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Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.
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Chapter

1

KARRYN WAS SO GRATEFUL TO STEP OUT OF THE coach that her legs practically buckled under her as her feet touched the ground. Only Tover’s hard hold on her arm kept her more or less upright. He hauled her through a muddy yard and toward the open door of a rather run-down tavern. Stumbling along behind him, Karryn glanced around, trying to get a sense of where they might be. The land was level and sparsely decorated with trees, so they might still be in northwestern Fortunalt. They had traveled fast, but she didn’t think they had been on the road long enough to make it to Rappengrass.

But it was unlikely Tover planned to take her to Rappengrass anyway, she thought, as she tripped along behind him through the inn’s yard. He knew a search party would have set out after them almost immediately; he would want to find the quickest and most convenient place to hole up, and that meant staying within the Fortunalt borders. She shuddered. They had been traveling since about noon yesterday, and every hour had been utterly miserable, but she had felt relatively safe as long as they were on the move. Tover had shown no disposition to ravish her in the uncomfortable confines of the coach. But once they took refuge someplace with a room and a bed …

Fresh panic swept through her. Did Tover plan to book accommodations here, wherever here was? She cast another glance behind her as Tover jerked her closer to the door. A half dozen other vehicles had come to rest inside the muddy yard. Some of the drivers were changing horses, but others appeared to merely be breaking their journey long enough to take a meal. Karryn hadn’t been able to see much through the coach windows, but it had been clear that they were in a particularly desolate stretch of countryside, and this might be the only posting station for miles. A few saddled horses were also tied up outside the inn, munching on oats while their riders apparently ate breakfast inside.

Karryn’s spirits rose a little. If there were many people in the taproom, she could cry out for help. Someone might recognize her or at least be willing to come to her assistance. She would have to be careful—she needed a matron traveling with her children, or sober and liveried soldiers from some nobleman’s house guard. She did not want to fall into the hands of some skilled swordsman who would save her from Tover and then turn out to be worse. Her mother had long terrified her with stories of bandits who would kidnap little girls and torture them in ways so grotesque that Serephette had not even been able to describe them. Only now, at the age of sixteen, did Karryn understand that her mother had probably been referring to rape, not dismemberment and slow death. Though rape, should it come, would be bad enough—even if it were not at the hands of some landless mercenary.

For Tover Banlish was a serlord’s son who hoped to marry his way to fortune by eloping with a serramarra. Karryn had refused his clumsy offer a little too forcefully, and he had decided to take matters into his own hands.

At the door to the tavern he suddenly yanked her around to face him, leaning forward and speaking in a menacing whisper.

“Don’t try to cause trouble inside,” he hissed. If he hadn’t been scowling, and if she hadn’t hated him, she might have thought he was attractive, for he had pleasant features framed by fine brown hair. But his blue eyes were icy and every line of his body tensed with threat. “If you so much as try to speak to anyone, I swear I’ll throttle you and declare you’ve fainted. And if you misbehave here, I won’t let you out of the coach again until we’ve reached our destination.”

She wanted to spit in his face, but she was desperate to get inside, relieve herself, and eat something. They had only stopped four times since they started out. She was almost as mad from discomfort as she was from fear.

“You must allow me access to a chamber pot, or I’ll soil the interior of your coach,” she said.

He leaned even closer, sneered even more. “I’ll take you myself to whatever room provides such an amenity,” he said. “Just remember. Be good—or be sorry.”

He waited for her affirmative. She hesitated, because she hated him so much; she wanted to step inside that doorway and start screaming hysterically. But fear dominated her even more than hatred did. She did not want to risk losing the opportunity to take advantage of whatever amenities this place offered.

So she nodded once, sharply. He pushed open the door and pulled her into the taproom, where again she almost fainted at the welcome warmth of the air and the delicious scents coming from the kitchen. She must have closed her eyes. When she opened them, a ragged-looking girl was approaching and waving them toward an unoccupied table.

“I suppose you want breakfast?” she was saying.

“Yes,” Tover replied. “Eggs and sausage for us and our driver. Ale for my driver and me, and milk for my sister. But first—is there a place my sister can have a moment’s privacy? We’ve been in the coach for hours.”

The girl pointed down a narrow hallway. “I’ll put in your order,” she said, and turned away.

The “privacy” accommodations were smelly but infinitely better than a bush on the side of the road, and Karryn used the pitcher of chilly water to wash her face as well as her hands. No mirror in the small room, but she supposed that was just as well. She could only imagine how she looked, with her thick dark hair in unmanageable tangles and her green gown irretrievably wrinkled. Her face, usually rather ruddy of complexion, was no doubt pinched and a little pale. All in all, she probably looked as mad as Tover would claim she was if she began to throw any kind of tantrum.

She rejoined him and followed him to the table, casting surreptitious glances around the taproom as she went. Her heart sank. None of the occupants looked likely to offer her aid. At one table sat two ancient women accompanied by a granddaughter or a paid companion. At another table was a boisterous family, four shrieking children and their young and hapless parents. One solitary traveler sat up near the bar, a stocky, rather short, brown-haired man—or perhaps it was a woman—eating breakfast with a single-minded attention. A few rather villainous-looking men sat together or apart, some talking, some dicing, some looking morosely out the window.

No rescue to be hoped for from any quarter.

The unkempt barmaid approached their table bearing three large, steaming platters, and Karryn felt her stomach turn over. Food, that was what she needed. Once she ate something, she would be able to think more clearly. She would be able to figure out a plan.

She was forking up her second bite when they were joined by the driver, who pulled up a seat next to Tover. He was big, bald, and burly, with enormous hands. He had spoken very little so far on this journey, and not at all to Karryn, but she was more afraid of him than she was of Tover. There was something wicked about the way he watched her with his slitted black eyes. He wore so many weapons on his belt that he jangled every time he moved.

“Rear mare’s thrown a shoe,” he said to Tover as he reached for his glass of ale. “Take another thirty minutes before the smith here can get to her.”

Tover looked annoyed, then he nodded. “All right. Did you have the whole team unhitched and fed?”

The driver nodded. “How much farther do you want to go today? We’ll need to change the horses before long.”

“We have another fifty miles to cover, mostly on back roads.”

The driver nodded again. “You’re going to have to take the reins, then, because I’m about dead. Unless you want to stop here for a few hours and let me sleep.”

Tover glanced around the room. “Not here. Too well-traveled.”

The driver looked over at Karryn and gave her a leering smile. She shrank back into her chair, trying to make herself too small to merit his attention. “Think her prissy uncle’s going to be riding after her to make a daring rescue?” he said with a sneer.

Tover snorted. “Jasper Paladar couldn’t rescue a cat from a garbage pail,” he replied. “Still. There are guards in Forten City who were loyal to Rayson Fortunalt. Paladar could round them up to come riding after Rayson’s daughter.”

The guard was still smiling at Karryn. “Think your uncle Jasper’s going to come after you anytime soon?” he asked in a crooning voice. “Come riding up on a big old stallion like some storybook hero?”

Without thinking, Karryn snatched up the salt cellar from the middle of the table, intending to fling it in the driver’s smug face. Tover’s palm slammed down over her wrist, pinning her hand to the table and nearly breaking the bones.

“I warned you to behave,” he said icily into her ear. “You’re a serramarra—show some decorum.”

She was trying not to whimper, but his hold was so painful that it was hard to swallow the sound. She stared down at the scarred table, despising both of them.

“Look at me,” Tover said in a slightly louder voice. “Serra—look at me.” He pressed down on her wrist even more heavily. She smothered a yelp and looked up. He was staring at her with those cold blue eyes, and for the moment he looked even more dangerous than his companion.

“You will not throw things at Darvis,” Tover said in a slow, deliberate voice. “You will not do anything to draw attention to yourself. Or I will rent a room here for the day and effectively make you my wife in this very inn. If you do not behave very, very well, that is exactly what will happen. Do you understand? Is that what you want?”

Between the pain and the fear, Karryn almost could not draw breath. She stared up at him; nothing registered but his face. Outside the outline of his cheekbones and earlobes there was only formless white space—nothing. No humanity, no hope, no rescue. She nodded.

“No,” she choked out. “Please. Not here. Let us travel on.” Now Tover lifted one finger to stroke her cheek. “You hear that, Darvis? The serramarra is not impressed by the squalid accommodations of roadside inns. She wants the luxury and comfort of Banlish Manor.”

She could hear the grin still in Darvis’s voice. “I think you’re missing a bet if you leave here too soon.”

“And I say I shall take this opportunity to prove to my lady how very gracious I can be.” Tover relaxed his grip on her imprisoned hand and almost gently lifted her fingers to his mouth. He pressed a real kiss on the back of her hand. “Remember, if you will, how hard I strove to please you.”

“Pardon me for interrupting,” said a dry voice just a few steps away.

All three of them nearly jumped out of their seats, for not even Darvis had seen the newcomer approaching. Karryn felt a sudden wild leap of hope—A stranger, come to rescue me?—that instantly died away. This small, unprepossessing person was the individual she had spotted when they first walked in, the one sitting up at the bar eating a hearty breakfast. Close up, it was clear the stranger was female, though dressed in the trousers and tight-fitting jacket usually worn by men who were soldiers. Like those men, she also sported a sword and a couple of knives in her belt, though she possessed nowhere near as many weapons as Darvis.

“Ye-es?” Tover said in his haughtiest voice, drawing the word out into multiple syllables. It was his way of conveying without words the fact that he was a devvaser, the son of a serlord, and this anonymous creature was less than nobody.

The short woman completely ignored him. All her attention was on Karryn. “I just wanted to let you know something, my lady,” she said in a quiet voice. “If your husband is abusing you, I can help you get free of him and take you someplace safe.”

“Leave us, you insolent scum!” Tover snapped as Darvis leapt to his feet so fast his chair toppled to the floor. Karryn didn’t even have to hear the whine of weapons to know the driver had drawn a blade. Tover’s fingers tightened alarmingly around Karryn’s wrist.

The soldier woman was completely unimpressed. She still kept her gaze locked on Karryn’s, and there was a steady message in her dark brown eyes. Trust me. I can help you. “I have a horse out front,” she said. “We can ride away from your husband right now.”

Karryn made an instant, rash decision. “He’s not my husband,” she panted. “He’s—”

Before she could complete the second sentence, Tover loosed a murderous oath and crashed to his feet, jerking her up beside him. Darvis vaulted across the table at the strange woman. Karryn screamed and tried to fling herself backward, away from Tover, away from Darvis, away from the sudden thicket of blades. But Tover held her fast and the table prevented any escape. She screamed again and cowered down, shielding her face with her free hand.

Darvis had engaged the woman in a swift and brutal knife fight. Tover was trying to haul Karryn away from the flashing blades but twice she was slammed by Darvis’s weaving body, once with such force that the table screeched away from both of them when she landed heavily against it. Karryn had expected the unknown woman to be dead on the floor within thirty seconds, but no, the smaller combatant was obviously holding her own. She lunged in when Darvis expected her to feint, for he grunted in surprise and then in pain, clapping a hand to his stomach and howling in agony or rage.

Unexpectedly, Tover dropped Karryn’s wrist and shook free his own sword. He fell into a stalking crouch and then flew at the woman, barely giving her time to draw her own long blade. Karryn shrieked and looked around for something heavy to fling at Tover’s head, to give the woman some advantage, however slight. But it was not necessary. With three quick slices of her sword, the stranger had parried Tover’s assault, knocked the blade from his hand, and run him through high on his right shoulder. Tover screamed and stumbled against the table, his hand clapped to his wound.

“I think these two are down for the moment,” the woman said coolly, turning to Karryn. “Grab your things and let’s run.”

Karryn was already racing for the door. No one in the tavern made a move to stop her, though literally every soul in the place, even the barmaid, was staring. “All my things are in the coach, but I don’t need them!” she cried. “Let’s just go!”

The soldier woman was hard on her heels as they scrambled through the door. “Which coach is yours?” she inquired. “Maybe we can find a way to disable it.”

Karryn came to a halt just outside the door and looked wildly around at the equipages lined up in the yard. She hadn’t been on the outside of Tover’s carriage often enough to know what it looked like, and he had not been stupid enough to attempt kidnapping in a carriage blazoned with his family arms. “I don’t know! One of the horses needs a shoe, that’s all I know.”

“Good enough,” the stranger said, tugging Karryn in the direction of a sturdy white gelding loosely tied to a hitching post. “That’ll slow them down. We’ll ride pillion till we’ve covered some distance and figured out what to do.”

Just then the tavern door swung open and Darvis charged through, bellowing. His shirt was covered with blood, but he hefted a sword high in his left hand. But the soldier woman surprised him again, darting forward to smash her head right in the middle of his chest. He cried out and went crashing down in the doorway, just in time to trip Tover as he rushed out.

“Go, go, go!” the stranger cried, shoving Karryn toward the gelding. She had her knife out again but Karryn didn’t see how she used it on either of the abductors; she was too occupied with climbing into the saddle and guiding the white horse over to the stranger’s side. The woman sheathed her blade, swung into the saddle behind Karryn, and kicked the horse forward all in one seemingly effortless motion. There was a scramble and curse behind them, but they were across the muddy yard, through the gate, and racing down the road before Karryn heard any real sounds of pursuit.

She was free!


Chapter

2

WEN DIDN’T FIGURE THE TWO OF THEM COULD ride the gelding for long. He was powerful and he loved a good run, but two riders were a considerable burden, and the new passenger was taller and heavier than Wen. Also not much of a rider. She twisted and turned in the saddle, looking over her shoulder and trying to tug down the hem of her dress. Wen imagined her horse wasn’t any more pleased with the fidgeting than she was.

“Sit still, if you can,” she said, as civilly as possible. “We won’t go far.”

That, of course, made the girl crane her head around, trying to see Wen’s face. “But they’ll come right after us! We’ll never be able to stop running!”

Wen nodded. “I know they’ll pursue. We’ll pull off somewhere along the road and watch them go by. Then we can proceed at a slower pace.”

“What if they don’t go by? What if they see us? Oh, they’ll kill us both, I know they will.”

Wen couldn’t help grinning at that. “I don’t think so. Neither of them is much of a fighter.” She had to amend that after a moment’s thought. “Well, the big one has strength and some training. He’s probably a useful man in a brawl. But the other one, the noble—he’s completely inept. I can handle both of them.”

Again the girl tried to slew around in the saddle. “Who are you?” she demanded. “Thank you so much for coming to my rescue, but why did you? And how did you get to be good enough to fight off two grown men and win? A little thing like you?”

For a moment, Wen was tempted to push her out of the saddle. Even across the width of the posting house, it had been clear to her that this girl was the kind of person she utterly despised—wealthy, indulged, spoiled, and temperamental. Purely decorative, if she had any value at all.

But—at least back at the tavern—she was also abused and helpless, which Wen had been able to tell in an instant. Those were the traits that had sent Wen striding over to offer assistance. Wen had so much to atone for. Saving one frightened young woman might do little to assuage her guilt and grief, but abandoning the girl to certain ravishment would only have added to Wen’s grim burdens.

So, making even more of an effort this time, Wen gave another civil answer. “I’ve been training with weapons most of my life. I might be small, but I’m very good. And I came to your aid because it was unthinkable not to.”

“Tover abducted me a day and a half ago,” the girl said bitterly. “I hate him! I told him I wouldn’t marry him, and he said, ‘We’ll see about that,’ and he forced me into the coach. My mother and my uncle will be so worried.”

Wen hardly knew what to ask first. “Is he so in love with you, then? A fine way to show it.”

The girl gave a sharp laugh. “In love with my inheritance. Not with me.”

So the girl was noble-born, as Wen had guessed, and probably rich into the bargain. It wouldn’t be the first time an ambitious suitor had attempted a rough wooing, but Wen had always thought the dowry would have to be awfully substantial to make up for founding your marriage on a bedrock of hatred. “I would have guessed him noble-born as well, with property of his own,” Wen said.

“Indeed, he is! A devvaser—a serlord’s son,” the girl replied. “But that’s not good enough for him. He wants to marry a serramarra and be a marlord himself one day.”

That made Wen open her eyes wide and pull back a little to study what she could see of the dark-haired woman before her in the saddle. She’d saved a serramarra? From which of the Twelve Houses? They were in Fortunalt country, but not all that far from Rappengrass or Storian, and even Gisseltess was only a few days’ hard riding away. Oh, gods, what irony if she had rescued Rayson Fortunalt’s daughter.

“Who are you?” she asked in a quiet voice.

Her passenger spoke defiantly, as if braced for scorn. “Karryn Fortunalt.”

For a moment Wen couldn’t speak.

It had been almost two years ago that Rayson Fortunalt and Halchon Gisseltess had led half the Houses of Gillengaria in an uprising against the king. The resulting battle had been brief but bloody, and both of the renegade marlords had lost their lives. That was little comfort, though, for so many others had died opposing them. Coeval and Tir and Moxer. Dearest friends, truest companions. Irreplaceable and lost forever.

But no loss could be compared to the death of King Baryn, who had died in the earliest days of combat, leaving his young princess to rule after him. Wen’s heart still hurt when she remembered that Baryn was gone.

When she remembered how he had died.

Wen’s silence had done the trick. Karryn sat quietly before her in the saddle, huddled over the pommel. Wen no longer wanted to push her off the horse. She wanted to murder the girl with her ungloved hands.

Of course that was not an option. Neither could Wen pull up the gelding and leave the girl on the side of the road to be discovered and reclaimed by her erstwhile abductors. Karryn’s story had been incomplete, but Wen felt fairly certain she’d pieced together the essential details. Serramarra Karryn would be named marlady of Fortunalt when she was old enough to hold the title. Her husband would become marlord and both of them would move in the highest circles of Gillengaria society.

This Tover fellow must be part of the new and still controversial second echelon of lords and landholders. Some of the rebels who had joined the war had been the so-called lesser lords who owed fealty to the Twelve Houses—nobles who had always collectively, and somewhat derisively, been known as the Thirteenth House. Those who rose up in rebellion claimed to be tired of serving as vassals for the marlords. They wanted to own property outright and earn titles for themselves and their heirs.

Baryn had been cautiously in favor of prying a few minor estates from the death grip of the marlords and bestowing them, unencumbered, on a handful of Thirteenth House nobles. It had fallen to his daughter, Amalie, and her various advisors to craft a scheme to divide and apportion properties, but over the past two years, the plan had been worked out. Now there were Twelve Houses and Twenty-Four Manors, and any number of confusing but jealously guarded titles. Marlords and marladies bred heirs called serramar and serramarra; the heirs to the new serlords had been dubbed devvaser and devvaserra. Any more subdivisions, Wen thought, and she would just stop giving anyone an honorific. She would bow, if required to acknowledge a noble, and maintain her silence. The gods knew she would prefer never to speak to a single one of them again.

Karryn whispered something in a shaky voice. Wen suspected she might be crying. Her voice chilly, Wen said, “Pardon me? I didn’t hear you.”

“I said, it’s not my fault.”

“What’s not your fault?”

“My father. My father’s war.”

“I’m sure it’s not,” Wen said, her voice still icy.

Karryn lifted her head a little. “He was a horrible man,” she said, her voice gaining strength. “You think I didn’t hate him? And yet now everyone blames me for the war. Everyone blames me because the king is dead.”

The words made Wen flinch so hard that the gelding lost stride. Wen clucked him back in motion and responded in an even voice. “There are many people to blame for Baryn’s death, but it’s hard to imagine you are on that list.”

The words were true, but that didn’t make it any easier to forgive the girl for merely existing. But, Wen reminded herself, she didn’t have to forgive Karryn. She didn’t have to like the girl. She merely had to get her to a safe place and then leave her behind forever.

In fact … Wen glanced around at the countryside they were moving through. The road was narrow and not particularly well-traveled; the devvaser obviously had not wanted to take his captive along main routes. This region of northern Fortunalt offered fairly sparse vegetation, but they were passing through a stretch of land that provided a certain amount of cover. Some trees, some undergrowth, a little undulation in the land. They could move fifty yards off the main road and conceal themselves with relative ease.

Accordingly, Wen reined in the horse and slipped to the ground. Karryn looked down in alarm. “What are you doing? We can’t stop here! There’s nowhere to hide!”

Wen nodded. “They won’t look for us here, I think. Come on. Off the horse. We’ll hunker down.” She glanced at the route behind them as if she could discern any signs of pursuit. “Quickly. I don’t suppose they’re more than fifteen minutes behind us.”

Karryn dismounted and followed her off the road, still worried. “But if they find us—if they see us—”

“I told you. I can protect you.”

Karryn took a step that was practically a flounce. “You don’t even like me.”

Wen held on to her temper. “I don’t even know you.”

“Well, it doesn’t make any sense to me. Why would you help me when you hate me and everyone in my House?”

Despite the urgency, despite the fact she was listening with half an ear for sounds of oncoming horses, Wen came to a dead halt only ten yards from the road. She glared at Karryn, but the young, frightened, wild-haired, big-eyed girl glared right back.

“Well, you do,” Karryn added.

Wen spoke in a tight voice. “I owe a debt. To a man I didn’t save. And since I lived, and he didn’t, I vowed that I would spend the rest of my life protecting others when I could. Giving them the service that I could not—did not—give to him.” She twitched the reins and stalked forward, Karryn mercifully silent as she followed.

Still in silence, they found their cover in a small stand of trees blocked by a few scraggly bushes. The horse was the problem, his white coat bright enough to be seen from the road, but Wen was prepared for this contingency. She coaxed him to the ground and covered him with a saddle blanket. It was a rusty green that blended well with the vegetation, still brown on this extreme edge of spring. She and Karryn wrapped themselves in another blanket and settled to the ground right by his head.

Safe as far as it went. Wen pulled her sword and laid it across her lap. She checked the knife strapped to her wrist, and drew another one from the belt at her waist, holding it loosely in her left hand.

“What man?” Karryn asked.

Wen looked at her blankly. “What?”

“What man didn’t you save?”

“Be quiet, serra. We have to listen for the sound of the devvaser’s horse.”

So Karryn whispered, “What man?”

Wen looked at her, prepared to snap a harsh reply, but the set of Karryn’s face was stubborn. Wen partially revised her earlier assessment. Karryn might be rich and spoiled to some extent, but her life surely hadn’t been easy. Rayson Fortunalt’s daughter had probably received very little affection or attention from that driven, ambitious man. She no doubt had had to kick and scream and throw tantrums to get anything she wanted. She wasn’t about to be put off by a cold answer.

“A man I worked for. I was in his guard. There were—bandits. They attacked and killed him while I was supposed to be protecting him.”

Karryn’s dark eyes widened. “Did you run away?”

“No, of course I didn’t run away! I fought.”

“Were you injured?”

Almost mortally. Better, in fact, if she had died. “Yes.”

“Well, then it’s hardly your fault. If you fought as hard as you could—”

Wen couldn’t keep the utter bleakness from her voice. “I should have been dead before he was,” she said. “If he had to fall, it should have been at the feet of my lifeless body.”

“And you’re never going to forgive yourself for being alive?”

Wen drew a sharp breath. Succinctly put. “Never.”

Karryn hunched herself a little closer together. “Well, that seems pretty stupid to me.”

“But then, you were stupid enough to be kidnapped by a man who wants your House, so I don’t suppose your opinion has any value.”

Karryn scowled at her but blessedly shut up for the moment. Wen closed her eyes and listened for pursuers. She could have killed both the devvaser and his accomplice—oh, easily—but she had chosen to wound them instead. She had seen plenty of death in that heartbreaking war. She was prepared to mete it out again if she had to, but only in direst necessity. To save the life of someone she had sworn to protect.

To save herself if, when the moment came, it seemed her life outweighed that of her attacker.

Not only had she not killed the kidnappers, she hadn’t severely disabled them. She figured they could have bound their wounds and been on the road in less than twenty minutes if they had been able to rent horses or turn their carriage team into mounts.

But the sound of horses, when she heard it, came from the wrong direction. Wen cocked her head and tried to guess how many were in the traveling party. More than two; probably not more than five. And moving at a brisk but hardly breakneck pace.

Which caused her to think of a question she really should have asked before this. “Will anyone from Forten City be coming after you?” A fragment of their previous conversation surfaced in her memory. “You mentioned an uncle.”

“He’s not really my uncle. I just call him that.”

“Whoever he is, will he be coming after you?”

“I’m sure he will.” Karryn did not look sure at all. “I mean—of course he will, won’t he? When he realizes I’m gone.”

“Why wouldn’t he know you were missing?”

Karryn glanced away. “Maybe I didn’t tell him where I was going. Maybe I told him I was going someplace else.”

Wen felt her breath leave her in a hiss. Oh, she would be very glad to be rid of this troublesome, disagreeable girl! “Once he realizes it,” she ground out, “will he send a party after you? Will they be coming from the southwest?” She indicated the road in front of them.

Karryn looked uncertain. “I don’t know. Where are we?”

Wen pointed again. “Southwest is Forten City. Is that where your uncle would be starting out from?”

Karryn nodded. “Yes. Do you think that’s him coming?” Her face was suddenly hopeful.

“Maybe. Though he’s brought an awfully small troop with him if it is.”

“Maybe he couldn’t raise too many soldiers.”

An odd thing for a serramarra to say, Wen thought, but just then the first of the horses trotted into view. Wen motioned Karryn to silence, and they crouched down even farther behind the trees, though they both peered out from behind the trunks. It took another minute for the riders to pass in front of them—a party of four men, all dressed in black-and-gold livery, and mounted on exceptionally fine horses. Wen felt her heart clench in actual pain as they passed before her, elegant, alert, disciplined, deadly.

“They look like soldiers,” Karryn whispered in her ear.

Wen could only nod.

“Maybe they would help us,” Karryn added. “If we told them what had happened to me. Maybe they would help you fight Tover and Darvis.”

Wen shook her head, still unable to speak.

“Why not?” Karryn persisted. “Do you know them? Who are they?”

The girl simply would not shut up, but it scarcely mattered now. The soldiers were out of view, not having spared one glance in the fugitives’ direction.

“They’re Queen’s Riders,” Wen managed to say. “No help to be expected from them.”

Karryn squirmed, seeming to find it impossible either to sit still or to get comfortable. “How long will we have to sit here?”

Wen took a deep breath. Easier to do once the Riders were gone. “Until your friends ride by.”

“They’re not my friends.”

Wen didn’t bother answering. What were Riders doing in this part of the world? What mission were they on for Queen Amalie? Was there some kind of trouble in Fortunalt?

Not her business. She had no connection to anyone at the royal court in Ghosenhall.

Karryn continued to fidget for the next ten minutes, but she grew quickly still when Wen sat up straighter and made a motion for silence. Yes, there was the sound she’d been waiting for—horses’ hooves, probably from a pair of animals, traveling fast. In another minute, two riders galloped into view. Wen didn’t need Karryn’s sharp intake of breath to realize these were the devvaser and his accomplice. They appeared to be mounted on fresh horses bred for the saddle, so they’d probably rented or purchased the animals at the posting house, and they were riding hard.

Karryn only relaxed once the sound of hoofbeats had died away. “Now what do we do?” she asked.

That was, indeed, the question. “I think we find something closer to civilization,” Wen said, cautiously coming to her feet. She didn’t know how long the devvaser would continue onward before he began to wonder where his victim might have gone to ground—and came back to look for her. “A good-sized town, perhaps, where there might be a garrison of soldiers who would be inclined to protect you as we head back to Forten City. Wanting to earn your uncle’s gratitude, you see.”

Karryn nodded. “All right.”

Wen surveyed her. The girl still looked defiant and sulky, but exhaustion was showing through her big eyes and rosy complexion. If she’d been abducted a day and a half ago, she’d probably been strung tight with tension ever since. “Where might the nearest sizable town be found?” she asked.

Karryn shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know where we are.”

Wen’s temper snapped. “By all the gods in Gillengaria, child, why not? You’re the serramarra! When you’re old enough—assuming you have the brains to survive that long, which I am starting to doubt—you will inherit every scrap of this land! Shouldn’t you know where every road, every river, every town, every house is situated? Isn’t that what it means to be marlady? That you own the land—and, in a sense, it owns you?”

“Well, I don’t know!” Karryn fired back. “All my father cared about was where every gold coin in the land might be situated! I don’t know how a marlady behaves! And I don’t know where any town is! So go ahead and leave me if you want to, but stop telling me how stupid I am!”

And with that, Karryn flounced off, back toward the road, in full view of any chance passerby. Wen stood there, watching, as the girl stomped onto the road and set out in a most determined fashion in the direction they had been headed before.

The gelding gave a high whinny and clambered to his feet, tired of lying there, tired of inaction—tired, perhaps, of arguments between bad-tempered women. Wen stroked his nose, refolded the saddle blankets, and sighed heavily.

Tempting as it was, she could not abandon the girl to the many hazards of an open road in Fortunalt.

Leading the gelding by his bridle, Wen set off at a light run until she caught up with Karryn, and then she slowed to a walk. She couldn’t bring herself to apologize, but it was pointless to keep quarreling. “We need a plan,” she said. “I think we look for the nearest town. I didn’t come this way, so I don’t know what’s down this road, but eventually we’ll arrive at a place where we can ask directions. As soon as we can, we probably need to buy another horse.” She paused a moment. “I don’t suppose you have any money.”

Karryn merely shook her head. She was watching her feet as if she wasn’t sure she’d remember how to walk otherwise.

“And I don’t suppose you have any rations.”

Karryn shook her head again.

“Are you hungry? I’ve got some food in my bag.”

“I ate at the inn,” Karryn said in a subdued voice.

“Not much, I’ll wager. Do you want an apple?” It was a peace offering.

Karryn accepted it. “Yes, please.”

They came to a halt long enough for Wen to scoop two pieces of fruit from her bag, then they were on the move again. The exercise actually felt good, though they’d need to ride again soon. Walking would take them too long to get anywhere.

Wen remembered something that had been bothering her. After polishing off her apple, she asked, “Why did you think your uncle might have trouble rounding up soldiers to come after you?”

Karryn loosed a sigh and tossed her own core to the side of the road. “Jasper—he isn’t the kind of person that soldiers listen to.”

Wen digested that a moment in silence. “What kind of person is he?”

“He’s a scholar. He reads books and he writes them. But he’s not very physical. I can’t imagine him holding a sword. Or fighting with anyone.” She gave Wen a sideways glance. “He’s much taller than you, but I’m sure you could knock him over without even trying.”

Never having met the man, Wen was sure she could, too. “Well, even if he’s not a soldier himself, he could doubtless round up the House guard to come after you. Couldn’t he?”

“I suppose so,” Karryn said doubtfully.

“Is there a House guard?”

“Sort of. Many of my father’s soldiers were lost in the war.”

Of course. And the queen would have had a vested interest in making sure Fortunalt didn’t build up a private army again anytime soon. Still. A House had to have its own soldiers or who knew what could happen?

Well, the kidnapping of the serramarra, that’s what.

“Let’s go on the assumption that this uncle was able to find a dozen or so men to accompany him on a search for you,” Wen said. “Would he have any reason for thinking the devvaser was the one who had run off with you?”

“I never told him about Tover asking me to marry him.”

“So he probably wouldn’t. And since he doesn’t know where you were when you were kidnapped—gods and goddesses, you really put yourself into a bind, didn’t you?”

Karryn lifted her chin. “Well, maybe he figured it out anyway. He’s pretty smart.”

“Who is he? How did he come to be named your guardian?”

“He’s my mother’s cousin. His name is Jasper Paladar. He came to stay with us after my father died.”

“Did your mother invite him, or did the queen select him to look after Fortunalt until you turn twenty-one?”

Karryn shook her head. “Not my mother. Not the queen. It was the queen’s consort who chose Uncle Jasper.”

That made Wen widen her eyes. Cammon had selected Jasper Paladar to shepherd this girl through the final years of adolescence? Then the bumbling scholar that she’d been envisioning couldn’t be so useless after all. Cammon never made mistakes about people. “Do you like him? Your uncle?” Wen asked abruptly.

Karryn nodded enthusiastically. “So much more than my own father! He’s very kind. And he explains things to me. And he understands things, even when you don’t tell him.”

That endorsement kicked the scholar up a notch in Wen’s estimation as well. Cammon trusted him, and this wretched girl admired him. Still. He hadn’t provided adequate protection for someone in his charge, and Wen believed that was about the gravest error anyone could make.

“Well. We’ll hope we encounter him very soon, headed our way, leading a mass of Fortunalt soldiers,” Wen said. “But I think our odds will improve if we ride for a while and start looking for a settlement of any size. And this time,” she added, “I’m sitting on the front of the saddle.”

Karryn laughed, which made her look less like an obdurate and frightened child, and more like a privileged and carefree young lady. “If you want. I can’t imagine it’s too comfortable no matter how we sit.”

“True enough,” Wen said, tugging the horse to a halt.

She’d just put her foot in the stirrup when Karryn said, “Wait a minute. I keep forgetting to ask your name! You know mine.”

Wen hesitated just a second, staring over her shoulder at the girl. Then she said, “My name is Willa.”
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