friends. Cado feels the weight of Algenus’s disappearance most especially because it’s clear a mage or a witch stole his shape to fool your father. Let him accompany you for his sake. Maybe a little also for mine so I know an experienced eye scouts your path. Not that I think you and Rowan aren’t ready to go, because you are ready.”

She kissed him on the forehead in the comforting way she had done when he was little and feared bad dreams. Then she stepped aside, with Hazel stifling tears beside her, so he could follow Rowan out of the walls that had shielded them for all their childhood and into the teeth of the unknown.
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They emerged from the narrow postern gate into howling wind and blowing snow. A causeway crossed a shallow wetland beyond the moat, with the stones slickened by a rime of ice. Rowan had to keep her gaze fixed on the causeway as they led their mounts single file. When they reached the gatehouse at the far end, she was surprised by how quickly the blizzard slackened. She looked back at the castle. Currents of snow swirled above the keep like a rising whirlpool trying to drag the castle into the sky. She gasped. Two icy-blue dragons flew in a circle above the castle, each chasing the other’s tail to form a ring of magical force that would have uprooted any other building from its foundations. Castle Ardenvale stood firm.

Titus, Cerise, and Will had already mounted and were hurrying into the relative shelter of the woodland. Titus rode at the front, as always. Cado’s griffin waited patiently to one side, watching the horses with an alert gaze that made Rowan wonder if it was hoping to eat one.

The knight slapped her on the shoulder, shouting to be heard above the wind. “You may stand and stare all you wish but your horse needs to be moving, and so must we if we mean to reach shelter by nightfall.”

“Do you think the elves called up the dragons?”

“Dragons offer allegiance to no creature but themselves. When the castle does not collapse they will grow bored and fly off to make trouble elsewhere. Linden has knights ready to follow when they give up. It’s still strange they came so far from their remote caves. So I do wonder if someone, or something, stirred them up. Yet we will see worse if the Realm falls apart and the Wilds take over.”

Worse. It was harder than she’d expected to turn her back on the castle and all who sheltered there. But she’d been waiting months for someone to find her father. If no one else could manage it, then she would.

The path led through trees in the other direction from Glass Tarn and Beckborough. Snow filtered down to cling to the horses’ heavy winter coats. Hooves crunched through the snow. No footprints marked the path before them. The storm’s reach faded the farther they got from the castle, and it stayed quiet as the days passed. They took shelter each night in a village or town, or in one of the way-stations constructed along the roads for questing knights, stocked with firewood and supplies. At every night’s halt, local people gathered for news and to bring people in need of healing to Cerise. Children clustered around for the chance to pet patient Sophos. The locals reported redcap raids, blights of faeries plaguing chicken coops and pestering guard dogs, and rumors of witches who drank the blood of infants. Always they complained about how much more peaceful things had been before the High King’s disappearance.

“Is he dead?” they’d ask in a nervous whisper, or with tears, or after a stoic sigh.

Cado would reassure them the high throne still stood, since tradition held that, on the death of any high ruler, the throne the individual had sat in would crumble to dust.

One night they took shelter in an isolated village at the far border of Ardenvale, given quarters in the carpentry barn. By lamplight the carpenter and her apprentices were hard at work shaping poles for a reinforced palisade. They happily accepted the aid of Rowan, Will, and Titus while Cerise tended to people who needed a healer’s services. An old farmer was using an enchanted spinning wheel to weave a strength spell into the finished poles.

“We’ve not needed this manner of protection in years. If the High King cannot be recovered the elves will return to rule the Realm with their cruel and capricious ways.”

Here comes some village superstition. Rowan glanced toward Will, hoping to exchange a roll of eyes, but he was busy with an adze.

“Every midwinter they will hunt down prey from among humankind to cow us into submission. That’s what my grandmother said her grandmother told her they used to do in her grandmother’s time.”

“That’s a lot of grandmothers,” said Rowan as a jest, hoping to move the subject on to something more practical the way her mother would.

The woman frowned, then said to Cado, “These are young sprouts to be sent out on quest in such perilous times.”

“Young sprouts must be strong to break through their seedcases,” replied Cado.

“Are you their keeper?”

“I am also on a quest. I will not rest until the High King is found.”

Beyond the village the road had not been cleared. In the morning the horses plowed forward on the snow-drifted road with evident enjoyment, although Cado’s griffin, Hale, protested with outraged squawks every time he had to land in the cold white stuff. The woodland grew patchy with sumps and mires. Tall stands of darkling forest—ominous spurs of the Wilds—rose in the distance. They’d reached the forlorn nether lands of Vantress. The birds here did not sing but cried out with mournful warnings. Clouds shrouded the sky.

Hale skimmed low over them as Cado shouted. “Refugees ahead!”

The refugees were a group of twenty adults shepherding twice as many children. They huddled to one side of the trail to let them pass. “Bless you, Knights. May your blades strike true. A few defenders remain.”

“Defending against what?” Rowan asked.

“An ogre in our village! We sent word to Castle Vantress but no one came.”

“An ogre!” Cerise pulled her bow from its case, eyes lighting with a fierce glee usually concealed beneath her healer’s calm façade.

Titus said, “Your arrows can’t pierce its hide.”

“I can shoot it in the eye!” retorted Cerise. Sophos snorted with an eager toss of his head. Rowan was sure his horn began to glow with excitement.

She urged her own horse forward, lightning humming in her hands. Shouting clamored ahead, followed by an enraged roar that shocked her with its intensity. For an instant her heart quailed. She’d never faced a real foe, nothing but those seven redcaps. What if she wasn’t up to it? But Titus was already casting his magic, a net of confidence that was amplified the more fighters it cloaked. They were ready! They could do this!

They charged into sight of a village large enough to have its own mill. The ogre was big and blocky, with a head like a wedge and standing almost twice the height of a man. With its massive club and meaty hands, it had torn apart many of the buildings lining the main road. It was now bashing at the barricaded entry to the mill, trying to reach a man scrambling up the mill’s icy outer wall with the aid of a woman’s long, thick braid that he clung to as if it were a rope. She was half hanging out from open shutters on the highest floor, people holding on to her to keep her from falling out. Seeing the new party riding in, several of the people stranded inside shouted and waved bright banners. The ogre’s roar shook the building as it caught sight of Cado and Hale circling above. Hale was noisy in protest, wanting to land and fight.

With the ogre thus distracted, Titus lowered his lance, urging his horse to a gallop. Cerise loosed her first arrow in an arc over Titus’s head. The shot hit but bounced harmlessly off the monster’s thick skin. With a growl the ogre lumbered toward them.

Rowan shouted, “Will!”

He cast a skin of ice over the ogre. She poured lightning into a javelin and cast it. Even though the point couldn’t penetrate the ogre’s thick skin, the contact was enough for her electricity to jolt through its body. The ogre staggered backward but with a furious bellow caught itself and thundered into a run. Titus reached it first. His lance struck low on its chest, then caught in the elaborately braided belt of knives and scalps it wore around its torso. The force of his blow, and the torque of the point getting stuck, flung him right off his horse. He rolled, coming to rest with arms sprawled out, unmoving.

As the ogre veered toward the helpless Titus, Cerise launched a volley of arrows to pepper its back, trying to get it to turn toward her. Cado and Hale thumped to earth between Titus and the ogre, the griffin’s wings whomping with thuds like drums. The ogre reeled away from the griffin’s ferocious size. With an ear-splitting roar the creature thundered toward Cerise. Sword in hand, Rowan urged her horse forward, with Will swinging out to come in on the other side.

The ogre was faster than she had imagined, bearing down on Cerise and her bow like a juggernaut. Sophos broke stride and lurched to a halt in the middle of the road. The unicorn braced himself and lowered his head just as the ogre reached him. The brute impaled itself on the shining horn, clawing toward the unicorn’s head as the point of the horn pierced out from its back. The impact hit so hard Cerise was thrown off. But the ogre shuddered as an aura of fierce magic blazed from the unicorn. With a groan, the creature died.

By the time Rowan pulled her horse around, Cerise had gotten shakily to her feet and Sophos had dragged the ogre to shake it free of his horn. The limp carcass oozed blood and stinking fluids over the churned-up snow.

A trumpet call rang out, accompanied by the sound of approaching riders. A party of armed individuals cantered into view from the far side of the village. They wore the blue and gray surcoats of Castle Vantress. Seeing the body of the ogre, the woman riding in the lead pressed forward while gesturing for the others to search through the village and fields. She gave Hale a long look and then called, “Is that you, Cado? Back again for another useless attempt to speak to Indrelon?”

Cado had been kneeling by Titus, but he rose and came over. “Ah, Elowen. I might have known you’d get here too late to be of any use.”

“Ha! That’s told me. Yet what loremage was it who saved your handsome bacon that time the lich knight had you cornered at Malice Rocks? Did you see any others?”

“Any other loremages? At Malice Rocks?”

“No, fool. Ogres. This is the fourth ogre that’s rampaged out of the Wilds in the last month. It’s odd to see so many all at once.”

“No ogres, but there are dragons wandering beyond their usual territory.” He started to describe the magical storm above Castle Ardenvale.

She interrupted. “Who are these youngsters? That boy looks barely old enough to shave.” She pointed at Will, who flushed, and then at Rowan. “Did you bring the ogre with you?”

Rowan bristled. Loremage or not, the woman had no right to make such an outrageous accusation. “We did no such—”

“Ro.” Will’s glance was enough to remind her to close her mouth. “Loremage Elowen, we are from Castle Ardenvale, questing to find the High King. We helped kill the ogre. Why would you think we brought it with us?”

She dismounted and, as if reeling in an invisible line, walked over to Will. Her blue and gray surcoat had keyhole shapes embroidered into its billowing fabric, but as she got closer, he saw the cloth was badly worn in spots, carefully mended, a garment that had seen a great deal of adventure. A circlet wrapped her brow, wedged over the curls of her short hair, and she wore a chain of glittering triangular gems around her neck. Most startlingly, a gruesome raised scar wrapped her throat.

“I smell a witch’s hex in you,” she said, inhaling deeply. “It’s faint and old, and it’s been overlaid with Ardenvale’s magic. Do I know you?”

“Why would you know us?” Rowan demanded, liking neither the woman’s intrusive manner nor her rude assertion. “We have nothing to do with witches.”

“Maybe not, but hexes are my particular study. I had one cast on me as a child, you see. How interesting. You two don’t look much alike but you are linked at the deepest level as if you share a life between you. Twins, and both hexed! Fascinating! What can you tell me about yourselves?”

“We are riding to Castle Vantress to speak to the Mirror,” said Rowan. She caught Cado’s eye and pulled a desperate face. “We’re in a hurry. It was pure coincidence we arrived in time to deal a death blow to the ogre.”

Cerise came to her aid. “Loremage, if you will, please assist me over here.”

“With the pretty boy! Of course!” Elowen hastened over to help Titus sit up.

He rubbed his head, trying not to groan. Shaking off any additional help he got to his feet, testing all his limbs and his jaw with a stoic grimace.

“Nothing broken,” Cerise announced.

“His head is too hard to break,” said Rowan. “Do you need any other help, Cerise?”

Cerise hurried over to her mount, patting the unicorn’s flank. “I’ll clean the gore off his horn.”

“I had no idea unicorns did that,” said Rowan, eyeing Sophos with admiration.

The loremage chortled. “No one ever does until they see it for themselves. Unicorns are seen as beneficent, peaceful creatures. But in truth they once lived in the Wilds and impaled anyone unwise enough to try to capture them. Though I can’t blame them, considering the knights of those ancient days hunted them for the horn, which they would saw off and grind into a powder that was said to aid virility.”

“That’s disgusting!” Cerise threw an arm protectively over Sophos’s neck. Fluids dripped off the horn onto the ground at her feet.

“We need to get moving,” said Rowan, cutting off whatever the loremage might say next.

The villagers had dismantled the mill door’s barricade and flooded out onto the road. Rowan found their praise and tearful thanks peculiarly bothersome. The ogre was dead, and that was all very well, but since she’d had nothing to do with it she just wanted to get on. But when they brought out mugs of warmed cider, and buckets of water for the horses, she was grateful.

Elowen gave the soldiers instructions to dismember, burn, and bury the ogre, then trace its trail back to its exit point from the Wilds.

Afterward, she addressed Cado. “I’ll escort you to Vantress myself. Is the pretty red-headed boy able to ride, or do we have to leave him behind to be cosseted by some love-struck village beauty?”

“I can ride!” Titus sputtered.

Rowan choked down a laugh, enjoying his discomfiture. But while Cerise cleaned off Sophos’s horn, Rowan fetched Titus’s lance from the ground where it had fallen and returned it to him.

“Bad luck it caught like that,” she said.

He shook his head. “Maybe good luck for me. That ogre would have torn off my head. Did you know Sophos was a killer?”

They both studied the beautiful unicorn, his softly gleaming silvery-white coat, his wispy beard, his gentle eyes and calming aura. Unicorns were healing creatures whose magic worked in concert with their riders, everyone knew that. Yet Rowan’s gaze drifted to the spatters of blood and viscera on the road, and the messy smears streaking the cloth as Cerise rubbed the ivory clean.

They made faster time past the village as the snow cover lessened. The woodland gave way to marshland covered with pools of standing water that hadn’t frozen over.

Elowen fell back to ride beside Rowan. “I’ve figured it out,” she said cheerfully. “You two must be the High King’s elder children.”

“What do you know about that?” Rowan asked suspiciously.

“I know a great deal I never tell except to Indrelon and my books.”

The woman had an odd look to her eyes, a weird sense as if spider-like webs were constantly being woven through the crevices of her mind to connect all she observed. Seeing her from this close, Rowan realized the scar across her neck should have slit her throat and caused her to bleed out but had somehow failed to kill her.

The loremage added, “I’ve spent years wandering the Wilds.”

“Fighting monsters?”

“You knights and hopeful knights bash first. I talk. You’d be surprised how many of the denizens of the Wilds have stories to tell, if you can be bothered to inquire politely. They aren’t our enemies.”

“Whoever took the High King is our enemy,” Rowan retorted.

Elowen gave her a condescending nod. “Someone throwing mischief among the crows, indeed. Every day we get a new report of new trouble in the Realm. Seems each court is sinking deeper into its own problems. That meddling, secretive queen isn’t helping matters.”

“What do you mean by saying that?” Lightning crackled in Rowan’s right hand as she closed fingers into a fist.

“I’ve heard a rumor from my contacts in Locthwain that Queen Ayara sent an envoy into the Wilds to negotiate with the Council of Druids, as the elders of the remnant elves style themselves. Probably some of the old coots are her own kin. I have to wonder if she’s got an underhanded ploy for power hidden up her decorative sleeve, now that Kenrith has vanished. Or perhaps she and her kinfolk arranged his disappearance.”

“Why would she do that?” said Rowan. “For generations she’s accepted a High Ruler’s sovereignty along with the other courts. She turned her back on her kinfolk long ago by choosing to remain with the order and harmony of the Realm.”

“Turned her back on them? So she claims. But don’t people wonder where she goes every midwinter solstice for three days?” The loremage swung around to give Will a hard stare. “What about you, boy?”

Will cast a puzzled glance toward Rowan, but his manners kept him on track. “I beg your pardon, loremage. What about me?”

“Don’t you wonder about things like that? You have questions in your eyes and a secret in your heart. A bit of a hexed oddling like me, aren’t you?”

“Why do you keep saying we’re hexed?” he asked.

“I just tell the truth of what I see. Have your parents never spoken to you of this?” At their flat gazes, she added, “Then it’s not my place to say more.”

“But—”

“No. I really mean it. If your parents never mentioned a hex, it’s not for me to speculate. So. Am I mistaken in you, boy? Are you just a basher like your sister?”

“I hope to join Castle Vantress one day, if I can,” he admitted, stung by the description and still annoyed by her inflammatory talk of hexes.

“That would be a useful connection for Linden, would it not?” observed Elowen. “I suppose you, girl, hope to win knighthood at Embereth. It’s the one knighthood Linden lacks. Having her daughter’s voice in a position to be heard at Embereth’s council would be convenient for her. Especially if the High King is never found.”

Rowan was too stunned by this blunt speaking to respond.

“I’m not saying I think that’s how things are. I’m just warning you I’ve heard talk in Vantress’s halls.” The woman smiled, as if she had accomplished a planned disruption of their equanimity. Then she dropped back to converse with Cerise.

Rowan fumed. “Mother has done nothing but labor her entire life to make the Realm a more secure, peaceful, and just place. Rumors like this are how she’s repaid!”

Will looked back to make sure Cerise and Elowen weren’t riding close enough to overhear. Titus had taken the rearguard, while Cado and Hale scouted overhead. “If you ask me, it’s odd how everyone praises Father no matter how often he’s late or if he forgets someone’s name, but if Mother forgets herself and frowns once because she’s a bit tired that day, then there are always whispers that she’s envious or angry or ill or stole a shard of Father’s glory to become Queen. As if she didn’t achieve knighthood at four courts herself, which is more than anyone except Father can say!” His voice rose, causing Cerise and Elowen to look their way.

Rowan didn’t want the loremage to guess how much she’d riled them up, so she play-punched Will on the arm for the others to see. “Are you saying Father frowns?”

Will laughed. “Fair. Do you think it’s strange he’s so cheerful all the time?”

“It is a little disturbing.” Rowan tried to make a joke of it, but her chest felt too heavy. “But I wouldn’t think it strange now. I’d be so relieved to have him back.”

They rode a ways in silence. She wiped moisture from her eyes.

Finally, she went on in a low voice. “Will, what do you think she means about—”

“The hex? She said herself she has a hex on her. Maybe she sees hexes everywhere even where they aren’t. Or maybe she just said it to make us uncomfortable. She clearly has bad history with Cado, so maybe she has bad history with Mother and Father too. Since she loves to pontificate, it will bother her more if we don’t ever ask.”

Rowan chuckled, but her heart wasn’t in it. “It bothers me to think Mother and Father kept things from us. It’s like they still treat us as children. Or don’t really trust us. Or there’s something they don’t want us to know.”

“In their lives?” Will snorted. “They’re the only two people the Questing Beast has found worthy in a hundred years.”

“Then why have they never told us how our birth mother died? Just that it was tragic and in the Wilds. What if there was a hex involved? That would be really creepy, though.” She touched gloved fingers to her face as if expecting to discover worms crawling beneath her skin.

It began to drizzle, kisses of ice on their faces. Rowan pulled up her hood, brooding as the day turned gloomier. The once tall and noble trees of Ardenvale’s grand forests and woodlands grew snarled and stunted as dry ground gave way to murky ponds and noisome bogs. Mist rose in threads like the wailing arms of ghosts from the shallow watery flats. Ahead loomed what at first glance looked like a spiky stone hill streaked with pennants of bold sky. They had reached Castle Vantress.

The castle rose as an island above the gloomy waters of the Lochmere. Patches of fog drifted along the surface of the lake, which was cut here and there by rock islets like a giant’s stepping stones tossed across into the wide expanse. The water might have been shallow enough to wade or deep enough to swallow Ardenvale’s keep. Rowan couldn’t tell.

Pillars shored up the outer rim of the castle, wrapped by mist and spray. Towers and roofs were draped with pennants and flags and banners that fluttered in a wind lifting from beneath. The constant movement gave the castle the look of a place that can never be still, like the questing minds of its loremages, riddleseekers, and chroniclers.

A walled and warded compound stood on the shore, with an inn, a barracks, a substantial stable, and warehouses for goods waiting to be ferried over to the castle.

“I can stay behind with the animals,” said Titus unexpectedly.

Elowen said, “Ah, I recall your handsome face now. You came with a large and noisy group from Ardenvale a month after the High King’s disappearance. If I recall correctly, and I always do, Indrelon refused to see you.”

“It’s true.” The tight way he glanced toward Rowan and then away shamed her. He thought she was going to gloat about it, when really Elowen was just causing trouble.

“You should still come, Titus,” Rowan said.

He cut her off. “This is your chance, not mine.”

“More clever than he looks after all,” said Elowen.

“Titus is the best of us,” snapped Rowan.

With a look of exaggerated surprise, Cerise murmured, “First time I’ve heard you admit it.”

“Well. Almost the best. Sometimes the best.”

Titus cast Rowan a grateful smile, and she flushed.

Cado said, “I’ll fly over.”

Elowen cackled. “I am sure you will fly rather than risk the water. Your sweetheart will miss you, though. I’ll give her your respects.”

Cado hissed out a word too softly for Rowan to make it out.

Elowen pointed at Cerise, Rowan, and Will. “Come along, young ones. No crossing the mere after dark unless you want your toes nibbled off by night warks.”

“What’s a night wark?” Will asked.

“Do your own research, lad.”

She led them through a gate and down a cobblestone path to the shoreline. A stone gatehouse blocked the entrance to a wooden pier. The door into the guardhouse was unlocked and the interior rooms empty.

“Don’t you have sentries?” Rowan asked.

“Don’t need them,” said Elowen. “It’s not so easy to invade the castle by water.”

The loremage rang a bell affixed to the eaves of the entry porch. A few raindrops struck the surface of the dark water but otherwise nothing stirred. Not at first.

Will nudged Rowan. “Look.”

About a spear’s cast out from the pier a ripple spread. Other ripples joined it in overlapping rings which turned into a wake as something arrowed for the pier, swimming beneath the water. Elowen led her three charges to the end of the pier, where a barge was tied up.

Four sleek heads popped up out of the water. The undines stared up at Elowen and the young people. The merfolks’ amber-colored hair was thick as seaweed, swirling around them like an eddy meant to catch and drown hapless swimmers. Their faces were more fascinating than beautiful, noses so flat they were more like slits, and big shining eyes like shards of polished obsidian whose gleam promised mysteries answered and magics revealed.

“Are you sure this isn’t the Wilds?” Rowan whispered.

Elowen’s smile seemed as dark as the waters and as cloudy as the sky. “This was all the Wilds once, child.”

“Ahhh, Elowen,” said one of the undines in a throaty, rumbling voice. “Do you bring us a lovely gift? They look so moist and tender.”

Will stiffened, hand coming to rest on his sword’s hilt. The undines laughed with high-pitched hoots.

“Very amusing,” said Elowen, who did not look amused. “I bring the children of the High King. If you ferry us over, you may see what you can discover if Indrelon agrees to hear them.”

“A risk, not a gift,” murmured the second undine.

“They will have secrets none other can hear,” argued a third.

“Yes, we help them, for the chance,” agreed the fourth.

The merfolk shifted the barge away from the pier and propelled it across the lake toward the castle. It was a remarkably smooth passage, barely rocking. Rowan stood between Will and Cerise at the railing, peering into the depths and trying to see the undines or indeed anything beneath the surface. The water was opaque, not silty but impenetrable, as if it devoured light.

“What happened with Cado and the undine?” she asked Elowen.

The loremage chortled in that annoying way she had, as if everything that didn’t interfere with what she wanted was terribly entertaining. “He doesn’t like to talk about it, but I think that undine was a real beauty.”

Cerise whispered to Rowan. “How would you even—?”

“As it happens—” Elowen began.

“No!” Cerise interrupted her. “I don’t need to know.”

Elowen snorted. “You’ll never earn knighthood at Vantress if you aren’t curious!”

“Sophos and I will be perfectly happy to earn knighthood at Ardenvale.”

“If you earn knighthood at all,” said Elowen. “If you are worthy. If you survive.”

Cerise looked at Rowan, turning her head away from the loremage, and mouthed, “I don’t like her.”

“I heard that,” said Elowen, who couldn’t possibly have heard.

Cerise clutched the railing as if she was deciding whether to jump into the water or punch the older woman, so Rowan said, “Loremage, if we had come without your escort, how would we have reached the castle?”

“You could fly, if you had the means. That’s the safest route. Questing knights and people hoping to claim knighthood usually swim. That’s how we know they truly desire knowledge.”

“Oh, I see,” said Will. “If you come armed with knowledge to trade then the undines will likely assist you to cross.”

“So, there is a clever one among you,” said the loremage. “We shall soon see if Indrelon agrees.”

Rowan looked at Will. The grim set of his jaw was uncharacteristic of him. But he knew as well as she did that without the help of Indrelon, they could wander for years without finding any trace of their missing father.

As the barge approached the castle, a steady roar grew louder. The mists clinging to the pillars that supported the castle did not dissipate. They couldn’t, because the mists came from the churn rising off a vast circular waterfall. Around the pillars and the mantle of rock they rested on, which was a hollow ridge of mountains rising beneath the lake, the water poured away into a massive hole. The waterfall protected both the castle and the mirror and thus made it impossible to attack Vantress by boat.

This close the noise became deafening. The force of the water churned up a ferocious spray into their faces. Rowan gripped the railing as a current pulled the barge toward the waterfall’s cliff edge.

Cerise gulped, fastening a hand onto Rowan’s.

Will shouted, “Are the undines going to drag us over the edge?”

Elowen gestured toward a ramp wavering into view. It angled out from the main level of the island and dropped past the pillars to meet the water well away from the deadly waterfall. With a swirl of movement beneath the surface, the undines dove, releasing the barge. Rowan gasped as their sleek forms slid over the lip of the waterfall as if it were a game. Their hooting laughter faded as they plunged away out of sight.

The barge bumped up against the ramp. Elowen tossed a line to a piling and, with an agility that surprised Rowan, easily jumped the gap. She secured the barge before hurrying up the ramp toward a gate set into the castle’s curtain wall. Cerise leaped to land cat-footed on the ramp. Will followed without hesitation, but Rowan paused. The gap between barge and ramp wasn’t wide, but the current made the barge bump unsteadily against the ramp. If she fell in she’d be sucked over the edge. Unlike the undines, she would not survive the experience.

She gave a huff, annoyed at herself, and jumped with so much force that she stumbled to her knees and slid backward until her toes touched the water. Waves lapped around her boots, tugging at her legs, and she desperately scrambled up after the others, panting as she fought to control a burst of fear. Vantress certainly was not a place she ever hoped to live, not if it meant crossing on a barge every time she wanted to leave or return!

“Ro? Are you all right?” Will called from the open gate.

A pair of sentry knights wearing blue and gray studied her with interest. They seemed about to ask her questions but Elowen swooped in, grabbed her arm, and hustled her across an entry courtyard, in and out of the shadows cast by the many pennants and banners fastened to the spire-like towers of the castle.

“No time to wait!” Elowen said cheerfully.

She led them into a marketplace with stairs and stalls and lanes where people were buying or selling. Past the market’s noisy chatter stood another sort of market, a series of meeting areas where people sat in groups debating or in stone-tiered theaters listening to lectures. Finally, they reached the central structure of the castle, a circular building whose interior was a series of short stairways linking study rooms and libraries. Elowen led them ever downward until they reached a round chamber at whose heart lay a large pool bridged by a stone pier. Cado knelt beside two pillars marking the start of a stone staircase that descended into the water. With a sigh he rose as they approached.

“Indrelon chose not to see you, eh, Cado?” Elowen’s voice seemed unnecessarily loud, echoing off the high arches and buttresses. The sun’s light angled through high windows to paint a golden sheen on the stone pavement surrounding the pool. The pool’s water was so still that Rowan could see her face in perfect detail looking back at her.

Will’s face appeared beside hers, his expression solemn but with a narrowing of the eyes that meant he was excited. “I have a secret,” he said to the water.

“Those aren’t the ceremonial words we were taught,” objected Rowan. “You’re supposed to introduce yourself, and make a polite request, and—”

“Since when do you champion hidebound ceremony?” said Will in a tone that made her want to kick him but also laugh. “We don’t have time, and I do have a secret. I am absolutely sure this is a secret even Indrelon does not know.”

“Oho,” Elowen said. “That’s done it.”

The water began to scallop in tiny waves. Slowly its level receded, sinking to reveal a lower step and one below that and the next and the next. The staircase was carved into the side of a well-like hole in the rock. Will jumped to his feet, grinning, and elbowed Rowan. He started down. She glanced back at Cerise, then at Cado, who nodded. Gripping her sword hilt, heart racing, she set her right foot on the top step, then her left on the next, careful on the slick stone as she followed Will into the depths.

The space grew narrower and ended in a rocky pit whose walls she could touch with outstretched arms. The path continued through an archway carved into the rock at the base of the castle’s foundation. They walked out onto a stone bridge spanning a circular chasm so deep she could not fathom how the castle could stand above it. The vast chamber was wreathed with a net of magic that felt like currents of alternating warmth and chill against her face. The darkness below held a denseness as if at any moment she would have to use her hands to pull it aside.

Will shouted something to her but she couldn’t hear him above the crashing roar of the waterfall. The lake waters continuously poured a streaming curtain all around the chasm. Yet as the pair crossed the stone bridge, the waters still receded in the pit beneath. Where the bridge met the far wall of the chasm, the stairs took a spiral path, winding along the side with a sheer stone wall to the right and a stone barrier with keyhole openings to the left. Splashes and ripples disturbed the falling waters as undines wove circular patterns beneath the surface, chasing each other to the bottom. Now and again one would surface to stare at the twins with its flat, gleaming eyes, then dive with a slap of its tail.

They descended. By degrees the waters fell away to expose Indrelon, a towering arch built in the shape of the Vantress keyhole, representing knowledge that can be unlocked. When the waters had drained, all that remained was a shallow pool surrounding the mirror. Every surface gleamed, as if the sun’s light had been separated into myriad droplets. At the base of the stairs they crossed a small stone causeway and climbed eight steps to a raised platform. From here, they could address the mirror. Only now did Rowan realize the noise of waterfall was gone, swallowed by the mirror’s magic. It was so quiet she heard the scuff of her boots on stone. She swallowed, suddenly afraid. How could anything in her small little life in Ardenvale be unknown to this ancient power?

Will sucked in a breath, making ready to speak.

A thrum that of light and weight and noise pushed through the space, shoving her back one step. Will staggered, and she reached out to steady him. The open space within the keyhole arch shimmered and hardened to become a mirror in which she and Will were reflected, standing atop the platform facing themselves.

Indrelon spoke first, not in a voice that resonated in the air but with a voice that squeezed in her heart.

“Rowan Kenrith and Will Kenrith. Algenus of Kenrith Town is your sire. Linden of Kenrith Coombe is your mother. You were bred out of a witch’s hex and birthed out of a bloody death, but love and loyalty had the raising of you. What secret do you bring me?”

Rowan sputtered, hands humming with angry power. “A witch’s hex? What does that mean?”

“Is that your question, Rowan Kenrith? Tell me what I do not know, and I will reward you with an answer.”

Will pressed a boot onto her foot. “We only get one chance, Ro. Don’t ruin it.”

“Speak,” said Indrelon.

Will closed a hand around Rowan’s wrist as if he didn’t trust her to keep quiet. But when he spoke his voice sounded calm. “It’s no secret the woman who birthed us was murdered in the Wilds. Maybe a pack of redcaps killed her, or a Wilds hunt chased her down without mercy. It was midwinter, after all. That’s when the hunt is said to ride.”

“Not the hunt again,” muttered Rowan. “Anyway, there’s nothing surprising about a bloody death in the Wilds. The mirror must know that.”

Indrelon’s face darkened until Rowan could no longer see herself in its shine. A burbling chatter of water bubbled around them as the pool began to rise. Wavelets spilled over the platform’s edge to wash over their boots. Rowan gauged the distance to the stair and wondered if they could beat it, running up.

“We’re not here to find out about our birth,” said Will hastily. “I know something you don’t know, Mirror. In exchange I want to know what became of our father and where he is, so we can find him.”

The water grew still again. Several undines slid out of the water onto rocky prominences. Their seaweed hair draped down around them rather like the long pennants that hung from the castle’s towers. The mirror’s silence pressed down with the weight of the castle above them.

Will cleared his throat. Rowan saw a flicker of doubt in the way he ducked his chin down and bent his head to one side, considering his next move as he did when he and his friends played games of chess. Which he always won.

“You can do it,” she whispered.

He nodded, standing straighter. “Here is my secret.”

A skin of standing water had been left behind on the platform. He iced it into a sheer surface and fixed his gaze on it as if to mold it to his bidding. His stance and stare reminded her of how she’d found him in the garden on the day of the Grand Procession, with a hand on either side of a frozen birdbath, marveling at strange and wonderful visions of places she’d never heard of in the lore young people learned in the Realm.

As she watched in amazement, the ice on the platform became not a drawing slate but a window through which they saw a glowering moon stretched and twisted into a grotesquely distorted shape

that eerily transformed into a dragon’s skull as tall as a house blocking a forest path with its bony jaws gaped wide open

and seen deep down the dark tunnel of its jaws a figure obscured by shadows crouched on a massive branch. As if hearing a cry, the faceless person scrambled down a rope ladder that descended past branches and more branches until it seemed only this vast tree existed in all the world

and the vision rippled again to gleam with a host of brightly armored knights as they spread shining wings and rose into the teeth of a mighty wind

but the dazzling beauty of the wings faded, sucked away until nothing was left except a spear so black it absorbed all light, all existence

A blast of wind-blown water whipped their faces with icy shards so sharp they had to shield their skin from its painful touch. The pool turned as still as if it had alchemized to solid metal. The air grew heavy, taut with anticipation that was as much threat as hope. Rowan grabbed Will’s arm, making ready to run, but the waters did not rise. Instead, the air within the arch sparkled with a pattern of lit threads woven with lightning swiftness in answer to Will’s visions.

A clearing spun into view. Its tangled backdrop of forest was instantly recognizable as the dense, dangerous landscape of the Wilds. At the center of the wide-open space rose a mound on which stood a pair of ivory obelisks carved with sigils too small to make out at this distance. The sun could be seen rising directly between them. Closer by, something large moved in the foliage, about to push past the leaves into the clearing.

At the base of the mound, illuminated by the sunlight, stood a magnificent stag.

“Find the stag and you will find your father,” said Indrelon.

The twins exchanged a baffled glance. The mirror went dark. Wavelets rushed over their boots with a force that tugged at their ankles. The path to the stairs was already awash. The shattering roar of the waterfall echoed around them as the pit began to fill. Rowan and Will splashed across the gap and raced up the long spiral of steps with waves chasing at their heels.

Indrelon had spoken. But the mirror’s answer left them only with more questions.
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Unlike Vantress and Ardenvale with their many villages and towns, the border region of Garenbrig appeared desolate and uncultivated. The Wilds seemed close at hand, as if you could take one step off the walled road and immediately find yourself lost in the vast riddle of a sublime and perilous sanctuary.

Standing stones clustered in mysterious formations on hilltops. Ice-capped mountains rose in the distance. Seeing the rugged peaks reminded Rowan of the dragons above Castle Ardenvale. Had the beasts flown away, as Cado had predicted? Or was the castle still under magical attack weeks later? Was Erec beginning to forget their father because he’d been gone so long? Was Hazel getting into mischief without her older siblings to keep an eye on her? Would Mother ever take a moment of rest for herself?

Was there a secret about a witch’s hex their parents had never told them?

A warning whistle sounded from the sky where Cado and Hale were scouting, visible off toward the west.

“There!” said Titus, pointing to movement at the edge of the trees.

Three bulky figures raced toward them across a snow-blanketed field: knights mounted on bears who mauled their way through the thick snow. Rowan and the others readied their weapons, slowing to a cautious walk.

The Garenbrig knights approached at an aggressive pace. Dressed alike in mail coats covered with green tabards, they all wore their hair long: the leader’s black hair in box braids, the other man’s straw-blond hair flowing and loose, and the woman’s chestnut-colored hair fixed back in a single thick braid. A bird of prey rode on the woman’s shoulder, watching them with keen eyes.

The lead bear jumped easily over the road’s retaining wall and halted in the middle of the road, forcing their party to stop. The horses shifted skittishly as the bears snuffled, scenting prey animals, but Ardenvale mounts were too well trained to bolt.

“Travelers are not welcome. Best if you turn around and go home.” The knight was a large man who carried a hammer as tall as Rowan and so massive she was sure she could never lift it.

“This is not the hospitality for which Garenbrig is famous,” replied Elowen, earning her a sharp glance from the leader’s companions. “I am surprised to be greeted like this when we come on a quest of the greatest importance.”

The leader studied them with a scornful frown. “So you say. We’ve had too many troublesome visitors in recent months to believe the claims of every chance-met traveler.”

The woman bear-rider leaned over and whispered something to the ice-pale man, who shook his head but said to the leader, “Ask them what quest they are on, Bragi. Maybe—”

“We seek the High King,” Rowan burst out.

The knights laughed.

“Why do you mock us?” Rowan demanded. “Have you found the High King? Or are you too weak to look?”

“Ro!” Will kicked her.

Bragi hefted his hammer. “Do you mean to insult Garenbrig’s honor and strength, stripling?”

The man had a lot of nerve, stopping them on the road, doubting their purpose, and being affronted because of a problem caused by him! Rowan intended to retort, but Will kicked her again, in the very same spot on her shin. She shut her mouth and with gritted teeth nodded at her twin. Let him be the voice of reason!

“My sister meant no offense by her words,” said Will like the bootlicker he could so easily be when he used flattery to get his way. “We’ve had a difficult and lengthy journey from Castle Vantress. We are eager to reach the Great Henge and its portal, of which we have heard so many praiseworthy things.”

“Bragi! Aloft!” cried the woman, nocking an arrow to her longbow’s string.

Cado and Hale had veered back, flying fast.

“I know that griffin,” said Bragi. “Hold your places.”

Hale landed off the road, squawking once. The ears of Bragi’s bear cocked forward, while the other bears yawned and looked away.

Bragi dismounted at the same time as Cado and waited for the older knight to meet him on the road. They clasped forearms.

“Well met, Cado. Are you with these travelers?”

“Well met, Bragi. I am. Is there trouble that you block the road against a questing party?”

“All manner of trouble, honored friend. The Wilds plague us tenfold. They believe us weakened by the High King’s disappearance.”

“Then surely you should welcome a party of youthfully strong questers instead of provoking them,” remarked Elowen.

Cado peered at his friend’s face, examining him closely. “Are you well, Bragi? You seem agitated. That’s not like you.”

The man shook his head, his tone smoothing out under Cado’s regard. “We are currently saddled with an unpleasant persistence of Locthwain’s knights come to plague us at our midwinter revels.”

“Ah, I know you have no love for Locthwain, my friend. That explains why the castle flies above your hills.” Cado pointed to the west.

A bank of clouds had piled up behind the hills. With the wind blowing west, away from the road, the clouds should have been receding from them. Instead, the clouds bobbed against the wind like a boat pushing against the current. On that vast billow of cloud rose a magnificent castle.

“Locthwain!” exclaimed Will. He rubbed at his forehead.

Rowan, too, felt an ache above her eyes as if a memory were hammering at her skull from inside—someone, or something, from Locthwain, some memory trying to get out.

The castle sailed with slow majesty, as much ship as fortress, its central tower fluttering as with sails because of all the pennants affixed to its spires. Locthwain had been forced aloft long ago by the curse of having lost the embodiment of its precious virtue, the missing Cauldron of Eternity, never found even after many generations of searching by Locthwain’s persistent knights and others looking for healing and its fabled promise of immortality.

“Queen Ayara comes here every midwinter, does she not?” said Elowen, peering closely at Bragi as if sure he was about to lie to her. “She and King Yorvo celebrate the three feasts of midwinter together, though I’ve heard she’s never seen at the feast on Midwinter’s Night. Some say she goes into seclusion, in mourning for the ancient days when all the land was part of the Wilds. Others say it’s the one day of the year she sleeps.”

“Leaving her haughty knights poking their noses about Garenbrig,” said Bragi.

“A fair complaint,” said Elowen. “They’re an arrogant lot. But I favor the theory she’s scouting out new blood, if you take my meaning.”

“New blood?” Will asked.

She cackled. “She’ll be looking for a new consort to wed at Springtide. Best you stay out of her sight, Titus.”

Titus cast a long-suffering glance at Rowan, who rolled her eyes.

“That stripling?” Bragi laughed, making Titus flush. “But you are correct for once, loremage.”

“For once?” Elowen’s eyebrows shot up.

Cado laughed heartily and clapped Bragi on the shoulder. “A good shot, my friend.”

The bear-knight’s fleeting smile turned to a frown as he indicated his companions. “My sworn comrades, Alona and Roki, remember our fourth, the noble Vinsi, who succumbed to Queen Ayara’s charm when we were barely more than cubs. He married her, drunk on love, and swore to find the Cauldron of Eternity. Of course he never returned.”

The ice-pale man called Roki raised the poleaxe he carried. “He forged this blade himself, as a test of strength. We found it years later in the Wilds next to a skull-less collection of bones.”

“Just so you understand our antipathy,” added Bragi. “In fact, as I heard the story, she tried to marry Algenus when he was a young knight of Ardenvale.”

“She what?” Rowan asked as Will gaped.

Elowen said, too quickly, “To be fair, Queen Ayara goes through new consorts at a blistering pace. I would not call that one incident by itself damning.”

“She doesn’t like being told no,” said Bragi nastily. “Maybe she got tired of waiting for Linden to get old and die as we humans do, and so finally took Kenrith for herself.”

“Maybe she and King Yorvo have long conspired to destroy the Realm and return it to the days when their own kind ruled here,” retorted Elowen.

“You insult us!” snarled Bragi. “Why would we of Garenbrig wish to harm Algenus Kenrith, loremage? He has been a staunch ally.”

“The giants of Garenbrig threw off human kings long before you or I were born. Yorvo and his court might resent the High King’s rule and wish to unburden themselves of its weight.”

“Algenus Kenrith and Queen Linden have always been friends to Garenbrig. Can you say they have been as well respected and honored at the other courts, even their own?” Bragi noted Will’s grimace and added, “I thought not. Look elsewhere for your culprit. I suspect Ayara, for the reasons I’ve explained. But perhaps we should look more closely at Castle Vantress. You’d know better than I about the petty intrigues of loremages, would you not? The less at stake, the meaner they get.”

Elowen grinned. “You’ll not rile me, you and your intimidating bear. But it’s certain Queen Ayara has done much to rile you!”

“This is not helpful!” Cado placed himself between the loremage and the bear knight. They both took a step back as Hale screeched. “Bragi, will you let us pass?”

“I won’t block your path, Cado. King Yorvo will be glad to see you.”

“You’ll not come with us to seek the High King in the Wilds?” Cado asked. “I’d treasure the chance to ride another adventure beside you, old friend.”

“So would I, but we guard the border in these dark days. I’ll let King Yorvo know you’re coming.” He nodded at Alona, and she whispered into the ear of the hawk and loosed it to fly. “Let the cubs take their swords through the portal into the Wilds and see if they have the strength to survive.”
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As they rode the winter road toward the Great Henge, Castle Locthwain remained in sight like a memory floating just out of reach. Every time Will looked at the castle an odd buzzy feeling hummed in his ears, but he didn’t know why and wished it would stop.

“Is it possible Queen Ayara is responsible for the High King’s disappearance?” he said to Elowen. “She’s had generations to foment rebellion, if that was her goal. It doesn’t make sense she would suddenly break her pact with the other rulers of the Realm right now.”

“Why not? I still say there’s something suspicious about her midwinter revels, something she’s hiding. Elves live so long they don’t see the world the same way we humans do. They don’t fear the withering of old age or the stalking feet of death. They can hold onto grudges for a long time, if you ask me. Be that as it may. She’ll be at the feast tonight, so you can ask her yourself.” Elowen snorted. “Just don’t seem too eager or you might end up becoming her next consort.”

Will glanced at Rowan, who nodded, then back to the loremage. “Did Queen Ayara really try to marry our father when he was young?”

For once, Elowen considered her answer for quite a while before replying. “I’ve heard the rumor, but I don’t know for sure.”

“There’s something you don’t know?” cried Rowan with a laugh.

“Hoo! That’s told me!” She glanced skyward where Cado and Hale has resumed scouting. “It is odd Cado claims he wasn’t with the High King that evening at Beckborough, when you two saw him with your own eyes. I hope Cado hasn’t been lying to us all along.”

Rowan stiffened.

Will said, carefully, “Why would Cado lie about that?”

“I always thought he had a bit of a fancy for Linden, back before Algenus won her heart with his courage, skill, and attractive laugh.”

“I don’t think I like what you’re implying,” added Will in his coolest voice as ice prickled in his hands.

“My dear boy, I’m implying nothing. Linden turned a lot of heads back in the day, not that she cared about that sort of thing. She thought only about the High Quest. Single-minded. Not as sociable as Algenus. Then again, Linden wasn’t one of us.”

“What do you mean?”

“She was raised in a different canton of Ardenvale. You know that. She didn’t meet Algenus until they were both chosen by the Questing Beast.”

“So I suppose you knew Cado and the High King well?” Rowan said sarcastically.

“Did Cado not tell you I was one of the group who rode with Algenus in the early days? Before any of us earned our knighthoods?”

Rowan blinked.

Will was also taken aback. Not that he’d ever asked his parents or Cado about their early days, but still it surprised him how much he didn’t know. “He never mentioned you. But if it’s the case then I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned it twenty or thirty times.”

Elowen’s cackling laugh burst out. She liked nothing better than people being snippy with her, except reminding her companions of how knowledgeable she was. “When I first met Algenus Kenrith he wasn’t any older than you are, young Will. Milk-skinned, scrawny, and beardless, just like you.”

Will tried to imagine his parents setting out from their homes, untried, eager, and raw about the edges, but all he could see was his father presiding in splendor as all about him cheered and the way his mother’s stern but loving authority made people feel secure.

“That’s the mistake people make,” mused Elowen as if to herself. A breeze swirled around the riders with a breath of alluring warmth amid winter’s chill. “They say what’s past is past. But the past doesn’t die. It grows like rot beneath a fallen log that’s never been overturned.”

Afterward. remarkably, she fell silent.



—

Even knowing what to expect, Will’s first sight of the Great Henge stunned him.

A huge stone outcropping jutted out over the valley’s lower ground. Its southern end was rooted to the earth by stone and massive tree trunks, while the northern portion extended like a roof over flat earth beneath. A monolith too large even for giants to move had fallen to rest at an angle against the fixed end of the outcropping, like a ramp to the sky broken violently off. Trees tangled their way partway up the stone’s slope. Atop the outcropping stood the Great Henge and its portal.

Monoliths of ordinary size had been set up in concentric circles around the base of the outcropping. The valley itself was verdant with stone-walled orchards and winter-fallow gardens. Incised menhirs had been erected in circles, rows, and as isolated singletons throughout, like guardians. Bold mountains formed a backdrop.

An honor guard of eight elderly knights waited at the head of a long, straight avenue lined by standing stones. They accompanied the party to the shadow of the Henge, drawn long as twilight descended over the valley. On packed earth beneath the towering rock, people were wrestling, dragging stones, and holding weights above their heads without moving.

A steward came forward to greet them. “Let me show you to your quarters.”

“Aren’t the guest quarters through that arch?” Elowen asked as the man led them to a different opening.

The steward pulled a face, quickly covered with a bland smile. “Those quarters are filled with the entourage from Locthwain accompanying Queen Ayara. King Yorvo wishes the young people to bide closer to his abode. This way.”

The palace was a warren of rooms built into roots and rocks, paths worn into the stone floors by the uncountable footfalls of generations of inhabitants. They heard a distant buzz of conversation but saw no one as the steward led them deep into the palace interior. Their rooms were a modest human-sized suite of sleeping quarters situated around a snow-dappled courtyard and an adjoining parlor with a brightly burning hearth.

After washing, they were shown into an audience chamber. King Yorvo awaited them, alone. Even sitting, he loomed above them. With a single slam of his hand he could crush their puny bodies. But he opened his hands in greeting and welcomed their entrance with a hearty smile.

“Will and Rowan! These are dark days, but you bring light to Garenbrig. How fares your mother? If I know her, and I do, she is doing everything she can to keep the Realm in order at this vulnerable time. But then, that is Linden, is it not? Always using her considerable strength on behalf of others even at great cost to herself.”

“At great cost to herself?” Will asked, exchanging a puzzled glance with Rowan.

“Ah.” Yorvo was silent for a moment, then smiled as if to change the subject away from whatever a “great cost” might be. “I mustn’t compliment Linden too much. If she were to hear I was singing her praises she would arch an eyebrow and suggest the subject be turned to something more useful like irrigation improvements or how to defend against a swarm of carnivorous frogs. What brings you here, children?”

“Indrelon granted us a vision, a path to seek Father,” said Rowan excitedly. “We are hunting a stag that we saw standing at the base of a mound at dawn, with the sun rising between two ivory obelisks behind it.”

“Do not speak of your vision outside this chamber.” The giant glanced toward a set of closed doors as if he suspected eavesdroppers. “What can I do to help you?”

“We want to enter the Wilds, through the portal,” Will said.

“A dangerous business. But you are of age, so I will assist you. But tell me, Will. You could quest for years in the Wilds and never find one specified beast. How do you mean to track this stag?”

Elowen interrupted, “Based on their description of the vision, I know where and when the portal must open.”

His gaze shifted to her. He blinked as slowly as if he had barely heard and was trying to puzzle out what she’d said.

To Will’s surprise Elowen added, “I beg your pardon for interrupting, King Yorvo. But the quest is urgent, as I am sure you agree.”

“I am concerned, it is true. You need the stones shifted to a particular alignment.”

“Yes. Such a feat of strength should be child’s play for you, King Yorvo.”

“Child’s play is serious business, loremage. But yes, I can manage it easily enough. However, Midwinter’s Day is not an auspicious time to enter the Wilds.”

“Spoken as if I am not the most knowledgeable loremage in Vantress,” muttered Elowen. She glanced at the floor and sighed as if to stop herself from any more sarcastic rejoinders. Finally, she lifted her gaze. “The situation is dire, as you know. We have only the vision to guide our steps. I know of a mound in the Wilds with two obelisks atop it that fits the description given by the twins. The sun rises directly between the two obelisks only at dawn on Midwinter’s Day. Therefore, the stag will be in the clearing tomorrow morning. Only the portal can get us there in time.”

His gaze again shifted toward the closed doors. He stroked his beard with a frown and, after a pause, examined first Rowan and then Will with a worried look that made Will’s head hum with questions.

“So be it. I cannot gainsay Indrelon’s knowledge. Be ready at the henge portal at dawn but do not enter before then. Now, attend me at the feast. Children, you will sit at my right hand.”

He rose, his girth and height startling but his gentle smile reassuring. The doors opened onto a feasting hall, a cavern filled with light and merriment and song. Musicians played a spritely tune as King Yorvo entered. The revelers welcomed Will and Rowan and their companions with a song. The contingent from Locthwain stared at the newcomers, whispering among themselves. Will couldn’t help but gawk at their elaborate headdresses and elegant attire.

Queen Ayara was already seated at the high table, to the left of Yorvo’s massive chair. She wore a magnificent black gown with a purple bodice trimmed in gold with miniature goblets in the fashion of Locthwain. A gauzy black veil half concealed her features, but her beauty and proud strength were evident to all. Her dark eyes studied the newcomers with an expression as unreadable as it was daunting.

Both Will and Rowan offered their most gracious greetings, appropriate to give one of the rulers of the five courts. Will always felt his mother would know if he did not behave in a way that gave credit to his upbringing.

Ayara raised her goblet in acknowledgement, drank in salute, and spoke not one word throughout the remainder of the feast. Her silence made Will’s skin crawl, although she didn’t appear hostile. Maybe she was just a reticent person, but mostly she seemed preoccupied. Her enigmatic gaze swept the hall at intervals as if she were looking for someone and could not find them. Her right hand restlessly turned her always-filled goblet. Yorvo occasionally addressed a comment to her, but mostly he applied himself to the twins, asking them questions about their lives as a kindly uncle would. Rowan relaxed enough to chatter at length about the tedious details of their arms training. Will found it amusing when Yorvo grilled her on proper axe and pole-axe techniques. But he was restless too. The evening’s feast dragged on interminably. He just wanted it to be over. Dawn couldn’t come soon enough.
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In the pre-dawn twilight Will, Rowan, and the other four waited impatiently at the henge portal. Will was starting to get worried. What if they missed their chance? How would they find the stag?

“Is King Yorvo coming?” he whispered.

Elowen was leaning against the gate, head pressed to the iron-clad planks. “I think he’s already inside. The portal is awake and open. That’s odd. Very odd. Ear-pricklingly odd.”

A scintillating aurora of lights played against the sky, then faded. A rumbling, grinding noise sounded from the other side of the gate. After it ceased, heavy footfalls approached. They retreated hastily as the gate swung outward. King Yorvo stood like a massive stone menhir looming against the dark sky.

“I’ve already moved the stones in the alignment you requested,” he said.

Elowen opened her mouth to ask a question but when the giant looked directly at her with a disapproving stare, she closed her lips and heaved a disgruntled sigh.

He added, “We don’t have much time. Hurry.”

The portal was at the center of the Great Henge, a rough circle of stones with a larger standing stone in the middle wrapped by the roots and branches of an ancient yew tree. The sun was already rising over the eastern hills. Within the pattern of its light, the shadows of the henge stones touched the portal stone in a distinct pattern.

“You’re sure this will bring us close to the obelisks?” Rowan asked in her usual blunt way.

“Why would you doubt me?” Elowen looked astonished. “I have spent more years wandering in the Wilds than you have been alive, young Rowan. And even I, the most knowledgeable of loremages—”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Rowan added.

Elowen laughed. “Don’t be absurd.”

Green magic crawled down the face of the central Gnomon and spun into a circle. As the light intensified, the stone circumscribed by the circular glimmer dissolved to become a pathway. What lay beyond Will could not perceive, only a glare so bright it hid the land they must walk into.

“The portal will remain open until dusk today,” said King Yorvo. “In a year and a day, it will open again from dawn to dusk. After that—” He sighed. “After that, you will be considered lost forever.”

The four friends looked at each other. Will would never have considered himself a coward, would have despised himself for the feeling. Yet he hesitated. Even Rowan and Cerise hesitated. Once through, they would walk straight into the deepest tangle of the Wilds where the boldest and most experienced knights might meet a brutal death. They had only the brief hours of midwinter daylight to find the stag before their path back to Garenbrig and the safety of the Realm would close for an entire year.

Titus called, “Our time is now, friends!” He cast his net of heartening magic over the others, banishing doubt, then rode fearlessly through the shining portal without looking back. He and his horse sparkled until they became incandescent and, in a flare of shocking brightness, passed out of sight.

“You were supposed to go first!” Elowen shouted at Cado. “Go on, old man!”

Cado urged Hale forward, the griffin squawking as he leaped through the portal. Elowen and Cerise followed, leaving Rowan and Will to bring up the rear.

Will raised a hand to shade his eyes but the glare became so painful he had to shut them. A change of pressure popped in his ears. The harder clop of his mount’s hooves on the packed dirt of the henge turned to the sinking thud of damp ground. A breeze brushed his face, heavy with the soporific scent of flowers. He opened his eyes to darkness untouched by stars or moon, a drowsy blanket of night steeped with humid air. Close at hand he heard the calming burble of a river.

Where was this place? It didn’t feel like winter.

Had Elowen or Yorvo lied to them? Were they in on the plot against the High King? Trembling, he drew his sword but could see nothing. If he couldn’t see, he couldn’t fight.

“There!” cried Titus, from somewhere ahead.

A light winked to the right, illuminating an artificial mound wreathed in vines that were covered in white flowers easily visible in the darkness because of their coruscating aura. Twin obelisks stood side by side at the mound’s top. A murky blue light traced the outlines of sigils carved into the pillars.

More lights flared, revealing a ring of lanterns floating in a circle around the obelisks. Each lantern was shaped as a larger version of the vine flowers, petals burning with white fire. A horse and rider lurched into view at the farthest edge of the light’s aura, their features too shadowed to make out.

“Wait!” Cado’s voice came from far to the left, nowhere near Titus, as if the party had been scattered by their passage through the portal. “Cerise? Elowen? Rowan?”

“I’m here,” Will answered. “Titus, wait for us!”

A bulb of yellow light popped into view to his left, illuminating the loremage as she peered around, discovering the two girls close by her. The bulb expanded until it shone like a full moon over the scene. Will found himself at the edge of the clearing he’d seen in his vision. At their backs rose a wall of tangled forest and the gleam of portal half hidden on the verge, its shape and light so faint he might easily have mistaken it for a magically shimmering spider’s web suspended in mid-air. Ahead rose the mound and beyond it lay a river.

Titus rode toward the mound and its twin obelisks. “There’s something moving in the trees!”

“Stop bellowing, you fool,” said Elowen. “Shouting attracts predators.”

Cado yelled, “Titus! Beware!”

His next words were drowned out by the thunderous rustling of a large creature rushing through the forest. A horse-sized drake burst out of the trees as if launched by a crossbow. It snatched Titus off the back of his mount, a talon on each shoulder. Titus shouted, struggling to shake free as the beast’s leathery wings boomed, beating skyward.

Hale flapped into the air, Cado astride. An arrow loosed by Cerise bounced off the drake’s scaly back. Hale flew above it, then plummeted to slash at the drake’s eyes while Cado thrust with his spear at its vulnerable throat. The conjoined attack was too much for the drake. With a roar it released Titus and dove for the safety of the nearest trees.

Titus hit the dirt, rolled, and came up in a kneeling position, braced on a hand as he shook off the shock of the drop.

The others converged on him. Will leaped down from his horse and helped his friend to his feet. Both he and Titus could barely catch their breaths, pulses pounding in their ears and bodies shaking with adrenalin. The mage-light faded, returning the clearing to a murky twilight, although Will could now see the outlines of the surrounding trees.

“Welcome to the Wilds,” said Elowen. “That was good team work for a cohort of novices. Though it wouldn’t have gone so well without Hale.”

Rowan wiped her brow. “What was that thing?” she demanded.

“A drake,” said Cerise. “Just like the ones drawn in our schoolbooks.”

“No, I mean the shadow I saw over by the mound. It looked like a horse and rider.”

“I saw it too,” said Will, peering nervously in that direction, “but it’s gone now.”

“I saw nothing,” said Elowen.

Hale landed with a thump, startling the horses. “Are you all well?” Cado asked. “Titus, are you injured?”

“I’m fine,” Titus said with a snap of annoyance or perhaps embarrassment at having been taken by surprise. “Why are we here at night?”

“The portal sent us west. It’s not yet dawn here.” Elowen indicated the eastern sky, slowly lightening to the rosy gray of pre-dawn. “The two possibilities we discussed on our journey—”

“At length,” muttered Rowan.

“—still seem most likely to me. Either the High King or his remains are hidden somewhere near these obelisks.”

“Remains?” said Cado with a frown. “Is such language necessary in front of the children?”

“We’re not children! Or naïve!” snapped Rowan, and Will was glad she’d jumped in so fast.

Elowen nodded. “The girl is right, Cado. This isn’t a picnic. We shouldn’t pretend everything will be fine when the High King may already be dead.”

The words hurt to hear, but Will knew they couldn’t hide from the ugly truth. “Let’s stick to what we do know,” he said. “How do we find the stag?”

“The vision showed you the stag at the base of the mound with the sun rising between the obelisks. As long as we are in this clearing when the sun rises, the stag will come to us.”

“How can you know today is the correct sunrise?” Will asked.

“Did I not explain this already? This specific pair of obelisks is sited precisely so the midwinter sunrise shines exactly between them. The obelisks mark the border of the heart realm of the Wilds, the old crown city of the lost elven dominion. There are three other pyramids like this one, each with a pair of obelisks on top, each pair hewn from a different substance. Winter’s obelisks are carved from bone. The other three pairs mark the sun’s rising at midsummer and at the vernal and autumnal equinoxes.”

Will stared at her, mouth agape. “You really do know so much.”

“And so might you, young man, if you apply yourself and seek a knighthood at Vantress, as all the best people do.”

Cado coughed.

She smirked as she turned to him. “I doubt even you, Cado, have stood upon the shore of the river that encircles the heart realm of the Wilds. Few humans have seen it, and fewer still live to report that they’ve seen it. Yet here we are.”

“As you say, fewer still live to report they’ve seen it, so I’ll get back to sentry duty,” Cado said. Hale leaped skyward in a flurry of wings. The pair settled into a slow circling of the clearing.

“The sun moves slowly at the solstices,” Elowen said. “Since we are here and waiting for sunrise, you young ones have an unparalleled chance to catch a glimpse of the ancient glory and extraordinary mysteries that dwell here at the heart of the Wilds. It will be something for you to brag of, should any of you live to grow old and boastful. Look!”

She cast another bulb of light. Propelled by her magic, the bright sphere drifted past the mound and illuminated the bank of the river. A pair of bridges stood side by side, one carved of jade and the other of obsidian. They arched over the water toward a gloomy shore impossible to make out, obscured by a denser shroud than twilight.

“You can’t see the heart realm until you cross,” said Elowen wistfully. “But you can inhale the enchantment of its charm-drenched flowers.”

The air did indeed smell heady with blooms whose scents made Will dizzy. A breeze tickled his ears as with the breath of invisible sprites teasing him with their chortling whispers. His hair stirred as if raked by tiny claws. Will flapped his hands on either side of his head, and the noise quieted.

“Why is it warm, like summer?” he asked. “Why isn’t there snow here?”

“The seasons in the Wilds do not follow the reliable pattern of our own. They shift as changeably as an elf-queen’s whim. But the sun’s rising remains constant. Thus, the obelisks. Do you see that flame?”

The flame, barely more than a flicker, floated in the darkness of the opposite shore. It was either a small flame not far away or a huge bonfire many leagues distant.

Elowen went on. “The fire burns at the tip of the wing of a petrified dragon whose stone corpse was carved eons ago into an amphitheater. That’s where the great Council met in days of yore. It’s said the elves recognized neither king nor queen but, like the assembly in Embereth, argued over everything until they came to agreement. Long lived as they are, I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered to them if it took years to reach consensus. It’s rumored a council still meets, but I’ve never seen it for myself, so I can’t be sure.”

“I thought you’d seen everything,” said Rowan, and this time Will heard no sarcasm or jest in her tone.

“I have walked in the empty amphitheater and marveled at the old city’s fallen spires and the delicate bones of its architecture. I have listened to a tune plucked from the ensorcelled strings of an elven lute. I have tasted spring water from the Well of Ghosts and suffered through a gale midway across the span of the Bridge of Regrets. But of all the perilous places in the Wilds, the borders of the heart realm are most perilous of all. The elves are usually indifferent to the likes of me, because I am not here to fight but to learn. But that doesn’t mean they want loremages tramping around their precious sanctuaries. Dangerous creatures often come to drink from the river’s magical waters.” She touched the scar at her throat. With narrowed eyes she scanned the trees and sky, but it was still too dark to see anything except the barest outlines of the landscape.

“Why are there two bridges?” Will asked.

“Wouldn’t one be enough?” Rowan added. “The obsidian bridge is so beautiful.”

Elowen clucked disapprovingly. “Don’t they teach you children anything? Never, ever cross an obsidian bridge in the Wilds.”

“Why not?”

A shrill whistle from overhead broke the twilight hush: Danger!

Elowen swung her head around as her mage-light floated away across the water, leaving their surroundings dimmer than they had been a moment before. Will pulled ice into his hands, scanning for a target. How had it gotten so much murkier all of a sudden, as if darkness were washing in on a tide of unsavory magic? Beside him he felt the prickling of Rowan’s lightning waiting to be released.

“Over there!” Titus urged his horse toward the trees, taking the lead as always.

A shadowy horse and rider lurched toward the young knight out of the murky twilight. A spear thrust caught Titus’s horse a glancing blow across the flank, sending the animal stumbling. Titus flung a leg over the saddle and slid to the ground before he could get thrown. Drawing his sword, he turned to face the enemy.

A stench boiled through the air. The fading remnants of Elowen’s light revealed the creature’s true nature. It was a lich knight, all bone and decaying sinew, the undead remains of a brave fighter from the Realm who had met death in the heart of the Wilds. Its dead mount wore full plate armor darkened with rust and smeared with the dried blood of untold opponents.

As the creature closed with Titus, it raised its sword to cleave the youth.

“Titus! Duck!” Will threw a mantle of ice onto the lich knight to slow it down. Rowan galloped up from behind, slashing her sword across the undead knight’s back. Lightning released from the sword shot through its frame, catching fire on scraps of cloth before it fizzled out. But the creature wasn’t staggered at all. Its sword slammed down on Titus.

He pitched backward, heels over head, the sword cutting air where he’d just been. As he rolled to his feet, he drew his sword to catch the lich knight’s next cut on his blade. His entire body shook from the weight of the blow, but he held it off.

Cerise’s arrow punched through the skeletal creature, tearing flesh and chipping bone, but the impact did nothing to deter it from pressing Titus back. Hale swooped, talons clutching at the lich knight’s head, but all that came away were the jagged remains of an ancient helm, revealing a face of bone and rotting flesh. An eddy of black nothingness filled its eyes and gaping jaw. Again, Will and Rowan cast their ice and lightning, but the magic coursed over it without effect. It marched relentlessly forward as Titus scrambled to stay out of its reach.

Elowen threw a globe of blue light toward the creature. The sphere pushed its way inside the shredded tabard and popped with a burst of blue fireworks.

The lich knight jerked to a halt, swaying as the tiny explosions rattled inside its armor. Overhead, Hale swept a turn above the trees, trying to get an angle from which to attack.

Titus swung up onto his horse. Though bleeding from a gash scored across its flank, his mount was able and eager to run. “Move! Move! Where to, Elowen? Back through the portal?”

“We can’t leave before sunrise!” shouted Will.

“I’d rather die than return to Garenbrig like frightened rabbits!” Rowan cried.

“To the jade bridge!” Elowen called. “A lich knight cannot cross moving water.”

In the brief course of the battle, strands of daylight had woven into the darkness. The petals of the floating lanterns folded together in the manner of night flowers closing up as the sun rises. On the mound, the white flowers blooming within the vines began to close as light touched them. At the base of the obelisks a tangle of vines was heaped up over the contours of a large four-legged body. What Will took first for the woody stalks of a dead bush stuck up from one end of the concealed body, two curving racks that mirrored each other…like antlers.

Antlers? A stag covered in flowers, imbued with magical sleep?

That was all Will had time to think as he raced with the others past the mound and toward the bridges at the river’s shore.

Elowen called, “Don’t go on the obsidian bridge! The jade bridge is the safe bridge!”

Although Titus was in the lead, he pulled up at the river’s bank, waving the others past him. Elowen rode swiftly out onto the jade bridge, with Cerise and Rowan close behind.

“Will! Titus! Hurry!” Rowan yelled back at them.

“Go!” Titus said as Will came up beside him. “I’ll bring up the rear.”

The lich knight jolted after them, but the creature was too far away to reach them before they would all cross to safety. It would be all right. It will be all right. With the words ringing in his head, Will started up the bridge. They just had to shake off the lich knight and then they could turn right around. Had he really seen a stag buried beneath flowers? Would it wake when the sun’s light touched it?

Behind him, Titus shouted garbled words.

“Titus!” Ahead of Will, Rowan dragged her horse to a halt.

Will swung around in the saddle. Five paces from the bridge Titus had come to a halt, hands clapped over his ears in a vain attempt to block a sound Will could not hear. Titus’s mouth came open in a choked, rattling scream as his gaze tracked upward.

Above him, outlined by the rosy light of the rising sun, a hooded and robed figure flew over the trees. The figure rode on a creature that bore something of the shape of a dragon but had the thin legs of an insect and a profusion of crooked horns in a cluster where its eyes should have been. It was a specter, one of the most feared creatures of the Wilds because specters only appeared to people who were already doomed.

Too late Will realized he’d frozen as if spelled by his own ice. His horse was fighting the reins, trying to follow Rowan, Cerise, and Elowen, who had ridden partway across the bridge. He dismounted and ran back toward the clearing, shouting for Rowan to leave her horse too and come after him. The lich knight was still too far away from Titus to strike a blow with its blade. But the mist of its magic billowed up from the earth. Immaterial vines twined around Titus’s horse’s legs, caught on his friend’s boots, and spun a rope of magic around his body so quickly that between one breath and the next the mist completely obscured Titus and his mount.

“Stop! Don’t leave the bridge!” shouted Elowen from where she’d halted beside Cerise on the jade bridge, safe above the moving water. “The mist is deadly. It’s the lich knight’s magic.”

From behind, Rowan grabbed his arm and yanked him to a halt. “It’s too late.”

Together, they stared in disbelief and horror. The mist unwound from its prey as a cocoon dissolves. Titus and his horse were still upright as they came back into view, but when the tendrils loosed their hold and sank into the soil, youth and mare collapsed in a heap.

Will had to get to Titus, pull him to safety. When he set a foot on the cold, damp earth, a chilly sensation pressed into his flesh. A thread of mist curled around his boot, winding up his leg as it leached warmth, energy, and life from his flesh.

Rowan’s hand on his arm was hot. She dragged him backward, back onto the bridge. Where the tendril of mist touched the jade bridge it withered, leaving Will free of its taint.

The lich knight halted an arm’s length from the bridge. A staggering chill emanated from its body. The void of its gaze opened to a pit of despair: Share his fate. Come to me.

Will took a step toward the knight. Rowan pulled on him, trying to drag him back.

“Will! Will!”

Death is peace. Come to me.

He took another step down, hauling Rowan after him because she wouldn’t let go. A third step placed his boot on earth, not jade. Eager tendrils of mist sprouted from the ground to wrap around his leg. The lich knight’s bony jaw opened wide. A miasma of stink and cold and desolation poured over Will, rooting him to the ground. So tired. So very tired. The world around him began to fade into a gloomy, hopeless haze.

Movement flashed. A magnificent stag charged into view, head lowered, and slammed into the lich knight and its mount. With a powerful twist of its antlers it flung the lich knight to the ground and then, bellowing, it trampled back and forth on the corpse, splintering it into pieces.

Released from the lich knight’s mesmerizing magic, Will sprang forward, followed by Rowan. They hacked at the remains of the lich knight until none of it could have pieced itself back together again no matter how powerful its magic. At first Will thought the gasping noise Rowan was making was panting, but she was crying with fury and grief. She kept hacking and hacking long after they had done enough, chopping into the dirt until finally Will tightened a glove of ice over her hands. Dropping her sword, she staggered backward, fell to her knees next to Titus, and burst into tears.

Cerise arrived on Sophos. She dismounted in haste, knelt beside Titus, and pressed a hand to his chest. Titus’s eyes were open, staring vacantly at leaves and sky. The blue of his eyes faded to a foggy white. A sickly sheen made his skin glisten, and its oily texture began to blister and bubble on his skin.

“Fool boy,” said Elowen behind him in a sorrowful voice. “Less courage and more knowledge would have aided you. Stand back, Cerise. Let me burn the remains.”

“But I can heal him! I can!” cried Cerise.

“He is beyond your help, girl. See how he already begins to transform. If we do not burn him, he will arise as a lich knight in his turn. Stand back.”

The fireworks Elowen set on Titus, his dead horse, and the scattered pieces of lich knight corpse caught and blazed. Cerise scrambled away from the heat.

Rowan rose. “It happened so fast,” she said, gulping down sobs.

Will helped Cerise to her feet. The healer was crying now, too, hands pressed to her face. They stared with disbelief and shock at the ashes and scorched debris, all that was left of the dear friend they’d grown up with, the leader of their little band. How could Titus be dead?

The horses wandered down off the bridge. Even though Will knew they were simply following Sophos, their presence comforted him, as if they mourned Titus also. And maybe they did. Titus had always been good with horses, and they trusted him.

Hale landed in the clearing. Cado ran over, his hand pressed to his heart and his expression creased with grief and dismay.

“I warned you the Wilds is no place for rash, cocky youth,” said Elowen in a grating voice that made Will want to scream at her. With her staff she poked through the debris and uncovered Titus’s sword, the only object her fireworks hadn’t warped and burned. “I’ll give the boy this: He showed loyalty in placing himself at the rear so the rest of us could reach the bridge.”

In a choked voice Will said, “If only I had—”

“Will! Enough!” Cado broke in. “No matter what Elowen says, there’s not a thing any of us could have done once the specter materialized. Titus is not the first to lose his life in the Wilds, nor will he be the last.”

He grimly dragged the sword from the remains of the young man, his horse, and the lich knight that had killed them both with its life-sucking magic. The sword’s sheath was blackened and useless, so he slung the tarnished weapon across his back.

“We’ll return the blade to his family when our quest is finished,” he said, then lifted his gaze to the stag. The noble beast had retreated to the river’s bank and paused there, looking their way. “Cerise, you have the halter.”

Cerise wiped the tears from her face as she straightened. “I am ready,” she said with a hot glance at the loremage. “Sophos will help me calm it. If you’re sure we’re meant to capture it.”

Rowan picked up her sword with shaking hands. “What else can we do? The mirror said the stag will lead us to our father.”

“Is that exactly what Indrelon said?” Elowen asked. “One must be precise.”

Rowan bit her lip rather than snap at the woman, but Will wasn’t so tongue-tied.

“ ‘Find the stag and you will find your father,’ or did you not believe me the first twenty times I repeated it to you?” he replied in his frostiest manner. His eyes were red with tears, and he wanted to bash in the heads of a hundred lich knights to get revenge. “Before the lich knight attacked I saw the stag asleep in the white flowers at the base of obelisk.”

“Bespelled,” said Elowen portentously. “Woken by the midwinter sunrise. I don’t like this at all. Either someone planted the stag there to lure us here. Or the stag was imprisoned within the sleeping flowers for another purpose.”

“Or maybe our father is asleep in the flowers, and we should search for him there.”

A loud whistle like a command sounded from the opposite shore of the river.

The stag tossed its head as if in anger. It bolted past them and ran onto the obsidian bridge. Partway up the span it paused to look back. With a weird, uncanny instinct, Will was sure it wanted to return, that it didn’t want to cross the bridge at all.

The whistle reverberated again. Again the stag tossed its head, antlers cutting the air as if trying to shake off an invisible leash.

When the whistle shrilled a third time, it loped across the obsidian bridge and out of their sight.
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Sword in hand, Rowan swung up on her horse. “We can’t let the stag get away.”

Elowen called after her. “Not the jade bridge! You have to cross by the bridge the stag used.”

Rowan halted. “You said the jade bridge is the safe bridge. Since both bridges cross the river, isn’t it better to use the jade bridge?”

“What makes you think they go to the same shore?”

“They cross the same river to the same island,” said Rowan.

Even though it was now daylight it was impossible to make out the landscape on the other side. She squinted, which only made the effect worse, as if the land beyond lay out of focus the way the world slips into doubled vision. “It’s the way things look when you cross your eyes.”

Elowen smiled condescendingly. “This is what comes of youths who aren’t educated at Vantress. The other courts think loyalty or persistence or courage or strength are enough, but without knowledge none of these suffice. Even Cado knows that.”

He shook his head, considering the ashes. “Loyalty is the highest virtue. That is why I stayed at Ardenvale and you left. Rowan is correct. Best we move swiftly so the stag doesn’t escape us.”

Elowen led her mount to the foot of the obsidian bridge, giving the span a dour look as if her gaze could transform its substance.

Rowan came up beside her. “Where does this bridge go, if not to the same place as the jade bridge?”

Elowen cast her an exasperated glance. “How should I know? I never cross obsidian bridges when I travel the Wilds. No one with a grain of wit ever does, not if they want to return home in one piece and with their minds intact.”

“Why not?”

“Every obsidian bridge houses a deadly guardian intent on killing you. Maybe a troll, maybe a four-armed, tentacled howl-back, maybe a horned viper—”

“I’ll go first.” Rowan pushed past her. “I’m less afraid of death than I am of never getting our father back.”

She rode her horse at a cautious walk over the span, awaiting a monster’s attack. The black stone had a slippery texture, disquieting in the way your senses can warn you about a half-hidden object you don’t want to touch. Unlit lanterns furled as tight as sleeping bats hung from poles along the bridge’s railing. The bridge ran for far longer than it looked from the shore. What appeared from the clearing to be a narrow waterway was revealed to be a wide and sluggish river whose waters churned with ominous eddies and grasping whirlpools. A large serpent-like beast prickling with a spiky crest slithered just beneath the surface. When they reached the midway point, a pair of white-bodied figures popped up beneath the piers that supported the central span. Naked from the waist up, they beckoned to the travelers with gracefully waving arms. At first Rowan thought they were unusually beautiful undines calling out in silent greeting. Then they grinned to expose razor teeth meant for eating flesh. These were dark undines.

Behind her, Elowen had commenced lecturing. “The Wilds don’t behave in the orderly way you are accustomed to in the Realm. For example, ordinary stone bridges are fixed and permanent. But in the Wilds other bridges may appear and disappear at random. You find them in one spot one day, and they vanish the next, only to reappear elsewhere.”

“Such bridges are always carved out of one of five different substances: ivory, lapis lazuli, obsidian, ruby, or jade,” said Will unexpectedly. He rode behind Elowen, with Cerise and Cado at the rear.

“Well! I am impressed, young Will. You’ll fit right in at Vantress, if we survive this expedition.”

“You never answered how they can go to the same shore but different places,” Rowan said, ready to burst from frustration as she tried to get the far shore to come into focus so she could follow the stag. “How can a river be wider than it looks from the shore?”

“I’m glad you asked. The heart realm of the Wilds isn’t one single place but many possible places. The bridges extend into different emanations, shall we say, of the island that lies on the other side. Some are considerably more dangerous than others.”

At last the bridge’s span sloped down to touch the earth. If the land ahead was an island Rowan could see no banks, no sense of scale. Turf- and tree-covered hills rose in the distance. Closer at hand lay the ruins of a city long since fallen into disrepair. Pathways wound maze-like through clusters of elegant buildings whose roofs had collapsed. Trees twisted through shattered walls, and their grasping roots framed doorways.

She rode into a sun-drenched field carpeted in red poppies, delicate white lily-of-the-valley, and purple crocus, all beautiful and poisonous. The stag stood amid the blooms, head proudly raised as it looked back at them as if it had expected them to follow. A big man emerged from a gap in the tangle of thorny vegetation that grew around the edge of the field. He wore the rough clothing of a hunter and carried a huge axe.

A headache sprang to life between Rowan’s eyes. She was sure she ought to know the man but when her mind tried to grab hold of a name it felt as if a hammer were pounding against her memory so loudly she couldn’t hear the answer. Will pushed up beside her, face flushed, breath ragged with excitement or nerves or perhaps a headache match to her own.

“Rowan, does he look familiar?”

Again the painfully sharp whistle resounded, its source within the forested ruins. The man retreated into the shadows as if he too were being hauled by an invisible leash. The stag ran after him, racing out of sight beneath the trees.

“Hurry!” Rowan galloped across the meadow, Will right behind and Cerise following. She heard Elowen’s voice, calling after them, but she didn’t stop.

A path opened where two yew trees bent so their branches intertwined to make an opening in the dense growth. Rowan pressed her horse forward into the gloom. The track was so heavily overhung by trees that little light reached the ground. Forgotten buildings loomed within the tangle of forest on either side. Feet, hands, arms, and crowns from dismembered statues littered the path, forcing her to a cautious walk. The path wound through the undergrowth as far as she could see, fading into dimness.

An animal rustled through the vegetation to her left. When she glanced that way, she saw the pale glow of a unicorn’s horn. Had Cerise taken a different path? But she’d seen no other path, no fork in the trail. Was the heart realm trying to separate them?

“Cerise!” she called.

“Hush, don’t call attention to us,” scolded Will.

“Did you see another path where she might have—” She broke off.

A moment ago the path had cut straight through the forest with no branches or forks. Now, straight ahead, the trail split into two. They halted.

“Which way did the stag go?”

Will raised a trembling arm to point down the rightward fork. A massive dragon’s skull as tall as a house sat on the path, facing them with its bony jaws gaping wide open. The trail led into the skull. Light shone at the end of the long tunnel it made, a glimpse to an open space not covered by trees.

“That skull was in the visions,” he said, starting forward. “I think we’re meant to go through there.”

Fibrous vines twisted around the upper part of the jaw, holding it taut rather like a portcullis held open by a winch at Castle Ardenvale. Rowan couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if the vines snapped just as they rode underneath the dragon’s teeth, but she wasn’t about to say so aloud, not even to Will. She didn’t want him to think she was afraid, even though she was terrified. Elowen might lecture on and on about the glorious mysteries of the Wilds but Rowan just wanted to find the stag, find their father, and get out before they got horribly killed like Titus. She shouldn’t have raced ahead onto the jade bridge. She should have stayed loyally back with her friend, shoulder to shoulder. But the lich knight’s ghastly stench and chilling magic had terrified her into letting Titus take rearguard alone.

Will reached the dragon’s maw. He looked back at her with head tilted to one side, questioningly. “Rowan?”

Furious with herself, she urged her mount forward. The mare’s ears flicked back and forth at the sight of the huge skull, but she moved forward obedient to her rider’s command.

Inside the skull the air had a peculiar sweet smell. Its curved interior gleamed softly. Sparks floated high up in the its cranium like a dance of fireflies. It was oddly peaceful.

Will whispered, “Do you hear voices ahead?”

The back of the skull opened onto a stone-paved plaza choked with flowering shrubs and tall grass. The headless body of the dragon was curled into an oval. Because it had been turned to stone, it formed a wall three stories high around an unseen open space inside. The tip of its tail had pinched up where it met the severed neck, the curve forming a gateway. Climbing roses with flowers as red as blood grew from cracks in shield-sized scales that had the texture of granite. One wing had been unfurled at the moment the dragon had been turned to stone, left sticking straight up into the sky to such a height that Rowan had to lean backward to see the top. A flame burned at the shining tip of the wing.

They had found the amphitheater mentioned by Elowen, carved out of the body of a petrified dragon.

Argumentative voices came from inside.

Rowan dismounted and handed her reins to Will. As he led the horses behind a concealing height of brush, she padded over to the wall. Her gloves and armor protected her from the thorns, and the cracks between the petrified scales of the dragon made it easy for her to climb to the top. Inside, the central area was filled with tiers of stone seats built in an oval. A crested eagle perched on the far wall, overlooking a meeting taking place below.

A crude campfire burned on the central oval. Eight elves sat on broken stones around the fire, arguing.

The only elves Rowan had ever seen were Queen Ayara and some of the courtiers of Locthwain, with their elegant attire and sophisticated haughtiness. The elves of the Wilds had little in common with their kinfolk who had stayed in the Realm. They wore crowns of flowers and leaves in their hair, clothing woven of flax and thistle, and they bore keen, quick expressions. But the most shocking sight at the meeting was Queen Ayara, standing to one side like a humble on-looker. She wore black riding clothes instead of her usual sweeping black gown, with golden broaches in the shape of goblets pinned to the lapels of her jacket. Her hair was braided into a tight crown, leaving her face unveiled. She didn’t look old—elves never did—but there was an indefinable air of great age and ancient exasperation as she glared, hands on hips, at the young elf who was speaking to the council.

“The time to attack is now while the Realm is weakened, while they squabble in disorder and disagreement,” said this individual, a gloriously handsome young person. He held a beautifully carved bow in his brown hands. “We can start tonight. For generations we’ve been confined within the Wilds. What’s to stop us from riding through the Realm this midwinter? To hunt where we choose, as we used to do? To take our pick of prey, as we ought to be able to do!”

“You young fool,” snapped Ayara. “What do think that will accomplish, except to terrorize the inhabitants of the Realm?”

“They terrorize us with their quests and their rules. You have become complacent. A collaborator!”

A swirl of dust spun a whirlwind of magic around the council, forming a tall column in a funnel of air meant to sweep Locthwain’s queen off her feet. Ayara brushed it aside with a casual flick of a hand as she continued speaking.

“You parrot the words of an individual who has been traveling through the Wilds since autumn, goading you to attack. According to the reports sent to me by my envoy, this person is a stranger to us. Why do you trust him, Ilidon?”

“Because he is correct.” He raised his bow toward the sky. “The hunt rides tonight. And this year we ride where we wish.”

Another elf spoke up. Although she looked no older than Ilidon, there was something about her voice that held a time-worn weight of caution. “Ayara is correct.”

“You’d say so, Aelfra!” Ilidon retorted. “You and she are cousins.”

“Do you not respect our ancient clans and ties of kinship? Ayara does. That is why she hunts with us every midwinter although the hunt is forbidden in the Realm. The meal we share at the end of the hunt binds our clans together. It binds the earth and the sky together. So it has always been. So it will always be.”

“Since before you were born, stripling,” remarked Ayara with a curl of her lips.

Aelfra waved her to silence and turned back to the younger elf. “You should be asking yourself where the stranger came from and which clan he belongs to. No one knows him. Worse, he brings a corruption with him that harms the Wilds. Have you not seen the dead beasts, eaten away by a magical curse none of us recognize? He’s no friend of ours, Ilidon.”

“He doesn’t need to be our friend. He needs only to be our ally. With the High King missing and every court suspicious of the others, we can push back effectively at long last! Reclaim what has always been rightfully ours.”

Aelfra held a spear decorated with copper and bronze leaves. She stamped its haft on the ground. “Be careful of what you think you know! You’re too young to recall the days when we retreated into the Wilds and what happened then. Beyond that, the stranger claims to have bespelled the High King but cannot produce him. I’m not against taking back what we’ve lost. But we need concrete assurances that following a stranger’s counsel would not lead us into a worse disaster.”

“I advise rapprochement with Castle Ardenvale,” said Ayara. “There has never been a better time to seek to reach a more advantageous understanding with Queen Linden. If we can find Algenus Kenrith and restore him to the throne, it might allow our people to—”

Ilidon leaped to his feet, shaking the bow at her. “Appeasement? Surrender? Never!”

The others broke out in angry remonstrances, some crying out against any negotiations with the Realm, others supporting Ayara and Aelfra. A few refused to engage in the dispute as they instead sharpened their spear points for the hunt that would set off at dusk.

A flurry of wings pulled Rowan’s attention away from the council. The crested eagle had flown over to perch a short distance away, watching her with a disturbingly acute gaze. What if it were like that Garenbrig knight’s hawk, an animal bound to a master for whom it could spy? She edged backward and climbed down. No one in the council oval raised an alert, so maybe it had just been a curious eagle.

From Will’s hiding place they could see no other way out of the plaza. In silence they rode back through the skull and took the fork that led left through the dense growth and empty ruins. When they’d gotten far enough away Will finally spoke in a low voice.

“What did you see?”

“A council of elves. Queen Ayara was there.”

“What? How did she get here?”

“King Yorvo must have sent her through the portal right before us.”

“And then he didn’t mention it to us. Is that normal?”

“I don’t know. He’s not obliged to tell us his other business, is he?”

“Do you think Queen Ayara has something to do with Father’s disappearance? That’s what they claim at Garenbrig.”

“She told the council she didn’t. There really is a midwinter hunt every year, like cranky old villagers always claim their grandmother’s grandmother talked about.”

“Really?”

“Yes. The elves are preparing for it right now. Apparently Ayara secretly takes part in the hunt every year.”

“Why would she do that?”

“They said it is an ancient clan tradition. They eat what they kill all together. Some kind of magical ceremony to bind the earth and sky. What if all those villagers are right and there really is a sacrifice?”

Trust good old Will not to look shocked. He merely nodded. “We go hunting and have feasts afterward too. Shared blood binds. That’s what the loremages say. That would explain why Ayara vanishes every midwinter solstice. But why does she keep it a secret? Is she ashamed of it?”

“It sounded to me as if no one in the Realm is meant to take part in the midwinter hunt, as if there is an old agreement about it.”

“A broken contract! That makes me more suspicious of her. What if she has just been waiting for a good chance to overthrow the Realm?”

“All these years? She’s been alive a really long time, Will.”

“If not her, then who is causing all this trouble?”

“They were talking about a stranger. Someone wandering the Wilds trying to convince the elves to attack the Realm now that Father is missing. Queen Ayara wants the council to open negotiations with Mother, but that will never happen. The Realm and the Wilds will always be opposed.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. What if it doesn’t have to be that way?”

“Now you sound like Loremage Elowen. But here’s another strange thing. I came under surveillance by a crested eagle, like Alona’s hawk. So we have to be even more cautious. And there’s worse! The midwinter hunt must be gathering nearby. We’ve got to find the stag and get out of here before the portal closes at dusk.”

“Shh,” he warned as the path lightened ahead.

They rode over a scattering of squat mushrooms and into a circular glade surrounded by stately oak, ash, and thorn trees. A slender tower rooted in the middle of the glade had toppled sideways long ago. Marble slabs scattered the ground. Its conical roof had broken into shards that spilled right up the path’s opening. A weather vane topped by a fanged cherub had been stuck upright into the earth.

Sunlight glinted on the pale stone remains of the fallen tower. Grass swayed in a mellow breeze. A man lounged at his ease in a vine-draped seat constructed out of pieces of marble into a mockery of a throne. He held a skull at arm’s length, studying it with a rueful but good-natured frown. As they reined their horses to a halt, he looked up and his eyes widened.

“Rowan and Will Kenrith!” he said with an exaggerated aspect of surprise. “How are you come here?”

A spike of agonizing pain lanced deep behind Rowan’s eyes. She pressed a hand over her face, thinking her eyes were about to bleed out, but the pain faded. When she opened her eyes, she blinked several times and stared. Beside her, Will’s mouth had dropped open as he gaped like a lackwit. Finally, he spoke.

“Lord Oko?” He said the name hesitantly.

“Oko!” Rowan echoed as the memory of that day flooded over her.

“What became of you at Beckborough?” said Will.

“Yes, that’s right. We lost track of you.” Rowan rubbed her eyes as a last tremor of headache cut through her brow. Yet it wasn’t really that strange she and Will had forgotten about the encounter, was it? Everything at Beckborough had happened so fast and with such appalling repercussions. “Are you questing for the High King too? Is that your companion we saw by the bridge? The hunter?”

“So many questions! And I have so many answers.”

“Whose skull is that?” Rowan stared at the gaping eye holes with a miasma of dread gnawing at her heart.

“A question I have been asking myself all morning as I contemplate the meaning of death and the vagaries of life. Who are we, really, in our hearts? What does it mean that this lost soul met their end in a beautiful glade amid sweet smelling flowers and beneath the all-embracing sky? Do such fates not make you wonder about why the worlds are the way they are? Do you not wonder at how the mighty flourish through cruelty? At how their lies masquerade as honesty? At how those in power tell you they are hurting you for your own good while they bind you with chains of their own making?”

“That’s why we strive to be virtuous,” said Rowan stoutly.

He sat up, taut and eager. “Yet what if virtue is not enough? What if virtue is a lie?”

“Virtue can’t be a lie!”

“Who tells you it cannot be a lie? The very ones who thrust you into a cage and torture you. People do not like to have their own behavior held to account or even criticized. I know that from my own humbling experience. I am fortunate to be alive and free at all, young Rowan. I cherish my good fortune every day as I breathe the strengthening air of freedom. It’s my hope I can help others—the hapless, the ignorant, the weak, the youthful strivers like you—to embrace freedom alongside me.”

His words rang in her ears like the toll of every unanswered question she had ever asked. His somber gaze pierced to the deepest part of her, the one that chafed at the restrictions placed on her, all the demands and refusals, the low-voiced disagreements between her parents broken off whenever one of their children came into the room.

“Were you really tortured?” she asked.

Will reached out to touch her arm. “Ro, you don’t ask people that kind of question.”

“Never apologize for asking honest questions. I honor those who seek answers.” Oko set down the skull. “Yet I would not sully your innocent ears with the coarse and grievous tale of my early years and how I survived them. Let me say only that I was put in a cage by the very people I trusted most. All the while they persecuted and maltreated me they claimed to do so out of love for me. They called me debased and dangerous when I would not bow to their whims and commands.”

Will shook his head as if to dislodge cobwebs. “I’m sorry for your troubles, Lord Oko, and I don’t mean to sound dismissive, but we are urgently on the track of a stag.”

“A stag!” He jumped to his feet. “When did you see a stag?”

As the cobwebs of memory fully cleared from Rowan’s mind, she flashed on that glimpse of a unicorn’s horn seen through the trees. But she, Will, and Oko were the only people in sight in the glade.

“Where are the others?” she said to Will.

He turned to look back the way they’d come. “They were supposed to be right behind us. That was the only trail I saw.”

Rowan’s mouth went dry. After Titus’s death she ought never to have taken anything in the Wilds for granted, yet now she and Will had carelessly lost the others.

“Have you seen our companions?” she asked Oko.

“The Wilds holds tight to its secrets, does it not? Why would you suppose I had seen your companions or a stag when I have been sitting here enjoying the sun?” Relaxing, Oko strolled over toward them. Somehow he had in each hand an apple, which he fed to the grateful horses as he smiled, first at Will and then at Rowan, with a look of bright inquisitiveness. “When we met in Beckborough I thought you two not yet old enough to partake of a quest into the Wilds.”

“We turned eighteen on Wintertide’s Eve,” said Rowan.

“Ah. Times does fly, does it not? Tell me of your journey. How did you get here so quickly? I am given to understand it can take knights years to find this place, if they ever find it at all.”

Rowan was startled at how much she wanted to impress him with their deeds and valor. “First we rode to Vantress to speak to the mirror.”

“The mirror!” he exclaimed, clapping his hands together and clasping them at his chest as if delighted by her cleverness.

“Yes, Indrelon has been refusing to speak to the knights and questing folk. But Will and I were admitted into the watery pit.”

“Of course two fine young people like you were given that honor. Then what happened?”

“The vision we saw sent us to Garenbrig.”

“What vision was that?” Oko asked. “Can you describe it?”

“We saw—”

Will kicked Rowan’s ankle and lowered his brows in warning. “You haven’t seen a stag? Or our companions? Because if you haven’t then we need to keep searching. Don’t we, Rowan?”

Oko’s gaze flashed to Will, a flicker of anger in the narrowing of his eyes. Rowan put an uneasy hand on her sword’s hilt at the burst of unspoken hostility. But the darkness in Oko’s eyes faded abruptly when he looked past them toward the clearing’s edge. A silky smile pulled at his lips.

“Ah, here arrives a loyal companion,” he murmured with a lift of his eyebrows.

Rowan turned to see Cado and Elowen entering the glade by a path she was certain hadn’t been there when she and Will arrived. She was so glad to see them, and obviously they were relieved to find the twins as well.

“We feared we’d lost you,” said Cado as they hastened over. “Where is Cerise?”

“We thought she was with you,” said Will in alarm, casting his gaze around the glade as if somehow he could spot the missing Cerise. How could he have left her behind?

“I told you children not to ride off in a rush,” said Elowen. “These ruins are a maze of shifting paths. We’d better leave here at once and search—” The loremage broke off when she realized her horse was not moving as Oko fed it a tempting apple.

He then offered a dead rat to Hale, who delicately snapped up the rodent.

“What a magnificent creature you are,” Oko said, scratching the griffin at the top of its beak as it purred.

In Ardenvale, no one approached a griffin without asking its knight’s permission. Cado stared at him from the saddle, too astounded by the impertinence to protest.

Elowen felt no such impediment. “Who are you?”

“This is Oko of Locthwain,” said Rowan, embarrassed by the loremage’s rudeness.

Cado cast a look around the glade as if he expected an ambush. “What is a denizen of Locthwain doing in the heart realm of the Wilds?”

“Have you already forgotten what I told you?” Elowen said. “Queen Ayara sent an envoy some time ago to negotiate with the Council of Druids.”

“How perspicacious of you,” said Oko. “Am I not correct in identifying you, friend, as a loremage of Vantress?”

“Why, yes, so I am a loremage. Without question the most knowledgeable scholar in the Realm when it comes to the Wilds.” Elowen tugged at the sleeves of her blue and silver gabardine as if stricken by an unfathomable attack of self-consciousness.

Cado considered the handsome elf with a cold and suspicious gaze. “Have we met before? Something about you looks familiar, but I can’t quite put my finger on what it might be.”

Oko sighed, eyes widening innocently. “Have I done something to offend you in the brief period of our acquaintance that you treat me with such distrust? I carry no weapon. In all aspects of life I endeavor to be quite the gentlest and most cooperative person, my friend.”

“I am not your friend,” said Cado.

“Perhaps not yet, although I hope your feelings for me may change as we get to know each other better. Perhaps we can help each other in our quests. I am waiting here for the Council of Druids to hear my plea.”

“The Council of Druids was disbanded long ago.” Elowen frowned at the sky, gaze gone contemplative as she mulled over his words. “It’s said to meet only at times of great crisis.”

Oko raised both of his hands in a gesture that encompassed everything within the glade: the fallen tower, the whispering grass, the trees on all sides rustling with leaves stirred by wind.

“Is not the disappearance of the High King a crisis? Is the Realm not struggling with disorder and disagreement? Are the courts not fighting among themselves? Might this not be the very chance the council of the Wilds seeks to regain what was torn from them? By attacking when the Realm is weakened?”

“Oho! My ears are all a-prickle.” Elowen leaned forward to use her seat to loom over Oko, but even though she was on horseback and he was on foot, he in no way seemed disadvantaged. “Is that why Queen Ayara sent you? Is she making an alliance with her kinfolk to assault the Realm in Algenus’s absence?”

“No!” protested Cado. “I don’t believe it, not even of Ayara.”

“I saw Queen Ayara in the amphitheater,” said Rowan, breaking in. “There is a council meeting, and they are discussing attacking the Realm, but Ayara is arguing against it.”

“As she would do, with Linden still holding court at Ardenvale,” said Cado.

“Queen Linden?” Oko scoffed. “She received the title because of her marriage to the High King. She is not High Queen in her own right. She has not enough authority to lead the Realm.”

Elowen gave a scornful snort. “Pah! How little you know of Linden, young pup! I don’t like her much but she does more than anyone to hold the Realm together.”

Cado’s tone was stern. “You might as easily say Algenus is the banner of the Realm that waves beautifully in the breeze while Linden is the haft to which the banner is affixed. Do not mistake me, many hands carry the Realm, not just one. But Linden’s strength and responsibility has held us together and will keep the Realm unified for a great deal longer—” He broke off, then finished in a quieter voice, “Even if the worst happens.”

Will said, “Where is Cerise? We need to find her and look for the stag.”

“No need to go looking as all paths lead to this glade.” Oko gestured toward the vine-draped seat where Rowan and Will had first seen him. In the interval it had blossomed with an astounding array of purple and white flowers. “Will you join me for a small but refreshing meal while we wait? I would be not only gratified but jubilant to be honored with your company.”

Elowen laughed heartily and rather caustically. “You’re an admirable sight, I admit, and very well spoken with a charming manner. But even you cannot think us so ignorant as to eat a meal offered to us in the Wilds. And especially not within a faerie ring.”

“A faerie ring?” he asked with gullible sweetness, tilting his head to one side.

“Come now, young fellow. Don’t think to play this game with me. I know what a faerie ring looks like.” She indicated the clearing. Only then did Rowan realize the glade itself was round, with mushrooms crowded at the edge of the trees to create a white circle. A circle she and Will had crossed without noticing in their haste to seek the stag.

“And by the way, you’re no lord of Locthwain,” Elowen added.

“You injure me with your doubt.” His tone remained light but he clenched his hands, shoulders gone stiff.

“It took me a moment to notice. Nowhere on your person do you wear the sigil of Locthwain’s goblet.”

Oko glanced down at his clothing, then up again with the narrow-eyed gaze he’d cast at Will moments before.

“Just another elf making trouble,” Cado muttered.

“Perhaps,” said Elowen. “Tell me, Oko. Which is your mother’s clan? Into which clan was your father born?”

“Why do you ask?” he said in a too quiet voice.

“Any elf is obliged to answer that question or be dishonored. There’s something about you that doesn’t add up. I don’t think you’re an elf. I think you’re an imposter. Maybe even a witch.”

“A witch!” Cado drew his sword.

Oko reached out like a snake, striking to grasp Elowen’s wrist with his left hand. “I don’t like people who accuse me,” he said in a tone so chilling that Rowan nudged her mare forward to push between the loremage and the elf.

But it was too late. With a sparkling flare of light, both Oko and Elowen vanished. In their place appeared two crested eagles, one perched on the ground and the other in the saddle. Elowen’s horse shied. Dislodged, the eagle in the saddle squawked loudly and flapped into the air, followed by the other eagle, the two rising so quickly Rowan couldn’t tell them apart. One kept flying while the other landed at the edge of the clearing and in a twist of light turned back into Oko.

Oko whistled, the sound so harsh and loud Rowan covered her ears and Will ducked reflexively. All three horses snorted and sidestepped to get a better line of sight on the noise.

Cado reined Hale around, the griffin spreading his wings in make ready to attack. The vegetation behind Oko thrashed with movement. The hunter appeared out of the forest with the stag walking to his right and Cerise limping beside Sophos on his left. Cerise’s hands were bound in front of her by a vine whose nettling sting had turned the skin raw and red at her wrists. Her face was bruised and smeared with dirt. A leaf covered her mouth like a gag.

“Wait!” shouted Will to Cado before the griffin could leap. “We can’t risk Cerise. Did you see what he did to Elowen?”

Oko looked over the new arrivals with a sour stare, all his good humor and charming smiles flown away like the transformed loremage. “Dog, I’m disappointed in how long it took you to fetch the stag. I see you caught another morsel on the way. And a unicorn too! Murderous beasts, I hear! Guard our guests. They mustn’t leave the faerie ring.”

“Yes, Master.”

A stalk sprouted from the ground and at an astonishing speed twisted into a green halter binding the stag’s head.

“If you’ll excuse me, my friends. And I know you will because I’m not giving you a choice.” Oko bowed with a flourish as he took hold of the stag’s vine-grown leash and walked into the trees.

The vegetation thrashed and churned as if a hundred redcaps were beating the brush, but the rustling at the edge of the trees wasn’t animals or creatures. It was a spurt of impossibly rapid growth. Magical growth. Vines slithered between the trunks of trees, weaving a barrier bristling with thorns and nettles that wound up along the trunks.

“Come on!” Rowan shouted, racing for the edge of the glade.

The vines were taller than them already, writhing through the canopy, reaching ever higher. With her touch Rowan pressed lightning into them, but green, living things do not easily burn and her magic fizzled. Will’s ice touched them with no more effect than a fall of snow on a winter forest. Hale leaped skyward with Cado, but the vines had already grown past the canopy, weaving a lattice-work dome over the glade. They were trapped in a cage of thorns.

From the other side, Oko raised a hand with a careless wave and strode away into the ruins, leading the stag.

Rowan stabbed at the vines with her sword, but their skins were too tough for a blade to cut. She took a step back as a cold foreboding tightened its bony fingers around her courage and squeezed it dry. Will had gone white as snow, all heat drained from his face as the truth set in.

“He must have done to Father in Beckborough what he just did to Elowen,” Will said hoarsely, meeting Rowan’s gaze with shared understanding. “The stag is Father.”

She sank to her knees in the grass and pressed her hands against her head, rocking back and forth. Her heart thudded so hard in her chest she thought she might die rather than endure it a moment longer. But she did endure. She kept breathing. The sun began to sink toward the tops of the trees as shadows drew long over the clearing.

“He’s taking the stag to the midwinter hunt,” she whispered. “That’s how he means to start a war between the Realm and the Wilds.”
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Will recovered his wits while Rowan was still kneeling on the ground with her head in her hands.

“Cerise!” He started toward the healer, who stared at him with wide eyes, unable to speak because of the leaf bound across her mouth.

Rowan jumped up. “Stay away from her, Will. Stay out of the hunter’s range.”

“He’s not going to hurt us,” said Will.

“He’s the one with the big axe!”

But Will knew Rowan was often too swift in judging others. Her impetuousness could do more harm than good. The hunter was dangerous, certainly, but he’d not made a specifically hostile action toward Will. Offering respect was the best way to receive respect.

He approached the man with slow steps, holding out both hands to show himself unarmed. “Do you remember me? We walked together a short way outside Beckborough. We talked. I sang a few of my favorite tunes.”

He hummed the chorus of “The Blooming Rose” and then fell silent, waiting.

The man stared for so long Will thought he was not going to reply, but at last, in a low, hoarse voice he said, “I remember you, Will Kenrith.”

Cerise stared at Will, waggling her eyebrows in silent communication that Will could not understand. Sophos stood beside the hunter with perfect calm, whether ensorcelled or trusting it was impossible to say, but under the circumstances Will was ready to take any risk if it meant they had a chance to escape the cage of thorns and go after their father.

He edged forward until he stood within reach of the axe’s bite, were the hunter to wield it. Without meeting the man’s gaze directly, he spoke in his calmest tone. “Your name isn’t really Dog, is it? That’s just what Oko calls you.”

Behind him, Cado said, “Will, move aside.”

Will glanced back to see Hale gathering for an attack. “No, Cado! Let me try persuasion—”

Before he could finish, the griffin inexplicably settled on the ground, folded his wings along his back, and lowered his head to rest on his forelegs as he gazed trustfully toward the hunter. With a startled oath, Cado dismounted and drew his sword.

“Wait!” repeated Will more sharply. “Listen to me! He has made no move against us, only done what Oko commanded him to do. When Rowan and I first met them, months ago, Oko commanded him not to harm us, and he didn’t.”

“It’s true,” said Rowan in a low voice, backing him up as he expected her to do. “I remember now. I was worried about walking anywhere with him, so Oko specifically told him not to harm us two.”

“I never heard Oko countermand the order. He hasn’t done anything except what he’s been specifically commanded to do. He’s not Oko’s willing companion. He’s an unwilling servant. He deserves better than our hostility.”

Cado shook his head. “I’m going to see if I can hack through the vines.”

“If you do that, he’ll have to stop you. Let me try it my way first.” Will turned back to face the hunter. “Do you have a name, my friend?”

The hunter blinked as at a slow measure of thought. At length he said, “I do not remember.”

“May I unbind my friend Cerise?” Will asked. “I don’t think the pain caused by the vines is anything you intend for her. The vines are under Oko’s control, not yours. Unbinding her wrists doesn’t mean she’ll be free of the cage of thorns. It would just be a kindness.”

The hunter turned his gaze to examine Cerise’s tear-streaked face and her raw, red wrists. “They hurt her,” he agreed. “Cut them off.”

Rowan got to her feet. “Will, don’t—” She broke off. “No, you’re right. We have to act or we won’t save Father.”

Will slipped his knife from its sheath and carefully sliced away the vines binding Cerise’s wrists. They withered as they fell to the soil. The leaf pasted across her mouth shriveled up and dissolved into dust coating her chin.

Cerise wiped the dirt and bits of leaf off her mouth with the back of a hand and spat, then gave Will a sudden, gratifying hug.

“What happened to you two?” she demanded into his shoulder.

He put his arms around her awkwardly, wishing he were bolder. “What happened to you? Why didn’t you follow us?”

“I was following you. Or at least I thought I was.” She released him and stepped back, glancing at the hunter as if expecting him to slam her into the dirt. The big man had not moved.

Will said, “We got sidetracked too. How did the hunter catch you? Couldn’t Sophos have run him through like he did to that ogre?”

“He has some kind of magic. When he blocked the trail Sophos just…went to him and wouldn’t listen to me at all!”

“If the loremage were here she might be able to explain it.” Will scanned the interlace of vines overhead, but the eagle was long gone. At least something of Elowen still lived, unlike poor dead Titus.

“He’s been cursed,” said Cerise. “I don’t know why or how. Look at his veins, his face, his posture. He’s clenched up the way people do when they are fighting constant pain. His blood, his flesh, and even his mind has been blighted with some manner of corruption.”

Without moving closer, Rowan said, “Do you think Oko cursed him? Do you think Oko is a witch, like Elowen said?”

“There’s a shard of stone or crystal embedded in the flesh of his right shoulder just beneath his neck,” said Cerise. “I wouldn’t have gotten close enough to see it if he hadn’t captured me. Do you see it, Will?”

The hunter still had not moved, nor did he object when Will sidestepped to examine the strange lump beneath his skin, although he was careful not to touch the big man.

“What do you think it is?” he asked Cerise.

“As a healer, I’m learning to trace lines of health and disease in a body. The shard is connected to the corruption in his veins. It anchors it somehow. It might be the nexus of an evil enchantment.”

“Could it be a witch’s hex?”

“I don’t know much about hexes. Healers can’t unbind them. Only a more powerful force can break them: death, a true name spoken, a true love’s kiss, an act of selfless sacrifice….”

Will turned his attention back to the hunter. “Do you have a name, friend?”

“I have no name.”

“No name you remember, I suppose. Did Oko curse you with this blight?”

His big hands clenched as he curled back his lips in a silent growl. “I see darkness and a gleaming mask made of silver chains.”

Rowan had crept closer by slow stages. “We know Oko is a powerful mage. Shapeshifting. Vines grown into cages. Making us forget we met him in Beckborough. Dog, did you see Oko turn the High King into a stag?”

The hunter lifted his gaze to her face, mouth turning down, and said nothing.

“Don’t call him that,” said Will. “It’s degrading.”

Abruptly the hunter said, “The stag was a man. Yes. He was a man first.”

Cado said, “Will, ask him who killed the steward and the clerk. People we knew were murdered in cold blood that night.”

“Did you kill them?” Will asked, already sure he knew the answer.

“Oko commanded me to kill the other two.”

“Murderer,” whispered Cado.

“Why did you do it?” Will asked.

“I must obey him.” Rage seethed in him, but now that Cerise had mentioned the curse, Will could not help but see the corruption in his flesh as the root of his fury.

“Why must you obey him?” Will asked.

The hunter rubbed his forehead as if that was all the answer he could give. But the gesture reminded Will of the headaches he’d suffered.

“He hides a secret he can’t tell because of a magical binding, like the one Oko put on Rowan and me,” said Will.

Cado shook his head. “We can’t trust him, Will. He’s a killer.”

“A man who kills is a killer, it’s true. But if a person is coerced into acting in a way they would not otherwise act, who is more responsible? The coerced or the coercer?”

“Do you want to risk our lives on such sophistries?”

“Cado, look at the animals!”

They all four looked at the hunter. At how the unicorn waited patiently beside him. At how the fearsome griffin relaxed, staring trustingly at the hunter. By now the three horses, too, had drifted over to stand near the big man. The beasts did not fear him even though he looked so grim, his flesh streaked with dark veins of corruption, his eyes dull and his stance weary. Yet a powerful aura emanated from beneath the smell of dirt, sweat, and grief, a sense of great power smothered beneath a corrosive veil.

“The animals trust him. If we free him from the binding, we can ask him to help us.”

“You’re being naïve, Will. He’s a creature of the Wilds. A killer, not an ally.”

Will lifted his chin. “Indrelon refused this quest to you, Cado. The mirror gave the quest to Rowan and me.”

Cado’s face grew red but, after a lengthy silence, he nodded reluctantly.

Will gestured toward the sky, which was growing darker, and the glade where the shadows lengthened as afternoon slid toward the end of the short midwinter day. “We don’t have much time. From what you say, Cerise, it seems like Oko bound him and cursed him by anchoring that stone in his body. If we cut out the stone, we’ll free from him from the binding and the curse. Then he won’t try to stop us when we hack our way out of the vines. Cerise, can you do it?”

“If he’ll let me,” said Cerise.

Will now stood a mere arm’s length from the big man, well within range of the axe or the hunter’s massive arms. He met his gaze, seeking the turmoil within. “Will you let us remove the shard? Cerise can cut it out. We want to help you. You can trust her. You can trust us.”

“What do you demand in exchange, Will Kenrith?” the hunter growled.

“Help us find and free the stag,” said Rowan instantly.

Will hissed between his teeth as he shook his head at her. She would ruin everything if she wasn’t willing to work with people, not just slam her way through problems.

“All right, all right,” she muttered peevishly.

Composing his own expression, he turned back to the big man. “We ask nothing in exchange. No one should be treated as you’ve been treated, my friend. Stripped of your name, of your memory. Of your freedom. But I admit we could use your help to get out of this cage and rescue our father. I won’t lie about that.”

“Anyone who can speak can lie.”

“That’s true. But I’m not lying about our father. He’s a good man and a loyal ruler who works every day for the well-being of the Realm. Everything I have ever needed to know he and our mother taught me.”

The hunter’s clenched hands relaxed. His gaze sparked, eyes lifting as toward a vision, or a memory, only he could see. “Father…” he whispered.

“That’s right. We lost our father when Oko turned him into a stag. We want to get him back, to save him from being hunted and killed, which is how Oko intends to start a war.”

“A war.” The hunter touched his own shoulder, flinched when his fingers brushed close to the enflamed skin. “He told me to hide so they wouldn’t take me to fight their war,” he said in a low voice.

“Oko told you to hide?” Will asked.

The hunter shook his head, jaw tight with anger, breathing hard. “Not Oko. I don’t remember. I want to remember.”

Will reached out until his hand rested a hair’s breadth above the brawny forearm of the hunter. “Let Cerise cut out the shard. If the spell is broken, then you can remember.”

For the longest time the hunter studied Will, his gaze a well whose depths concealed the worst sort of terrors. Yet Will could not fear him. The animals did not fear him. Didn’t that reveal something about the man? Probably he was being naïve, as Cado said. Yet Will felt a sense of kinship between them he could not comprehend and yet clung to. He breathed evenly. His gaze met the hunter’s without challenge or submission. As friends and comrades might acknowledge each other.

At last Rowan walked forward to stand next to Cerise. “Will is right,” she said in a soft, soothing tone. “Our father and mother have spent their lives fighting for the Realm and its virtues. What Oko did to you is wrong, despite whatever he claims in his flowery speeches. We will help you, if we can. And if anyone can, Cerise can.”

The three waited, standing together as they had all their lives, missing only Titus whose ashes now blew through the Wilds, even into the air they breathed.

The big man said nothing. Cado pursed his lips but did not speak. The griffin closed its eyes drowsily. The horses lowered their heads to graze. Sophos stayed alert, head high, watching the humans with the glamer of a protective spirit born long ago out of the wild wood.

The hunter set his axe on the ground. He knelt, bowing his head.

Cerise rubbed the blistered skin of her wrists, then swallowed nervously. Will nodded at her, blushing a little as he always seemed doomed to do these days whenever he interacted with her. It had all seemed so much simpler when they were younger.

Cerise paid him no mind as she opened her healer’s pack. Magic alone cannot heal. She had deft hands, a keen eye, and a fierce aptitude for mending broken things. She licked her lips before moving to stand at the hunter’s shoulder. He was so tall she didn’t have to lean over.

“I am going to touch your shoulder. I’ll be wearing my riding gloves so my skin won’t touch your skin. That should protect me from the corruption in your flesh. And I hope it will make you more comfortable. Nod if you hear me and agree.”

Will held his breath.

After a pause, the man nodded.

Cerise placed a gloved hand on the man’s skin to create connection and trust. The hunter flinched but did not pull away.

Rowan said, “Let me help.”

She had taken up a station on the man’s other side so she, Will, and Cerise formed a triangle around him. Standing on the other side of the griffin, using Hale’s body to block his actions from the hunter’s sight, Cado unsheathed his javelins from Hale’s saddle and held them ready to throw.

Working together, the three unbuckled the man’s pauldrons and removed his stained and matted cloak. The veins seen in his skin had a disturbing color, not the pale bluish-green of ordinary veins but more of a black ichor, as if he had been caught midway through a transformation from a red-blooded human into something no longer human, leaving one life to fall into a new one that might be better or might be much, much worse.

Cerise said, “I’m going to dab wound-ease oil to clean the skin where I intend to cut. This part won’t hurt.”

“I do not fear pain,” he said.

“No, I suppose you don’t,” said Rowan. With a glance at Will she shook her head, and he couldn’t tell if she was appalled at how his body seemed to be warping into a monstrous form or admired the man’s ability to withstand pain.

Cerise probed around the hard lump bulging beneath the skin, wiped around and over it carefully, then brought out a scalpel and forceps. She made a dome with the fingers of her right hand, steepled over the lump, and with a single confident cut sliced deep through the flesh. The hunter grunted but otherwise made no sound. Will grabbed the scalpel to get it out of her way. She inserted the tips of the forceps, widened them, and with a firm movement tightened the forceps over the shard and yanked it free.

The hunter did not move or let out even a gasp.

Sweat budded on her face as she let out a long exhale. With narrowed eyes she stared at the opaque shard in her hand. The stone—if it was stone—absorbed light like a crater of darkness.

“What is this?” she said, holding it up.

The veins on the big man’s arms began to visibly throb. Tendrils of black surged wildly beneath his skin, expanding their reach. He threw back his head and howled. They all slapped their hands over their ears. The horses bolted away from the fierce scream. The griffin woke. Flailing in agony the hunter leaped up. A backward spasm of his arm knocked Cerise off her feet. She flew backward to slam onto the ground with a yelp of pain.

Rowan and Will scrambled out of reach, but instead of attacking them the hunter staggered toward Cerise, who lay stunned on the ground. Sophos bolted to stand between him and the healer. The unicorn lowered his head, his protective instinct toward Cerise breaking whatever enchantment the hunter held over him. The two faced off in a battle of wills until, slowly, horribly, the unicorn knelt on its front legs and pressed its horn to the dirt.

With his attention fixed on the unicorn the hunter lost control of the griffin. Hale rustled up with a squawk of agitation. Spreading his wings, he leaped at the hunter’s back. The big man swung around. He was as fast as the griffin, ducking under the stab of its beak and grasping it by the throat. Yet he did not squeeze or tear. He twisted back and forth as if at war within himself, an instinct to protect the beast struggling against the malevolent rage surging through his flesh.

The black corruption slithered from his bare hands into Hale’s flesh. With a cry of dismay, horrified at what he’d just done, the man released the beast and stumbled backward.

He clawed at the air as if at a thousand invisible demons swarming him. “Away! Away! Stop whispering! Leave me!”

Hale bristled, feathers ruffling, and shrieked his hunting call. Shadows ripped through his form as the corruption took hold in his body. The griffin leaped for the nearest horse—Elowen’s gelding—and smashed the animal sideways to the dirt. As the horse screamed, trying to get up, Hale raked open its belly with his talons and began to feed on its entrails. The other horses bolted for the far side of the glade, seeking any path to escape, but there was no escape from the cage of vines.

They were trapped inside with the curse.

Will could not figure out what to do. All his life he’d had his father and mother to turn to. They’d solved everything. They were so good at what they did. Not just good but peerless, chosen by the Questing Beast as the best fitted to rule the Realm. What was he? Nothing but their older son, unproved, unexperienced, inept. Helpless when the worst actually happened.

The big man swayed, pressing hands to his head as he stared at the dying horse and at the contaminated griffin as a miasma crawled through it. He lurched toward the griffin, wrapped his arms around its head, and said in a low, harsh voice, “Find peace, loyal beast.”

He broke Hale’s neck with a single sharp snap.

Cado cast a javelin at him, but he caught it and flung it back so hard it hit Cado in the head broadside and sent him tumbling.

Rowan raced over to kneel beside Cerise. The healer’s right leg was twisted under her, and she cradled her right arm against her chest, breathing in ragged bursts.

“Can you get up? Take my arm.”

“I can’t…no. Think shoulder’s broken. Maybe leg too.”

Rowan stood, raising her sword. Sophos stood next to her, tail flicking nervously, horn glowing. But even the unicorn did not dare charge the hunter.

Wild-eyed and panting, the man bared his teeth. In a choked voice he said, “Garruk. My father called me Garruk. Once I was a man who hunted monsters. Now I am a monster.”

Will placed himself between the hunter and Cerise, raising his hands palms out. “We meant no harm. We wanted to help you. We didn’t know….” But words were inadequate when faced with the harrowing curse writhing through the man’s body.

“You meant no harm,” Garruk muttered, trying out the words as if to feel how much truth they contained. He struggled, twitching as the corruption writhed through him. “But the other one. The Planeswalker.”

“What is a Planeswalker?” Will asked, keeping his hands raised as if anything he could do would make the slightest bit of difference in the face of this terrible magic.

“He called me a dog. But that leash is cut. Him I can hunt down and kill.”

Staggering like a drunken soldier, he reeled toward the fence of vines. When he reached the bristling lacework he pressed his hands against it. His touch withered the vines. As the thick stalks blackened and shriveled, he ripped them apart with a roar and bolted through the gap into the forested ruins beyond.





13

Everything had happened so fast Rowan was barely able to take in that they finally had an escape route.

“Will? Will! We have to go now before the vines can regrow!”

Will just stood there, staring gape-mouthed and useless at the dead griffin. Cado ran over to the still struggling horse and, face bleak, put an end to its suffering.

“Will, get Elowen’s gear and bring me her staff and any cloth from her pack. Cado, get the horses!” Rowan knelt by Cerise. “I can splint your leg and shoulder.”

Cerise’s jaw set, her features ashen and her voice ragged with pain. “I misread that completely. The stone kept the curse in check. I was so arrogant. I thought I knew what I was doing.”

Rowan’s anger burst in a flood. “We all agreed to cutting out the stone! It’s not your fault. We couldn’t have known.”

Will found a blanket in Elowen’s pack and sliced it into strips, which he and Rowan used to splint Cerise’s leg to the loremage’s staff. Twice the healer almost fainted, and sweat poured off her skin, but she did not pass out as they bound her shoulder to keep it immobile. He talked all the while, trying to reassure her.

“He’s remembered his name. So I think he isn’t under Oko’s enchantment any more. Maybe Oko’s not where the rotting curse comes from.”

“Maybe,” Cerise gasped. “It’s like no magic I’ve heard of. It could devour the Wilds and then the Realm.”

Will looked at Rowan as if he’d seen a ghost.

“We’ll get to that after we save Father,” she said with false bravado, but she was relieved to see a flash of his jaunty grin in reply, though it faded fast.

They helped Cerise up onto the unicorn and, walking on either side of her, started for the edge of the clearing. Cado followed, leading Rowan and Will’s mares. Sprouts already nudged from the earth, weaving a new cage to encircle the glade.

Cerise swayed. “I can’t ride. Leave me.”

“We’re not leaving you!” Rowan snapped.

“We have just enough time to get to the portal before it closes at dusk,” said Cado. He winced as he probed at the bruise blooming on his right eyebrow where the shaft of the javelin had slapped against his old scar. Blood trickled down his cheek. “You children will return to Garenbrig. I’ll take the horses and seek the stag.”

“No!” Rowan was shaking with a surge of frustrated rage. “This is our quest, not yours.”

“You aren’t ready to quest alone in the Wilds as this fiasco has proven.” He did not glance back toward Hale’s corpse, but Rowan could guess he blamed them for his beloved griffin’s horrific death.

For once, Will didn’t back down. “Ro and I aren’t going back. Cerise’s magic doesn’t allow her to heal herself and she needs help to stay in the saddle. So you will get her safely through the portal before dusk cuts you off.”

“How do you intend to rescue Algenus, if the stag is indeed him?”

“Garruk confirmed it.”

“That creature is a monster. You can’t trust him. He murdered Hale.”

“He’s a victim of what others have done to him,” said Will in his stubborn voice. “And he isn’t a creature. He’s a man. Cursed, it’s true, but a man nevertheless.”

What goodness Will saw in the monstrous hunter Rowan could not fathom, but she was too angry at Cado for calling them children to argue with her brother. “Will’s right. Garruk confirmed it. We’ll go to where the midwinter hunt is gathering. Ayara will help us. Father always says truth is the most powerful weapon of all, especially in the Wilds.”

The sun had reached the tops of the trees. Cado eyed it, blinked away tears and blood, then handed over his bow case with its javelins and his pack. “Very well. You’ll need the extra supplies. I’ll warn Linden as fast as I can get word to her. If it’s not already too late.”

“We won’t be too late!” Rowan tied the pack to her saddle and shouldered the bow case.

“Will you be all right?” Will asked Cerise in a low voice.

She brushed fingers along his cheek. Her touch made him blush. “I believe in you, Will.”

“What about me?” Rowan asked with a laugh half forced and half ferocious, knowing they were about to ride into the midst of the most feared gathering of elves known to the Wilds.

“You! I never worry about you, Ro. Not since the day we met.”

“When we were five years old and stole honey cakes together?

Cerise smiled through her pain. “Take the shard.”

Rowan wrapped the crystal in a scrap of cloth, then pointed past the vines to an opening in the trees. “The weathervane marks the path we came on. It should lead back to the bridges.”

With Cado walking beside the unicorn, bracing Cerise in the saddle, they set off. Will and Rowan rode behind, intending to split off when they came to the fork in the trail. But the path ran straight to the meadow at the river’s bank with its two bridges. On the far shore the mound and its paired obelisks marked the clearing where they’d entered, although from here Rowan couldn’t see the portal. The sun had almost reached the horizon, shining into their faces. Its light obscured Cado and Cerise as they hurried to the bridge. Will’s hands gripped to white on his reins as he stared after them.

“We don’t have time to watch them cross the bridge.” Rowan set off back toward the overgrown city as the sky darkened in the east. The first faint star of night bloomed in the heavens. “We have to believe they’ll get to the portal before it closes. Right now we’ve got to find a way to the amphitheater before the hunt rides. Look!” A flicker of light twisted and shivered in the air. “There’s the flame.”

Will gave a curt laugh.

“What’s so funny?” she demanded.

He unsheathed a machete. “This was strapped to Elowen’s pack. Very practical. What was it she said? The heart realm is a maze of shifting paths. Let’s try the path again. Riding from this direction I can remember about how far away the fork was. If the path won’t open for us, we’ll cut our way through.”

They plunged into the trees. With twilight falling it was impossible to see the path underfoot, and although well trained and sure-footed, the horses hesitated to move forward. Will dug a traveling lantern out of his pack and lit it. Its wavering light stretched elongated shapes over the path. The dismembered arms of lost statues transformed into the grasping hands of giants, but they were only shadows.

“There’s the fork!” Will cried.

They urged their horses forward, only to pull up in dismay. The skull of the dragon gleamed as if phosphorus had been rubbed all over the bone. But the gaping jaw was shut. There was no way through.

He hefted the machete. “I’ll hack a path around it–”

“Wait,” she said. “Do you hear that?”

A low rumble built in volume until the ground trembled. Their horses side-stepped nervously, ears flattened. The rattling and rustling of a fleeing animal sounded in the trees, growing louder, closer, and then passing to their right. Its pace didn’t slacken. With a flash of antlers, it was gone, racing toward the river.

The stag, running for its life.

In a grinding rasping groan as of rusty hinges, the skull’s jaw cracked and began to yawn open wide and wider still. Within the gaping muzzle no path could be seen, no paved plaza choked with roses, no amphitheater of stone, and no flame burning on high. Movement churned amid flashes of light like enchanted ribbons of fire torn to pieces and sucked into a maw of swallowing death.

A horn call swelled out of the darkness, so bright and clear its beauty brought tears to Rowan’s eyes although she couldn’t have said why. A hot wind gusted, followed by a wintery blast. Suddenly they were engulfed in a violent storm blowing past them.

But it was no storm.

The hunt poured forth from the dragon’s skull. Elvish riders and their steeds jostled past, horses with eight legs, two-headed goats, big cats with horns on their sleek heads, slithering serpents with a hundred eyes, silent chimera on rooster legs, and bleating rams as big as draft horses. Black hounds with hideous burning eyes belled and barked, and while although one or two cast their noses in the twins’ direction they did not slacken their pace.

Queen Ayara galloped past on a magnificent roan stallion beside her cousin Aelfra who rode a dappled deer. They were laughing, bold and joyous. Although Rowan and Will called out to Ayara, and although Rowan called Aelfra’s name as well, the elves took no notice of them. Rowan and Will might as well have been ghosts.

The storm swirled past. Snow spun down over them, coating the path in a glittering dust. The wind died. The noise faded. A solitary figure strolled out from the dragon skull’s jaws, balancing a globe woven of slender vines on his left palm. Light seethed inside it.

“However did you escape the vines?” Oko asked, looking amused rather than angry. “Well, no matter. I’m off to enjoy the pleasures of the hunt. And the war its bloody end will incite.”

He tossed the globe into the air as Will flung ice and Rowan infused a javelin with lightning and threw it at him. The weapon tore through the globe instead of through Oko. Tiny blue faeries spilled out, wings buzzing in indignation. They poked and prodded at the horses with miniature spears and thorn arrows. It took all of the twins’ effort to control their horses’ panic. By the time the swarm flew away in a shrill mob after the hunt, Oko had vanished. The twins were left alone on an empty path amid the abandoned ruins of Midwinter’s Night.
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In the distance a wild voice howled.

“That’s Garruk!” Will tilted his head as he tried to catch the direction of the cry.

“Asking for Garruk’s help didn’t work out so well the last time.”

“He said he was going to hunt down and kill Oko.”

She stared at him, mouth parted, then said, “He did.”

“If the stag crosses the bridge—and why wouldn’t it?—then the hunt has to cross the river, which means Oko has to cross the river, which means Garruk will have to cross the river. Find Garruk, and he’ll lead us to the hunt.”

The traveling lantern hadn’t broken during the altercation. When they reached the meadow they no longer needed its light. A bloated moon, larger than any full moon Will had ever seen, cast so much light he could distinguish individual flowers in the meadow and trace the undulating wavelets of the river’s current. The hunter stood knee-deep in the water, hands pressed to his head as his flesh throbbed with the unleashed corruption. The rot had escaped his veins and seemed to be devouring him from the inside out.

Will said, “What if the shard was protecting him? What if he would have been better off if it had stayed in him? The curse is going to eat him alive.”

“We didn’t know, and there’s nothing we can do,” said Rowan impatiently. “I’m not sure how much longer he’s going to live. If he can’t follow the hunt, then we have to try. We have to save Father.”

She rode away toward the bridge, expecting Will to follow her. Of course she was right, yet a knot of anger and remorse dug up under his ribs like a spiky mace. Dark undines pushed against the current to remain close, waiting for a chance to drag Garruk under. The hunter sank to his knees in the shallows, roaring in agony as he struggled against the curse.

A stronger set of ripples lapped the shoreline. The undines dove, vanishing. A beast the size of a cart lunged out of the deeper water in a spray that splashed all over its armored back. It had at least six gaping mouths. The largest mouth clamped around Garruk, and it began dragging him into the current. The big man fought back, grappling with the beast as they rolled over and over in the shallows.

Will dismounted and ran over, sword drawn. From the bridge Rowan shouted after him, “Stop! It’s no use! He’ll kill you like he did Hale!”

What drove Will on he could not have said. They needed Garruk to track the hunt, but it was more than that. He felt a compulsion that might be as noble as honor or as petty as self-reproach. A witch’s hex might take hold of someone in this way, dragging them against their will into doing deeds they would later regret, if they survived. Fleetingly he wondered if Elowen was right, if he and Rowan did have a witch’s hex bound into their bones. But there was no time to think, only to act.

He reached the shore just as Garruk wrestled the huge beast onto its back and snapped its spine with a pop that resounded in the night. Swinging around, Garruk spotted Will and his sword. Black blood leaked from cuts on his skin like pus draining from an infected wound. His teeth gleamed as he snarled, raising bloody hands.

“Garruk, it’s me, Will Kenrith.”

Shadows pulsed in the hunter’s flesh. His mouth worked but no words came out. He flung himself at Will so fast Will couldn’t dodge. But Garruk wasn’t after him. He snatched up his axe from where it lay in the grass and with a shout threw it toward the bridge. The axe head buried itself in the dirt at the foot of the obsidian span. For an instant Will thought the hunter was attacking Rowan, who had a javelin in her hand as she tried to calm her frantic horse. Then he saw what Rowan had turned to confront.

A monster worse than anything they’d seen before raced down the jet-black span toward her. It was a dark blue, almost black, creature with four clawed arms and four taloned legs, a spine ridged with writhing tentacles, and an eye-less head whose hideous round maw was lined with perfect white sharp teeth. A four-armed, tentacled howl-back, just as Elowen had warned.

The creature leaped. Rowan cast her lightning into the javelin, but the beast’s mouth gaped wide and swallowed the magic because that’s what made its breed so much more dangerous than their clawed arms, taloned legs and venomous, grasping tentacles would already suggest.

Will ran, although he knew he would be too late.

The monster’s tentacles lashed out, striking Rowan so hard she tumbled off her horse. The mare bolted. Rowan tried to roll out of the way of the monster as it lowered its maw and snuffled closer to her body.

Garruk barreled into it from the side. The impact should have knocked the howl-back over, but it was too big, or maybe the curse had beaten all Garruk’s efforts to fight it off. He staggered back, shaking himself, and grabbed his axe. He swung it, chopping off one of the monster’s arms. A pulse of red lightning—Rowan’s lightning!—shot back out of its maw to flash through the axe. Garruk stumbled back, sinking the haft of his weapon in the ground as the spell discharged into him but did not topple him. The beast scuttled backward up the bridge. Garruk sprang after it, and with a powerful slash cut off two more of its arms.

Its tentacles lashed out, smashing him sideways into the stone balustrade. His head hit, he lost hold of the axe and slumped over the rails, an easy target. But the beast was already scuttling away across the span, fluid pumping with hisses of steam from the stumps of its arms.

Garruk’s bodyweight tipped him over the rail. He hit the river with a resounding splash, the spray sprinkling Will as he dashed to the river’s bank.

Tails flashing, the still waiting undines vanished in pursuit of the unconscious man.

Rowan screamed, “Will!” but he didn’t stop. Lack-witted Will. Muttonhead Will. So be it. Saving others when they were helpless is what his father would have done, no matter the circumstances. He plunged into the thick of the current. Where the river bottom sloped steeply away from his feet, he inhaled and dove.

The midwinter moon poured enchanted light as through glass into the river’s translucent depths. The undines swam a tightening whirlpool around Garruk, the force of their swimming pulling his body deeper so even if he woke he’d drown before he could reach the surface. Will kicked with the strength he’d honed over summers swimming and diving in Glass Tarn and the rivers of Ardenvale. His sword cut through water, sliced through delicate mer-flesh, his slashes slow but deadly. Merfolk blood trailed in ribbons as they thrashed away from his unexpected attack, diving deeper into a bottomless chasm.

He still wore his riding gloves, so Will grasped hold of Garruk’s wrist without fear of the writhing corruption. The hunter’s weight pulled him down like stone. No bubbles of air popped from Garruk’s lips. Was he even breathing? Was he already dead?

Will’s lungs were almost empty. Instinct urged him up. Let go. Save yourself. Get air.

The sleek shapes of more undines swam into view, circling him at a prudent distance. They could wait for him to drown.

He refused to give up. He released his sword so he could pull with both hands. He kicked harder, casting his icy magic down the length of Garruk’s body, hoping the ice would help him float. They rose, so slow, too slow. Spots dotted his vision, smearing into undulating blotches. He refused to believe it was too late. Above, a glamour of purplish light beckoned to him, a perfect circle spilling hope into the water. At first he thought it was the moon seen through the flowing water, but the shape was too large to be the moon, or perhaps he was hallucinating. Where the beams poured into the water and touched his body, their brilliance lifted him as if with invisible hands or maybe just with a kindling of persistence that he mustn’t give up, he must keep striving. If he could reach the light, could breach the surface, they would survive.

His lungs were going to burst. His vision faded in and out. He had no air left.

His hand grasped a cold metal strut, and his boots hammered into a freezing hard object that curved outward like a huge iron bowl. A final thrust of his legs, all he had left. Garruk’s body rose past him and with the last burst of energy remaining to him he heaved the hunter’s blackened, shriveled body over the lip of a cauldron so large the man fell inside. Will’s head breached the surface and he sucked in glorious air, then coughed until he vomited water. He clung to the legs of the vessel, most of his body still in the river, too exhausted to pull himself up, just breathing. Breathing.

The river rushed past him. As air settled in his lungs he could see again. Impossibly, he was caught in the middle of the river as if beached on an unexpected shoal, except the shoal was a cauldron whose rim lay even with the surface. Even holding on to its metal legs below the water, it was difficult to discern the its shape beneath the constantly rippling movement of the water. The current roared past on either side so fast and loud he couldn’t imagine swimming through it. The heads of a few undines popped up twenty paces away, where the waters eddied. They swam no closer, although they stared greedily at him with hungry eyes.

A crystalline purple glamour pulsed in his face. Braced on one of the struts he could see over the rim and into the interior of a cauldron with rocky, gem-like sides. Garruk lay curled inside, eyes closed, face slack.

The corruption in his flesh twisted angrily through agonizing distortions as if it were trying to penetrate the cauldron’s gleaming bowl. With each pulse the magic of the cauldron absorbed a patch of rot, and another, and another. Will could almost hear the darkness screaming as its stubborn tendrils were weeded inexorably out of Garruk’s body. Whatever the curse was, it had met a more powerful magic, or at least it had at long last come into contact with a force willing to consume and engulf it into its own shining structure. Vein by vein the hunter’s flesh cleared of the curse until he was nothing more than a silent corpse with matted hair and dirt-smeared skin.

Dead but free.

Will wept, though he wasn’t sure why. The waste of a man’s life. The loss of Titus. His fear for his father. Had he done the wrong thing bringing the hunter here instead of abandoning him and riding forward on his quest?

A bass hum throbbed up out of the cauldron, its force so strong he felt it push at his body. He stiffened, wondering if he would have to plunge into the river and either drown or get torn apart by the ravenous undines.

Worthy.

The voice did not resonate in the air but squeezed in his heart.

All at once, light from inside the vessel burned so brightly it blinded him. The world went white, first hot and then cold. A searing pain stabbed into his side, passed through his body with a ghostly tremor, and vanished as if pulled out by unseen hands. He passed out.

When he came to, he was stranded on a sand bar, half in the water with his legs rumbled by the streaming current and half on its narrow strip of land with gravel digging into his chest. Where his fingers had dug into the gravel, the curved rim of a huge cauldron was just visible, hidden beneath an enchantment and surrounded by the heart river of the Wilds.

A voice lifted frantically from the distant shore, Rowan calling out to him. “Will? Will! Can you hear me?”

Beside him, Garruk lay face down on the islet, arms flung out to either side, hands trailing in the water. With a groan, he rolled over and sat up.

“Where am I? Who are you? No, I remember now. You’re Will Kenrith.” He spoke in a voice with the growl of a hunter but also changed: quieter, calmer, introspective, and yet tense with caution. His chest and back bore many healed scars, some old and some fresh, but of the corrupting rot—the shadow curse—there was no trace.
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Even Rowan, as suspicious as she was, had to admit the hunter acted utterly changed as she helped him drag a coughing Will out of the river. Will’s sword looked like a toy held in Garruk’s big hand, but the pale blood of undines dripped from the blade the big man had wielded while in the water. He greeted Rowan’s fighting stance with a long look before setting the sword on the dirt beside poor Will, who was still coughing water out of the lungs.

“Will Kenrith healed me,” he said. “I owe him a debt.”

Will rasped, “I didn’t heal you.”

The hunter shook his head. “Then what destroyed the curse?”

Rowan understood lightning: how it came into her hands like a breath of power inhaled, how it could be wielded at speed and with impulsivity. She judged the scene now with the same impetuousness. She had feared the cursed hunter. But she trusted this man.

“The Cauldron of Eternity healed you,” she said. “It rose out of the river, and then it vanished and you two swam to shore.”

Will choked down a cough and pushed up to his knees, turning to look over the river under the sickly light of the swollen moon. He hacked several more times, spitting out the last of the water. “It’s hidden beneath a sandbar.”

“There’s no sandbar out there. The current is too strong in the middle of a river for a sandbar to form.”

“It’s gone now,” he whispered, staring at the flowing water. There was indeed no sign of any sandbar, just the moon’s light rippling across a rushing current.

Rowan picked up his sword and offered it to him hilt-first.

“Does this make you a knight of Locthwain?” she said.

Their gazes met. They’d been together all their lives: twins, siblings, comrades in training, best friends. She saw in his gaze the weight of all their shared experiences and the harsh realities of the last day: Titus’s death, Hale’s corruption, Elowen’s transformation, Cerise’s injury. Their father being pursued by a deadly hunt that, in the old village stories told of it, never missed its kill.

This quest would have daunted a veteran knight. Yet here they were, the ones who had discovered what had happened to the missing High King. And here Garruk was, healed by a cauldron that had been missing for generations.

A desperate, hysterical humor bubbled inside her. She added, “Does this mean you have to marry Queen Ayara?”

“Ro!” He began laughing wildly, and so did she, not even understanding what was funny except that laughter made it easier to bear.

“You two talk too much,” said Garruk. “I hunt Oko. Are you coming?”

They both stopped laughing. Will struggled to his feet. Claw marks from an undine’s attack had raked through his leggings and torn three parallel gashes into his right leg. “Ah! Ouch! I don’t even remember getting these. And I let go of my sword in the river. How did you get it back?”

“No time to waste,” said Garruk.

The nervous horses had fled to the edge of the meadow, but when the hunter whistled they trotted over at once. He approached them gently, blew air toward their nostrils, let them sniff his breath and hands.

“The hunt didn’t even leave hoof-prints or broken branches,” Rowan said. “No sign of its passage at all.”

“I can follow the hunt easily, Rowan Kenrith.”

“The midwinter hunt rides all night,” said Will.

“And kills its prey at dawn,” added Rowan in a hoarse whisper.

“I can run all night,” Garruk said. “You two can’t keep up. But I will lend strength to your horses.”

Again Rowan exchanged a glance with Will. She would walk into anything if it meant they could rescue their father from certain death. He nodded. She nodded back.

They mounted and followed the hunter onto the bridge. He picked up his axe and stalked the rest of the way across the span, sniffing the air. The tentacled nightmare creature lay dead in a stinking heap on the far shore. Elegant rats wearing stovepipe hats and swallowtail coats spread handkerchiefs on the ground around the oozing corpse. Laying out plates and utensils, they readied themselves for a sumptuous meal. They eyed the newcomers suspiciously but once they realized the humans did not intend to fight them over the flesh they went back to carving out their celebratory feast.

Garruk indicated a silvery ribbon-like trail that wound into the trees. “The hunt has left a magical path in its wake. Let the horses run with me. Don’t fall off.”

Rowan wanted to retort that she had never fallen off a horse in her life except during training ten or twelve times, but before she could speak, Garruk leaped onto the path. The horses raced after him. Their hooves did not touch the ground, as if a wind bore them aloft. The magic of the Wilds sang in her ears. It hummed in her bones. She tasted it on her tongue, first salty, then honey-sweet and thick, then bitter as regrets. Sights and landmarks loomed up before them out of the gloom and fell away behind to be lost in darkness: a towering oak hung with eyes; a mushroom the size of a house grown in the middle of a swamp out of the decaying corpse of a giant; a death-pale knight with starved lips kneeling in front of the closed gates of a flower-draped grotto; a lost waif in a ragged nightshirt whispering “help me, help me” as three-headed snakes curled around emaciated legs, flicking their forked tongues.

Garruk ran in silence, looking neither to the right nor to the left. The horses’ galloping made no sound upon the silver road. They raced with the speed of eagles, covering days’ and weeks’ distance of ordinary travel as the moon made its slow rise to zenith and steady decline at its usual stately pace. Even so, how could they possibly catch the hunt in time? They were so far behind they couldn’t even hear its passage.

The moon turned a ghastly orange-red as it sank toward the horizon.

“Faster,” Rowan whispered, fear choking in her throat.

What if they were too late?

At last she heard the horns winding and calling, the belling of the hounds, a rat-a-tat-tat of drums. As the horses came over a ridge-top’s stony outcropping, she saw the land laid out below. They had reached the fringe of the Wilds, where unbroken forest turned to woodland broken up by meadows and ponds. Below, the hunt streamed in and out of view amid groves of old-growth trees surrounded by thickets of scrub brush and tall grass. Hounds raced eagerly in the lead. Behind them coursed packs of riders, all intent on the prey they could see under the light of the full moon.

The stag ran with powerful strides, head high, but the foremost hounds nipped at its heels. For all its heart it could not outrun the hunt, not on Midwinter’s Night.

Garruk had already raced on, Will at his heels, and the ribbon of the road was withering up behind her. She spurred forward in wild abandon down the slope, past ancient oaks standing sentinel and across shining pools of glassy water. She could no longer see the hunt, but the belling of the hounds exploded in volume to become a cacophonous storm of barking. They had cornered their prey.

The road dissolved beneath them in a jolt as the horses dropped a hand’s span to run on dirt. Garruk crashed through the trees toward a half-seen light. They burst out of the forest into a clearing.

Before anything else, Rowan took in the massed hunt seething as it filled half the glade. Restless mounts roared or trumpeted or growled. A trio of slender elvish youths pounded their drums with delicate arm bones. Riders spread out to encircle the clearing, closing off all routes of escape.

The stag had retreated to stand beside a tumbledown well. A weed-grown cobblestone path led from the well past an overgrown garden to an abandoned cottage, its shutters and door gaping like empty eye sockets.

Aelfra rode out of the packed crowd of the hunt. She raised her spear once, twice, and a third time. The drummers rolled a final call on the drums. As the riders calmed their beasts, an anticipatory silence spread across the clearing. Even the hounds ceased their noise.

No birds sang to welcome slow-arriving dawn. No branches snapped in the forest even though surely night-ranging animals should be scurrying for the safety of their burrows. The only sound left in the whole wide world was the creaking of a pulley attached to the fraying rope of the old well. Unseen hands, an invisible presence, turned the crank as an eerie dark smoke oozed up from the well’s shaft. Slowly the rope rose. A bucket rocked into view, filled not with water but with a human skull punctured through one eye socket by a sword.

Rowan’s mouth went dry. Beside her, Will choked out a word as if he were strangling and begging for air.

The sword was identical to the questing sword that hung behind the throne in Castle Ardenvale. The sword her father had hung up the day he was crowned High King, when he’d said that ruling well needed not ostentatious gilding and vainglorious pageantry but hard work and an honest heart.

It was identical in all ways except one: The gold lacing of the sword’s hilt and inlaid along the incised blade gleamed with a glorious, radiant luster, the mark of a sublime and resplendent enchantment wrapped into the essence of the sword. A blessed weapon still imbued with whatever protective spell the Questing Beast had forged into it years ago.

The bucket swayed back and forth with the pendulum weight of its burden, mesmerizing the assembled hunters. Even Aelfra held her spear aloft as if frozen by the unexpected sight of the magical sword and its gruesome resting place. The smoke rising out of the well congealed into the immaterial shape of a woman. Tendrils of ash dripped from her body. She had no head, just smoke swirling where a head should be. A crow landed on the roof of the cottage. It cawed, drawing everyone’s attention before it glided down to land on the stone rim of the well, facing the stag.

“Murderer,” it croaked in a ghostly voice.

The stag lowered his head and charged into the smoke, shaking his antlers back and forth until he tore the smoke into tatters. The ashy mist spun as if weighted by an invisible spindle, twisting into a dark yarn that slithered down the beak of the crow. The bird cawed once and then stiffened on the well’s rim as if stricken by rigor mortis. In swift stages its feathers dried up and flaked away, its flesh decayed and was eaten by maggots, the tendons that held its bones in place withered and curled up. The skeletal remains collapsed, falling into the well.

Rowan held her breath, waiting to hear the patter of bones hitting water, but she heard no impact. It was a spell, an evil vision anchored to the well.

“This is a witch’s haunted glade,” whispered Will. “Do you think the elves knew what it was when they drove the stag here?”

“They were following the stag, not driving it,” said Rowan. “Will, that’s got to be the other questing sword. Why is it here?”

Something far worse than the midwinter hunt and a witch’s haunt was about to pop up in this very bad place. She looked around, dread nagging at her heart, but nothing had changed. The riders and their mounts stirred restlessly, reluctant to trample on cursed ground. Even elves feared the vengeful magic of witches.

Only Garruk had not been distracted by the skull, the smoke, and the dead crow’s accusation. His gaze lifted to focus on an oak tree at the edge of the clearing where a murder of crows and one big raven from the hunt had settled in the branches. “There.”

Will slapped Rowan’s arm. “Ro, wake up! We have to protect Father.”

He rode out of the shadows and toward the well. Rowan absolutely knew he intended to place his own body between the stag and the hunt because that was such a Will thing to do. She hurried after, calling out in a loud voice so all the hunt, and therefore Queen Ayara somewhere among them, could hear.

“Stay back! Stand down! This stag is the High King Algenus Kenrith, under an enchantment. If you kill him, you’ll start a war with the Realm.”

“A war we should started long ago!” The young elf named Ilidon pushed out of the crowd with bow raised.

Rowan grabbed a javelin out of her bow case, pushed lightning into the weapon, and hefted it just as the elf loosed an arrow toward the well, although it was impossible to know whether it was aimed at the stag or at Will.

The flying arrow burst into flame. Its ashes drifted away on an angry gust of wind.

“Stand down, you young fool!” shouted Aelfra. “These two are the High King’s children. If you harm them we will have a war in truth and the midwinter blood spilled will be yours. I promise you, Ilidon, for I’ll spill it myself.”

“Who in the Realm would ever know if these two brats die in the forest, if you don’t tell them?” he spat back.

“Are you so heated by your half-formed grievances you cannot see and hear that we are no longer alone?”

Rowan looked around, thinking Aelfra meant Garruk, but the big hunter had vanished in the uncanny way he had. Will tugged on her arm and pointed toward the sky. The moon sank beneath the surrounding trees although the sun hadn’t quite yet risen in the east. All but the brightest stars were fading as the lightening sky shaded to a subtle rose-gray.

Griffins swept down from the heavens and landed in a neat defensive pattern around the abandoned cottage. All but one were Ardenvale griffins, ridden by Ardenvale knights and led by Ardenvale’s queen. The last was a Vantress owl-griffin, ridden—impossibly—by Loremage Elowen, who was no longer a crested eagle but a human woman again.

As her griffin furled its wings, Linden called out in a voice that carried effortlessly across the clearing. “Well met, Lady Aelfra. We are come in peace to fetch what is ours.”

“Queen Linden! How is it you enter our territory, on this night of all nights?”

“I was warned by a loremage who barely escaped the Wilds.”

“What do you want?” asked Aelfra with a warning frown. “Fight the beasts of the forest however you wish. You know better than to interfere with us.”

Ilidon still held his bow, and at these words he nocked a new arrow to the string.

“I’m not looking for trouble,” said Linden. “Although it appears to me you are threatening my children.”

“I do not threaten them.” Aelfra snapped her fingers, and Ilidon’s arrow caught fire and burned to nothing in a flash. “The two young people rode into the clearing after we arrived. They must have quested into the Wilds of their own accord. So let me ask you a question in my turn, Queen Linden. Why do you set foot in the Wilds on Midwinter’s Night when you know the risk? The midwinter hunt cannot disperse until a life is claimed and its blood offered to the earth and to the heavens. It would be best if you remove your children at once and leave us with our prey.”

“The stag is not yours to take,” said Linden.

“It is an animal in the Wilds, and thus fair game.”

“This stag is not an animal,” said Linden. “The loremage assures me the stag is High King Algenus Kenrith, under a spell. If you kill him, I promise you I will not rest until every tree in the Wilds is burned to ashes.”

Aelfra stared at the queen with angry arrogance and then shifted her ferocious gaze toward the owl-griffin and its rider. “How can the loremage know?”

Without waiting for Linden’s permission, Elowen swung down with graceless haste and strode forward with a grin quite at odds with the grim seriousness of the confrontation. “That was quite an exhilarating adventure!”

“How did you get here?” Rowan cried. She meant the question for her mother but the loremage replied as she walked across the overgrown garden toward the imposing Lady Aelfra.

“I reached Ardenvale in good time to alert the queen so she could assemble a company of griffin knights to fly into the Wilds. I had no notion eagles could fly so fast. But now I do! Too bad I’ll never be able to do that again!”

She marched fearlessly up to Aelfra and her dappled deer, sweeping one arm out while the other pressed over her heart in a flamboyant bow. “Lady Aelfra, you and I have met before. We have conferred at length upon various fascinating subjects such as how best to splint the delicate finger bones of bats and how to control the spread of the brain-eating fungus that grows in Delirium Swamp. But I’m quite taken aback to hear that there really is a tradition of a midwinter hunt and has been for generations. I thought it was merely a delightful, if ignorant, village superstition! I thought you and I were friends, of a kind. How can you have concealed the existence of this fascinating and troubling ritual from me when you know I want to know everything!”

“Dawn arrives, Loremage Elowen. The magic of the Wilds requires us to kill before the sun rises. So if you don’t want to become our prey, speak quickly.”

“Hastiness is the enemy of knowledge, but I take your point. You and your council are the victims of a trickster. This imposter means to sow trouble and reap turmoil for reasons none of us know. Now that I’ve learned the truth of its existence, I have no argument with your hunt. I respect its purpose, and your ancient tradition, although I can see why the peaceful villagers of the Realm might huddle fearfully about their hearths on Midwinter’s Night! For the sake of us all, leave the stag to us and go in peace.”

Again Ilidon leaped forward, drawing his bow. This time Rowan was ready. She flung the javelin. The riders near him shouted a warning. He dodged right. Instead of striking him in the chest the javelin buried its head in the flesh of his hip. He screamed, toppling to the dirt as the magic-infused javelin poured lightning into his flesh.

The orderly ranks of griffin knights and the restrained riders of the hunt dissolved into chaos. Griffins leaped forward to swipe their foreclaws at snarling horned cats. Ardenvale knights slashed with swords at elvish riders, who countered with spear thrusts. A hundred-eyed snake wrapped its tail around one of the knights and dragged him off his mount. The knight’s nearest comrades cast a ring of protective light around the stricken man, forcing the snake to unwrap its constricting coils. Black hounds snapped at wings, trying to cripple the big eagle-lions. A griffin stabbed at a growling hound, closing its beak over the hound’s hindquarters and tossing it to one side. Linden shouted from griffin-back, trying to move her mount closer to Aelfra. The elf set a white horn to her lips and blew. The clamor of battle and the screams and growls of beasts drowned out the women’s commands.

Above it all rang out a raven’s grating croak of mockery and triumph.

Beside Rowan, the stag stomped his hooves and with an aggressive grunt lowered his head, meaning to charge into the fray. Will tried to reach in to grab him, but the stag shook his antlers, forcing Will to lurch back.

“Ro, what are we going to do?” Will cried. “This is the war Oko wanted.”

Rowan yelled, “Ice and lightning!”

Will’s body tensed, his face a mask of concentration. They would only have one chance to stop the fighting.

The air grew hot as he sucked slowing cold out of it. This heat she gathered into her own hands. Her fingers hummed with coiled energy. Her arms tingled. Her lips went numb.

Will flung a net of magic larger than any casting he’d ever made. The crackling web spread through the clearing. He didn’t have the strength to freeze so many people and animals, but the icy net hindered them. Many stopped moving as the grim cold deadened their limbs. A few were slowed as if they dragged their weapons through sludge. In a moment, some would use their own magic to counteract the chill.

Rowan darted forward to press her sword’s lightning infused blade against the nearest individual caught in the net of ice.

The shock jolted through every person and creature touched by any crystal of ice. Linden and Aelfra staggered, their voices cut off mid-command. Arrows fell out of slackened bow strings. Swords and spears clattered to the ground as hands lost their grip.

“Now what?” said Will.

Before Rowan could answer, an individual clad all in black pushed out of the stalled battle. Queen Ayara raised her bow, sighted across the glade at the stag, and loosed. Her arrow flew straight and true, and buried itself deep in the stag’s chest.
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Will could not move. A shock more numbing than ice paralyzed him as the stag took two trembling steps backward and, with a huff of misty breath, collapsed against the well.

Queen Ayara stood in triumph, bow held out for all to see. And everyone did see, since they were all still caught in the aftereffects of the commingled spell.

Rowan gasped. “Ayara betrayed us! She betrayed the Realm!”

With a guttural roar, Garruk shoved through the crowd and leaped for Ayara, swinging his axe. He was too close to miss, and Ayara hadn’t heard him coming, distracted by her desire to gloat over the stag’s mortal wounding.

The axe fell, slashing hard down across her back. But the elf queen wasn’t there anymore. A raven flapped skyward, barely avoiding the hiss of the blade.

With a furious shout, Garruk swung around. A riderless griffin snapped to attention. It spread its wings and leaped after the raven, rising fast, ready to rake the bird out of the sky. The raven swelled outward to become an inky cloud that transformed into a drake. The griffin hooked one of its the scaled legs with a talon. With its powerful tail the drake slapped the griffin along its head so hard the blow stunned it. The griffin’s falling body tore a splintering gash through the roof of the cottage.

The altercation had given Garruk time to get under the airborne drake, raising his axe to slice at its underbelly. But the drake whipped around and swooped out of range by plunging into the ice and lightning numbed throng. Lashing its tail from side to side, it knocked down riders and toppled mounts. Their tumbled bodies formed a barrier Garruk could not move swiftly past.

Will watched in horror. By casting their magic in the hope of saving their father, he and Rowan had instead aided Oko.

Garruk wasn’t beaten yet. Hundreds of crows spilled out of the branches to mob the drake, blinding it with sheer numbers, pecking at its eyes and vulnerable throat. Garruk shoved through the chaos, flinging people aside as he raced for the shapeshifter with death in his eyes.

Rowan dismounted and ran toward the struggling drake, now pinned to the ground by the staggering number of crows. “Garruk, don’t kill him! Ardenvale knights, help me capture this wretch!”

Will no longer cared about Oko. He slid out of the saddle. Somehow—of course—his mother had been first to shake free of her children’s magic. She knelt beside the stag, cradling its noble head on her lap. As he came up she cast him a stern look.

“Go help your sister!”

Rowan reached the embattled drake and grabbed its tail with both hands. What was she thinking? A drake could rip her head off in a heartbeat. Will sprinted toward her. He tried to pull ice into his hands, but he was still drained from the earlier casting.

Garruk reached her first. The hunter loomed up beside her, his axe blade catching the first light of the rising sun with a glint that flashed in Will’s eyes.

“Stop!” she shouted at Garruk, refusing to let go of the drake’s tail. “You can’t kill Oko. We can’t let the Realm or the Wilds think Ayara or my mother is responsible.”

Will found a pinch of ice to cast at the drake, hoping to slow any attempt Oko would make to shapeshift again. Rowan’s hands shone as she sent a surge of lightning through the scaled body, the shock of it amplified by Will’s ice.

The drake shuddered and twisted but Rowan did not let go as the crows flapped and cawed, more crows flying in to take the place of those shaken off, crushed, or bitten. Will dove, grabbing for one of the drake’s legs. Ardenvale knights arrived, each grabbing legs, tail, battering wings, anything to hold down the struggling beast. Some were flung aside, some torn by the drake’s claws, but even so their combined efforts were too much for it as they pinned it to the ground.

The edges of the drake’s form frayed like cloth, as if it were starting to come apart. Where solid flesh unraveled into darkness, the knights lost their grip and stumbled. A cloud of turbulent darkness spun faster and faster until the creature lost all semblance of its old form. In a whoosh like air expelled by a bellows, the drake transformed into the elf they’d first met on Choking Drum. His face was smeared with dirt, and he bled from dozens of pinpricks on his skin where the crows had pecked and clawed him.

Rowan still held Oko’s wrist, while Will lay on the dirt with both hands gripping one of the elf’s ankles. Garruk stalked toward them. Rowan shifted to place herself between Oko and the axe.

“Move aside!” Garruk growled, but he did not cut her down, and of course she did not move. She would never let anyone intimidate her, not even a man who could cut off her head with a single blow. She would do what was right, just as their father and mother always did.

She said, loudly and clearly enough for the words to carry across the glade, “We have to bring him to justice. That’s how we do things in the Realm.”

“We’re not so different, you and I,” said Oko with a gentle smile. “I’ll not forget you saved my life, Rowan Kenrith, even though it means I’ve incurred a debt, and I hate incurring debts. But since we’ll never meet again, there’s no chance I’ll have to repay it.”

“I haven’t saved your life. You will be brought to justice at the tribunal for your crimes.”

“Not today.” Light glittered in his eyes like shards of metal falling through a bowl of sunlight. One instant Will gripped an ankle. The next, Oko had vanished. A drake’s sharp tooth spun in the air, shifting to become a black feather that lifted on the wind for an instant before transforming into the distinctive golden feather of a crested eagle. The spinning feather became the tine of an antler, and then it all disintegrated into sparks.

Oko was gone.

Rowan turned all the way around, seeking high and low for any trace of an animal moving. “Where did he go? What did he change into?”

Garruk lifted his head to sniff at the air. Then he lowered his axe. “He’s walked out of your reach, Rowan Kenrith. But not out of mine.”

Aelfra’s horn pierced a rising rustle of noise as the numbing power of the twins’ spells dissolved. The ringing call reverberated into the sky. Will jumped to his feet, drawing his sword. But the riders in the hunt knelt, obedient to their leader’s signal.

His mother’s voice rang out. “Stand down, knights of Ardenvale!”

She still knelt on the ground with the stag. Will and Rowan ran over to her, knights and even elvish hunters stepping out of their way. It was so much worse than he had feared. Blood soaked the queen’s tabard, stains forming ghastly blotches on its silver and white fabric. How could any creature lose so much blood and survive? The stag’s eyes were open, fixed on Linden’s face without fear, with total trust.

Will’s legs grew weak. He braced himself on the well, then saw the skull and the gleaming sword, and snatched his hand away from the rough stone.

Rowan said, desperately, “No.”

But the word faded on the wind because it had no power. All they could do was watch.

Linden’s gaze lifted from the stag as a figure pushed through the ranks of the silent hunt. Queen Ayara emerged from the assembly and strode to the well, bow in hand.

Rowan and Will looked toward Garruk, who had followed them over, but he shook his head. This was really Ayara. As she halted before them Will noticed the golden broaches in the shape of goblets pinned to the lapels of her hunting jacket. The Ayara who had shot the stag had worn no such broaches. Oko had missed that detail, just as he had missed the scar over Cado’s eye.

In a rigidly calm tone Linden said, “I did not know you partook of the midwinter hunt, Ayara.”

“It’s not a piece of my life I share with humans.”

“Is that why you stayed hidden in the back when my knights and I arrived?” Linden asked coolly. “Because you didn’t want us to see you?”

“I am surprised you concern yourself with my behavior when your beloved spouse lies dying before you. If this stag really is Algenus Kenrith transformed. How can you be sure?”

“I’m glad you asked!” cried Elowen, raising both arms with an excited smile that made Will wince at how inappropriate it was. The loremage didn’t notice. “That fellow, Oko, is not merely a shapeshifter. As I discovered myself he can shift another person into the same shape as he himself is taking if he is touching them when he does it. Isn’t that remarkable?”

“This isn’t the time,” said Linden.

Undaunted by the queen’s harsh tone, Elowen went on. “A spell like this will probably be broken by death. So when the stag dies, we will know for sure it is Kenrith if the animal transforms back into the man.”

Rowan pressed her hands over her mouth.

Will said, quietly, “Mother, you’re a healer. Can’t you heal him?”

Ayara’s usually aloof expression was cracked with a faint wrinkle of concern, odd to see on that ageless face. “I believe Queen Linden’s magic does not extend to healing a mortal wound.”

“It does not,” said Linden gravely.

“How can you know the wound is mortal!” Rowan demanded. “Why is everyone just standing around as if there’s nothing that can be done?”

Ayara’s cold gaze studied the young woman as she might study an ant. “We elves can taste dying on the air as the essence of a spirit leaks out of living flesh. You humans have not enough sensitivity to the world. Anyway, a blow inflicted by the midwinter hunt is always fatal.”

Rowan grasped Will’s hand.

Ayara was still speaking. “I will say this much, Linden. If Algenus must die, then I am sorry to see him go. He was fair-minded, for one of humankind.”

As she spoke, her cousin Lady Aelfra approached with a stately glide as graceful as if her feet did not quite touch the earth. Her bearing was regal and yet the crown of flower-wrapped thorns she wore atop her black hair seemed to mock of the royal circlet Linden wore atop her own head.

Aelfra took in the presence of a dying stag and those who grieved for it. Nothing in her expression seemed troubled by the situation. “I remain puzzled as to the identity of this stranger who stole Ayara’s face and, as you claim, transformed two humans into animals. Where did he come from? Is there a missing clan of elves hiding in the Realm? What do you know of him, Queen Linden?”

“I don’t think he’s an elf,” said Elowen.

“I know nothing but what Elowen has told me. He is a stranger to the Realm as well.”

“Then what is his purpose here?”

Rowan stepped forward belligerently. Will grabbed her arm before she could do anything rash, but he couldn’t stop her from speaking. “Oko knew it would start a war if you elves killed the High King.”

“I am well aware he has been goading the reckless and foolish among the clans for months now.”

“To set the Realm against the Wilds!” Rowan shouted.

Lady Aelfra touched a finger to her lips as if to enjoin silence. Her smile was amused, touched by an edge of cruelty. “The Wilds and the Realm are already antagonists, child.”

“But we are not enemies,” said Linden.

Aelfra’s chuckle was bitter. “You split hairs, Queen of the Realm, but you are not incorrect. Let us not allow a stranger to dictate the terms of our relationship.”

“What do you want, Lady Aelfra?” Linden asked in that same measured tone, although Will could not fathom how she was not sobbing and tearing at her hair with grief. The stag had begun to pant as if it were running its last chase, pursued by implacable death.

“We live according to the law of nature. Those who die give way to those who will live, and the dying sun on its shortest day must be fed so it can grow again. Give us our blood and we will depart in peace, taking our injured with us. If the hunt does not take his blood, then the fight will go on and far more blood will be spilled in the year to come.”

Linden said nothing, but her gaze briefly shifted to look at the bucket swaying from the rope, at the skull and the glowing sword. Will might not have noticed if he hadn’t been closely watching her, trying to understand why she was just sitting there, as if there were nothing she could do. Because this behavior wasn’t like her at all. She was the one who acted when all others lost their strength, their persistence, their loyalty, or their wisdom.

Rowan, quivering against his grip, shook him off roughly. “You can’t mean it, Mother. There must be something you can do. You can’t let Oko win like this! You can’t let the hunt take his blood. I’d rather fight!”

“He is already dying,” said Linden. “We do what we must.”

“No,” cried Rowan. “No, it’s wrong. How can you just let them take him!”

“Because it is what he would want. This is what it means to be worthy.”

“The most powerful blood is that of a selfless ruler or an innocent child, but a selfless ruler is a far rarer creature in the world, is it not?” said Aelfra.

Linden looked up at the tall elf. Though Linden was seated, and the elf was standing, Linden did not look cowed or diminished. Her expression had a serenity that Will envied, and that confounded him. After a moment, Linden nodded.

Aelfra knelt, pressed a finger into a pool of the stag’s blood, and licked it off her skin. “Blood seals the year,” she said, and stepped away.

The elves came forward in a silent stream, their numbers blurring together. Will wept beside his sister as their father’s life leached from him, drop by drop. Twilight stretched far past its normal allotment. The sun caught on the rim of the world, unable to rise until the spell woken by the hunt was brought to completion. Blood seals the year, for those who die give way to those who will live, and the dying sun on its shortest day must be fed so it can grow again.

A heavy hand settled unexpectedly on Will’s shoulder as Garruk stepped up beside him, staring at the stag with a somber expression. With the curse lifted, the hunter’s expression had altered. Maybe he wasn’t a sophisticated, civilized man, but his face was lit by intelligence and compassion. Surely the beasts of the forest knew better than to trust the merely cruel and the casually brutal. Hunters could take selfishly and needlessly for the sport or for boasting, or they could hunt because hunting is part of the greater web of death and life. Garruk understood the wild wood, and in return the wild wood trusted him.

The riders of the hunt fed and, one by one, slipped away into the Wilds.

Ayara was last to kneel. By now the stag’s breathing was slow and labored, only a trickle of blood oozed from the wound. She caught a drop on a finger and lifted it to her lips.

Still Linden said nothing, her proud head bowed with solemnity but not agony.

Ayara stood but she did not move away. Instead she studied Linden with a narrow-eyed gaze. “I think there is something you are not telling us, Queen Linden,” she said in a familiar, almost comradely way.

Linden did not look up but her lips twitched with a swift, sly smile.

“I suppose I’ll find out what it is soon enough.” Ayara pulled a pair of riding gloves out of her belt and slipped them on her long-fingered hands. With a last tug, she paused to examine Garruk from head to toe. “Do I know you? There’s an energy swirling about you that reminds me of my lost cauldron, but that’s not possible. Is it?”

Garruk looked at Will, who tucked his chin down and gave a frantic shake of his head. Even with his father dying at his feet he couldn’t help but feel a spurt of fear that Ayara would discover the truth and haul him off to Locthwain.

The hunter met Queen Ayara’s daunting gaze. “You don’t know me.”

Ayara was too long lived and far too powerful to find the hunter’s size and curtness intimidating. Her lips curled up with a lift of more than casual interest, one whose intensity Will hoped Garruk would not trust. “Well then, brave hunter, feel free to visit Castle Locthwain any time. If any guest can thread my castle’s maze, I expect it would be you.”

She rode away into the forest.

When the last snap of hoof-falls faded away, Linden raised a hand in command. The griffin knights had hoisted their wounded into the saddle and revived the stunned griffin that had smashed through the roof of the cottage. Obedient to the queen’s command, they flew into the heavens with a clamor of wings. Linden, Elowen, the twins, and Garruk alone remained with the stag.

The sun’s rim cracked the horizon. Its bright rays lanced across the glade to gild the stag’s body. On a final exhale the animal sagged, head dropping. As its last breath escaped, the body glimmered as with a heat distortion. The disintegrating shapeshifting spell flared. When the brightness faded to ordinary dawn light, Algenus Kenrith in his human body lay dead on the ground, an arrow sticking out of his chest, bloodstains splattered down his surcoat.

Rowan choked and collapsed to her knees. Will was too numb to move.

“I didn’t really believe it,” said Linden in a hoarse voice. “I didn’t want to believe it.”

“That he’s dead?” said Elowen in a conversational tone whose breezy detachment made Will want to scream but his voice had vanished. How could his mother have sat there so calmly? Why hadn’t he protested more? If only he and Rowan had found the stag sooner. How could this have happened? How could it be true?

“I didn’t want to believe that when I found him after all those months he was missing, he was living in a cottage in the Wilds with a woman who he’d gotten with child. Had the secrets we’d confided to each other meant nothing to him? Was the quest whose hardships we’d shared so meaningless to him that he would abandon the Realm?”

“Ah, you’re speaking of your quest, when you and he were young. He did go missing for a long time at one point. People thought he was dead.”

“A witch fed him a love potion that stole his memory and his heart.”

“That’s exactly why you never eat food grown or brewed in the Wilds,” said Elowen with a disapproving shake of her head. “He should have known better. And to get her pregnant, too!”

“What are you two talking about?” demanded Rowan. “Our birth mother was killed tragically in the Wilds, everyone says so.”

Her eyes got wide as she looked at the skull that had a questing sword stuck through one of its eye sockets. She grabbed Will’s hand, fingers crushing his in a distraught grip. He struggled to breathe, because all at once he felt as winded as if he’d been running for leagues and leagues on a path that was inexorably leading him off a cliff.

Linden got to her feet rather more slowly than she would have when she was a young, dashing knight. The weight of years and children and ruling lent her dignity but had leached some of her famous agility and speed. She turned to the well and its dangling bucket and grasped the hilt of the sword. With a grunt she scraped it out of the eye socket of the skull. Dislodged, the skull fell into the shaft. Will and Rowan could not help but lean over the lip to stare down. The well was dry and only about three yards deep. A skeleton lay jumbled at the bottom.

The queen extended an arm, using the sword’s length to point toward the cottage. “Loremage, if you please, set it on fire. I tried to burn it down the day I found him here. But I couldn’t because the witch’s hex protects itself even in death, as we have seen today. Your magic leaches through spells, even ones set on you.”

“Indeed, indeed. Fortunate for us all that a spell-leaching hex was set on me as a child. The hex was meant to strip me of my magic and make me vulnerable and weak. Instead it made me into the loremage I am today. No magic can stick in my bones and thus I can wander the Wilds knowing most hexes and spells will not affect me, or not for long. I might have remained a crested eagle for the rest of my life if not for that! Strange how events do not always work out as we expect.”

A spray of flares and pops like fireworks sparkled inside the cottage. With a whoosh the structure went up in crackling, ferocious flames. A sickly thread of smoke swirled out of the well. It formed into the figure of a comely woman with long, pale hair and open, welcoming arms. Linden hissed between her teeth, expression tightening with old anger. But the smoke could not hold its shape. It unraveled into writhing strands and began to frantically circle the cottage as if desperately trying to put out the fire.

Linden’s jaw quivered as she turned away from the cottage burning in sullen fury. She held the blade over Algenus’s blond head, but she addressed her children.

“The day I found your father in this glade he was carrying a bucket to the well. He did not recognize my face nor did he know my name. So I kissed him. I truly loved him, enough to delay my quest for the high throne to find him when he went missing for so long. Him, or his remains. I just wanted to know.”

She pressed her lips together as memories chased through her head.

“My kiss woke him to himself. He realized he had spent a year in the witch’s thrall. That bucket he carried was awash with the blood of his own infant children. The witch is who birthed you, Rowan and Will. A witch who wanted a baby only because she desired innocent blood to brew an elixir that would give her a longer life. You were both dead when I found you, drained of the blood she intended to store in the well and drink as from a spring of immortality.”

“How…How could we have been dead?” Will whispered. Sweat broke on his face. His vision blurred as he stared at his hands. They were living hands, with callouses from training and a scar on his slightly crooked right pinky finger from the time it had gotten slammed in a closing door.

Rowan said nothing, fists pressed against her mouth as she stared at her living mother and her dead father.

“No one can gain five knighthoods without dying at least once. The Questing Beast knows this. Only the Questing Beast can forge a sword that can revive its wielder. One life is granted to those chosen for the royal quest. I gave the life in my sword to heal you two.”

“But if you gave the life to us, then is that why you never became High Queen?”

Linden brushed fingers against Rowan’s cheek. “My dear daughter, I made the only choice I could.”

“What happened to the witch?” said Will grimly.

His mother’s breath came slow, harsh, and uneven.

“She had hung his sword over the hearth, I suppose as an act of scorn and contempt. When he came to himself, he killed her with it and threw her and the sword down the well. I confess, he went out of his mind with shame and rage that day. He took my sword and rode into the Wilds. In his madness he did not care whether he died with no hope of revival. He desired only to regain his honor, for he felt sullied by what had happened to him. But I could not act so rashly, not with sickly twin infants who needed a mother. So I took you home.”

She swallowed.

“When Elowen brought me the news yesterday that you two had found him, and that he had been turned into a stag—as she had been into an eagle—I knew old instinct and the unresolved shame he has always felt would bring him here. The secret Ayara guessed at I know to be true. Before he fell prey to the witch, he had not died on his quest. Which means there is one life in this sword. I give it to him now.”

She pressed the flat of the blade to the crown of his head.

The flames roaring about the cottage abruptly flickered out, leaving a charred foundation. A gust of wind whirled through the threads of eerie smoke and tore them apart. As from a distance, a crow cawed mournfully, and then the sound ceased.

The sword began to glisten as hotly as if it was being newly forged in the magical furnace that had birthed it years ago. At the edge of the trees stalked a shadow with three long necks and three faces, one angry, one solemn, and one laughing.

“The Questing Beast!” Elowen cried. “I never thought I’d see it for myself!”

The sun’s light splintered the shadows, and after all no beast walked there at all; it was only a memory.

The sword’s glow swelled, expanding to touch every surface in the glade with gold.

The body on the ground took in a breath, and his eyes opened.

“Linden? Rowan? Will?” He pressed a hand to his forehead and, with a cough, sat up, then looked down at his blood-stained surcoat. The arrow lay on the ground, magically extracted from his body. “What happened? Where are we?”

Rowan lowered her hands. She was trembling. At first Will thought she was going to burst into tears and then he realized her terror and grief had transmuted into a storm of fury. “Why did you lie to us? Didn’t you trust us to know the truth? Wouldn’t that be the kind of thing you would want your children to know? By the way, Rowan and Will, the woman who gave birth to you was a witch, and her hex is bound into your very bones. Oh, and your father killed her after he’d been living with her for over a year. Thought you might like to know.”

Algenus Kenrith was renowned as a canny fighter, said to have a sixth sense for danger and a peculiarly keen ability to react at speed to changing surroundings. A glance acquainted him with Linden’s composed but wary expression, the burned cottage, Elowen’s stare of avid interest, the disenchanted sword, and his children.

“It isn’t always better to know every piece of an unpleasant truth if the events happened before you could be aware of them,” he said in the heartfelt, guileless voice he used habitually. Will had never quite been able to decide if the voice was an act or a genuine expression of his father’s character.

“You don’t think that’s something we needed to know!” Rowan shouted, gesticulating wildly. “That we deserved to know?”

“What good would it have done to tell you about a sordid episode you could do nothing to change? It makes no difference to our feelings for you and your brother, but were the truth to get out, it might make a great deal of difference to how other people treat you. And we didn’t want to take that chance.”

As he extended his hands, one to Rowan and one to Will, he and Linden exchanged a look, an unspoken trust shared between them across the years.

“We wanted to protect you,” their father finished with a rueful smile.

Will’s arm twitched. In a moment he would reach out and take his father’s hand. All would be forgiven. They had gotten the High King back, had they not? Their quest had succeeded. That was all that mattered.

Rowan pulled her hands in tight against her body. “Protect us!” she scoffed. “You were just protecting yourself.”

The High King winced as if a barb of truth had pierced his skin.

“Rowan,” said Linden sternly, “I think it best if—”

“No! It’s not even that you didn’t trust us. It’s worse than that, isn’t it? You were too ashamed to tell us! You were afraid people would find out about your sordid episode and judge you as not being the perfect, truthful, loyal, just High King everyone thinks you are. But Mother’s the one who saved our lives, at great cost to herself. You rode off because you cared more about your precious honor than you did about us!” She turned on Linden. “And you! You went along with it to spare his reputation! I don’t think either of you have any respect for us at all.”

Rowan’s eyes blazed. She was going to do something rash and irrevocable. Just thinking about it made Will go dizzy and hot and cold in quick succession.

“Ro, calm down,” he said, grasping her arm. “This isn’t—”

A coruscating cascade of lightning spun up her arms and wove deep into her flesh until she was too bright to look at. Deep in his body a wave of bone-cold swelled outward, reaching for the lightning to join with it. Light and ice burst over them, onto them, through them.

The grip of a storm so powerful it could not be resisted ripped Will and Rowan away from the quiet dawn and the smell of embers. It was as if a door opened below them, or above them, and they fell upward, or outward, yanked into an utterly unfamiliar place that he comprehended instantly and horribly was not part of the Realm or the Wilds. Somewhere unfathomably far away from everything he knew and loved.

The last thing he heard before the world vanished was Garruk’s low whistle and the hunter’s rumbling voice, “Didn’t expect that.”
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Garruk Wildspeaker’s mother had died when he was young. She’d been a retired soldier. Whatever she’d survived she hadn’t shared with her young son. The scars had been with her always, his father often told him, and she had worn them with weary fortitude. Garruk didn’t recall her well. He liked to think she would have had something of the stern discipline and firm compassion of Queen Linden.

The queen set down the sword as if it were no more valuable than a stick. She turned all the way around, shading her eyes. Her voice was composed but her hands were trembling.

“Where did they go? I know they were teaching themselves to coordinate their magic to fight with, but I didn’t know they could use it to…vanish.”

The High King got to his feet and picked up the sword. “Such a blessed weapon should not be cast carelessly upon the ground.”

“It’s just a sword, Kenrith,” she snapped. “Nothing, when compared to our children. It’s no wonder they’re angry. We should have told them long before this.”

“But we didn’t,” he said in the tone of a reasonable man who wants you to see how reasonable he is being. “Impressive bit of magic. We should be proud of them!”

“I’m always proud of them, but right now I’m really worried.”

He shook his head with a rueful smile. “If they’ve taught themselves to do that, then I’m sure they’ll be back the moment Rowan cools down. Her temper—”

“—is as volatile as yours.”

“I suppose I deserve that.”

Linden sighed and did not answer.

“It was an unusual magic the likes of which I’ve never seen before,” said the loremage. She sniffed the air, her nose twitching. “Never smelled anything like it either. Strange. Do you smell an ember?”

Linden’s eyes flared and she set hands on hips. “You burned down that cursed cottage at last, so yes, I smell the embers, and I’m glad to see everything that cursed witch built in ruins. I’m not sorry.”

But after the flood of words, her brow wrinkled as she glared at the glade, still empty of the two young people.

“Not the embers from the burned cottage.” The loremage began to walk in a widening spiral, pausing to sniff every few steps.

Garruk knew the loremage would find nothing. He listened to the forest, to the dawning day, to the rustling of creatures waking up, to the way a wild magic was woven through the heart of this plane and how the two sides who battled over it were opposing but also intertwined, impossible to untangle one from the other. The crows he’d called were dispersing into the wind. Oko’s trail—the flavor and color of his planeswalking—still lingered. The fey had no idea how easily Garruk could follow him and snuff out his ugly little life.

And yet, as much as Garruk wanted to wring Oko’s neck, or maybe just cut off his head with one satisfying blow, his mind was no longer ridden by the curse. The rot did not drive him. So he didn’t follow Oko. He waited, caught by the parents’ concern because it reminded him so painfully of his own beloved father.

The High King picked up the arrow, studied its deadly obsidian point, and pensively touched the still damp blood that blotted his tabard. Yet when Algenus Kenrith let out a sharp exhale, Garruk did not see a man contemplating his unexpected reprieve from death. He saw an anxious father who feared that, after all, he had not ever truly protected his children.

The High King looked straight at Garruk with the astute instinct of a quick-witted warrior. “Where do you think they’ve gone? You were with them, weren’t you?”

“I was. We followed the hunt.” He thought of Will and the cauldron, of Queen Ayara’s knowing smile and her air of mysterious attraction. She had guessed, but she hadn’t known for sure, and he wasn’t about to give up his own secrets.

“We’ve not been introduced. I’m Algenus Kenrith.”

“You are the High King,” said Garruk.

“I am, but right now I’m mostly concerned about being Will and Rowan’s father. Not to mention Erec and that troublemaker Hazel,” he added with a smile of such sweet fatherly affection that Garruk felt a sting in his own eyes, remembering what his own father had sacrificed to save his son. He hadn’t cried since he was a boy, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to cry now, but the tears felt earned and pure. “Do you have any idea of where the twins might have gone?”

“I think they’ve done what most young people do and set off on a quest of their own making,” said Linden with an impatient shake of her head. “I can’t help but worry but then I remember I left home the day I turned eighteen. You did, too, Kenrith. Or so you always told me. I hope you weren’t lying about that to impress me!”

He laughed suggestively, and she blushed a little.

“No. I couldn’t wait to get out of that boring town. Those two aren’t any different from us, are they, my love?”

“They set off into the middle of a magical storm at Wintertide because they were so desperate to find you. So I wouldn’t call our youthful situations quite the same. I’m afraid we have to allow them to live their lives now according to their wishes and not ours. They are free to quest, however much I might wish they would stay home where I can keep an eye on them. To be honest with you, Kenrith—”

“When were you ever not?” he said wryly.

“I don’t blame them for being angry. We should have been honest with them.”

She leaned over the well and looked down. Curious, Garruk stepped up beside her. The skeleton, complete with its skull, still lay at the bottom of the dry shaft, although no smoky tendrils lingered.

“Elowen,” said Linden, turning back, “how does one bury a witch to make sure she stays dead?”

“She’s dead all right. The smoke was her soul. It’s gone. As for the bones, lye will do. It will make quite an interesting experiment, don’t you think?” The loremage gave up her tracking and peered into the well, muttering under her breath about how many parts of this substance and how many of that, and how quickly bones might dissolve.

Garruk stepped away from the well. The forest beckoned, the beautiful wilderness where people did not chatter on about what could not be changed.

The queen took the hand of the High King. “We should go home, Kenrith. Let Castle Ardenvale know you are restored to the Realm. Let the twins do what they need to do. They’ll come home when they’re ready.”

The High King sighed again. “But how, and when? And what if…The Wilds is a dangerous place…I should have…They’re so young, Linden.”

“Stronger and smarter than I thought they would be,” remarked the loremage, her voice echoing weirdly from where she leaned over the well. “Though that lich knight did get Titus. And I don’t know what became of Cado and Cerise. The portal by the obelisks will have closed last night and won’t open again for a year. But on the other hand, we are a very long way from the heart realm now. Of course there must be some kind of magic that allows the hunt to cover so much ground in a single night. We’re closer to Castle Ardenvale, not so far to fly, and in fact, you could easily have a griffin knight fly over this glade every day in case the twins return here. But for all we know, their spell has taken them home already. That could make the most sense. Wouldn’t that be a great trick for questing knights!”

“You haven’t changed at all, Elowen,” said Kenrith.

“I should hope not! And what happened to you, big man? Garruk? Is that your name? Will said you were an unwilling servant of the imposter. I’m minded to think Will was right about you. But something bigger than that’s changed about you. That curse afflicting you looked terribly strong, and it’s gone now. Just plain gone.” She cocked her head to one side rather as a crested eagle might, sighting a movement that could be prey.

Garruk thought of Will Kenrith being dragged down into the river’s depths by Garruk’s weight, refusing to let go.

Those two young ones had just been catapulted across the Multiverse. They’d have no idea what had happened or where they were or what it all meant.

“I’m free of the curse,” he said, figuring the loremage would believe he referred to Oko’s spell. She didn’t know about the Chain Veil or Innistrad or the Multiverse, and she never would. “I’m free to go where I wish. So I make a pledge to you, Algenus Kenrith and Linden Kenrith. I’ll track them, make sure they’re safe.”

“Why would you do that?” asked the High King with a glint of suspicion, sizing him up, gauging his chances for defeating a mysterious hunter and having the honesty to admit he would come up short.

Linden examined Garruk with her clear eyes and her honest heart, waiting for his answer.

“They helped me. I will help them.”

He’d learned to be patient. Good hunters had to be. They asked him a few more questions, as cautious parents naturally would. The loremage fussed about possible means to haul in enough lye. The queen blew a horn, and the griffin knights returned and, with genuine joy, greeted their lost and now restored king. While they chattered and celebrated, Garruk walked amid the griffins, admiring their magnificence, ferocity, and intelligence.

Eventually, when it became clear Will and Rowan would return no time soon, the entourage made ready to leave. A few even complimented Garruk on his courageous willingness to quest alone after the reckless twins. These Ardenvale folk talked constantly of groups and togetherness.

Garruk raised a hand in a polite farewell as they flew away, back to their castle and their towns and villages. It always puzzled him when city people spoke of the frightening solitude of uninhabited spaces. They couldn’t see that the forest teems with life. In the wilderness, he was never alone. He’d have been content to explore these Wilds. He could smell a few deadly monsters worth hunting.

But right now he had a debt to repay. He reached out and caught the trail of the twinned spark melded of ice and lightning. A crow cawed in a nearby tree, as if to bid him farewell. He planeswalked away, leaving the world behind.
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