
        
            
                
            
        

    Praise for the Noble Dead Saga
“A mix of The Lord of the Rings and
Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”
—
New York Times
bestselling
author Kevin J. Anderson
Of Truth and Beasts
“With several twists and surprises, this series is never predictable [and] the impressively shocking, climactic ending left me wanting more…. Don’t miss this exciting series of magic, mythical creatures, and incredible lore.”
—SciFiChick.com
“A crowd-pleasing mix of intrigue, epic fantasy, and horror.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Of Truth and Beasts…once again allows the reader the rare opportunity to travel into the uniquely imaginative realms that only [the Hendees] can create with such power and grace…. These novels are an integral and enlightening part of the Noble Dead Saga, which in total is no simple myth but rather a true epic [that] stands at the highest levels of fantasy lore…. The Hendees’ style of writing is verbally arresting, leaving the reader unable to put the novel down. They are a talented team of storytellers who are able to build a world that is both foreign and familiar…. This novel is a masterful conglomeration of manipulations, collusions, and deceits [that] allow for a situation where nothing is what it seems…. The only thing that could have topped the Hendees’ whirlwind ending was their epilogue, which will undoubtedly make the Noble Dead Saga fans stand up and cheer. I, for one, am hooked and eagerly await the next incarnation [of] this hypnotizing series.”
—BookSpot Central
“A fabulous thriller.”
—Midwest Book Review
“The antagonists are strong, convincing forces with private agendas that add satisfying twists to another excellent addition to the series.”
—Monsters and Critics
“Plenty of action…. Fans of the Noble Dead will enjoy the book.”
—Booklist
“The Hendees excel at delivering action and intrigue.”
—Romantic Times (4 stars)
Through Stone and Sea
“A textured canvas of tangled plots, hidden alliances, secret myths conjured from fantasy’s best-known landscapes, and unique characters who will surely take their place in the annals of fantasy.”
—BookSpot Central
“Suspenseful adventure…incredible world building, and intriguing characters are the best part of this questlike fantasy.”
—SciFiChick.com
In Shade and Shadow
“The Hendees, if given a chance to complete their entire saga, may yet produce a combined fantasy masterwork that will surely stand on the highest pinnacles of literary fantasy lore.”
—BookSpot Central
“A nicely nuanced tale…. The authors use a deft touch to keep the pacing even and set the stage for future adventures in this endlessly intriguing horror-fantasy mix.”
—Monsters and Critics
Child of a Dead God
“Readers who love vampire novels will appreciate the full works of Barb and J. C. Hendee, as they consistently provide some of the genre’s best…. The audience will want to read this novel in one sitting.”
—Midwest Book Review
“Complex and bloody…. Interspecies distrust, grand ambitions, and the lure of dangerous secrets protected by the undead drive the action in this neat mix of horror with more traditional fantasy elements.”
—Publishers Weekly
Rebel Fay
“Entertaining…a hybrid crossing Tolkienesque fantasy with vampire-infused horror…intriguing.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A real page-turner.”
—Booklist
Traitor to the Blood
“A rousing and sometimes creepy fantasy adventure…this is one of those books for which the term ‘dark fantasy’ was definitely intended.”
—Chronicle
“A unique tale of vampires and half-vampire undead hunters set against a dark fantasy world ruled by tyrants. The personal conflicts of the heroes mirror the larger struggles in their world and provide a solid foundation for this tale of love and loyalty in a world of betrayal.”
—Library Journal
Sister of the Dead
“[A] wonderful addition to the Noble Dead series…Sister of the Dead leads us on an amazing adventure that will keep you engrossed until the final chapter…. This is a series that will appeal to both horror and fantasy fans.”
—SF Site
“[An] intelligent dark fantasy series…. Much more than a medieval ‘Buffy Does the Dark Ages,’ Sister of the Dead and its predecessors involve readers on a visceral, highly emotional level and fulfill a craving for nifty magic, exciting action scenes, and a strong heroine who defies genre cliches.”
—Romantic Times (4 stars)
Thief of Lives
“Readers will turn the pages of this satisfying medieval thriller with gusto.”
—Booklist
“Fans of Anita Blake will enjoy this novel. The characters are cleverly drawn so that the several supernatural species that play key roles in the plot seem natural and real. Supernatural fantasy readers will enjoy this action-packed, strong tale, because vampires, sorcerers, dhampirs, elves, fey-canines, and other ilk seem real.”
—Midwest Book Review
Dhampir
“Dhampir maintains a high level of excitement through interesting characters, both heroes and villains, colliding in well-written action scenes. Instead of overloading us with their world building and the maps and glossaries typical of so much fantasy, the Hendees provide well-rounded characters that go a lot further than maps in making a lively fantasy world.”
—The Denver Post
“An engaging adventure that is both humorous and exciting.”
—New York Times bestselling author Kevin J. Anderson
“An altogether compelling and moving work…. These are characters and a world worthy of exploration.”
—Brian Hodge, Hellnotes
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PROLOGUE
SHETÂNA VILLAGE IN THE WESTERN REGION OF DROEVINKA
My name is Céline Fawe, and I am a Mist-Torn witch.
By the age of fifteen, I had no idea what this meant, as none of my powers had manifested yet. I only knew that my mother had just died, that the apothecary shop she’d owned was now mine, and that I had to provide for my twelve-year-old sister, Amelie. My father had been killed long ago, and with my mother’s passing, the two of us were alone.
What would you have done?
I did what anyone would do—I fell back upon my only strengths: the abilities to listen and to lie.
Of course, I didn’t even know about those two skills until the week after Amelie and I had buried our mother and a young man came through the front door of our shop. His eyes were wild, shifting back and forth, reminding me of a colt locked in a stall for the first time.
But I was still so numb that I could barely draw breath, and I didn’t care what he wanted or why he’d come.
“I have an appointment,” he said hesitantly, “with Eleanor.”
Eleanor was my mother.
“She’s dead,” I answered.
To my surprise, the flash of disappointment on his face moved me, and for the first time, I really looked at him. He was medium height, with brown hair tucked behind his ears, wearing a burgundy tunic and a sword. I guessed him to be about eighteen.
“Dead?” he repeated. “No…She was going to tell me…”
He trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish. My mother had been a seer, and he wanted to know something about his future. I was just about to tell him to go away when I spotted the small pouch of coins in his hand.
I tensed. I was no seer, not like my mother. I could grow healing herbs and cast small spells to stop bad dreams or ease the pain of unrequited love, but I was no seer.
Still, the cupboard was nearly bare, and that pouch beckoned. Curing bad dreams didn’t exactly pay well.
A risky idea struck me, and at that point, I had little left to lose.
“I’m Eleanor’s daughter,” I said. “I have her gift. Sit down, and I can help you.”
The relief washing over his face shamed me—but not enough to make me stop. I let him sit.
“What is it you wish to know?” I asked.
He sank down into the chair, facing me across my mother’s faded table. “I…I want to marry, but my father doesn’t approve.”
“Why not?”
“Because Joselyn has no dowry. Her father has a title, but her family has no money, and my own father has been making arrangements with the Baron Driesè. Father expects me to marry the baron’s daughter, Rhiannon.”
“And you don’t want to marry Rhiannon?”
He began to shake his head and then stopped himself. “I don’t know! The baron controls half the silver mines in the northeastern province, and Rhiannon’s dowry would bring my family great wealth. Joselyn would bring us nothing.”
I cocked my head. This seemed a simple decision to me. Marry the rich girl. But I knew my mother would not see it so simply.
“Then what troubles you?” I asked. “Is Rhiannon ugly? Has her hair fallen out? Is she covered in pockmarks?”
He blinked, possibly finding my questions somewhat childish, which they were, but keep in mind that I was only fifteen. “No, if anything, most people would find her prettier than Joselyn,” he said. “But when I’m with Joselyn, I don’t feel alone.”
I stared at him, and that was my first real glimpse into the adult world.
“If you don’t marry Rhiannon, can your father disinherit you?” I asked. Even at fifteen, I was pragmatic.
“No.”
That was all he had to tell me. I’d seen my mother do this a hundred times. “Did you bring something of Joselyn’s?” I asked, knowing my mother would have given him instructions.
“Yes, a lock of her hair.”
I took it from him, holding the soft, light brown strands in my fingers. With my other hand, I reached out to grasp one of his. He almost pulled away, as if he didn’t like being touched, but then let me grip his palm.
I closed my eyes. Although of course I saw nothing, I forced my body to jolt once, and then I swayed several times, breathing through my mouth. I opened my eyes again.
“Did you see it?” he asked, leaning forward. “Did you see my future?”
“Yes,” I answered without wavering. “You marry Joselyn, and you are happy. I saw the two of you after your wedding, and everything was as it should be.”
He sucked in a loud breath like a man saved from drowning and shoved the pouch across the table. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
That was how it started.



CHAPTER 1
FIVE YEARS LATER
“I didn’t call you a liar,” Amelie Fawe said flatly. “I said you were trying to cheat me. There’s a difference.”
Jareth, the village butcher, frowned at her while still holding two lamb chops in the air. They stood outside amidst the tables and booths of the morning market, with just a drizzle of rain coming down on their heads. But he was trying to overcharge her, and they both knew it.
Amelie sighed. It wasn’t that she blamed him—or that she was even given to haggling over a few cuts of meat. But she and her sister, Céline, were among the dwindling number of people in Shetâna who had coins to spend. Most of the other villagers had been offering Jareth turnips in exchange for soup bones. Amelie had a feeling he was full up on turnips.
She had no intention of threatening him, but out of habit, her hand settled on the hilt of the short sword at her left hip. In truth, she was much better with the dagger sheathed on her right, but the sword made a stronger impression—and occasionally, she needed one.
Her sister, Céline, was slender and pretty, and Céline brought in most of the household’s money. They were a fiercely independent team, and Amelie had long ago taken on the task of protecting them both. They needed no one but each other.
“All right,” Jareth said, not appearing the least bit intimidated by her hand dropping to the sword. “A halfpenny, then, but you’re robbing me blind.”
She smiled at him and handed him a coin. “Céline asked after that rheumatism in your shoulder. Should I bring more of the bay leaf oil?”
His expression softened, and he was about to answer when the sound of hoofbeats stopped him. Amelie followed his gaze to the main path leading into the village, and she saw four riders coming from the tree line.
Three of them wore black tabards over chain armor, soldiers of Sub-Prince Damek. With distaste, Amelie recognized the man in the lead, Captain Kochè, the prince’s chief bullyboy and tax collector.
“What do you suppose he wants?” Jareth said softly, putting the chops down and wiping his hands on his already bloody apron. “Taxes aren’t due for two months.”
All around them, villagers in threadbare clothing began slinking away as quickly as possible, but Amelie kept her eyes on the soldiers.
“Who’s that with them?” she asked, squinting.
A fourth person—much smaller—in a full cloak rode just behind Captain Kochè.
“I can’t tell,” Jareth answered.
Amelie waited for the riders to come all the way into the village; then her stomach tightened when they began to pull their horses up just outside the village perimeter at a small two-story building with a painted sign that read, LAVENDER AND THYME.
It was the apothecary shop that she owned with her sister.
It was also their home.
All four riders stopped directly in front of the shop, and Captain Kochè swung off onto the ground.
“Oh, seven hells,” Amelie gasped, forgetting about the lamb chops. “He’s going after Céline!”
The smaller cloaked figure dismounted as well.
Jareth grabbed a meat cleaver off the table. “You want me to come?”
But Amelie was already running down the muddy path. “No,” she called, “I’ve got it.”
She and Céline didn’t need anyone but each other.
*   *   *
Céline Fawe unfortunately had no appointments that day, so she’d planned to boil down some marshmallow leaves to make an astringent for insect bites and bee stings, as midspring had arrived, and there would soon be an abundance of insects. Humming, just a little off-key, she started the fire, hoping Amelie wouldn’t give Jareth too much trouble over the price of a few lamb chops. However, the two sisters didn’t have many extra pennies either…which was why she tended to send Amelie to the village market. It was cowardly and she knew it, but Amelie was much better at holding firm.
Céline also knew that even while just scraping by, she and Amelie lived better than almost anyone in Shetâna. But they also lived slightly apart from everyone else as well. Their little shop, with the bedroom upstairs, had been built just outside the village as if it didn’t quite belong with the other shops and dwellings. She and Amelie had always felt that way about themselves, too. Though their father had grown up in Shetâna, their mother, Eleanor, had come from someplace else, which she never spoke of. He’d been one of the village hunters, and apparently, after an extended hunt one year, he’d come back with a bride—and he’d promptly built her an apothecary’s shop and home for them to share. Eleanor could read and write, and she arrived with her own texts and scrolls on herb lore. She made certain both her girls were literate, although Céline had taken more willingly to scholarly pursuits.
As a result, both Céline and Amelie spoke differently than the villagers of Shetâna, saw the world a little differently, and sometimes used words no one else could understand. This set them apart.
Still, people came from nearby townships and villages just to see Céline, the seer, and have their futures read. Her reputation had spread as far north as the Vudrask River.
To count further blessings, their shop was warm, with a decent hearth, and although they had no front counter, the main room did boast several sturdy tables, and the walls were lined with shelves containing countless numbers of pots and jars.
Their little establishment looked the part.
The Lavender and Thyme apothecary shop was quite respectable—and Céline was proud of it.
Still humming, she was just about to head into the storage room for the marshmallow leaves when the sound of hoofbeats outside made her pause and half turn. The hoofbeats stopped, and then she heard booted feet landing with a squishing sound in the mud just in front of her shop. Who could that be?
Before she could wonder a moment longer, the door slammed open, and she froze in her tracks. Captain Kochè filled the open doorway with his wet tabard dripping water onto the floor. He looked at her, and his eyes moved up and down, just as they always did when he got within ten paces of her. He was revolting: tall but with a protruding belly, greasy hair, and a stringy mustache that stretched all the way down past his chin.
Céline, on the other hand, had learned from her mother that it was necessary for a successful seer to also look the part. She wore her mother’s red velvet gown a good deal of the time, and it fit her slight body snugly. Her mass of dark blond curls hung to the small of her back, and both she and Amelie had inherited their mother’s lavender eyes. Céline was well aware that in almost any circle, she’d be considered at least moderately pretty, but here in Shetâna, any girl with a halfway clean face and all of her teeth was viewed as a beauty.
It was rather tiresome.
The captain licked his lower lip, and Céline drew herself up to full height—which was still slightly shorter than the average woman.
“Can I help you?” she asked, pitching her tone to suggest she’d rather do anything than help him. She had no idea what he wanted. The shop’s taxes were paid in full, and Sub-Prince Damek never paid an ounce of attention to Shetâna unless someone owed him money or he’d decided to have someone punished for insolence. The state of the roads was criminal, but no one here complained to him anymore.
“No, my dear,” said a voice from behind the captain, “but you can assist me.”
Kochè stepped aside, and a bent figure hobbled inside past him. One gnarled hand came up to push back the hood of a cloak, revealing the wrinkled face of an ancient woman who smiled, exposing yellow teeth. She closed the door behind herself. “I am Madam Zelinka. You might know of me?”
Céline did. She’d heard the name from several of her more prominent patrons, but no one who paid for Céline’s services would ever be closely connected to Madam Zelinka. She was a marriage broker to the great noble houses, spinning a web of connections to increase wealth or bloodlines or to shore up weakening titles.
What could she possibly want here?
But Céline wasn’t about to insult her and bowed politely. “Yes, ma’am. I’m honored by your visit. May I bring you some hot tea?”
The old woman’s smile widened, chilling Céline to the bone. “What a dear girl you are,” Madam Zelinka said, moving to a chair and sitting down. “Tea would be most welcome.” She wore her white hair up in a simple bun on her head, and even through her wet cloak, she smelled like a dusty attic.
Captain Kochè remained standing to one side of the doorway, still dripping on the floor, with his gaze locked on Céline’s waist. She tried to ignore him as she moved toward the teapot.
But before anyone else could say a word, the door burst open again, and Amelie came running inside, panting, with one hand on the hilt of her dagger.
“Céline!” she cried and then calmed somewhat at the sight of her sister by the hearth.
A guard from outside appeared behind her, seeming surprised and looking to his captain for orders, but Kochè waved him away and the guard simply closed the door.
Turning to the captain, Amelie spat out, “What are you doing in here?”
Céline winced inwardly. Amelie and Kochè hated each other, and neither bothered to hide it. In fact, if the shop hadn’t been the most lucrative tax source in Shetâna, Céline might have worried for her sister’s safety.
The thing was, Kochè was the type who liked his women to look and behave…well, like women. At seventeen, Amelie was even shorter than Céline. But where Céline was slight, Amelie’s build showed a hint of her strength and muscle. She insisted upon wearing breeches, a faded blue shirt, a short canvas jacket, and boots. She shared Céline’s lavender eyes and small nose, but she’d inherited their father’s straight black hair, which she’d cropped into a bob that hung just below her jaw.
When she and Céline had first been orphaned, they’d seemed easy targets for wandering soldiers, but Amelie had quickly proven that assumption wrong. She relied on speed and the element of surprise, and she could cut a man open in a matter of seconds with that dagger on her hip.
“He is doing nothing here,” Madam Zelinka answered, sounding a tad less friendly now. “My business is with your sister.”
Céline hurried over to stand between them. “Amelie, this is a marriage broker. She may have a task for me.”
Amelie looked quickly between Céline and the woman. Although Amelie was overprotective and hot-tempered, she was certainly no fool, and this visit smelled of money.
“She’d like some tea,” Céline went on. “Could you please get it for her?”
Their eyes locked, and then Amelie nodded once, heading for the hearth. Kochè was not making any threats. In fact, as yet, he hadn’t said a word.
When it came to business, Céline always took the lead. She moved to the table and sat across from Madam Zelinka. “How is it that I might help you?”
The old woman’s smile returned—along with her exposed yellow teeth—and she pulled three silver coins from inside the damp cloak. “Just a minor task, a trifle really.”
The size of the payment hardly suggested a trifle, but Céline remained silent, waiting politely. She’d learned a long time ago that people tended to share more if they were left in silence for a while. Amelie set a steaming mug of the tea on the table.
“You’ll have another visitor late this afternoon,” Madam Zelinka continued, “a young noblewoman…a minor noblewoman, who will ask you about a pending marriage. She’s heard of your reputation in these matters, and she will not consent to the betrothal until she’s spoken with you and you have read her future. All you need do is assure her that the marriage will be a happy one and that she may accept without reservations.”
“What is the girl’s name?” Céline asked. “Just so I know who to expect.”
“Rhiannon, eldest daughter of the Baron Driesè.”
Something about that name was familiar…something from years past, but Céline couldn’t remember what.
Zelinka pushed the silver coins across the table. “Can you manage this, my dear?”
The situation was blissfully clear to Céline. The old woman worked for the prospective groom’s father—or perhaps the groom himself—and she wanted assurances that the wedding would take place, thus ensuring her own fat fee.
But if Kochè was escorting Zelinka, it meant the situation was also somehow connected to Sub-Prince Damek, so even if she’d wanted to, Céline was in no position to refuse.
“Yes, I can manage easily,” she answered.
“Be sure you do,” Kochè said in a low tone, speaking for the first time. “Be sure the girl says yes.”
Céline blinked and glanced at Amelie. What interest could he have here? He was far from noble, so nothing that Madam Zelinka arranged could possibly be connected to him.
“Of course she will,” the old woman said, standing up and hobbling toward the door. She hadn’t touched her tea. “Good-bye, my dear. What a pleasant visit this has been.”
Captain Kochè opened the door for her, but he kept his eyes on Céline, moving his gaze from her waist to her breasts. Now that his hair had dried partially, it looked even greasier. She fought to hold back a shudder.
Then, without another word, both Kochè and the old woman left as quickly as they’d come.
Céline shook her head, wishing she knew even a little more. “What do you suppose this is all about?”
Amelie shrugged. “At least he’s gone.” She walked over and looked down at the silver coins. “And that is easy money.”
Yes, Céline had to agree. It was easy money.
*   *   *
Lieutenant Jaromir hid behind the tree line, peering toward the edge of the village. Though he’d grown up in the wet world of Droevinka, even he was becoming uncomfortable in the cold spring rain. His chain armor was dripping, and his tan tabard was soaked though.
“What are they doing in there?” he asked quietly. “They didn’t even go all the way into the village.”
He was about to say more, but when he looked at his companion, the words died on his lips. Sub-Prince Anton, his lord and closest friend, had gone pale.
“It’s an apothecary’s shop,” Anton whispered. “They’ve gone to the seer who lives there.”
“A seer?” Jaromir asked. “In that rat hole of a village? Are you sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I’ve been inside the place.”
Jaromir peered through the trees again at the two-story shop, having a hard time picturing his prince inside such a dwelling. Two soldiers in black tabards waited outside the front door with the horses, while Captain Kochè and the old marriage broker went inside.
“Why would Damek send Zelinka here?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” Anton answered. “The last I heard, my brother’s marriage was a sealed bargain.” He shivered.
At least he was wearing a cloak, but Jaromir didn’t like the thought of him being out for so long in this rain. At the age of twenty-three, Anton was already a good leader, but he was slight of build, and his health was not strong. His brown hair only made his skin look whiter, and the circles under his eyes didn’t help.
“You think Rhiannon’s having second thoughts about marrying your brother?” Jaromir asked.
“I don’t know,” Anton said again.
Jaromir wanted to sigh. The problem here was that they didn’t know much at all, and the situation was growing dire. He’d never been terribly interested in the arena of politics, but he did care about the people of this country, and he cared even more about Anton. Great changes were coming, and if Jaromir had any say in the matter, Anton would not only survive but also come out on top.
Droevinka had no hereditary king. Instead, it was a land of many princes, each one heading his own noble house and overseeing multiple fiefdoms. But…they all served a single grand prince, and a new grand prince was elected every nine years by the gathered heads of the noble houses. This system had served the country well for more than a hundred years. At present, Prince Rodêk of the House of Äntes was in rule.
But within two years, a new grand prince would be voted in.
Anton and Damek were sons of the House of Pählen. Their father, Prince Lieven, controlled a large province in the western region. He’d given Damek, who was the elder brother, an aging castle and seven large fiefs to oversee. He’d given Anton a better castle but six smaller fiefs. These “assignments” were a chance for each young man to prove himself. However, Prince Lieven had been aging rapidly in recent days, and it was rumored he would soon be naming a successor as leader of the House of Pählen. It was his right to choose between his sons, and should a victor be chosen within the next two years, then he would have the right to place his successor’s name on the voting list for the position of grand prince.
As a result, Damek had been taxing his peasants near to death in order to increase the size of his military forces—which he viewed as a show of strength…but only because it was. Then two months ago, Anton had learned that Damek was negotiating to marry the daughter of a minor noble with an enormous dowry, large enough to dramatically shift the balance of power. This had come as a blow.
And yet, no wedding had taken place, nor had a date been announced.
So now Jaromir and Anton had been reduced to either depending upon spies or doing the spying themselves in order to learn the outcome, and they’d trailed Kochè and Damek’s crone of a marriage broker this morning.
“Poor Rhiannon,” Anton whispered. “Her father’s trying to trade her off again.”
Jaromir glanced at him in surprise. Why should Anton pity the daughter of a baron who controlled a ridiculous number of silver mines? Then again, Jaromir himself pitied anyone facing the prospect of marriage to Damek.
Anton looked up at the sky through the overhead ceiling of tree branches, as if trying to gauge the time. Then he turned to peer around the trunk of a tree behind him to see four of their own guards in tan tabards waiting with their horses a little deeper inside the forest.
“I should start back for Sèone,” he said. “Both of us shouldn’t be away from the castle for another night.”
Jaromir didn’t speak for a moment. They’d both been worried enough leaving their people for even one night, because in addition to Damek’s machinations they had another problem rearing an uncomfortably ugly head back home.
“You want me to stay here?” he asked.
“Yes. I’ll leave Corporal Pavel with you, but do what you can to find out what’s happening, and…” Anton paused as if uncertain what he wanted to say. “Don’t let anything happen to the seer. Keep her from harm if you can.”
“The seer?”
“Yes, she’s…Just don’t let anything happen to her.”
This unexpected order left Jaromir in a state of confusion, but he nodded. “I won’t.
*   *   *
As Amelie had gone back out to finish her errands, Céline was alone that afternoon when a soft knock sounded on the door. She tensed, knowing that she was about to earn her silver coins. Going to the door, she opened it.
A small contingent of men on horseback waited a respectful distance away, and a lone young woman stood on the doorstep. She was lovely, with smooth red hair, wearing a dove gray cloak and matching gloves. Women such as her were seldom seen in Shetâna.
However, she appeared to be in her midtwenties, which surprised Céline. Noblemen tended to use their daughters like pawns on a chessboard, and that nearly always meant marrying them off by the age of sixteen.
“I…,” she began. “I am the Lady Rhiannon. I was hoping you would see me. I can pay you well.”
Céline then realized that the young woman had no idea that she’d already been tipped off about the visit, so she stood aside and held the door open. “Of course. Please come in.”
Rhiannon’s tense face melted into such relief that Céline couldn’t help asking her, “How did you learn of me?”
“A friend told me. Some years ago.” But as Rhiannon said this, her tone held an underlying hint of bitterness. She came inside the shop and took off her cloak. Beneath it, she wore a sky blue gown of brushed wool.
Céline had never seen anything so new or so fine.
“You wish me to read your future?” she asked.
The fire crackled, filling the shop with a faint scent of smoke, and Rhiannon looked around at all the pots and jars on the walls. “Yes,” she answered. “My father wishes me to marry.”
“And you do not?”
“No, it’s not…” Rhiannon trailed off and then said, “I have concerns. He is above my station.”
Above her station? An alarm bell sounded inside Céline’s mind before she managed to ask, “Who is the groom?”
Rhiannon turned and looked her straight in the face. “Sub-Prince Damek.”
“Prince Damek?” Céline couldn’t help gasping. A son of the House of Pählen would not marry the daughter of a minor baron. He would marry only the daughter of another great house.
But her open shock did not offend Rhiannon. Rather, the young woman stepped closer. “You see? I fear he only wants me for my dowry, and if that is the case…what will become of me once we are married? Will I be valued? Will I be happy?”
The first wave of guilt washed through Céline, but she remembered the hard look on Kochè’s face when he’d said, Be sure you do. Be sure the girl says yes.
Was she really about to tell some unfortunate young woman that she’d be happy in a loveless marriage to a tyrant? Céline was gifted at telling people what they needed to hear, and at the same time, she’d tried to convince herself that she gave good, sound advice.
Left to her own devices, she’d have told this Lady Rhiannon to run for the hills.
But…the repercussions of doing that were not something she wanted to face. Sub-Prince Damek had sent Kochè to make sure she understood that Rhiannon’s answer had better be yes.
“Please sit,” Céline said. “Did you bring something personal of his?”
Rhiannon seemed eager to begin and held out a leather glove. “He often wears these, and he loaned me one. Will it do?”
“Perfectly.”
Both women sat at the table. Céline took the glove in one hand and gently grasped Rhiannon’s fingers with the other.
“Just sit for a moment and let me feel your spirit,” Céline said. “It will guide me to your future.”
“Thank you for doing this.”
With a fresh stab of guilt, Céline closed her eyes. She didn’t want to do this, so she prolonged her state of falling into a trance. Holding Rhiannon’s fingers, she felt a strong energy. Rhiannon was possessed of a resilient spirit. Céline could feel it, as she often felt the spirit of those who came to patronize her shop.
But within seconds, she knew she would need to begin to sway and to pretend small jolts were passing through her body, and then she would be forced to open her eyes and probably ruin the rest of a young woman’s life.
Then suddenly…without any warning at all, Céline felt a real jolt as if her body was being swept along a tunnel of mist, and she forgot everything but the sensation of speeding along through the mist all around her as it swirled in tones of gray and white.
The mist vanished and an image flashed before her. She saw a large bedroom with chipped stone walls.
A huge four-poster bed stood in the middle, and Rhiannon was sitting beside the bed in a chair, staring into space with a hollow look in her eyes. Just the sight of her filled Céline with alarm, as if Rhiannon had given in to despair.
The door creaked and opened, and Captain Kochè stood on the other side.
Rhiannon looked over at him absently. “Yes? Did you need something?” The tone of her voice suggested that whatever he needed didn’t matter.
But he came inside and closed the door, and she stood up in mild alarm. “Captain, you should not be in here. This is my private bedchamber.”
He crossed the room quickly and grasped the back of her neck, pulling her up against himself and pressing his mouth down onto hers. She tried to struggle but seemed halfway lost in shock.
Almost as if following a cue in a play, Sub-Prince Damek walked in with three of his own guards. His hair was long and dark. His skin was pale to the point of being white, and he wore a dark blue embroidered tunic.
He stopped cold at the sight of Kochè kissing Rhiannon, and then he said, “Harlot.”
Kochè let her go, and she gasped. “No…my lord. I did not—”
“I have eyes!” Damek shouted. “You are an adulteress. I’ve suspected for weeks now.” He moved closer. “The risk of placing a bastard as head of a noble house is treason.” He turned back to his guards. “She is guilty. Have her strangled. Now.”
As Céline watched this, she wanted to scream. She wanted to call for Amelie, but she had no voice. She was just an observer.
Rhiannon’s eyes widened, and she tried to dodge around Kochè and make a run for the door. But one of the guards grabbed her easily and forced her to her knees. Another one wrapped a piece of rope around her neck and jerked it tight with both hands. She choked and struggled with a wild expression on her face, but he twisted the rope tighter and cut off her breath.
Damek looked on with a pleased smile.
Céline finally cried out, “No!”
The stone room vanished, and Rhiannon was sitting across the table from her, staring. Céline pulled her hand away and dropped the glove.
“What?” Rhiannon asked in alarm. “What did you see?”
Céline was still so lost, so horrified by what she’d just experienced, that all her defenses were gone. “He has you strangled,” she blurted out. “He has you falsely accused of adultery and strangled right there in your bedroom…. I think it was only weeks into your marriage.”
Rhiannon stood up. “Strangled?”
The women looked at each other, and Céline tried to force herself into a calmer state. What had just happened? Had she just seen someone’s future, like her mother had done? It had all been so real.
But then the actual scene began to make sense. Damek wanted Rhiannon’s dowry—enough to marry her. Yet before having children, he’d want a bride from one of the great houses. For that, he’d need to be free.
“You cannot marry him,” Céline said.
Rhiannon closed her eyes briefly. “I will have failed my father again.”
Céline had no idea what that meant, but she didn’t care. Rhiannon had been worried about being trapped in a loveless marriage, and Céline had been fully prepared to send her there, but this was something else. “If you marry him, he’ll have you murdered.”
Rhiannon opened her eyes and nodded. “I will send my answer this afternoon. I will tell him no.” Digging into a pouch at her waist, she took out two coins. Feeling sick, Céline wanted to refuse them but knew that would appear strange.
“I suppose I should thank you,” Rhiannon said, her voice shaking. “But I have no idea what will become of me now.”
At least you’ll be alive, Céline thought.
Rhiannon put on her cloak and went to the door. With her back turned, she said, “I do thank you. I suppose I knew. I always knew, or I wouldn’t have come here.”
She slipped out the door, leaving Céline reeling with her own thoughts.
Two questions rushed around inside her mind. First, was it possible that she might be a true seer? And second, what would Sub-Prince Damek do when he received Rhiannon’s answer?
*   *   *
Lieutenant Jaromir had been watching the shop from inside the tree line all day. For hours, the only activity had been the sight of a pretty, short-haired girl dressed like a man—and well armed—leaving via the front door in the late afternoon. No one that young could possibly be a seer, so he assumed the seer was still somewhere inside.
But besides that, nothing had happened.
The rain was beginning to let up, though, and he began to seriously consider going back to his horse to get his cloak. He’d stuffed it in a saddlebag that morning to try to keep it dry in case he ended up needing to use it as a blanket tonight.
“How long does the prince want us to stay here?” Corporal Pavel asked, standing beside him.
Although Anton’s official title was sub-prince, most of his own people had been calling him “the prince” for years.
“Long as it takes,” Jaromir answered. “Until we learn something useful.”
Pavel grunted, clearly not happy with this assignment. But Jaromir was still glad for his company. Pavel was in his midtwenties, with cropped dark hair and a long, lanky build. To look at him, one would assume he’d be positively ungraceful, but that wasn’t the case. He was good in a fight, and Jaromir often requested him for journeys away from Castle Sèone.
“Wait,” Pavel said suddenly. “I hear hoofbeats.”
A small contingent was coming down the road toward the village. Both Jaromir and Pavel dropped lower into crouched positions as they watched the riders pull up near the apothecary shop. It was a contingent guarding a single lady in a dove gray cloak. She dismounted, and part of her hood fell back, exposing a flash of brilliant red hair.
“That’s Lady Rhiannon,” Jaromir said. Of course he’d never spoken to her, but he’d seen her at a few state dinners while he’d been playing bodyguard to Anton. Her hair was unmistakable.
“So she’s gone to visit that seer?” Pavel asked.
“Looks like.”
They waited, but Rhiannon was not inside for long, and when she came out, she rushed for her horse so quickly that she tripped and nearly fell over the hem of her cloak.
“Something’s wrong,” Jaromir said in frustration. He wasn’t going to learn anything hiding in these trees. “Come on.”
“What are you going to do?” Pavel asked in alarm.
“Just hurry!”
They ran back for their horses and swung up. Jaromir’s gelding was fast and sure-footed, even in the mud, and he pushed hard through the trees, coming out onto the main path a short ways outside the village. Then he slowed, as if he and Pavel were simply on a leisurely journey heading into Shetâna.
Within moments, he could see the contingent coming toward him, with Rhiannon in the lead, and he swallowed hard.
For most of his life, something about him had put women at ease. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but he wore a small goatee and kept his light brown hair tied back at the nape of his neck. From his weathered skin to the scars on his hands, most elements of his appearance screamed “hardened soldier.” But he could live with that. After all, he was a hardened soldier. He was comfortable inside his own skin, and he liked a good joke and a good story, and women seemed to respond well to his easy nature.
He was about to put that to the test now and fervently hoped Lady Rhiannon would not take offense…as he was going to try to speak with her.
When her contingent drew closer, he got a good look at her face and knew his instincts had been right. She was pale and appeared to be fighting tears.
Guiding his horse to the center of the road, he smiled. “My lady. It is good to see you again.”
Her own guards pulled up, and one of them gripped the hilt of his sword, but Jaromir held his ground. True to her breeding, in spite of her distress, Rhiannon raised her eyes and seemed to be trying to place him. “Oh, you are Anton’s man…Lieutenant…?”
“Jaromir,” he finished, widening his smile. “And I hear congratulations are in order. When will I be escorting my lord to your wedding?”
She winced, as if about to be sick, and gripped her reins more tightly. “There won’t be…there will not be a wedding.”
He knew he was already pushing his boundaries well past the limit, but she was in a moment of weakness, and he asked quickly, “Because of something that seer told you?”
She jumped slightly in her saddle, as he’d just given away the fact that he’d been spying on her, but he didn’t expect a verbal answer. He wanted to see the expression on her face when she heard his question.
And that’s how he got his answer. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted. That seer had told her something.
Then she drew herself up, with the demeanor of the lady that she was.
“You may tell your lord,” she said coldly, “that he need not fear his brother’s coffers will be filled with my family’s money anytime soon. There will be no wedding.”
Jerking her horse, she rode around him and went on her way.
He felt small and cheap to have taken advantage of her like that, but he’d do it all over again if necessary.
Once they were alone on the path, Pavel said, “Well, that’s done. We can go home to Sèone now and tell the prince.”
Yes, that would be the prudent thing to do, just head back now.
But Anton had told him to keep the seer safe…and Damek was about to get some very bad news.
“No,” Jaromir said. “I think we’d better stay here a little longer.”
Corporal Pavel sighed.



CHAPTER 2
“You did what?” Amelie asked that night over dinner, incredulous. “You told her to refuse him? Are you insane?”
Céline had been trying for hours to figure out a way to tell her sister what she’d done, and then she’d finally just blurted out that Damek was the intended groom and that she’d counseled Rhiannon not to accept him. But how could she explain it all? Amelie had often expressed unhappiness over the fact that Céline brought in most of their money by playing the seer. How would she feel if Céline told her that some of their mother’s power may indeed have been passed down the line…directly to Céline. Such news might create a barrier between them.
The flames in the hearth cast shadows on the walls, and neither of them had touched the fried lamb chops on the table.
“I had to,” Céline said lamely. “I couldn’t advise her to marry him. Damek is dangerous.”
“Isn’t that the point?” Amelie nearly shouted. “And who do you think he’s going to blame now?” Her face was turning red. “After the way our father and mother both died, didn’t we make a pact to look out only for ourselves?”
That stung, but Céline couldn’t think about their parents. Not tonight. “Just listen,” she said, getting up from the table. Hurrying to one of the shelves, she pulled out a sealed letter hidden between two jars. “I’ve written to Madam Zelinka, and I enclosed the silver coins she gave me. I told her that I counseled Rhiannon to marry Damek with all my best efforts, that I promised her she would be happy, but that she’d already decided against him before arriving, and there was nothing I could do.”
Amelie looked at the letter with the coins sealed inside, but her expression was difficult to read.
“We’ll pay one of the village boys to carry the letter tomorrow, first thing,” Céline rushed on. “Zelinka can’t fault me if she thinks I made my best effort, then returned the money when I failed. Damek probably won’t be ready to give up on Rhiannon yet. He’ll take at least one more run at her, maybe two. By the time he realizes it’s a lost cause, he’ll have forgotten all about us.”
She could see her words calming her sister slowly.
Finally, Amelie nodded. “All right, maybe we can still come out of this alive.” She leaned back in her chair. “But even so, that was a lot of money, Céline. Couldn’t you have just told her to marry him?”
“No,” Céline answered firmly. “I could not.”
As things stood, she’d be having nightmares about Damek smiling while he watched one of his own guards strangling Rhiannon on the bedroom floor. But Céline pushed the image from her mind, went back to her chair, and sat down. She’d done her best to help Rhiannon, and life must go on.
“We should eat these chops before they get cold,” she said. “Do you want bread?”
Amelie nodded, and her silky black hair swung forward and backward as if it had a life of its own. “And you really think we’re safe? That Damek won’t try to punish you?”
“Not if Zelinka shows him my letter, and anyway, punishing me won’t get him what he wants, so why would he bother? This isn’t like someone openly complaining about his lack of leadership. He might even want to keep my involvement hushed up.”
As it turned out, however, she was wrong on all counts, and she never even had a chance to send the letter. Instead, just as she reached for the bread, the blade of a long sword smashed through the shutter of their one front window, and then something came flying inside, hitting the floor and rolling.
It was a bottle.
The bottle was filled with oil, and a rag had been stuffed in its mouth.
The rag was on fire.
A second burning bottle followed, but this one shattered and oil spread across the floor, creating a long, running flame.
“Céline!” Amelie cried, jumping to her feet and grabbing her cloak off a peg, trying to put out the fire.
Céline cast about in panic, looking for anything she might grab to help her sister, but her own cloak and their blankets were all upstairs. No matter how hard Amelie beat at them, the flames kept spreading, and then a third bottle came flying through the window. This one smashed into a set of shelves and set the wall on fire.
“We have to get out!” Céline called over the growing roar. “Run for the back.”
Amelie was not one to quit at anything, but the entire room was nearly engulfed, and smoke was filling the air; only a second after Céline’s shout, they both bolted for the back door. Amelie stopped long enough to grab her sword. She almost never took off the dagger, so it was still on her hip.
Céline flew out into the night first, running through her beloved herb garden, jumping over the tall lavender and the catnip, with Amelie right on her heels. But even amidst the panic, amidst fleeing for her life, Céline could not help the horror washing through her that their shop, their home, was burning, and it was her fault.
Worse, she couldn’t stop remembering the sight of the long sword crashing through their shutter, and she had a terrible feeling this wasn’t over yet. She stopped for a second to make certain Amelie was right behind her.
“Out the back gate and into the trees,” Amelie said as quietly as she could and still be heard over the flames. Clearly, she was afraid the worst might yet be to come as well.
Céline ran for all she was worth, flying over more of her herbs and clutching at the handle of the back gate, pulling it open. With the roar of the fire behind her, she could think only of reaching the safety of the trees—and someplace to hide.
But she’d barely passed through when a strong hand grabbed her hair and she was jerked hard until her back was pressed up against someone’s chest; he held the point of a knife to her throat.
“Amelie!” she screamed.
She couldn’t see her captor, but she could feel his chain armor through her shoulder blades, and in the moonlight, she could clearly see two men in black tabards in front of her. One of them rushed through the gate, and then she heard Amelie’s angry cry, followed by the clank of steel.
The other soldier didn’t move for a few seconds. But when he turned to look at her, her heart nearly stopped. She could see the protruding belly and greasy hair of Captain Kochè. In the darkness, his eyes glowed as they moved slowly from her hips all the way up to her face.
“Don’t kill that one yet,” he told the guard holding her. “I want some time with her first.”
She went cold and sick to her stomach at the same time, and over the roar of the fire, she could still hear the clanking of steel coming from the garden. Amelie was better when she had the element of surprise, and Céline didn’t know how long she’d last in a stand-up fight against a trained soldier.
Céline cursed herself. What a fool she’d been.
But then, just for an instant, Kochè took his eyes off her and turned his head back toward the sound of the fight in the garden, perhaps wondering if he should go help his man end this quickly.
A loud thud sounded in Céline’s ears, and she was freed so fast she stumbled forward. A flash of tan blurred past her, and as Kochè whirled to look back, a soldier in a tan tabard swung a club and caught him across the jaw.
Kochè, caught completely unaware, hit the ground like a sack of grain.
Céline glanced backward to see that the man in the black tabard who’d been holding her was now unconscious on the ground, and another soldier in a tan tabard stood there gripping a club. Panting and anxious, he was tall, with cropped dark hair.
But the man who’d clubbed down Kochè looked into the garden and then back at Céline. His sword was still in its sheath. “Where’s the seer?” he demanded. “Is she still in that shop?” He had a muscular build and a goatee and wore his long hair tied at the nape of his neck.
Céline wondered if she could even speak, but she somehow got out, “I’m the seer.”
He stared at her with a flicker of surprise, and then he ordered. “Pavel, get her on a horse! I’ll get the other one.”
“Sir, don’t kill any of Damek’s men,” Pavel said back. “Or there’ll be hell to pay.”
“Go!”
Before Céline had time for a new wave of panic, her feet left the ground, and she found herself being heaved over Pavel’s shoulder.
*   *   *
In Jaromir’s mind, he’d pictured the seer as an old crone with a crystal ball, not a lovely young woman in a red velvet dress, and he was still trying to get his head around this as he ran through the back gate and almost raised a hand to his face to ward off the heat from the blazing apothecary shop.
But then the sight before him stopped him in his tracks.
The black-haired girl he’d seen coming out of the shop that afternoon was engaged in a desperate fight with one of Captain Kochè’s men. Both of them were swinging hard, but most of the time, the girl was managing to duck instead of block, and her speed was astonishing. She had a short sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. But as her opponent was much larger and using a long sword, she couldn’t seem to land a slash or a blow, and Jaromir was experienced enough to see she was getting tired.
As yet, they were both so absorbed, neither one had noticed him.
Quickly, he moved forward, and when the soldier finished a downswing—missing the girl—Jaromir swung hard with the club, striking the back of his head from behind. Unfortunately, he didn’t go down right away, and the girl rushed in, ramming her dagger into an unarmored spot at the base of his throat. Blood squirted into the air.
“No!” Jaromir cried, too late. “Don’t.”
She jerked her dagger out, and the soldier fell, probably dead before he hit the ground.
Lost in rage and panic, the girl looked around wildly. “Céline!”
Her eyes stopped on Jaromir, and she rushed, swinging her short sword, which he managed to block with his club. “Stop it! I’m trying to help you.”
She didn’t even seem to hear him, and everything was happening almost too fast for him to keep up. She started to swing again, but he dodged to the inside, dropped his club, grabbed her wrist, and swung with his fist, catching her across the jaw. As the crack sounded, she collapsed against his arm, and he cursed under his breath.
He hadn’t wanted to do that.
Worse, there was a dead soldier in a black tabard lying in the parsley patch.
But he could hear the voices of people from the village shouting out front now as they ran toward the burning shop. Crouching, he slid the girl’s sword and dagger back into their sheaths. Then he threw her over his shoulder and rushed for the gate.
Once outside, behind him, all he could hear was the growing roar of the fire.
*   *   *
Céline was so numb she didn’t even feel the cold. She was on a horse, sitting in front of the soldier called Pavel, while he held her tightly with one arm and held the reins in his other hand, pushing hard through the wet forest.
She could hear another horse moving behind them in the darkness, but as yet she’d not seen Amelie and had no idea what was happening. She only knew she’d brought the threat of death raining down on them…and that their home was gone.
More from instinct than hope, she’d struggled in Pavel’s arm a few times, but he hadn’t seemed to notice and just kept pushing his horse.
“All right,” a deep voice called from behind. “That’s far enough.”
Pavel pulled up and turned his horse, looking back. “You sure, sir?”
“Yes, for a few minutes at least.”
Céline wanted to weep in relief at the sight behind them. The soldier with the goatee was holding Amelie in front of himself on his own horse. She was unconscious but breathing and did not appear to be bleeding from any wounds. Then Céline saw that her hands were bound together by a small rope, and her eyes flew up to the soldier’s face.
“A precaution I thought best,” he said dryly. “For the rest of this night, you’re both going to have to behave and do exactly what I tell you.”
Still numb, Céline just stared at him. She had no idea who he was or what he wanted. She only knew that he’d tied Amelie’s hands and that she was being held against her will on top of a stranger’s horse…and that their home was gone.
The soldier’s expression softened, almost to pity. “My name is Lieutenant Jaromir,” he said, “and I swear I’m trying to help you.”
Finding her voice, Céline whispered, “Why would you help us?”
“Because my lord ordered me to.”
“And who is your lord?” she managed to ask, more confused than before.
“Sub-Prince Anton of the House of Pählen, Damek’s younger brother.”



CHAPTER 3
Sometime during the night, Céline’s numbness began to wear off, and the cold night air began cutting through her dress.
She realized she had nothing left but the dress on her back, not even her cloak.
But Pavel must have felt her shivering because he stopped his horse long enough to pull his own cloak around them both. “Hold it closed with your hand,” he said.
For some reason, this small act of kindness moved her, and feeling warmer, a few moments later, she let herself lean back against him and closed her eyes.
The horse moved on at a steady pace through the wet woods.
The next thing she remembered was the sound of Jaromir’s voice saying, “All right, it’s light enough. Wake her up.”
She opened her eyes again and realized it was past dawn the next morning. Her first thought was of Amelie, and she cast about quickly to see her sister, wide-awake, sporting a dark bruise on her jaw, still sitting in front of Jaromir with her hands tied.
But Amelie’s eyes looked like thunder, and Céline feared what she might do to Jaromir once her hands were free. The sisters locked eyes, and Céline tried to offer a short shake of her head, hoping Amelie understood. Although nothing was certain, these two men had at least behaved like protectors throughout the night.
But then Céline looked up beyond Amelie and nearly gasped. “Where are we?”
Pavel answered in her ear. “Home. Castle Sèone.”
The sight was impressive. A moat the size of a river surrounded an enormous hill, almost a small mountain. Not far from where Céline was sitting, she could see a gatehouse with a closed portcullis at the end of a retractable bridge across the moat. A wall with numerous barbicans stretched from both sides of the gate all the way around the area at the bottom of the hill.
But she could see that on the other side of the gatehouse was a road leading about halfway up the hill to yet another gatehouse set against another stone wall that encircled the hill at that point. At the top of the hill stood a castle.
This place would be difficult to breach.
A creaking sound reached her ears, and then Jaromir said, “They’re opening the portcullis. We should head inside now.”
“In there?” Céline asked in alarm. The place had seemed impenetrable a second ago; once inside, how would she and Amelie ever get out again?
Without warning, Amelie rammed her head back and caught Jaromir hard on the chin, making him grunt with pain. She whipped one leg over the front of the saddle and tried leaping off, but he caught her and jerked her up against himself.
“Quit!” he ordered, sounding more annoyed than angry, and with her hands tied, she could do little more than struggle.
His chin was bleeding.
“My lord will just want to talk to you,” he said. “He only wants to know what his brother is up to. Then you’ll be free to go.” He paused. “If you have anyplace to go.”
Amelie stopped fighting him, but her face was still dark with rage.
“Good,” he said, and he jumped off the horse, looking up at her. “I’m going to free your hands so we don’t look like we’re walking in with prisoners, but you’d better keep still and do what I say.” Taking a knife from his belt, he looked at her and said, “You try to kick me or pull that dagger, and you’ll regret it.”
“She won’t,” Céline said quickly. “Amelie, tell him you won’t.”
It was possible Jaromir was telling the truth, that this Prince Anton simply wanted to know what was happening with his brother’s impending nuptials, and he’d let them go once they’d told him everything they knew. Céline just hoped that Anton did not have much in common with his brother. His men were certainly nothing like Damek’s.
Amelie just glared at her and then held out both hands. Jaromir cut her bonds, but he seemed ready for anything, watching her carefully.
“Amelie!” Céline said again. “We’ll just go in and speak to their prince. Then we’ll go…” She trailed off and the rage in Amelie’s eyes faded. Where exactly would they go?
Pavel jumped off from behind her and landed on the ground.
Before Céline knew what was happening, he began leading his horse across the bridge to the first gatehouse, but Jaromir took the lead. Two soldiers in tan tabards standing inside the open portcullis came to attention at the sight of Jaromir.
“Sir,” they said politely, almost reverently.
Jaromir just nodded and led Amelie past them, through the gatehouse tunnel and out the other side. Céline began to suspect that Jaromir was more than just a lieutenant in the prince’s guard. But she had no time to wonder as they all headed up the road toward the second gatehouse.
As they reached it, the guards up there treated Jaromir with the same respectful deference, and Céline found herself being led through the second gatehouse to the inside of the high stone wall…
And there, even Amelie looked around in surprise.
They entered what appeared to be a thriving town built all around the castle above. People and animals and dwellings of all sorts stretched out as far as Céline could see. A smithy and a tannery stood just ahead. Cobblers, weavers, candle makers, bakers, and butchers hawked their wares. But more than that, Céline saw a vast number of what looked like homes to her left, and all the people looked well fed.
“They all live here inside the castle wall?” Amelie asked in shock, gripping the horse’s mane. This was the first thing she’d said since last night, and Jaromir glanced up at her. “Of course. It’s safest here inside the wall.”
This seemed like a given to him, but to Céline it was not. Sub-Prince Damek lived quite differently. From what she understood, only his soldiers, his mistresses, his servants, and a number of minor nobles all currying his favor populated his home.
This Castle Sèone was more like a bustling town.
Jaromir kept moving onward and upward though the people and the shops and dwellings until they reached another bridge, this one shorter and leading across a gap to a huge wooden doorway at the front of the castle. It was unguarded, but Céline noted a pulley system on the other side that would allow the bridge to be raised, thus cutting off access to the castle.
“Here we are,” Jaromir said, stopping at the beginning of the bridge and reaching his hand up to Amelie. “Hop down.”
She ignored his hand and climbed off by herself. Céline admired her spirit, but when Pavel moved to help her down, Céline let him, and then she grabbed the stirrup to hold herself when her legs nearly gave way. She’d never in her life spent a whole night on the back of a horse. She was going to be sore for days.
“You all right?” Jaromir asked her, frowning.
“I’m fine,” she answered, trying to straighten, and walking as quickly as she could to Amelie’s side.
They crossed the bridge and entered the walled courtyard of the castle. Jaromir and Pavel were still leading their horses, but a boy appeared from nowhere to take their reins.
“Be generous with the grain,” Jaromir told him. “They’ve both been going all night.”
“Yes, sir,” the boy answered, leading the horses away.
Then Jaromir and Pavel strode across the courtyard—leaving Céline and Amelie little choice but to follow. They moved through a large entryway inside the castle itself, down a stone passage, and emerged into what appeared to be a great common dining hall. An enormous burning hearth had been built in the wall directly across from the arched entrance. Servants and a few soldiers in tan tabards were milling around, but everyone came to attention when Jaromir walked in. The hall seemed alive with dogs as well, spaniels, bloodhounds, and wolfhounds. A wolfhound with a smattering of white on its muzzle had been lying by the fire, but it scrambled stiffly to its feet and attempted to run to Jaromir.
“Lizzie,” he said when the dog reached him. “You’re getting too old to run.” He stroked her face while she continued to express great joy at his return by licking his hands.
Then he glanced at a servant carrying a tray and said, “Go and tell my lord I’m back, and that I brought the seer with me.”
The servant set down the tray and hurried off.
Céline couldn’t help wondering what it must be like to just give orders and have everyone run to do her bidding. She didn’t think she would particularly like it.
Still petting the dog, Jaromir turned to Pavel. “You’re dismissed. Go and find yourself something to eat.”
As Pavel headed off, Jaromir walked over to a side table and poured two goblets of wine. The dog followed at his heels. Carrying the goblets back, he held one out to Amelie. “Here.”
She didn’t touch it.
“Oh, just take it,” he said. “You haven’t had anything all night. I’ll arrange breakfast as soon as I can.”
Céline reached out and took the other goblet. She hated depending on him, but it was looking more and more like he was in control here, and her own normal sense of survival was beginning to surface. “Thank you,” she said.
He didn’t answer her and just raised one eyebrow at Amelie, who finally reached out and took the goblet. “Thank you,” she said, but her tone hardly suggested thanks.
To Céline’s surprise, Jaromir flashed a grin, as if he found Amelie amusing. That was never a wise move.
But before Amelie could do anything stupid—like toss the wine in his face—the people around them began to bow, and Céline turned to see a young man in a burgundy tunic walking into the hall.
“My lord,” Jaromir said, bowing slightly.
But Céline froze as the young man met her gaze. She knew him, and she could see that he remembered her, although his eyes flickered as if he was somewhat taken aback by the sight of her. He hadn’t seen her since she was fifteen, and she had changed a bit. So had he. He was still pale, with brown hair tucked behind his ears, but now he had circles under his eyes. Without the circles, he would have been handsome.
He’d been her first patron five years before, and he’d asked her to help him decide if he should marry a girl he loved named Joselyn or a wealthy girl named…
Rhiannon.
Céline fought to keep her face still as the past and present collided. Damek and Anton were brothers, and Rhiannon’s father had first tried to marry her to Anton, and he had refused in order to marry a penniless girl. What a blow that must have been to Rhiannon. Then her father had tried again five years later to marry her to Damek, and now Rhiannon was refusing the marriage. No wonder she’d been so worried about how her father would react.
Jaromir walked to Prince Anton quickly and leaned over, whispering in his ear. Anton’s dark eyes widened as he glanced at the sisters.
“Burned?” he mouthed.
Jaromir kept speaking in his lord’s ear, and Céline began growing nervous. What was he saying?
“What do you think this is really all about?” Amelie whispered.
“I’m not sure. But I think we have to play along.” She choked once. “I’m so sorry about the shop.”
“Why? You didn’t burn it down.”
But Céline could hear the cold anger in her sister’s voice and hoped Amelie could hold herself together just a little longer. Amelie might not be angry with Céline, but she was angry and feeling trapped and needed an outlet.
Prince Anton turned from Jaromir and looked at Céline. “In there,” he said, pointing to a small side chamber. “I would speak with you alone.” His tone was haughty, as if he never expected anything but obedience.
“No,” Amelie said flatly.
“It’s all right,” Céline said. “Truly.”
Before Amelie could argue, Céline walked into the side room and found that she wasn’t even nervous when Anton walked in behind her and closed the door.
Prince he might be, but for some reason, even after all she’d been through since last night, she wasn’t afraid of him.
“Why did my brother try to kill you?” he asked.
This was not the first question she expected, and she looked at their surroundings. The room was small indeed, with a single table, two chairs, and no window. Several candles glowed from the table.
Anton was looking at her red dress. “Why?” he repeated. “Jaromir says you spoke to Lady Rhiannon? What did you say to her? And why did Madam Zelinka and Captain Kochè visit you that morning?’
So he knew some of the story already. She wondered how much.
Sighing, she realized she’d gain nothing by holding information back. “Madam Zelinka paid me three pieces of silver to read Lady Rhiannon’s future and tell her that she’d be happy with your brother and to consent to the wedding. I agreed. I feared what might happen to me and my sister if I did not.”
He shook his head, puzzled.
“I found that I could not keep my word…after I saw her future,” Céline went on.
“What did you see?”
“He had her falsely accused of adultery and then strangled. I could not counsel her to marry him after seeing that.”
Anton flinched and sank down into a chair. “Poor Rhiannon,” he said softly. “Her father won’t understand.”
Really, this was not at all what Céline would have expected from Damek’s brother. Anton seemed almost softhearted. But he certainly voiced no doubts that his brother was capable of murder.
Then his eyes narrowed, almost in anger. “You’re speaking the truth to me? You really are a seer?”
This was shaky ground. The first time she’d spoken to him, she’d had no idea he was the prince of a great house. If he ever suspected that she’d been faking…
“Yes,” she answered standing straight, “like my mother before me.”
The anger in his eyes faded, replaced by what looked like pain. “But you told me to marry Joselyn. You told me I’d be happy.”
At that, Céline had to call upon all her skills. Something had gone terribly wrong in his life, something to do with Joselyn, but when he spoke her name, only pain and sorrow rang in his voice, not anger. That suggested Joselyn had not made him miserable, nor had she run off with one of the castle guards.
He was in mourning.
Joselyn was dead. Céline would have staked her life on it.
Standing even straighter, she challenged, “And weren’t you happy?”
His expression collapsed inward, and he looked away. “Yes,” he answered after a long moment. “I was happy.”
Abruptly he stood up and faced her again. All traces of sorrow were gone, and he was the haughty prince once more. Without another word, he turned and strode for the door, jerking it open and walking out.
At a loss, she followed him. Only a few paces into the great hall, he stopped and said over his shoulder, “You are free to go.”
Go where? she thought in sudden despair, looking across the hall at Amelie.
But as Anton began walking toward the exit again, Jaromir stepped forward and stopped him. “My lord, I had another thought.”
He leaned in and began speaking quietly in the prince’s ear. Anton frowned at first, but then he began listening in earnest, and finally he turned to glance back at Céline.
“Very well,” he said slowly. “But you’ll have to show them everything.” He paused, as if somehow the words Jaromir had whispered in his ear were beginning to take hold. “Show them the shop first, and then arrange a room for them in the castle.”
He walked out.
What shop?
Jaromir smiled at Amelie, and Céline had a sinking feeling in her stomach. He wanted something more from them.
*   *   *
Amelie kept close to Céline as they both followed Jaromir back through the bustling town, but she almost couldn’t believe how much her life had been altered in less than a full day. Their home was gone, and since she’d spent half the night unconscious, she had no idea where they were or how far they’d come.
Besides, after Damek’s attempt to kill them—and her stabbing one of his men in the throat—they couldn’t go home, even if someone there might take them in.
Worse, that bastard Jaromir kept smiling at her, as if sooner or later she’d find him charming. She wished she could run her dagger through his throat. Just thinking of how he’d knocked her out so easily and then trussed her up made her blood run hot. If he weren’t so damn strong, she’d have gotten away from him outside the moat this morning.
But…since coming inside the walls, her opinion of the situation itself had altered. Cows, goats, and chickens added to the noise of people doing business here, and everyone seemed warmly dressed and well fed. This was nothing like their drab home village, nor was it like the grand city she’d seen on her one visit to Enêmûsk, which had been sharply divided between the rich and the starving.
She’d never seen anything like this place.
No one seemed afraid of the soldiers, and many people either nodded or called a greeting to Jaromir as if they liked him. He stopped in front of a solid one-story wooden building that had been stained a rich brown, with yellow painted shutters.
“This is it,” he said.
Amelie barely glanced at the building and had no idea why he’d pointed it out, but then he opened the door and stepped inside. “Come on.”
Once inside, Céline sucked in a sharp breath, but it took Amelie a moment to realize why. They were in the front room of a shop. There was a sturdy counter running half the length of the room, and the walls were lined with shelves of clay pots and jars. A dusty wooden table was littered with pestle and mortar, brass scales, small wooden bowls, and an open box of tinder and flint. A large welcoming hearth comprised the center of the south wall.
“This way,” Jaromir said, and he led them behind the counter and through a set of swinging doors into a storage area. “There’s a large bedroom through there,” he said, pointing to a closed door, “but the best is out here.”
He opened the back door of the shop and held it for Céline to see outside. She drew in another sharp breath, and Amelie looked over her shoulder at the remnants of what had once been a thriving herb garden.
Divided into eight large separate beds, the herbs were now either overgrown or dying from lack of care: cumin, fennel, mint, lovage, sage, rue, savory, foxglove, pennyroyal, rosemary, lilies, and roses…Amelie lost count. Faded red poppies lined the back fence, and an apple tree graced one corner.
Céline stepped out and knelt down in what was left of the foxglove patch. “Many of these plants are still alive,” she said. “This could be brought back to its former state.”
Céline had always loved herbs. She loved healing. But this was cruel, letting Céline sit like that in someone else’s herb garden when her own was lost.
“Why did you bring us here?” Amelie demanded of Jaromir. “Why would you show this to her?”
“Because the owner’s dead,” he answered. He was standing so close she could see all the soft hairs of his goatee, and she backed up. “He died last summer,” he went on, “and we’ve had no apothecary since. Ownership reverted to the prince, but the place has been standing empty.”
Céline’s eyes were sad. “Lieutenant, I hope you don’t think we can purchase this place from your prince. We’ve no money hidden away.” She sighed. “At present, this dress is all I have left to my name.”
He shook his head. “No, I’m well aware you lost everything last night. But the prince has given me leave to offer this shop to you if you can solve a problem for us.”
Amelie stepped around him. “Offer us the…you mean let us live here, as members of his own people?”
Céline stood up, equally shocked.
This was a prosperous community, and the people here had goods to trade and money to spend…and daughters who’d be begging Céline to read their futures, daughters with coins in their purses.
And the shop was perfect, far superior to their old home. This was too good to be true. But nothing like this came easily. Amelie crossed her arms over the top of her canvas jacket. “Exactly what problem does he want us to solve?”
Céline listened with rapt attention, but for once, Jaromir didn’t look even mildly amused. He’d gone deadly serious.
“I can’t just tell you. I have to show you.” He paused. “And I warn you, the sight isn’t pretty.”
That didn’t sound good.
But Céline looked around at the large, neglected herb garden and then up at the beautifully stained wooden exterior of the shop. “Show me.”
*   *   *
Céline stood amid countless barrels of ale in a cold-storage room below the castle larder, staring down into what had once been the face of a teenaged girl.
“I warned you,” Jaromir said.
The girl’s body was lying on a table beside two others in the same state. All three had been desiccated—shriveled down to skin and bones. Two were dressed in fine gowns, but the third wore plain homespun. Their long hair was spread around them. As a healer in a village like Shetâna, Céline had seen her share of dead bodies, but she’d never seen anything like this.
“Was it plague?” Amelie whispered, standing beside her.
“No,” Céline answered, and some of the numb feeling from the night before was returning to her hands. She needed time to recover between the fears and horrors and losses she’d experienced, but they just kept coming. The dead girls looked so fragile, so brittle, lying there with their hair spread around.
“How did this happen?” she asked Jaromir.
He, too, just looked down at the bodies, and Céline thought that even for him, a hardened soldier, this sight was difficult. “There was a fourth…I mean a first,” he said. “She just vanished one night, and her father found her in the stable, hidden beneath some hay. He sent word to me because he did fear plague and thought I should know. We burned the body. Days passed and no one else got sick…but I still wondered what could do this to a girl her age. She was only sixteen.”
He sounded so frustrated and so bereft that in spite of everything, Céline wondered what it would be like to live in a community where the people could report a death to the soldiers and someone like Jaromir would take charge, would actually care.
“But then it happened again, about a week later,” he went on, “only this time, the girl was found in her own bed.” He pointed to the girl in the homespun. “She kissed her parents good night and went to bed, and they found her like this the next morning. At that point, I reported both deaths to my lord, and he ordered me to store the body. We have a royal physician at the castle, Master Feodor, and Prince Anton had him examine the body, but he could tell no more than me. The poor girl was just a dried husk.”
Céline stared down at the body and shook her head. “But it happened twice more?”
“Again, about a week apart,” he said, “and only at night. They’d just go to bed, and someone would find them like this the next morning. Only these two were from…wealthier families, merchants’ daughters, but all of them were sixteen or seventeen years old and said to be uncommonly pretty. I managed to keep this hushed up for a while, but rumors are starting to spread.”
Then his tone changed, and once again, he sounded like a soldier. “Sub-Prince Damek is known for his penchant toward brutal strength. As cruel as it sounds, his father, Prince Lieven, respects that. Anton is known as a good leader who takes care of his people. His father respects that, too, but I don’t know which quality holds the most sway. I only know that if Anton loses his standing as a leader able to protect his people, it could destroy his chances of being named heir.”
Céline shook her head. “What is it exactly that you wish me to do?”
“Use your powers,” he said. “I can put together a list of young women this age who are thought to be pretty, and you can read their futures. If you can touch upon the next girl to die and see who or what is killing her, you can tell me. I can’t fight what I can’t see, but you can see for me.”
“Read their futures?” Céline asked. “Won’t that just set a blaze to more rumors?”
He hesitated. “I have a few ideas where we can make it look like a game…entertainment being provided by the prince.”
“A game?” Amelie said, glancing at Céline. “That might work.”
“You can do this, can’t you?” Jaromir asked Céline, unashamed to be voicing doubt. “I mean, I know Prince Anton believes you are a true seer, but he has a trusting heart.”
She looked down again at the three dead bodies, but Jaromir wasn’t finished.
“Here’s the bargain,” he said. “If you solve this for us, help me put a stop to it, the shop is yours unconditionally. You can live here and conduct business under Anton’s protection for as long as you like.”
“And if I fail?”
“Then you’re no seer and no use to us here. You can leave and go your own way.”
Céline closed her eyes and saw the pretty shop with its yellow shutters and the herb garden out back. She imagined living in a world where the soldiers actually protected people and the prince cared for their welfare. She remembered the flash of ugly reality that had hit her when she’d read Rhiannon. Would it happen again? Had she inherited her mother’s gift? And if it didn’t happen again, how would she go about finding out whom or what was killing the young women here?
She only knew that she wasn’t going to pass this chance by, and if she had to, she’d start looking for the cause herself…leaning upon her ability to read people and see the secrets beneath their faces.
“Can you do it?” Amelie asked, and Céline saw that her sister wanted to stay as badly as she did.
Céline looked straight into Jaromir’s eyes. “Yes,” she said. “I can do it.”



CHAPTER 4
Céline hurried down an upstairs passage behind Jaromir, with Amelie following. It seemed that once the bargain had been struck, he was in a rush to get on with other business.
After leading them up from the cellars, where the bodies were stored, to the main floor of the castle, he’d bypassed the great hall and led them into a stairwell inside the north tower and then up three flights before stepping off the landing there and striding at a rapid pace down the chill stone passage, making several turns, until Céline felt hopelessly lost. This entire experience was making her more aware of just how little of the world she’d seen.
“Lieutenant,” she breathed, trying to keep up. “Could you slow your pace?”
He stopped. “Oh…pardon.” But he still looked distracted. Perhaps he wanted to report the bargain they’d made to Prince Anton. “Over there,” he said pointing to a door. “That is an empty guest room. I’ll have someone finish preparing it for you immediately. Go on in.”
“Thank you,” Céline answered for lack of anything else to say.
Without waiting to show them inside, he brushed past and headed back the way they’d come.
Amelie raised her thin black eyebrows at Céline. “Well, at least he’s gone.”
Uncertain if that was a good thing or a bad thing, Céline walked over and opened the door. While the room could hardly be described as “empty,” it was certainly unoccupied, and she stepped inside.
Amelie followed her, drawing a loud breath. “Is this for us? He might have made a mistake.”
“I don’t think he makes many mistakes.”
A four-poster mahogany bed waited across the room, covered in a sunflower yellow quilt. Interior shutters over the long window were open, letting misty light filter inside. Céline walked to the window and looked down, realizing they must be on the inner side of the tower, as they had a view of the courtyard below.
She turned back to take in the rest of the room.
A full-length mirror with a pewter frame stood in one corner and a mahogany wardrobe stood in the other. Dainty damask-covered chairs had been placed in front of a dressing table that sported silver brushes and a porcelain washbasin. A three-paneled dressing screen offered privacy for changing clothes. Best of all, the room contained its own small hearth.
Céline had never seen a room like this, much less been invited to sleep in one.
She walked over to the dressing table and noticed a miniature portrait leaning up against the mirror, of a lovely woman with chestnut-colored hair. Something about it made the room feel less their own, so she put it in a drawer. Then she touched one of the silver brushes, hoping for a few moments of peace, deciding she might not be able to handle even a mild event or encounter added to the long line since last night. And now…she had four deaths to solve. But she was also tired, sore, and hungry, having neither eaten nor slept, and she was sure Amelie must feel as weary as herself.
“Maybe we should rest?” Amelie said, as if reading her thoughts.
There was little else to do anyway. Even if they wanted to go in search of food, Céline doubted they could find their way back to the great hall. The only solid detail she could remember from the rushed journey up here was the sight of Jaromir’s back.
“All right,” she said, “but I’ll have to sleep in my shift. I don’t have anything else to—”
Without a knock sounding, the door burst open, and a stocky, stooped old woman came inside carrying a surprisingly large load of folded blankets and drying towels, with a wooden tray of food balanced on top, complete with a porcelain pitcher.
“Ah, here ye are,” she announced. “His lord majesty lieutenant told me you were already in the room, but you never can tell with men. Half the time, they’ve no idea what they’re saying.”
At the irreverent reference to Jaromir, Amelie turned with some interest and took in the woman’s measure. Céline followed suit, but the aging creature rambled on.
“Blankets I can see a need for, but there’s no tub in sight, so what do you need with drying clothes, I ask? Men. Never know what they’re about. Now, you both come and have some of this bread and cheese. He said you’d not eaten either. But Helga’s here now. She’ll feed you.”
She appeared to be at least in her seventies, with thick white hair up in a bun that was partially covered by a green kerchief. Her wrinkled face had a dusky tone, and she wore a faded homespun dress that might have once been purple.
For Céline, another mystery of this castle was figuring out exactly who was who in the order of things. For one, Jaromir’s rank was that of lieutenant, not even captain, so why did he appear to be second to the prince in the command structure here? This aged woman…Helga, appeared to be a lowly servant, but she’d called Jaromir “his lord majesty lieutenant” with enough sarcasm that it could not be missed.
Who was she?
“Don’t just stand there, my girls,” Helga went on. “Come and eat.” She set the blankets and towels on the bed and brought the tray to the dressing table. Picking up a generous slice of soft, yellow cheese and placing it on a piece of white bread, she held it out to Amelie.
Céline had tasted white bread only a few times in her life, as it was a delicacy afforded only by the wealthy. “I…,” she tried to say, at a loss. “I…”
Amelie appeared equally uncertain, but she reached over and took the offered food.
“Two seers,” Helga murmured, prepping the next helping of bread and cheese. “Good, good, just what the castle needs now. From the line of Fawe.” She nodded in approval. “How many years apart were you born?”
Céline’s mouth fell open. What did she mean by “two seers,” and how did she know their family name? Well, Anton knew it, and he must have told Jaromir. Jaromir must have told the woman.
“Three years,” Amelie answered, biting into the cheese.
Just then, a single knock sounded at the door—which was still open—and all three women looked over.
A fourth woman stood in the doorway, and something about her caused Céline to tense.
She was young, perhaps eighteen, as slim as a reed and standing stiffly, as if she’d rather be anywhere but in that doorway. The first word that came to Céline’s mind to describe her was “colorless.”
Her hair was that shade of grayish blond, like ditch water, and her eyes matched. She wore a plain gray dress with a high collar—but it was well made from good wool—and she had small gold hoops in her ears. Again, Céline was lost to place her position. She was hardly a lady of the castle, but servants did not normally go around wearing gold earrings. Although her features were small and could even be called attractive, her face was pinched, and her expression was nervous or worried. As she took in the sight of Céline, her eyes flashed clear dislike—possibly hatred.
Céline’s gaze moved down to see that she carried two silk gowns in her arms, one a shade of rich amber and a second of midnight blue.
“That would be Inna,” Helga announced, gesturing at the young woman with one hand, as if this should give Céline and Amelie an idea of Inna’s place or position here.
Inna seemed hesitant to enter the room, and Céline glanced back at Amelie, who had put down her bread and cheese and was watching this new figure in the doorway with caution.
“What are you doing in here?” Inna demanded of Helga. “Get back to the kitchens.”
“The maids are shorthanded today,” Helga muttered. “His lord majesty lieutenant sent me to help.”
“Do not call him that!” Inna ordered. But then the dislike on her face shifted to disgust. “Well, I suppose it is only fitting. Gypsies serving gypsies.”
Céline’s mouth nearly fell open, and she struggled to keep her expression still. What could they possibly have done to earn this young woman’s contempt?
“How might we help you?” she asked.
At the sound of Céline’s voice, Inna’s attention shifted back.
Taking a breath, as if speaking to Céline was difficult, she said, “Prince Anton has invited a number of the better families to the great hall tonight for a banquet and entertainment. You and your sister are both expected to attend.” She walked in brusquely and dropped both gowns on the bed. “The Lady Karina was kind enough to send you decent attire for the evening.”
Although the suggestion that they were indecent posed a further insult, Céline could not help asking, “Lady Karina?”
But it was Helga who answered, “The prince’s auntie.” She nodded to herself again. “Yes, yes, his auntie.”
“I don’t wear gowns,” Amelie said flatly, looking at Inna. “And there’s nothing wrong with our clothes.”
However, as she spoke, Céline couldn’t help a flush of embarrassment. Her red velvet gown had once been her mother’s. Though the color had held fairly well through many washings, the seams were worn and the material was thin. Although as yet she’d not seen many other women of the castle, she’d seen no one here wearing such a dress of such bright scarlet—or that fit quite so snugly.
Inna first stared coldly at Amelie and then Céline, looking them up and down. “Well, if you wish to grace Prince Anton’s table dressed like a ruffian and a whore, that’s none of my business. I was told to deliver the gowns and bid you to be in the great hall at sunset.”
At the word “whore,” Amelie made a fist and took a step forward, but Céline caught her arm. Inna did not appear to notice either movement as she turned and swept from the room.
Slightly shaken, Céline asked, “Who in the world was that?”
“That would be Inna,” Helga said again, still nodding to herself. Then she clucked her tongue against the roof off her mouth. “Gypsies my big toe. Ignorant, rude girl. The Móndyalítko could teach her a thing or two.”
Céline turned toward the dressing table. “Who are the Móndyalítko?”
Helga blinked. “You.”
“Us?”
The poor old thing really was quite mad.
“Your mother’s name was Fawe, was it not?” Helga asked. “And your father took it when they married?” She hung both gowns in the wardrobe and began talking to herself again. “Two? Two from the same mother? Born three years apart? The number three, the magic number, two sides of the same coin, the mind and the body, the future and the past. Yes, yes. It’s good they’ve come now.”
Céline glanced Amelie, who shook her head once as if to discourage any further conversation.
“All done,” Helga announced, looking around with some satisfaction. “You both eat up, and if you need Helga again, just pull that cord over there, and I’ll come straightaway. Don’t want any scoldings from his lord majesty lieutenant. Certainly not.”
With that, she half walked, half hobbled from the room and closed the door behind herself, leaving Céline and Amelie alone, looking at each other.
“Well…,” Amelie said, “the cheese is very good.”
Céline’s stomach rumbled and so she reached for a piece of the white bread, but even as she did this, her eyes were on the gowns hanging in the wardrobe and her thoughts were on how Helga could possibly have known that their father had agreed to take their mother’s surname.
*   *   *
Just past sunset, Céline and Amelie walked into the great dining hall—after stopping twice to ask for directions.
Céline was feeling much more alert after having eaten and then slept for most of the afternoon, but she did not quite feel herself. From the moment Inna had delivered those gowns, Céline knew she was going to try on the one of rich amber and then look at herself in the full-length mirror. So she had.
She was still wearing the gown.
The square neckline was cut just above the tops of her breasts, with a point at each shoulder. The sleeves were narrow, and the slender waistline fit her perfectly. The skirt was full, draping about her in yards of fabric, and the color reflected just a hint of gold. It suited her dark blond hair, making the lighter tones glint under the braziers on the walls. She’d worn her hair loose, with its waves falling down her back.
She knew she had a part to play tonight, and somehow, this gown made her feel more like a seer who’d been hired by the likes of Prince Anton.
Amelie was still dressed her breeches, shirt, and canvas jacket. She wore her dagger but had thankfully left her short sword in their room. However, her breeches and jacket were dusty and covered in horsehair from a long night’s ride.
“By the gods,” Amelie whispered, looking around.
There were at least a hundred well-dressed people in the dining hall, perhaps more, milling around and visiting with one another with goblets in their hands.
Servants were preparing five long tables while the guests ignored their labors. At the top of the hall, near a dais, stood Prince Anton, surrounded by an assorted entourage. Jaromir and Pavel were just to his right, both having traded their chain armor and tabards for more comfortable-looking tunics. Jaromir’s aging wolfhound, Lizzie, kept close to his leg.
Directly to Anton’s left was a beautiful woman in her late twenties with ivory skin and chestnut hair piled high on her head. She wore a gown of light green satin that matched her eyes, and there was something vaguely familiar about her.
Next to her stood a slender man with a long, thin mustache, wearing a black silk tunic that would probably cost a peasant’s yearly income.
“Oh, there’s that woman,” Amelie groaned quietly, and right away, Céline knew who she meant.
Inna, in her gray wool dress, hovered behind Anton with an eager, anxious expression, appearing for all practical purposes like a dog waiting for an order from its master, but she was still distinguished as neither a servant nor a lady of the castle.
A brief moment of panic coursed through Céline. Who were all these people? If she was to play a convincing seer here, she needed to know with whom she was dealing.
However, all of this noticing and pondering took place in the few moments when she and Amelie walked into the great dining hall, and then Prince Anton’s eyes locked on Céline, drinking in the sight of her gown and moving up to her face and hair.
She fully expected him to look away after a second or two—out of sheer good manners—but he didn’t.
Perhaps, for all his apparent breeding, no one had taught him not to stare. With little idea what to do, she led the way toward him, with Amelie close behind.
They made their way easily through the throngs of guests, and on impulse, Céline made a small bow when they reached Anton. He looked even paler tonight than he had that morning, and the circles under his eyes held a hint of purple. She wondered if he wasn’t well.
“My lord,” she said.
He was still staring.
Thankfully, or perhaps not, Jaromir broke the moment with a single laugh as he turned to Amelie. “Seven hells,” he said, looking at her dusty, horsehair-covered attire. “Couldn’t Inna at least have found some boy with a set of clean clothes to loan you?”
Amelie’s mouth tightened and her fist clenched, sending Céline into a state of alarm.
“Lieutenant,” the beautiful chestnut-haired woman admonished. “Really.”
Anton cast Jaromir a dark look and then seemed to find his own manners. He motioned to the woman. “Please allow me to present my aunt, the Lady Karina.”
Céline hid her surprise. Karina couldn’t be more than six years older than Anton. Up close, she was even more stunning, with a slender face and exotic slanted eyes. With little idea what a proper response might be, Céline simply bowed her head again. “My lady.”
Karina smiled. “Anton has told me of your kind offer of…assistance. I am so glad for your presence here, and I must say you come as a surprise. I had no idea what to expect. You look lovely in that gown, my dear.”
Céline was slightly taken aback, both at the lady’s somewhat diplomatic use of the term “assistance” and at her open honesty about not having known what to expect and the kindness in her voice. She seemed sincere.
“Thank you for the gown, my lady,” she answered. “I understand you had it sent.”
“Well, I had two of them…” Lady Karina trailed off helplessly as she looked to Amelie, who stared right back.
“And this is Master Feodor,” Anton put in quickly, gesturing to the slender man with the long mustache, “our court physician.”
“Charmed,” said Master Feodor, but his tone hardly suggested he was charmed in the slightest. Céline disliked him right away. He struck her as…oily.
Inna had moved a little closer to Anton’s shoulder and was glaring at Céline with poorly disguised hatred. What in the world was wrong with that young woman?
A gong sounded throughout hall, echoing off the stone walls.
“The meal is ready,” Anton said, sounding relieved, as if he realized this small, rather mixed party would not be capable of making polite conversation.
But that was also when Céline noticed that Anton had not been the only man staring at her. Pavel’s mouth was slightly parted, his eyes fixed on her as well.
She wanted to sigh. This entire event hardly felt like a good start to a murder investigation.
Pavel was just as tall as she remembered, but he was clean and dry now, and the brown tunic he wore suited his tan face and cropped dark hair.
To her surprise, he stepped forward and offered his arm. “This way,” he said.
Anton frowned but said nothing.
At a loss, Céline took Pavel’s arm. He led her to the second table and then motioned her to a place on the bench. He sat on one side of her, while Amelie sat on the other.
Anton, Jaromir, Lady Karina, and Master Feodor all sat at the first table, up on the dais, with Anton in the center. Inna did not sit down, but rather stood behind Anton, again looking like a dog waiting for an order.
It seemed within moments, the tables were full of seated guests, most of whom were dressed in the gowns or quilted tunics of merchants or minor nobles, but there did seem an unusual number of pretty girls in their late teens among the families.
“Look at all this,” Amelie whispered, gesturing to the food on the table, as if impressed in spite of herself.
“That’s just the first course,” Pavel said, and then added, “But we don’t eat like this every night, only when my lord calls for a banquet.”
The spread laid out before them was indeed impressive, with long trenchers of mutton with gravy, roasted potatoes, and greens. Loaves of steaming white bread were abundant. Bowls filled with spring strawberries were being passed around, and everyone’s goblet was kept full of red wine.
Without hesitation, Amelie took a gulp of wine and dove right into the mutton. Céline was a bit more stringent, especially with the wine, but she’d hardly taken two bites when a hoard of fresh servants came through the hall’s entrance carrying huge trays of roasted turkeys over their heads—two for each table.
“Second course,” Pavel said, taking a swallow of wine.
Céline had never seen anything like this. She wondered what Anton would think if he knew that she and Amelie had been considered beyond fortunate back home to have lamb chops and stale coarse-grain bread with tea for supper.
But Amelie was clearly enjoying herself, making small sounds of contentment with each new bite, murmuring about the delicious gravy, while Céline’s mind could not help turning to the future. Perhaps Sub-Prince Damek had done them a favor.
If she could succeed here and become not only Castle Sèone’s apothecary, but Anton’s official “seer,” then she and Amelie would never need to worry about scraping pennies together for a few bites of meat again.
Yet in order to make herself a permanent place here, she needed to know more about the people around Anton—who could be trusted and who was dangerous—if she was to understand how she might make herself indispensable.
Plus, she needed as much information as possible if she was to solve these strange deaths.
Watching Pavel take another swallow of wine, she said carefully, “I feel at a disadvantage here, not knowing anyone but you and the lieutenant.”
He put his goblet down, eager to engage her in conversation. “Who would you like to meet?”
“Not so much meet”—she smiled—“but who is the Lady Karina to Prince Anton? Is she his father’s sister?”
Her gaze moved to the woman sitting beside Anton, his aunt Karina, and even from here, Céline could see she had a comfortable relationship with Anton, close but not smothering.
Pavel appeared pleased to be speaking of Karina and shook his head. “No, she’s his mother younger sister, but his mother died when he was just a boy.” He paused. “Lady Karina came here about four years ago, after Prince Anton’s wife, the Lady Joselyn, died. My lord was in a bad way, and Lady Karina came to help, all the way from the southern territories, down near the Everfen. He depends upon her now. She plans the menus and oversees the kitchen cooks, and she handles the household staff. My lord listens to her counsel in matters of state and the management of the fiefdoms.”
Céline took this in quietly. So she’d been right about Joselyn being dead. That was a different kettle of fish best left for another time.
Amelie had been listening to the exchange and breathed out through her nose. “Jaromir seems to like being Anton’s main counsel. How did he feel about Lady Karina coming here?”
Pavel paused. “The lieutenant came to serve Prince Anton shortly after the Lady Karina arrived, so he has never known the castle without her.”
That pulled Céline’s attention sharply. Jaromir had been in charge of the Sèone guard for only four years? He wore that mantle of power in the castle like he’d been born here.
She needed to know more—about everyone surrounding Anton.
Although she felt somewhat guilty using Pavel’s obvious attraction in order to get information out of him, now that she’d started, she wasn’t about to stop.
“And who is Inna?”
The pleased expression on his face faded, as if she’d spoken a sour word.
Inna was still hovering behind Anton. No wonder she was so thin. She never sat down to eat anything.
Pavel hesitated. “She came here about five years ago as a girl, with the Lady Joselyn, as Lady Joselyn’s personal maid. Folks say Lady Joselyn saved her from a bad home, and she was most grateful, maybe too devoted. But now…she takes care of my lord.”
So Inna was some kind of servant who’d been here since she was only thirteen years old or so. Céline mulled over everything Pavel was saying, trying to interpret what he was not saying.
Joselyn had rescued Inna from some kind of unfortunate situation and trained her to be a lady’s maid, creating a possibly unhealthy devotion, which had now been transferred to Anton. She would definitely bear watching.
“What about Master Feodor?” Céline asked.
Pavel’s mouth tightened, and he looked even less pleased. Céline noticed that his eyes were an unusual shade of green-blue.
“He…,” Pavel began and then stopped for a few seconds. “He’s here at the request of my lord’s father, Prince Lieven. They say…”
He trailed off again, and Céline wondered who “they” might be.
“They say my lord is not well,” Pavel continued, lowering his voice. “And sometimes I think he fancies himself to be not well. But Master Feodor makes him believe he’s not well, makes him rest too much and take draughts and bleeds him and the gods know what else.” His voice dropped even lower. “But my lord’s color has only gotten worse. I don’t think Master Feodor knows what he’s doing.”
This got Céline’s full attention, and she would have liked to know what was in the “draughts” Feodor was feeding Anton. She knew from experience that people tended to view physicians or healers with far too much blind trust, and she hoped Feodor was not some charlatan trying to make himself a place here at Anton’s court by seeming indispensable.
Would that make him any worse than her?
She shook her head. Of course it would. She’d never give anyone medicine or advice unless it was in their best interests…Well, almost never.
But Pavel hadn’t finished. “I’d not serve Sub-Prince Damek, not as one of his own men, I mean, but he is a harder man than my lord, and I think the grand prince of the land needs to be a hard man.”
Something about this statement tickled the back of Céline’s mind, though she wasn’t sure why.
More servants bustled in and berry pies were being served just as the music started. She looked up toward the first table to see musicians with instruments behind the dais: a flute, a lute, and a harp. The tune was lively, and people began getting up from the tables, moving to the more open area of the hall in order to dance.
Several soldiers were gathering at an empty space at the end of one table, and a deck of cards came out. Amelie’s eyes lit up. “Céline, do you mind if I—”
“Go,” Céline said, glad her sister might find some diversion here, as there wasn’t much else for her to do.
But the moment Amelie was gone, Pavel stood up and held out his hand. “Will you dance?”
Startled, Céline fell back on honesty. “I don’t know how.”
Dancing was hardly a common pastime back in Shetâna. The people there were more interested in surviving either winter or the sporadic visits from Damek’s soldiers.
“It’s easy,” he said. “I’ll show you.”
How could she refuse without insulting him? Still uncertain, she took his hand and let him lead.
As they approached the people dancing, she saw that everyone was swiftly sidestepping in a large circle while holding hands. Two dancers parted to let her and Pavel join, and a few seconds later, she found herself smiling.
The sensation was enjoyable…foreign but enjoyable.
Within moments, the steps changed, and she saw that all the women were supposed to skip to the man directly across the circle. Without hesitation, she skipped across, and a burly man with a fatherly face grabbed her hands and swung her around. The yards of fabric in the skirt of her gown swirled, and the strange sensation passing through her seemed to grow. She felt light. Happy.
Then she saw that she was supposed to continue moving and skip back to Pavel. As she did, he grasped one of her hands firmly and put his other hand on the small of her back, pulling her close. He was so tall she found herself staring at his left collarbone.
As suddenly as it had arrived, the happiness vanished, replaced by alarm. She continued the swift movement of the steps, letting him lead, but she was too aware of the strength in his hands and that she couldn’t have pulled away from him had she wanted to.
She didn’t like this and wondered how she’d let him get such a firm hold. She and Amelie both knew better.
Fighting for calm, she tried telling herself not to be such a coward. He was nothing like Damek’s soldiers. Had she not spent the previous night sleeping in his arms on the back of a horse? But the music grew faster, and he swung her around, still gripping tightly with both his hands. The world began to spin, and she felt dizzy.
“Pavel,” she tried to say.
Thankfully, with one last, sharp note, the song finished and the music stopped. As Pavel slowed, she attempted to disengage herself from his grip, but then she froze as her eyes landed on the pale, tense face of someone standing just beside the dance floor.
It was Anton.
His jaw twitched, and he walked directly to them. Pavel spotted him at the last second and came to attention.
“Corporal,” Anton said coldly, “this lady is here to assist Lieutenant Jaromir, not to dance with you.”
Pavel’s face blanched, and he stepped backward. “Pardon, my lord,” he stammered.
In spite of her recent distress, Céline found herself tempted to spit a retort at Anton—that such a reprimand was hardly necessary. But in truth, she was here for a reason, and it was not to pass the evening dancing with soldiers in her fine borrowed gown.
“Thank you for the dance, Corporal,” she told Pavel. “As I mentioned to you earlier, such an act will help me fit among the guests better.”
Pavel blinked in surprise and then nodded. “It was my honor.”
Then he was gone, and Céline stood alone with Anton, who was observing her with caution, as if trying to figure her out.
Well, she might as well get started. “How do you want to do this?”
But he had no need to answer, as she noticed that two cushioned chairs had been set up in one corner of the hall, near the enormous hearth.
Lady Karina used the moment in between songs to stand up from the table and smile.
The hall fell silent as everyone looked up at her.
“Good friends,” she said, as if born to address halls filled with people, “Prince Anton has arranged for a special entertainment this evening.”
Céline glanced at Jaromir up on the dais, but he was listening to Karina politely.
“He has engaged a seer to tell the futures of our daughters,” she went on, still smiling. “They might ask her anything they wish…of a future betrothed, perhaps, and she will answer.”
This last was said almost as a joke, and so the people in the hall tittered with good humor, but for the first time since walking into the hall before dinner, Céline sensed a strain—almost a fear—beneath the pleasant expressions of those around her. These people weren’t fools, and four of their young women were dead, and now Anton had engaged a seer to read the futures of unmarried girls.
“Who would like to go first?” Karina asked, pitching her tone to suggest the first girl would have a great honor.
The fathers and mothers in the hall all seemed to glance at one another at once.
Sensing the unease growing stronger, Céline walked through the crowd with her head high, over to one of the cushioned chairs by the fire.
She sat with her back straight.
A plump girl of about fifteen, wearing a pink gown, stood nearby, watching her.
Céline held out one hand. This much she knew. She knew how to play the part.
“Come and sit, my dear. Would you like to know something about the man you will marry?”
The girl flashed a smile and nodded. “Yes.”
Céline smiled back.
And so it began.
*   *   *
While watching Céline, Jaromir kept his face as polite and impassive as possible. He’d certainly not missed seeing Anton’s unexpected and abrupt dismissal of Pavel. What was that about?
But at present, he had his own dilemmas to deal with. He was a good deal more worried about the deaths of these young women—and all the possible repercussions—than he was willing to let on.
Various concerns swirled in his mind. His own success and position depended on Anton’s success, but not all his motivation was mercenary. He’d cared about few individuals in his life to date, but he did care about Anton. He cared very much. Anton saw him as he’d always wanted to be seen: trustworthy and capable. Jaromir would do anything to maintain Anton’s high opinion—and to protect him.
More important, Jaromir cared about this country, and he wanted the petty princes constantly in the throes of civil war, constantly at each other’s throats, to be reined in. If Anton became grand prince, he would fight to establish peace, fight for the welfare of the people.
Why couldn’t Prince Lieven see this? The House of Pählen and the people of Droevinka would be far better served by a leader like Anton than by a self-serving warlord like Damek.
Jaromir was determined to help prove Anton a superior prince, and that meant showing that the people of Castle Sèone were safe—were protected. There could be no rumors of pretty young girls murdered in their beds. He hated to even think of the ramifications of that in regard to Anton’s reputation. Anton could lose any standing he’d gained in his father’s eyes for promoting a different method of governing from his brother.
Could Céline help them?
Watching her, too far away to hear her words, he could see how easily she’d captured the plump girl’s fascination and eagerness. Holding the girl’s hand, Céline closed her eyes and whispered in the girl’s ear as if the room was empty and no one existed but them. Jaromir wondered if that unto itself was not part of the draw of Céline’s gift. Few people ever experienced having the complete attention of someone else. Céline was giving the girl her undivided attention.
Who wouldn’t enjoy that?
A few moments later, the girl rose, smiling and nodding, and Jaromir knew that she was not the next victim of this unseen murderer. He had no idea what Céline had told her, but it didn’t matter. Many people in the hall had been surreptitiously watching, and when the “reading” ended, the girl looked so happy that Baron Tarook’s youngest daughter hurried over to take her place…and Céline began again.
Jaromir wanted to shake his head at these girls’ eagerness to have their fortunes told. The young never think evil will befall them, and they simply wish to know more about their bright futures.
Looking down, he saw that Lizzie was still at his side. She’d been in his life longer than anyone he knew, since she was a puppy. He’d once taken her everywhere he traveled, but now her traveling days were over, and her favorite place was by the great hearth in this hall.
“Go lie down, girl,” he ordered, pointing toward the fire.
She obeyed instantly and made her way over.
He stood there watching Céline read through two more girls, both of whom left nodding and smiling when their turn was finished. Then he did wonder what she was telling them, and he hoped fervently that she could do what she claimed. If not, he would remain in the dark.
But in addition to all these worries and doubts swirling in his head, he also found himself unsettled by the effect Amelie had upon him. Why did he continue to tease her, to antagonize her? Worse, why was he worried about his penchant for teasing and antagonizing her? She could not be further from the type of woman who attracted him.
His current mistress, Bridgette, was now crossing the hall to visit with Lady Karina, who had risen from the table to mingle with guests. Bridgette was a young widow with red-gold hair and a long, graceful neck, and she was a favorite of Lady Karina’s. Her dead husband had been a wealthy silk merchant, but she’d not hesitated to fill Jaromir’s bed when he expressed interest. Few women at Castle Sèone would hesitate, and he wasn’t vain enough to attribute this to his charm or muscular build—or his goatee.
Just like men, women enjoyed power, and at present, he held power here.
So why could he not keep from looking in Amelie’s direction? At thirty-one, he was too old for her…or maybe she was too young for him. She was coarse and bad tempered and had grown up in a filthy village ruled by Sub-Prince Damek.
He chose only women who were personally ambitious, who had no interest in sowing a close relationship, but rather who followed his instructions in order to keep him pleased, in order to pursue their own advancement at court though him. He never allowed a mistress to come to his rooms unless he sent a summons first. He insisted on full control over when they saw each other.
Something told him Amelie was not a woman who would ever submit to such an arrangement. She probably couldn’t care less about a social position at court, and if she ever did become involved with a man, it would be for love, and she’d expect to be loved in return. She wouldn’t sit around and wait for him to summon her, nor indeed would she agree to live apart.
He had no place in his life for such a woman. His task was to protect Anton and the people of Castle Sèone.
And yet…the music was lively, and standing there, watching her playing cards with some of his men, he was struck by an overwhelming urge to dance with her, to see her smile at him while he held her tightly and whirled her around the floor, her short black hair flying and her lavender eyes focused on him.
He shook his head hard to clear it.
She was dressed in dusty breeches covered in horsehair. The idea of him being seen dancing with her was ridiculous. He’d be a laughingstock.
And yet…he found himself moving toward her table. He couldn’t seem to stop.
She saw him coming but only glanced at him before winning a hand while the soldiers groaned or growled.
“Not again,” one of them said.
“Pay up, boys,” she answered.
There was a small pile of coins in front of her, and he wondered what she’d used for her initial bet to enter the game. She must have had a few pennies stored away in her clothes.
He knew full well that he should be watching Céline, but he told himself that one dance wouldn’t distract him.
As the hand of cards had just finished, and the musicians were beginning a new song, he decided this would be a good time to interrupt. When he stepped up to the table, his men jumped to attention, but he waved them back onto the bench and held out his hand to Amelie.
“Will you dance?”
She looked briefly at a line of barrels along the north wall and then picked up the deck of cards. “There’s not enough wine in this entire castle to get me to dance with you.”
Several of his men started choking, and he flashed them a look of anger, wondering if they were smothering laughter.
The choking sounds ceased.
Even back when he’d been a lowly sword for hire, no woman had ever spoken to him like that, and he had no idea how to respond, how to save face in front of his men.
Realizing any response at all would probably just result in another insult on her part, he started to turn away, but then Amelie dropped the deck and called out, “Céline!”
Following her line of sight across the hall toward the hearth, he saw Céline tightly gripping a young woman’s hand. Céline’s eyes were wide open, staring at nothing. She was completely silent, and she’d gone pale.
Jaromir began to run.
*   *   *
After five years of practice, Céline was quite skilled at telling people exactly what they wanted to hear without providing too much detail. Her descriptions of future husbands or wives often sounded detailed but in truth could be applied to a broad number of people.
The real trick was gleaning proper bits of information from the one being read and then guessing correctly about hopes, dreams, or needs. Céline had a gift for this.
Most sixteen- or seventeen-year-old girls were easy targets and only too happy to answer her initial questions.
However, when she’d sat down tonight, she could not help feeling trepidation, almost dread. What would she see? Would the mists rush around her again as she witnessed the death of some innocent young woman?
But upon taking the hand of the plump girl in the pink gown, she’d felt nothing out of the ordinary, and within a few seconds, she’d gone into her usual act. It was second nature.
However, what she was doing tonight was different from when someone had a specific question—when they brought her a personal object or possession to “assist” in her reading. This was more general and therefore easier.
“What kind of man do your parents have in mind for you?” she asked.
“Someone of good family, with a dependable income.”
Typical.
“And what do you have in mind for yourself?”
The girl blushed. “Well, someone not too much older than me…tall, with a pleasing face.”
Also typical.
Céline closed her eyes, pretended to feel the jolt, and then began weaving stories of the girl’s future.
“He’ll come from a town inside the provinces ruled by the House of Pählen…ah, he does have a pleasing face. He is the son of a prosperous merchant…but I cannot see his name.”
She went on with more general descriptions. What she told the girl would most likely be the truth. This girl didn’t seem to be one of the nobles here tonight, so her parents would probably choose a merchant’s son within this province of Droevinka.
But once Céline finished, the girl was positively glowing.
After that, the other young women in the hall seemed eager for Céline’s services, and she no longer had to encourage anyone to sit down. They were practically lining up.
She read two more girls, leaving them with hopeful visions of their lives to come, and then she looked up to see a pretty girl about sixteen years old watching with interest. Her chocolate brown hair was so long it hung down past her hips, and she wore a gown of forest green.
The girl smiled. “I’m Sybil,” she said. “It was kind of Anton to arrange this. I’m bored to death with dancing, and he never thinks of providing other entertainment.”
The fact that she’d just called her prince by his first name meant she was probably from a noble family—of high rank. But she also might be somewhat sheltered, as she seemed to have no knowledge of any other reason for why Céline might have been hired.
Céline nodded politely. “Come and sit.”
Sybil moved to join her, holding out her hand with complete trust. “I’m already betrothed, but I haven’t met him yet. My parents arranged it.” She didn’t look entirely happy about the situation. “You’re not married, are you?”
The question startled Céline. It was an unusual question. “No.”
Sybil sighed. “I wish I could be a seer like you. Earn my own living.”
Céline was moved by her words and suddenly wished she could tell the girl a different future from the one probably laid out for her.
She grasped Sybil’s hand. “Well, let me try to look ahead. I’ll tell you what I see.”
“Thank you.”
Something about Sybil pulled at Céline. She was so trusting and yet clearly wanted more out of her life than to marry the man her parents had arranged for her. Closing her eyes, Céline let her thoughts roll, searching for something else she could tell this girl, something that might give her hope.
And that’s when the first jolt hit.
As a second one hit, Céline felt herself being swept along a tunnel of mist again, and she lost all sensation of anything besides speeding along through the mists swirling all around her in tones of gray and white.
The mist vanished, and an image flashed before her.
She saw a room with gray stone walls. She was standing beside a bed, but she could see only one side of it.
Sybil lay there sound asleep. Her chocolate brown hair was spread out like a curtain across the pillow, and she was covered in a yellow-and-red-checked quilt. She looked so peaceful, so deep in slumber.
Céline began to relax at the sight.
Then…two slender hands wearing long black gloves came in from the side of the image, reaching down toward Sybil.
On instinct, Céline cried, “No!” and she tried to knock the hands away. But she wasn’t really there. She was only an observer, and she could do nothing. The black gloves continued to move. One of them settled on the side of Sybil’s face and the other on her throat.
Céline wanted to scream, to fight, to stop this, but she was locked inside the vision, just watching.
The hands didn’t grip down or do anything besides touch Sybil’s face and throat, but the flesh on Sybil’s cheek began to move, rippling of its own accord. It began to shrivel.
“No,” Céline choked.
Beneath the black-gloved hands, Sybil’s face continued to shrivel, to wither, sinking in upon itself until her face was nothing more than a dried husk. Inside the vision, the black gloves pressed harder on her cheek and throat. It went on and on as Sybil’s body seemed to shrink beneath the quilt.
Céline could feel herself choking in horror.
“Stop it!” someone ordered. “Come out!”
Strong hands had ahold of her arms, shaking her once, and the small room vanished. She found herself back in the great hall, staring up into Lieutenant Jaromir’s alarmed eyes.
“Let go of her,” someone else said, someone familiar, and Céline saw Amelie standing behind Jaromir.
“Amelie,” Céline whispered.
Anton was striding toward them, and half the hall was staring. The music had stopped. Perhaps realizing how this must look, Jaromir let go of her.
“Pardon,” he said.
Reality was rushing back to Céline as she tried to recover from the nightmare she’d just witnessed. Sybil was on her feet, frightened. “What did you see?”
Céline fought for control. The poor girl. The event in the vision had to be changed. Sybil had to be protected.
“Oh, I do beg your forgiveness,” Céline heard herself saying, astonished at her own self-control. Somehow, she smiled reassuringly at Sybil. “Sometimes my sightline into the future becomes crossed, and I see my own.” She moved closer to Sybil. “I saw something unpleasant, but it had nothing to do with you. Please forgive me. I think I sought too many visions, too quickly, in a short span of time. Perhaps I might rest?”
Sybil’s fear vanished, replaced by concern. “You saw something unpleasant for yourself? I’m sorry.”
She was kind.
“It’s all right,” Céline answered, still smiling but casting her gaze toward the small chamber at the bottom of the hall where she’d spoken to Anton that morning. She could feel his eyes upon her. “I just need to rest.”
With that, she began walking, head still high, toward the small chamber, hearing two sets of footsteps behind her.
“I will go and attend to the seer myself,” Anton announced. “I fear she has overtaxed herself. My Lady Karina, have the musicians play on.” A third set of footsteps sounded.
The walk felt long, but Céline finally reached the chamber, made her way inside, and collapsed in a chair. Jaromir, Amelie, and Anton followed her in. She didn’t see which one closed the door.
“What?” Jaromir demanded instantly. “You tell me what in the seven hells just happened out there.”
“She’s not your dog or one of your soldiers,” Amelie told him. “Don’t give her orders!”
They both sounded far away.
“Both of you stop!” Anton ordered. His voice softened, but the circles under his eyes looked black. “Céline, what did you see?”
“It’s her,” Céline whispered. “Sybil. She’s next.”
“What does that mean?” Jaromir asked.
“She was asleep, in a bed,” Céline went on, almost feeling as if someone else spoke. “Gloved hands…like a woman’s or a slender man’s, came in from one side and touched her. She just shriveled away, like those girls on the table in the cellar. I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I just had to watch.”
“Who?” Anton demanded, sounding far less soft now. “Who did this?”
“I don’t know. I only saw the gloved hands…black gloves.”
“You must have seen more than that!” Jaromir insisted.
“Leave her alone,” Amelie said, but she looked puzzled, as if wondering about Céline’s game here.
“No, I didn’t,” Céline said quietly. “I only saw the gloves, and I saw her die.”
Jaromir sighed and turned to Anton. “What do you want to do?”
Anton stared at the wall for a few moments and then said, “Tell her parents the truth and place her under guard.” His eyes locked with Jaromir’s. “I’ll talk to her father. You get a room set up.”
“Yes, my lord.”



CHAPTER 5
Less than hour later, Amelie found herself inside a guest room, watching as Céline inspected the bed—which looked like a simple bed with a plain white comforter. The room sported no hearth or window, and it felt overly small with Anton, Jaromir, Sybil, and both Sybil’s parents also crowded inside.
Inna was hovering in the doorway, her mouth set tightly.
“All right,” Céline said, turning from the bed. “I think this will be safe.”
“Why do I have to stay in here?” Sybil asked, sounding frightened. “Why can’t I go back to our own apartments?”
“Because you are safer here,” Anton answered. “Lieutenant Jaromir will stand guard.”
Amelie had no idea what the game was, so she kept her mouth shut. Apparently, Sybil’s father was Anton’s second cousin, a middle-aged minor noble named Lord Cirren. The family had apartments inside the castle, and Cirren held a place on Anton’s council. The man’s mouth was set tighter than Inna’s, suggesting he didn’t approve of this entire situation, and his wife, Lady Edith, wouldn’t stop wringing her hands.
Earlier, Anton’s words about notifying the girl’s parents and placing her under guard had sounded sensible: clean and simple.
Reality was proving a tad messier.
“You told me your vision was about yourself,” Sybil accused Céline, “not about me.”
“I know,” Céline answered, standing straight. “I didn’t wish to alarm you until I’d spoken with Prince Anton and heard his decision in the matter.”
Amelie held her tongue. What was Céline up to? Yes, she was making herself appear useful, but it seemed dangerous to actually pick out a girl and claim she would be the next victim. What would happen if someone else were killed? Céline would look a complete charlatan.
“This is absurd,” Lord Cirren sputtered. “Anton, I can keep my own daughter protected.”
Anton shook his head. “No. She’s safer with Jaromir.”
“But she can’t stay in here alone,” Lady Edith insisted, coughing twice as she spoke, “with soldiers at her door, on the word of some…forgive me, my prince, of some gypsy seer you hired.” She paused, looking at her daughter, and Amelie could see love in the woman’s eyes. “I will sleep in here with her.” She coughed again, but Sybil’s expression melted in relief at the prospect of her mother remaining.
“No,” Anton said. “You need to be in your own rooms, where it’s warmer.”
Was Lady Edith not well?
Anton wasn’t finished. He looked to the doorway. “But I agree that Sybil shouldn’t be left alone. Inna, will you sleep here with her?”
Inna’s eyes flashed hatred at Céline, and she opened her mouth as if to spit out her opinion of these proceedings, but then she looked to Anton. “Of course, my lord.”
“Everyone else to bed, then,” Anton said. He was pale and exhausted. “Jaromir, you’re in charge.”
Céline was still standing by the bed, staring at its white cover, and Amelie moved to her. “Let’s go.”
Céline relented, allowing herself to be led out into the passage. Amelie was finally getting her bearings here and knew their own room was just down the corridor. As they left, Jaromir began giving orders as the room behind them was being secured.
However, once they’d stepped inside their room, Amelie closed the door and looked at the four-poster bed with its extra blankets and at the dressing table with its fancy damask covered chairs. A freshly lit fire burned in the hearth, and she took a moment to ponder how all this had come to be. So much had happened in such a short span of time.
Someone—probably Helga—had closed the shutters over their single long window. The fire in the hearth provided yellow light. Helga had probably built the fire, too.
Céline walked to the bed and sank down, her expression bleak.
“What…,” Amelie began, not certain how to word this. “What exactly is the plan here? What are we going to do if another girl is murdered in the next few days? How are we going to find the killer before someone calls you a fake?”
Céline looked at the floor. “Amelie, I’m tired. Could we discuss this in the morning?”
Frustrated, Amelie took in her sister’s weary face. “All right, but I can’t help if I don’t know the plan. You need to tell me what you’re thinking.”
She took off her breeches and boots, leaving on her long, faded blue shirt—which reached halfway to her knees. Then she unlaced Céline’s borrowed gown, and Céline let the dress fall to the floor, so that she wore only her comfortable cotton shift. They both crawled under the piled covers, and soon the bed felt warm.
Neither spoke for a while, and then Céline said, “Lady Edith needs a rose petal syrup for her cough. If I had access to the herb garden and the apothecary’s equipment, I could make her a vial.”
“You really want that shop, don’t you?” Amelie whispered.
“Yes, I do.”
Céline said no more.
Still troubled, unaccustomed to feeling shut out of her sister’s plans, Amelie burrowed deeper into the covers, listening to Céline’s soft breathing.
But sleep would not come to Amelie. Her body was too tired and her mind was too busy, which was never a good combination. Doubt often came to her in the night, and she couldn’t help wondering what she and Céline would do, where they would go, if they failed here.
Time crept by, and she still couldn’t sleep. She just lay there, thinking and worrying.
It must have been halfway to dawn when the sound of a loud cry down the passage made her shoot up from the covers, looking toward the door. The cry was followed by shouting and pounding.
“Céline,” she said, but her sister was already awake.
Diving from the bed, Amelie grabbed her breeches. She was pulling them on while Céline ran out door wearing nothing but her white cotton shift.
“Céline!”
Buttoning her breeches, Amelie ran, and they both came upon the sight of Jaromir unlocking the door of the room where he’d placed Sybil. He had two soldiers standing guard with him, but Amelie didn’t recognize either one. The pounding from inside continued.
As he got the door unlocked and shoved it open, Inna came rushing out, gasping for breath. “She’s dead! Dead!”
Jaromir ran past her into the room, and Amelie followed with Céline at her heels.
There, lying in the bed, was the dried husk of what had been Sybil. Her lovely brown hair was spread on the pillow, but her face was nothing more than shriveled skin adhered to bones.
“Oh, no,” Amelie whispered.
None of this made sense. Céline walked to the bed and looked down at a yellow-and-red-checked quilt.
“Inna!” she nearly shouted. “Where did this come from?”
Amelie blinked. The quilt? Why would Céline care about that?
“What is it?” Jaromir asked, his eyes moving to the quilt.
“This wasn’t here before,” Céline said. “Where did it come from?” She sounded brittle.
One of the other soldiers dragged Inna back inside, and she simply pointed at a chest across the room. “We were cold. I took it out.”
Céline closed her eyes. “It wasn’t here before,” she whispered.
Jaromir turned on Inna, his expression dark, almost threatening. “What happened? No one could have entered this room.”
Frightened, dressed only in her shift, with strands of her grayish blond hair sticking to her face, Inna raised a hand, as if in defense. “I don’t know. I was asleep and then I just…I felt something was wrong, and I turned up the lamp and I…saw her!”
“The door was locked,” Jaromir answered coldly, “and there is no window. You were the only one here.”
“I was asleep!” Inna cried. “I heard nothing.”
“Look for a pair of gloves,” Céline said quietly. “A pair of long black gloves.”
Perhaps realizing he’d get nothing sensible out of Inna, Jaromir called in another of his men, and they began searching the room.
The next half hour or so followed with a mix of confusion and activity. Céline stood at the end of the bed, staring down at the quilt, while the room was searched—revealing no black gloves. Soon, Master Feodor arrived. Amelie was surprised to see him still dressed in his silk tunic from dinner. He also seemed vaguely displeased to see Céline there, nothing overt, just a flicker of distaste passing across his features when he walked in.
“Well?” Jaromir asked, but the question was unnecessary.
Feodor conducted a brief examination of Sybil’s body and sighed. “Yes. Just like the others.”
“Someone should wake Anton,” Céline said, her first words in quite a while.
“No!” Inna cried.
Feodor glanced at her and said, “Inna’s right. My lord needs his sleep and should not be disturbed. This can wait until morning.”
Jaromir put a hand to his mouth, as if thinking, and then he nodded. “I’ll go inform the girl’s parents myself.”
“If not Anton, then the Lady Karina should be the one to tell them,” Céline whispered. “It should be a member of the royal family.” She looked up at Jaromir. “You promised to…protect Sybil. This isn’t your fault, but the girl’s parents should be told by Anton or Karina.”
A muscle in his jaw twitched, and Amelie realized Céline was right.
Jaromir nodded once, tightly. “I’ll wake her.”
A guard in the doorway approached hesitantly. “Sir, what should be done with the body?”
If possible, Jaromir stiffened further. “Put it in the cellar with the others.”
Deciding that enough of this was enough, Amelie steered Céline toward the door.
Out in the passage, she asked, “How did you know?”
“I couldn’t change it,” Céline whispered. “I should have changed it. She was kind. She wanted more out of life than to marry a stranger her parents picked out.”
She fell silent again, and Amelie was nearly overwhelmed by a wish that they could go back to the day before, and Céline could tell Rhiannon to marry Damek, and the Lavender and Thyme would not be burned, and she and Céline had never come here.
*   *   *
An hour past sunrise, Jaromir woke up naked in his bed with Bridgette sleeping on his chest.
Looking down at her closed eyes and her breasts as they rose and fell, he was almost ashamed of having called her to him in the night, but after the painful task of telling Lady Karina the news of Sybil’s death—and then giving her the task of informing Sybil’s parents—he could not face the thought of going to bed alone, of lying there thinking on all he’d seen in that small, windowless room.
So he’d sought oblivion in Bridgette’s body, using her as a method of release.
It hadn’t helped.
She was lovely, with creamy skin and even features. But they had little in common and even less to say to each other. He couldn’t tell her what he’d been through—and she certainly wouldn’t be interested in hearing it.
Now he wished he hadn’t called her here.
Carefully, trying not to wake her, he slipped out from under her head and crawled from under the covers. The floor was cold on his bare feet, and he put on his discarded clothing from the night before, as if he couldn’t get out of his own room fast enough.
He wanted to be alone with his thoughts, with his own self-recrimination.
Once out in the passage, he shut the door behind himself and took a long breath. He’d failed Anton last night. He had failed to save Sybil, and in doing so, he’d made Anton look like an ineffectual leader—someone who could not protect his own people.
Jaromir would do anything for Anton. No one could possibly understand what he owed Anton…no one.
Jaromir did not like to view himself as a man who ever needed or wanted to be saved.
But Anton had saved him.
Standing there in the passage alone, outside his room, nearly shaking from a mix of helplessness and unwanted guilt, he couldn’t help his mind from slipping back to a place he’d much rather have forgotten…



CHAPTER 6
CASTLE PÄHLEN
FOUR YEARS IN THE PAST
Jaromir stood at attention in the great hall of Prince Lieven. He wore the deep brown tabard of Lieven’s castle guard, but the tabard was a lie. He wasn’t one of the prince’s soldiers. He was just a hired sword, engaged for a week to help exaggerate Lieven’s show of force for a “family gathering” at the castle.
No one in the hall spoke to Jaromir or even noticed him.
He was nothing.
Yet he couldn’t believe his good fortune at having achieved even a week’s worth of employment here. His wolfhound, Lizzie, was pressed up against his leg. His sword, his chain armor, and his dog were all he had left in the world.
Looking around the great hall, he thought on how most he’d seen before were rectangular, but this one was an enormous square. Heavy chairs, tables, and benches were haphazardly strewn around, but a fire burned in the hearth, and he reveled in the comfort of being warm. He wished he’d been able to borrow a razor from someone to shave his face. Beneath his armor and clothing he was filthy from having slept outdoors for too long, and he knew that his appearance was not working in his favor.
Prince Lieven sat in a chair on a dais at the top of the hall. A stocky man with a graying beard, he was in his midfifties but as yet showed no signs of slowing down. Jaromir was desperate to impress him, to find some way to gain a permanent place among the Castle Pählen guards, even if it meant standing night watch for the rest of his life.
Lizzie whined, and he reached down to stroke her back. There were at least twenty other soldiers in brown tabards placed around the hall, but still, no one glanced Jaromir’s way. They didn’t believe he’d be here long.
He hoped they were wrong.
Once he’d thought himself far too proud to grovel for a humble position as a night watchman, but pride was a tenuous thing that could be worn down bit by bit over a period of years.
Looking back at the dais again, Jaromir thought on everything that had brought him to his current state.
Five years before, at the age of twenty-two, he’d already achieved the rank of lieutenant by serving among the military forces for the House of Hilaron in the eastern provinces. His lord was an older prince named Phillipos, and Jaromir was loyal. Something about the aging prince stirred his sense of protection.
But tired of waiting to be the head of the house, Phillipos’s son raised a contingent of men and waged war on his own father. Prince Phillipos himself was killed and his soldiers were nearly decimated. Jaromir survived…his horse did not.
In his mercy, the victorious son offered any surviving soldiers a place in the new military for the House of Hilaron. Most of them gratefully accepted.
Lieutenant Jaromir refused to swear fealty.
He decided he would rather live by his sword as a hired mercenary than serve his dead lord’s traitorous son. This seemed the only path of honor. So he headed west, on foot, with his wolfhound, Lizzie, for company.
To his shame, within a year, he began to regret his decision. Life as a hired sword in a nation like Droevinka turned out to be worse than he could have imagined—with him taking on jobs that once would have sickened him. He was often forced to keep company among men who were little better than animals, who understood only hunger and strength. He lived well sometimes and nearly starved at others. He and Lizzie often slept outside.
It rained a good deal of the time.
Upon deciding to better his situation, he found that because he’d relinquished his place with the House of Hilaron, it was nearly impossible to find a proper post with another lord or prince. They wanted only men they knew, men who had come highly recommended, or men they had reason to trust. No one had a reason to trust him.
The years passed.
Then, by sheer luck, one night he was drinking ale in a tavern, and he overheard that Prince Lieven of the House of Pählen was hiring extra men for a family gathering that involved his two sons. Jaromir didn’t need to ask a reason for the extra security—as both sons would be bringing their own men. The elder princes in Droevinka tended to foster competition and hostility between themselves and their sons. They viewed it as healthy for the future survival of the house—if not always for themselves.
Castle Pählen had been a two-day walk from the tavern, but Jaromir started off immediately.
Upon arriving, he’d been hired, and now…he counted his good fortune to have gained even short-term employment with the prince of a house, and a powerful one at that.
He was determined not to waste this chance.
He had no pride left.
So he stood at attention in the great hall of Castle Pählen while his mind mulled over how he might distinguish himself.
Conversation in the hall had been soft, but the entire chamber fell silent as Sub-Prince Damek walked through the archway. He and his men had arrived at the castle the day before and had been taking their leisure.
“You called for me, Father?” he asked.
“Yes, your brother has arrived in the courtyard and will be joining us directly.”
“Good news indeed.”
Where his father was stocky, Damek was slender. He was pale and handsome and rarely said a word without meaning to land a verbal cut. But Jaromir no longer held illusions about the nobility. Damek was exactly what he’d come to expect from a typical sub-prince: cruel, greedy, brutal, and self-serving. His brother, Anton, would be just like him.
A servant entered the hall, and Jaromir expected Sub-Prince Anton to be announced. Instead, the servant called, “The Lady Karina, of the House of Yegor.”
A lovely woman with chestnut hair floated into the hall, walked to the dais, and bowed. “My lord. Anton will be in directly. I traveled with his entourage, and he is seeing to the horses.”
Lieven studied her for a moment, taken aback. “Ah, yes, Lady Karina. One of my late wife’s sisters? It is good to meet you. I’d been informed you had arrived at Sèone.” He continued his visual appraisal in a manner that bordered on impolite. “You bear little resemblance to my Bethany…just your hair.”
If Karina was offended, she didn’t show it and smiled. “No, I believe she took after our mother, but I was only a child when she was sent west to marry you. I look more like our father.”
Jaromir couldn’t help noting that this was the first time Prince Lieven had met his dead wife’s sister.
“It was kind of you to come all the way from the southeast provinces,” Lieven responded. “How fares my son?”
She hesitated. “He is bearing up. I will continue to be of assistance to him.”
“Perhaps you should come and be of assistance to me,” Damek said, sinking lazily down into a chair. “I’d no idea we had such an aunt in the family.”
She turned cold eyes upon him. “Your brother is in mourning.”
Jaromir had heard through conversations taking place around him that Anton had recently lost his wife, but Jaromir scoffed at the idea of a sub-prince in mourning. The poor young wife had probably come with too small a dowry, or she’d otherwise displeased him, and he’d had her poisoned or strangled.
“Sub-Prince Anton, of the House of Pählen,” a servant announced loudly.
At first, Jaromir barely glanced at Anton, but then something about the sub-prince pulled his attention back. Anton was young, maybe nineteen. Although pale like his brother, as opposed to merely slender of build, Anton looked as if he hadn’t been eating. His eyes were haunted, and Jaromir was struck by the impression that he’d been ordered here by his father—and that it was the last place he wished to be.
It seemed foolish for Jaromir to form these impressions in the matter of a few seconds, but he couldn’t help it.
A tall man in a tan tabard walked beside Anton. They both wore long swords.
“My son,” Lieven said, “and Captain Nazar. Welcome. Come and sit.”
Anton seemed to sleepwalk toward the top of the hall, and Damek watched his every move as if gauging him somehow. Still sitting in his chair, Damek casually pulled his own sword from its sheath and began wiping it with a cloth.
Jaromir tensed.
But then he realized that he no longer felt Lizzie against his leg. Looking around, he spotted her sniffing the floor near the arched entrance to the hall. He couldn’t call her back or make a sound. The hall guards were to remain silent.
“How was your journey, my son?” Lieven asked Anton, but his voice was strained, as if he had no idea what else to ask.
“Fine, Father. Thank you.”
Anton’s response sounded obligatory, polite but without thought, and it occurred to Jaromir that the young man might truly be in mourning. He looked fragile…wounded, and Jaromir was astonished at the compulsion to protect someone else surging through him. He hadn’t felt this in a long time.
Damek stood up and yawned.
With his sword in his hand, he walked casually toward the dais. “Well, now that we’re all here, perhaps we might finally settle some matters of importance.”
Lieven raised an eyebrow. “What matters would those be?”
“Naming me official heir, of course. I assumed that was why we’d all been called to home and hearth.”
Prince Lieven’s face began to redden. Damek must be the greatest of fools to blindside his father like this—and in front of witnesses.
“I’m sure Anton is in agreement,” Damek went on, “aren’t you, my brother? You think it’s time Father officially names me heir?”
Anton was staring toward the burning logs in the hearth. “What?” he asked, seeming to speak through a fog. “Oh, of course. Whatever you both decide. Father, could I please be excused to my rooms? I’m weary from the journey.”
Without waiting for permission, he got to his feet and headed for the archway. His guard captain, Nazar, followed him.
“You see?” Damek said to his father. “He’s tired. He’s always tired. He’s not fit to rule. Let us stop this charade of you ‘choosing’ between us and give our people some assurances that I will follow you.”
Lieven was on his feet. “Anton! You stop right there.”
The Lady Karina hadn’t said a word, but neither did she seem the least intimidated, and she was watching this play out with close attention.
Anton stopped near the left side of the archway.
Lieven turned on Damek. “I am head of this house, and I will decide who follows me.”
Damek lost all his seemingly bored composure. “I am the eldest! The title is mine by right.” He pointed at Anton. “Look at him. Can he hold our lands together?”
Anton indeed looked to be the shadow of a ghost standing there by the arch. He didn’t say a word to defend himself.
“Get out of this hall until dinner,” Lieven ordered Damek. “And do not broach this subject in my presence again. I will name my heir when I so choose.”
Damek’s expression flattened in open hatred, and he whirled on one foot to stride from the hall. Just then, Jaromir saw Lizzie in the center of the archway. Damek saw her in the same instant, and his eyes narrowed. His sword was still in his hand, and he gripped the hilt tighter. He was enraged, and he wanted to hurt something, to kill something.
Jaromir fought from crying out. If he made a sound, if he challenged a sub-prince in this setting, he’d be dismissed immediately. Panic flooded through him that he was about to lose the only friend he had.
Finally, unable to just stand there and watch, he took a step forward, ready to shout.
But Sub-Prince Anton appeared to awaken from his fog. He saw Lizzie and he saw his brother’s face—and the sword in his brother’s hand. In a graceful movement, Anton crossed the archway and used his knee to nudge Lizzie to the other side. She obeyed and followed him.
By the time Damek reached the archway, Lizzie was out of his path. He kept on walking, ignoring both his brother and the dog.
*   *   *
That evening, Jaromir was granted a few hours off duty—as he’d been appointed to help with the night watch later. As he wouldn’t be paid until the end of the week and he wasn’t allowed in the great hall during the dinner hour, he made his way to the kitchen to try to charm a meal from the women there.
Thankfully, he looked better. He’d been able to borrow a razor an hour ago. Using a bucket of well water, he’d shaved and washed and tied his hair back at the nape of his neck. When he walked into the kitchen, he found it abuzz with activity, but a few scullery girls glanced his way. Lizzie sniffed the air and drooled.
“You get that dog out of here,” said a squat middle-aged woman in an apron, “or I’ll cook it.”
Jaromir flashed her a grin. “You’ll get us both out of here fast if you can spare some chicken.”
“Food’s up in the great hall,” she said, leaning over to examine the crust on a pie.
“Yes, but there’s no invitation up there for the likes of me, and I’m starving. I’ll trade a kiss for your trouble.”
She looked up from the pie, taking in his face. Most women liked his face when it was clean and properly shaved. “You can keep your kiss.” However, she grabbed a wooden plate and piled on a few pieces of roasted chicken and potatoes. “Now, out back with you. And take that dog!”
He thanked her and headed through the back door, sitting down on some crates outside, tearing some chicken off the bone for Lizzie. “Here, girl.”
It was a cool night with a clear sky. The potatoes were excellent, and he knew that if he could land himself a permanent place here, he’d never go hungry again.
Lizzie had finished her first bites of chicken and began whining for more. “Hold on,” he said, tearing more off the bones.
When he looked up, he saw someone walking toward the stables. A moment later, he realized it was Sub-Prince Damek. What was he doing out there? All the nobles should be up in the great hall stuffing their faces, gulping wine, and dancing.
Damek vanished inside the stable and didn’t come out.
Jaromir waited, keeping to the shadows of the back door and the piles of crates. Not long after, another figure came into sight, heading for the stable as well…a tall man wearing a tan tabard.
Captain Nazar.
He too vanished inside the stable.
“Stay here,” Jaromir told Lizzie.
Looking for an open window in the stable, he spotted nothing that might help him, but then he noticed a slight crack in the wall with a large knothole in the adjoining board. Slipping up silently, he crouched to see if he could hear what was going on inside.
Two low but clear voices could be heard through the hole.
“I’ll give you the Westlake fiefdom and a quarter of the rents,” Damek was saying.
“Half the rents,” Captain Nazar countered. “What’s one fiefdom to you when you’ll be named heir to your father’s lands?”
A pause followed. “All right, half, but only if this succeeds.
Jaromir took a sharp breath.
“There’s an old gazebo down by the river,” Damek went on. “My father liked to have us meet him there when we were boys, for talks with him or sometimes for training. I have a scribe in my employ who can imitate my father’s handwriting perfectly. Tonight after Anton retires to his rooms, I’ll have a note delivered to him, asking him to meet my father at the gazebo tomorrow at dawn. He’ll not find that strange. Father often asked us to meet him quite early or late, probably as a test of obedience.”
“And when he arrives, your own men will kill him?”
“Yes, you need not take part in the act. Just make certain he’s unprotected. But his body must be dumped into the river afterward. The current is fast this time of year, and he’ll be swept downstream. I will still be abed, with witnesses to speak for me, and Anton will simply not appear for breakfast. It may be weeks before he’s found. If ever.”
Jaromir pulled away from the outer wall, thinking over everything he’d just heard, wondering how he could use it to promote himself, and in the end decided that protecting Anton took precedence. It was the only path of honor.
*   *   *
The next morning, before dawn, Jaromir was crouched behind an oak tree growing near the gazebo. As a hired guard he had access to the castle amory, and in the night, he’d borrowed a few extra weapons. Now he had a loaded crossbow in his hand, a second loaded crossbow on the ground, and his sword and dagger in their sheaths.
Anton and Captain Nazar arrived first. It was a misty morning and the sun was just cresting into view.
“Father?” Anton called. He looked exhausted, as if he hadn’t slept.
“You’re sure he told you to meet him here?” Nazar asked.
“Yes, of course.”
Four soldiers in black tabards came out of the mist, walking toward the gazebo. Anton wasn’t alarmed. He probably assumed they’d been sent with a message. Then all four drew their swords.
“Nazar, look out,” Anton called, drawing his own blade and taking a defensive stance.
But Captain Nazar simply stepped away, and the leader of the black-clad soldiers charged.
“Nazar!” Anton called, confused now.
Jaromir didn’t rush himself. Carefully, he aimed the first crossbow, and when he was sure, he fired. The quarrel struck the lead assassin in the back with a sucking sound. The man fell forward. Jaromir dropped the empty crossbow and snatched up the second one. The next soldier in line turned in panic to see where the quarrel had come from, and Jaromir shot him square in the chest.
Dropping the second crossbow, he drew his dagger and charged. He thought it was possible that the last two of Damek’s men would turn and run, but apparently they feared Damek more than a fight against unknown odds, and they kept coming.
By that point, Anton had recovered from his initial shock, and he was running forward into the fight, engaging one of the assassins.
Jaromir caught the other one—a middle-aged man with a scarred face. His opponent swung hard, missed, and drew his arm back, overconfident at the prospect of fighting a man who’d chosen a smaller weapon. But Jaromir dashed inside his guard, grabbed his sword arm, and drove the dagger up into his torso, between his ribs. The man’s eyes widened briefly, but it happened so fast it might not even have caused much pain.
Jaromir jerked out his dagger, knowing that if the man were still alive, that act would cause pain. He whirled to see Anton fighting the last soldier in a black tabard, but Captain Nazar was closing on Anton fast. He must have realized the consequences of failure at this point.
Jaromir ran to intercept Nazar, dropping the dagger and pulling his sword.
The captain swung at him in desperation. Jaromir dodged and faked a strike from the right, and when Nazar moved to block, Jaromir swept with his leg, knocking Nazar off his feet. The instant Nazar’s back hit the ground, Jaromir struck downward with the point of his sword, driving it through the man’s stomach with both hands on the hilt.
Nazar cried out, and a few seconds later, blood flowed from his mouth.
Jaromir whirled again to find that Anton had sliced through the throat of his own opponent. The assassin fell backward.
Then Jaromir and Anton stood alone, panting, surrounded by dead or dying men.
Visibly shaken, Anton stared at Jaromir’s tabard, perhaps trying to figure out what had just happened. “You’re one of my father’s guards?”
“No, I’m a hired sword…for this gathering.”
“Why did you save me?”
“Because you saved my dog.”
Anton was silent for a moment, and then he glanced down at his dead captain and back. “So you’re a man of no rank, then?”
“I was a lieutenant under Prince Phillipos of House Hilaron, but I would not serve his son.”
Anton nodded. “Phillipos. I see.”
Jaromir wondered what it was that he saw.
*   *   *
Five days later, the “family gathering” was officially over, and the castle was alive with activity as Damek’s and Anton’s entourages were preparing to leave. Jaromir waited to see if there would be repercussions from the attack at the river, but it seemed that Anton never told his father, and Damek was quite skilled at cleaning up behind himself.
However, as a result, Jaromir had done nothing to distinguish himself to Prince Lieven and would be out of work again tomorrow.
He’d been asked to help load some of Lady Karina’s baggage. As he could hardly refuse, he was in the guest quarters waiting outside her rooms with a few other men when he looked up to see Anton coming down the passage toward him.
“Walk with me,” Anton said.
Jaromir had no idea what to think, but he fell into step beside Anton, and they went all the way to the end of the passage, where they stopped and looked down through tall archers’ slits in the wall, observing the activity in the courtyard below.
Anton’s eyes were still haunted.
“I seem to be short a captain,” he said.
“I’m not a captain.”
“You could be.”
Jaromir shook his head. “I’d not be named to a rank I hadn’t earned.”
Anton kept gazing through the slit in the wall. “You are a strange man. Would you come back with me and head my guard at Castle Sèone?”
Jaromir didn’t need to be asked twice.



CHAPTER 7
Still leaning against the wall in the passage outside his room, Jaromir ran a hand over his face, remembering the journey “home” with Anton.
By the time they’d reached Castle Sèone, he and Anton had become friends, but Jaromir had no idea how highly he’d been placed until they entered the castle and he began his duties—with full authority over everyone in Sèone except for Anton and the Lady Karina. After that, he became the Lieutenant, like the title of a lord.
He owed Anton more than he could ever repay, and now he had to stop these bizarre murders.
He didn’t blame Céline for his failure last night. She’d done exactly as he’d asked. She’d read the girls at the banquet, and she’d given him the name of the next victim.
After that, it had been his job to save Sybil.
And he’d failed.
Opening his eyes, he began walking again, not really knowing where he was heading, only knowing that he wanted to know something more, anything, before he spoke to Anton. A few moments later, he found himself moving downward through the castle’s passages until he reached the larder…and then the cellars.
The bodies of four girls lay on the tables now that Sybil’s had been added. They looked so fragile, almost like a mix of paper and straw, like macabre dolls being sold at a village fair. He stared down at them, one by one, desperate for one of them to tell him something, to give him one piece of information he might use to stop this from ever happening again.
His mind slipped backward through the night before. How could the killer have entered the room? He’d chosen it specifically for security. There was no window, no hearth, and he’d been standing guard at a locked door.
Moving to Sybil’s body, he reached down and touched her silky brown hair. This loss hurt him more than the others—because he should have stopped it.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
But as he spoke, a sharp intake of breath sounded from behind a stack of barrels, and his hand moved instinctively for the hilt of his absent sword. Casting about, he spotted a rusty kitchen knife left behind on a table and he grabbed it. “Who’s there?”
When no one answered, he strode over, gripping the knife, and looked behind the barrels. Then he halted in surprise.
“Inna?”
She stood there with her arms crossed, and he realized she must have been viewing the bodies herself and then hidden when she heard him coming.
“What are you doing down here?” he asked.
Her eyes shifted back and forth, and she didn’t answer.
“Come out of there,” he ordered.
Something about her had always left him unsettled. In her own way, she was not without attractions, still young and slender, with clear skin and an efficient manner. He’d seen more than one of his men casting looks after her when she walked past them. But her ceaseless sycophantic manner with Anton gave Jaromir the shivers.
Had he been able to find a diplomatic method of sending her away, he would have done it a long time ago. Unfortunately, although Anton did not appear to welcome her attentions as his personal servant, he would not hear a word spoken against her either, so Jaromir’s hands were tied.
At his order, she moved from behind the barrels out into the cellar, her gaze turning instantly to the bodies.
“You were looking, too?” he asked. “Do you see anything that I don’t?”
At this point, he was willing to take assistance from any corner. But she only drew her arms more tightly around herself. She wore her usual gray dress but had no shawl. He’d have offered her his cloak had he been wearing it, but he was dressed in only the breeches and tunic from last night.
Her silence frustrated him. “Inna, you must have seen something more in the room last night. Think hard. Can you tell me anything else? Anything to help me keep this from happening again?”
Her eyes flashed up to his face. “Why?” she asked sharply. “Why would you waste your time? Waste Anton’s strength with this?” She motioned to the dead bodies, and the venom in her voice grew. “If you had an ounce of honor, you’d bury this baggage and do your job, protecting Prince Anton! If it happened again, you wouldn’t bother him with it.” She leaned forward, breathing harder. “These girls’ deaths are nothing compared to Lady Joselyn’s, and he is still in pain, still recovering. He should be left in peace to mourn, and what do you do? You counsel him to hire some whore of a gypsy seer, tiring him out, wearing him out.” She stepped back, motioning to the bodies again. “These are nothing compared to Anton’s health. Get rid of them and do your job.”
He stared at her, at a loss for words. Although he’d always suspected a hint of madness ran just below her skin, he’d never heard her speak like this.
Before he could recover himself, she whirled and ran for the archway, fleeing toward the stairs leading up to the kitchens. He let her go, but his mind was reeling.
Was she overwrought by having woken in bed with a dead girl, or was she truly as unhinged as she sounded? A cold feeling washed over him as he suddenly wondered if the killer had not figured out a way to enter a locked, windowless room after all.
Maybe the killer had been in there all along.
*   *   *
Céline and Amelie slept late that morning, but upon waking, Céline rose almost instantly and dressed in her old red gown, leaving Amelie awake but still huddled beneath the blankets. The fire had long since gone out.
They hadn’t spoken about what occurred last night, and Céline was desperate not to be faced with questions—at least not yet.
Glancing at the dressing table, she noticed that the miniature portrait of the chestnut-haired woman was leaning against the mirror again. Helga must have found it and put it back.
“You in a hurry?” Amelie asked, sitting up.
The moment was awkward. They’d survived their orphan years together by never keeping anything from each other. Amelie deserved answers. But Céline felt stretched thin, too shaken, too guilty, too confused to start making confessions about her recently surfaced ability.
“I’m going to go check in with Jaromir,” Céline said. “See if anything else has happened.”
Amelie leaned back with hurt in her eyes.
Céline fled toward the door. “I promise we’ll talk later.” She jerked it open, desperate for a few moments to herself. “I promise.”
Stepping out, she closed the door behind herself and took a long breath. She had no intention of going anywhere near Jaromir. He was the last person she wanted to face—well, second to last. Facing Amelie right now would be worse.
The castle was huge. So she decided to just walk for a little while and gather herself, gather her strength.
But she’d taken only a few steps when the sound of muttering and stumping echoed up the passage, and she saw Helga coming toward her, carrying a tray of tea. The old woman stopped at the sight of her.
“Up and about?” Helga asked. “Fire’s gone out, and you’ve had no breakfast.” This morning, her head scarf was a shade of dirty orange, and it was more than slightly askew, having slipped down over one side of her head, causing her to look lopsided. She squinted, taking in Céline’s face.
“Ahhhh,” she said, nodding, setting the tea tray down on the floor, pouring a mug, and holding it out. “The night was too much, I see. But you can’t get around that. Comes with the gift.”
Céline stiffened. The things this woman said disturbed her, as if she somehow knew more than she should. But Helga continued to hold the mug out, and Céline could see it steaming and smell the sweet spice. She hadn’t eaten or drunk since dinner last night, and finally she reached out for the tea.
“Good girl,” Helga said. “You’ll get your bearings soon enough. So will your sister, but she’s farther to go. Two sides of the same coin. The future and the past.”
What did that mean?
For some reason, Céline always felt tongue-tied in the midst of Helga’s babbling, and she suddenly wanted to say something, anything, but didn’t know what. The old woman pointed beyond her, in the other direction down the passage. “Go that way, my girl, till you reached a stairwell leading up. A pretense for dawdling covers the walls up there. You’ll have an excuse.”
Céline blinked. She had no idea how to converse with Helga, but she longed to be away from this passage, on her own. “Thank you,” she managed to say, and then she turned and fled, still carrying the steaming mug of tea.
She didn’t want to think about last night, about her own failure to alter a future that’d she clearly seen…that she should have been able to change.
Just as promised, she found a stairwell down the passage and stepped inside, heading up, sipping her tea along the way. The stairwell wound in a few circles, and it was darker than she expected, with no braziers on the walls at all, but soon enough, she saw dim light at the top and then stepped out into a much wider passage, almost a hall. There were tall, narrow windows to her left—possibly slots for archers—and the wall to her right was covered in enormous portraits, some larger than herself, in ornate frames wider than her hand. Taking a last swallow, she set the mug down and moved forward to explore.
Dusty spiderwebs covered the ceiling and even some of the paintings, but the late morning light filtering in allowed her to see far too many details of the neglect of this hall. A few corners of the frames had teeth marks, as if rats had chewed upon them.
Did none of the servants care for this hall?
Walking slowly, she looked up at the first portrait. The background was dark, but it depicted a proud-looking middle-aged man with a close-trimmed silver beard. He wore a sword on his hip and had a cream-colored dog standing at his side. Was he one of Anton’s ancestors?
Moving farther down the wall, she took in each one of the portraits, ladies and noblemen and finely dressed soldiers, all larger than life, all so serious of expression—no one was smiling. While the sight of all of them in their state of sad decay might have been cloying to some people, Céline rather welcomed their presence.
As if she were alone and yet not alone.
Then she stopped, looking up at portrait that struck her as different from the others. It depicted a young woman dressed all in black, even to her boots. Her hair was black and hung in loose waves, and she’d been painted out of doors, beside a burning campfire, on a dark night. The outline of evergreen trees graced the background. What an odd choice of scene for a noblewoman of the House of Pählen. Her skin was ivory and seemed to glow by the light of the fire. Céline could not stop studying this one painting. It seemed so much more alive than the others.
A footstep sounded behind her, and she whirled, perhaps jumpy after all from being in the presence of so many imposing life-sized portraits.
Anton emerged from the stairwell. He walked halfway to her and stopped. Although finely dressed in a quilted tunic and polished boots, he looked even paler than he had last night, and his eyes were bleak.
“Helga told me you’d come up here,” he said raggedly.
Although she’d wanted to be alone, for some reason, his was the only company she thought she might be able to stand. But the sight of his face brought all her guilt rushing back.
“You know about Sybil,” she said.
He nodded, and if it were possible, his expression grew bleaker. “She was kind.”
Céline wanted to choke, and she turned away. “I’m so sorry.”
“Why are you sorry?”
When she turned back, he seemed genuinely puzzled. She knew it was a mistake to speak openly with him. He was her patron, and she needed to maintain the aura of mystique, but again, for some reason, he was the only one to whom she felt able to show any pain, any doubts.
All the horror of the night before came bubbling to the surface.
“Because I should have been able to change it! To stop it! I made sure that the bed Jaromir put her in was not covered by a yellow-and-red-checked quilt. I should have searched the room. I should have stayed with her.” She paused, and then her true fear came pouring out. “What if my vision is what placed her in that room? What if just by speaking up, I’m the one who caused her death?”
Anton was staring at her from where he stood, and in the light of his full attention, more bottled fears poured from her mouth. “And what about Rhiannon?” she said. “What if her father threatens to cast her out if she won’t marry Damek, and so she marries him after all, and part of the reason he has her killed is from spite at her initial refusal?” She drew a harsh breath. “A refusal that I counseled! What if all my prophesies of death only serve to ensure those deaths? If so, I should just keep silent.”
Unable to go on, she put a hand over her eyes, not wishing to see anything, real or envisioned.
But his footsteps sounded as he closed the distance between them and grasped her wrist lightly. His hand was cold as he slowly pulled her fingers away from her eyes. “Listen to me. Because of you, Jaromir and I know more than we did yesterday. We don’t know precisely how this is being done, but we know that someone with slender hands wearing black gloves is murdering the girls by nothing more than touch. Maybe it’s some kind of unknown poison on the gloves. Maybe it’s something more…arcane. But you cannot stop telling us what you see.”
His face was close enough that she could see every swirl in the dark circles beneath his eyes. His thick hair had been carefully brushed and tucked behind his ears. His features were narrow, and she thought he would be handsome without the circles. But he looked so tired, so exhausted, and again she wondered what was wrong with him, what Master Feodor was supposedly doing to help him.
That last thought made her realize she had ahold of herself again. He seemed to realize it, too. Letting go of her wrist, he stepped back. “Don’t worry about Rhiannon. I’ll write to her today. I’ll tell her she has a place here if her father disowns her. I’ll make sure she’s not forced to marry Damek.”
As his words sank in, the rush of gratitude that hit Céline was almost too much to take in amidst everything she was going through. He seemed so different this morning. Gone was the haughty arrogance. He seemed just like…a man honestly trying to comfort her.
She wasn’t used to anyone besides Amelie trying to help her.
“You will?” she asked.
“This morning,” he promised. “But you can’t stop reading our young women and telling me and Jaromir what you see.” He took another step back. “All right?”
Reluctantly, she nodded. If she didn’t help him solve this, what would become of her and Amelie? After the release of her outburst, she seemed able to begin shoving the ragged emotions back into a corner of her mind.
She wanted that apothecary’s shop as much as she’d wanted anything in her life.
“This hall has been badly neglected,” she said to change the subject.
His breeding prevailed, and he fell into step beside her, looking up at a painting of a tall, hawkish man in chain armor. “I don’t think I’ve ever been up here. I rarely enter the guest wing. I’m not sure who these people are.”
“Truly?” Céline asked in surprise. “These aren’t your ancestors?”
“Not that I know. My grandfather took this castle from a rival in a siege. Most of the portraits of my ancestors are with my father, at Castle Pählen.” He paused. “But the only ones I recognize there are my grandfather and my mother.”
His tone had altered slightly, becoming thinner at the mention of his mother.
“When did she die?” Céline asked.
“I was only eight, but I remember her. I’m glad Father had her portrait done, though. Sometimes I forget what she looked like, and when I visit him, I can be reminded.” He continued looking up. “I once had a miniature of just her face, but it was lost some time ago. Sad really. It was one of the few possessions I valued.”
Later, Céline had no idea what possessed her to ask the next question. It just came from her mouth as if of its own accord. “Did you have a portrait done of Joselyn?”
He stopped walking and turned white.
“Oh, forgive me…,” she stammered. “I didn’t mean to…” What would ever possess her to remind him of that? Here she was, trying to prove herself indispensable, and she’d just called attention to the fact that she’d counseled him to wed a woman who’d died—apparently less than a year into their marriage.
“No, I didn’t,” he answered quietly. “I meant to, but she was gone too soon.” He wasn’t angry, and to both her alarm and relief, he almost seemed eager to broach the subject of Joselyn. “Why did you tell me that I’d be happy?”
She felt cornered and regretted that they’d managed to go from discussing the portraits into this verbal quicksand. If he didn’t believe in her ability to read the future, he might set her and Amelie outside the gates by noon.
Her mind raced. “Because I only saw one image,” she answered. “It was shortly after you and she were wed. You were in the great hall below, and I could see your faces clearly. You were happy.”
This seemed safe enough.
But he looked as if he’d been kicked in the stomach, and she knew that if she possessed an ounce of sanity, she’d switch topics immediately. To her shock, she found herself asking, “How did she die?”
“I killed her,” he answered quietly, almost inaudibly, and she froze, very aware that she was alone with him up here.
As if in response to her earlier outburst, words began pouring from his mouth, words she felt must have been bottled up for a long time.
“You were right,” he said, “and we were happy. I’d never been so happy. I could talk to her. I wasn’t alone.” The words were clipped and quiet. “Only two months after we were married, she told me she was carrying our child. After that, even my father seemed to accept her. We planned a nursery, and I thought on all the years to come, spending them with her, watching our children grow.”
Warning bells began sounding in Céline’s mind. She knew exactly what was coming, and his voice was so raw, so full of pain, she didn’t think he could stop himself if he wanted to. But she understood human nature too well. He had no one he could talk to of these things, not Jaromir, not Lady Karina. For them, he had to play the capable prince. Right now, he was caught up in the moment, sharing pain with someone who had shared her pain with him.
But what of later in the day? Would he suffer a bout of horror and embarrassment that he’d let down his guard and bared his soul? Would he be so regretful that he’d not even be able to face her? Then what would happen?
“My lord—,” she tried to cut in.
He didn’t seem to hear and rushed on in his quiet voice. “When her time arrived, the castle rejoiced and the midwife came…but the hours passed, and more hours. They wouldn’t let me see her, but I stood outside the door, and I could hear her screaming.”
Céline wanted to close her eyes. He might never forgive her for having heard this.
“Then she stopped screaming. I ordered the door opened, and I went in. She was dead. The child was dead, and the bed was covered in blood. I’d killed her.”
In spite of her fears, Céline whispered, “Oh, Anton.”
She knew she should have called him “my lord” or “prince,” but neither felt appropriate.
“Afterward, I thought I’d die, too.” He looked into her face. “I blamed you at first, thinking you’d lied to me, but that passed, and I knew well enough to blame myself.”
How surreal. She’d not given him a moment’s thought once he’d walked out of her shop five years ago.
“I wanted to die,” he said. “But then Karina came, and then I found Jaromir…and I just went on, living each day as her killer.”
“You didn’t kill Joselyn,” Céline said, throwing caution to the wind. “Men die in war and women die in the childbed, and that is the way of things. All of life is a risk, and she wanted that baby just as much as you did.”
His eyes fixed on her face, and this time, a different warning bell sounded. She’d seen lust on the faces of enough men to know it, but he looked at her with longing, loneliness, and hunger. His hand began to rise toward her. It was pale and slender, and she was astonished by the thought that his touch would be soft, that she might even welcome it. She was also almost certain he hadn’t reached for a woman like this since Lady Joselyn had died…and yet he reached for her.
But the bells turned into a scream. Tragic or not, men like Anton burned hot for a mistress and could cool just as quickly. Once they were finished, they normally got rid of her as fast as possible, even unto sending her off so they wouldn’t have to be reminded every day.
Céline wanted to be his seer, his village apothecary, not his mistress. Although a part of her longed to feel his hand on her cheek…moving down her throat, she was not about to trade her future for what would probably be a few weeks of pleasure at best.
Taking a step back, she said, “I should go and check on Amelie. She didn’t get much sleep last night. You and Jaromir should plan how you want to proceed. It’s possible we might just tell some of the parents and girls what I’m really doing here.”
He blinked and his hand dropped. All traces of longing vanished from his eyes, but so did his open demeanor. The haughty prince returned.
“Very good,” he said. “I will speak to Jaromir.”
Turning, she walked swiftly toward the stairwell, glancing up once at the portrait of the black-haired woman by the campfire.



CHAPTER 8
The next few days passed in a blur.
Céline suffered through several regrets, such as her continued inability to tell Amelie the truth. She’d managed to put her sister off by claiming that she’d made a guess while attempting to make herself appear useful in the investigation and then had been overwrought when Sybil had actually been killed.
Amelie had appeared to accept this on the surface, but she also told Céline they’d better come up with a much better plan than simply guessing and trying to look useful.
Céline couldn’t fault that logic, but she was also mildly alarmed by how quickly she was adapting to castle life. Lady Karina continued her kindness and had sent up more clothing: gowns, clean shifts, stockings, and even a pair of dark breeches for Amelie.
Helga brought breakfast to their room every day, and she built the morning fire. She also made their bed and laundered their clothing. Lunch was served in the dining hall in a buffet fashion, and there were sit-down suppers with meat, root vegetables, white bread, early spring strawberries, and wine every night—not as lavish as the banquet, but still fine meals.
Céline had no duties other than reading any young women Jaromir brought to her, and Amelie spent much of her time playing cards with off-duty soldiers. The sisters were both living like ladies of leisure.
But Céline couldn’t help feeling these quiet days were like a lull before a violent storm. That something was about to happen. Jaromir had apparently made her true purpose here more widely known, and he’d asked for volunteers among families with daughters. But so far only a few parents had brought their daughters to be read, and Céline had been relieved not to have found herself pulled along in the mists, forced to witness an ugly death.
At the same time, she felt she was making no progress.
Anton had kept his distance after their rather raw exchange in the upstairs portrait hall.
On the fourth day, however, he sent out announcements for another banquet at the castle set for the following night, and he made it clear a refusal would be perceived as an insult.
The following day, castle cooks and servants bustled with the preparations.
As Céline dressed for this banquet, she knew she would be on display again and that Jaromir and Anton both expected results. Jaromir had been growing more and more restless, and he wanted something he could fight.
The wardrobe in her room now contained a number of gowns, and she chose one of soft lavender wool with a scoop neck and a fairly straight skirt. It matched her eyes and accentuated her slim hips.
As she stood before the mirror, her mind flashed back to the way Anton had looked at her in the portrait hall, and she wondered if she should change into her own threadbare red dress. At least she felt like herself in that dress…and could keep her sights on the end goal.
“Céline, who do you really think is doing this?” Amelie asked, pulling on her boots. “Killing the girls, I mean. It has to be someone who wants to discredit Anton, but I’ve been talking to the soldiers for days, and everyone here seems loyal.”
Céline turned from the mirror. “You’ve been talking to the soldiers? Trying to gain information?”
“What did you think I’d been doing? Amusing myself with cards?”
Actually, that was exactly what Céline thought she’d been doing.
After seeing the black gloves and the sight of Sybil’s life draining away, Céline had been wallowing in fear that the killer was indeed, as Anton so politely put it, “more arcane” in nature.
But he’d also mentioned the possibility of an unknown poison. She knew of nothing to make flesh shrivel so quickly, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.
“And none of the maids claim to know anything of secret passages in the guest quarters,” Amelie went on. “Not even Helga, and I think she’d tell me if she knew.”
“Secret passages?”
“How else could the killer get inside that room? There’s no window, and Jaromir was standing on the other side of a locked door. But I haven’t been able to do a search of the room.”
Céline stared at her. “Why don’t you just ask Jaromir for permission?”
“What? And let him find it? Let him solve this? No, we have to solve it ourselves and make you look like the ‘seer’ in the process.”
Céline turned away. “We’re late,” she said, realizing dusk had fallen.
They stepped out into the passage, walking side by side, but Céline’s thoughts were churning. What if Amelie was right? What if the killer was simply someone trying to discredit Anton? A perfect way to discredit a respected leader would be through a series of deaths of pretty, unmarried girls—which he was unable to stop.
“Do you remember Pavel saying something odd at the table at the last banquet?” Céline asked, murmuring in case they passed someone unexpectedly.
“No…just him telling you about the people closest to Anton. What else did he say?”
“That he’d never serve Prince Damek, but he thought Damek would make a better grand prince, that Anton was too kind…or rather that Damek was a harder man and therefore better qualified to protect the country.”
“Oh, I do remember. So even someone loyal to Anton might be working against him, just because the person thinks Damek could better protect Droevinka?” Amelie shook her head. “That could leave a lot of people here to choose from.”
A flush of shame passed through Céline. Amelie had been actively looking for suspects, questioning soldiers and castle maids, while she had wallowed in self-pity and guilt, certain she was chasing a shadow and at the same time worrying that she might even be accelerating the murders.
That would stop right now.
“We need to make a list,” she whispered as they walked down the stairs, “of everyone who thinks Anton is too soft to rule the country.”
“Good.” Amelie nodded. “I’ll see what I can find out.”
Their discussion stopped as they entered the great hall.
It was crowded with milling guests as before, but now few people bothered with any pretense of attending an enjoyable dinner offered by their prince. More than half the guests in the hall glanced at Céline as she entered, and the rest preferred to pretend she was not a reality.
But she could hardly blame them.
At the last banquet, she’d read a lovely young woman who’d wound up lying dead on a table in the cellars only a few hours later.
Anton stood at the top of the hall near the dais with his usual entourage, and Lady Karina smiled at Céline from her place beside him. Céline smiled back. But then she shifted her gaze back to Anton as he took in the sight of her lavender gown. After only a second or two, he looked away.
Master Feodor had donned his usual black silk tunic, but he drank down a large goblet of wine rather quickly and signaled to a servant to pour him more. Was something bothering him? Or did he always drink that much?
Inna was hovering behind Anton, and Jaromir was dressed in his chain armor again, along with his tabard and sword, wearing an expression dark enough to make Céline wish she could avoid him for the remainder of the evening. Even his loyal wolfhound, Lizzie, kept her place by the fire instead of at his side. He looked as if he could kick a small kitten across the hall.
“I like that dress,” someone said from beside her, and she turned to find Corporal Pavel towering over her and Amelie. His familiar face and cropped dark hair were a welcome sight. He might be slightly besotted, but at least he was a simple man with simple needs. She knew how to handle him.
“Thank you,” Céline said. “Lady Karina has nearly packed our wardrobe, and she has good taste.”
“I haven’t seen you in a few days,” Amelie told him. “Where have you been?”
He hesitated. “My lord saw fit to have the lieutenant place me on night watch at the lower gates. But I’m off duty tonight.”
Céline tried not to wince. Anton had ordered Pavel on night watch at the outside gate? She hoped that hadn’t been due to his attentions to her.
But if so, it didn’t appear to daunt him. The gong for dinner sounded, and he lowered his arm for her to take. “Come and eat with me,” he said.
She took his arm.
*   *   *
Once dinner had ended, Jaromir wasted no time getting Céline set up in her chair near the hearth, and then he practically ordered Baron Medev to go fetch his youngest daughter. Jaromir no longer felt he had the luxury of pretending these readings were some sort of entertainment, and no one would believe such a sugarcoated illusion anyway. Not after Sybil’s death.
In part, this lack of pretense was a relief, as it allowed him to use his power and give the necessary orders, but it also drove him even harder to find a way to make these murders stop. He wanted Céline to pinpoint the next victim, to get him the next name, and then he was going to try a different tactic to catch the killer.
Baron Medev’s daughter came over and sat across from Céline. The girl looked frightened, but Céline took her hand, murmuring reassurances.
Jaromir couldn’t help liking Céline. She was good at her job.
However, he also had a feeling this was going to be a long night, and he hoped it would not be fruitless. Many daughters of the minor nobles and local merchants were present tonight, but that was no guarantee the next victim was here among them. There were other pretty young women in the village outside.
And he badly wanted a name tonight. He needed to do something.
For now, all he could do was keep an eye on Céline and let her go to work.
Turning around, his gaze moved to Amelie, as it often did when she was in the vicinity. She’d made some friends among his men and earned a reputation as a good card player. Now she was sitting on a bench, waiting for a few soldiers to join her and get a game going. She wore the same faded shirt and jacket, but with clean breeches. Her hair shone in the candlelight, and he liked how it swung along her jaw when she moved her head.
Then…a flash of sapphire blue silk caught the corner of his eye, and he turned a little further to find Bridgette watching him. He had not spoken to her or called her to his bed since the night Sybil was murdered. She’d sent him a few sympathetic notes, telling him to take heart and reassuring him that he’d have this solved soon. But he knew she was just playing a part, and he hadn’t answered the notes; she was probably beginning to suspect there was more to his cooling off than this murder investigation.
Now she’d just caught him staring at Amelie.
Bridgette’s expression was hard, but when she found him looking at her, she smiled and curtsied in playful humor. He nodded and turned around to watch Céline again. He didn’t wish to encourage Bridgette to approach him. Not tonight.
After a few moments, though, he glanced back to see if she’d engaged someone else in conversation, but she was no longer where she’d been standing. He continued his search…and to his shock, he saw that Bridgette had walked straight to Amelie and was talking to her.
Knowing he should stay in place and watch Céline, he still couldn’t help himself. Bridgette’s back was to him, and he moved slowly up behind her, just close enough to hear what she was saying. Bridgette’s finery and pretty face would be enough to daunt most women, but Amelie was turning ashen.
“I suppose you learned to play cards in that hovel from where you came?” Bridgette was asking. “Where was it?”
“Shetâna,” Amelie answered tightly.
“Oh, yes, one of Damek’s mud pits. Did you farm pigs there? I heard almost all the peasants under Damek’s rule farm pigs for a living.”
Her tone was regally polite but held such a cutting edge of cruelty that Jaromir almost couldn’t believe it. He knew she could be haughty. He even liked that side of her, as it reminded him how far he’d come. But he’d not known she could be cruel. She was intentionally trying to make Amelie feel small, and for all Amelie’s skill with that dagger on her hip, she had no idea how to fence with someone like Bridgette.
“No,” Amelie said. “We had a shop.”
Several of the soldiers around her were beginning to look uncomfortable.
“A shop?” Bridgette said brightly. “How charming. So then you must have kept the pigs out back? Else why would you dress in that manner?” She motioned toward Amelie’s clothes.
“Bridgette!” Jaromir said, and when Amelie looked up and saw him standing there, her ashen face went pink.
Bridgette, however, turned pale. “Lieutenant,” she said, “I didn’t hear your approach.”
“Apparently not,” he answered coldly. “Why don’t you go and attend the Lady Karina.”
She stiffened at his dismissal but attempted a smile. “Of course.”
Turning in her sapphire gown, she swept away. Jaromir knew better than to apologize for her, so he simply said to Amelie, “I’ll go keep watch on your sister.”
She nodded, but for all her tough exterior, he could see she’d been cut—probably most by not knowing how to fight back in this polite verbal arena.
Walking toward Céline, he felt embarrassed by his mistress, and he wished he could somehow take back the words she’d spoken to Amelie.
*   *   *
After reading six young women in immediate succession, both Céline’s smile and her calming assurances were beginning to tire. Worse, Jaromir was pacing the stone floor like a restless wolf watching for any sign of unusual movement, but after each girl, when she shook her head at him, his expression grew darker.
He wasn’t helping.
Looking up, Céline saw a young woman of about eighteen standing near the opposite chair. She was tall, with a strong build. Blond braids hung forward over her shoulders. Though well made, her gown was of dyed cotton as opposed to silk, satin, or brushed wool. Her face was plain, but her blue eyes were bright, and she seemed almost eager to speak with Céline.
“I think I am next,” she said. “My name is Erin.”
“Come and sit,” Céline said, resummoning her smile.
To her surprise, the young woman grabbed the other chair and pulled it even closer, so that when she sat down, their knees were touching. She leaned forward and whispered, “I don’t care about this matter you’re handling for the prince. I wish to know something else.”
In spite of her weariness, Céline’s interest was piqued.
“I’m engaged to be married,” Erin said quickly.
Céline’s interest faded. Weren’t they all by her age? Most were married already.
Her face must have given her thoughts away, because Erin waved a hand. “No, I don’t want you to paint pretty stories of a handsome knight. I’ve known my betrothed since we were ten. Cecil is a fine man.”
“Then what is it you wish to know?”
Erin lowered her voice. “I need to know if I will bear him a son. My mother could only give my father one child…me. Cecil is his family’s only son. They have no other male heir and are anxious to ensure a male grandchild. His parents have doubts about him marrying me if I prove to be like my mother, not a good breeder.” She straightened. “But I won’t spend my life accepting their blame, suffering their accusing looks and words. Can you look into my future and tell me if I will bear a son?”
Céline hesitated. This was a very specific question, nothing she could dance around with vague details, and in truth, she didn’t believe this young woman’s happiness should hinge upon pleasing her betrothed’s parents.
But Erin leaned even further forward, so close she was breathing on Céline’s cheek. “Please. I love Cecil. I would be his wife. But only if we will both be happy.”
Well, that was a better reason than the first she’d given.
“Here,” Erin said, holding out her hand. “I brought something personal of his and mine—locks of our hair.”
One chunk of hair was carrot red, and the other blond.
Céline pursed her mouth, wondering how to proceed. She could hardly refuse to read the girl. Taking both locks of hair, she grasped Erin’s hand with her free one and closed her eyes, wondering how she could handle this without making promises or creating disappointment. With her eyes shut tightly, she was about to pretend the first jolt…when a jolt actually hit her, and she found herself rushing down the corridor of mists.
Oh, no, not this young woman.
Fear and anguish flooded through her at the thought that Erin was the next victim, but the mists vanished and she found herself standing in a sun-drenched bedroom, near an open window, listening to the sound of harsh grunts, followed by a brief scream.
Erin lay atop a bed, soaked with sweat, and attended by a midwife. She was giving birth.
“Good,” the midwife said, sweating herself. “One more push. You’re almost there.”
Erin bore down, gritting her teeth and grunting hard, and the baby slipped out, landing in the midwife’s arms.
Céline looked on, wishing she could help. She had delivered babies in Shetâna and knew the many duties that must be attended to quickly, from cutting the cord, to cleaning the child, to seeing that all the afterbirth came out and massaging the mother’s abdomen.
“Is the baby all right?” Erin panted.
The child began to cry, and the midwife brought it up for Erin to hold. “A healthy boy,” she said.
The birthing room vanished.
Unfortunately, Céline instantly found herself back in the great hall with her eyes wide open, and Jaromir was standing behind Erin’s chair, ready to pounce. She waved him away. He frowned and didn’t move.
“What?” Erin asked anxiously. “What did you see?”
“I saw you lying in the childbed,” Céline answered without hesitation. “You have a healthy son.”
Erin leaned back and breathed in through her mouth. “Thank you,” she whispered.
But Céline was still awash in the realization that she’d just witnessed a future that did not involve horror or death. This girl had asked her a question, and she’d focused on the answer…and she’d seen it.
Erin was rising. “If I can ever do anything for you, please ask me. My father is the village blacksmith.” Then she was gone, hurrying back to a young man with red hair. Gripping his hand, she whispered in his ear, and he smiled broadly.
“What exactly was that?” Jaromir snapped, moving closer.
“I saw her future, and she is not the next victim.”
He ran a hand over his face. “Well, then, who is? I need something, Céline. Should I bring you another girl?”
But Céline’s gaze moved to Anton, and more specifically, to Inna hovering behind him.
“Lieutenant…,” she began, “how old is Inna?”
“Inna?” he repeated in surprise. “I don’t know; eighteen or so, I’d guess. Why do you—?”
“Some men might find her pretty, and I haven’t read her yet.”
He followed her gaze. Watching his face, she could almost see his mind working. “I don’t think she’s the next victim. In fact, I’ve even wondered…” He trailed off.
“Wondered what?”
“No, you’re right. You should read her.” He seemed determined now. “And tell me anything you see, even if you don’t think she’s in danger.”
Céline had no idea what he was after, but she had other concerns when it came to Inna. “You’ll have to go to Anton first and have him order her. I don’t think she’d submit to this otherwise.”
He glanced down at her and nodded. “I won’t be long.”
Although Céline was fully prepared for some opposition, the unfortunate scene that followed astonished her. Jaromir went straight to Anton and spoke in his ear. Anton’s brows rose briefly, and a short conversation ensued. Finally, Anton turned to Inna and said something to her that caused her features to twist.
“No!” she cried.
Nearly everyone in the hall turned toward the front. Anton appeared both stunned and discomfited as he leaned closer to her, speaking more forcefully. But she shook her head in refusal until he grabbed her arm and began dragging her toward the hearth.
“No!” Inna shouted again. “My lord, let go of me.”
He didn’t even slow down, and Jaromir followed him like some man at arms.
Everyone was watching, and Céline sat in helpless horror, thinking there was no way Anton could have handled this in a worse fashion. Inna looked like an angry lamb being led to the slaughter. This would hardly ensure the trust of Anton’s people when it came to their daughters being read by the seer.
Then Anton was standing directly in front of her, still gripping Inna’s arm. “Sit,” he ordered.
“My lord,” Céline whispered, “this is hardly necessary. Nor is it helpful.”
He ignored her and stared hard at Inna. “Sit,” he repeated.
Then it occurred to Céline that for all his kindness and concern for his people, he was accustomed to being obeyed. When he was refused, he reacted like any other warlord.
That was a piece of information worth storing away.
Inna’s face was wild, torn between fear and anger and the pain of having refused him. Perhaps realizing he would not relent, she changed tactics and began begging, “Please, my lord, do not make me do this. I cannot sit in this audience and submit to such indignity. Please.”
He stood there like a stone.
“Inna,” Céline said, with genuine pity. “It’s all right. I promise this won’t take long.”
Inna flashed her a look of pure hated. “Do not speak to me.”
“Sit down,” Anton ordered, “and stop this foolish behavior.”
He watched while Inna sank into the chair.
Céline sighed. “Inna, I have to touch your hand.”
She was beginning to regret having suggested this. The hall was quiet, and Anton turned around. “Musicians,” he said, “play something cheerful.”
For Céline, this macabre order was the last cherry on the cake of her self-control, and she glared at him. “You’re the one who should stop playing the fool!” she whispered.
He might have flinched, but she couldn’t be sure. “Inna,” he said, “give her your hand.”
The hostility on Inna’s face was so affecting that Céline hesitated, but she had to do this. Reaching out, she grasped the fingers of Inna’s left hand and then closed her eyes. She let her mind go still, trying to forget Anton and Jaromir standing there like sentinels. She focused only on Inna…on what was to come.
A hard jolt hit her, and then another. The great hall vanished, and she was swept away on the white mists, rushing forward, blind and bodiless until the mists vanished, and she found herself once again inside a small, darkened bedroom.
Why was it always bedrooms?
But then she looked down. Inna lay sleeping beneath a white quilt. She looked younger with her face so relaxed. Panic hit Céline immediately…as this was all too familiar.
“Inna, wake up!” she said, but she wasn’t really there. Inna couldn’t hear her.
Slender hands covered in black gloves came into view, moving slowly toward the bed, and Céline began to choke.
The black gloves continued to move. One of them settled on the side of Inna’s face and the other on her throat. Again the hands did not grip down, or do anything besides touch Inna’s face and throat, and the flesh on Inna’s cheek began to ripple…and then to shrivel.
Beneath the black-gloved hands, Inna’s face withered, sinking in upon itself until it was nothing more than a dried husk. Inside the vision, the black gloves pressed harder on her cheek and throat, and as with the other young victims, Inna’s body seemed to shrink beneath the quilt.
Céline began to weep, sobbing in gulps.
“Come out of it!” someone ordered.
The dim room vanished, and she found herself in Anton’s grip, looking at his pale chin. He had ahold of her upper arms. Though his voice was harsh, he also sounded worried. “Céline, come out of it.”
Without thinking, she leaned in, pressing her face into his shoulder.
“It’s Inna,” she choked. “Inna’s next.”
*   *   *
Within the hour, Jaromir had secured a small, windowless room just down the passage from his own apartments. He wasn’t taking any chances this time. He had Pavel and two other men, Guardsmen Rurik and Winshaw, whom he knew well, gathered around the outside of the door.
“No one closes the door,” he ordered. “We’ll run a two-man watch in three-hour shifts so no one gets tired. Just stand in the doorway and keep your eyes on her while she sleeps. Don’t look away for a second, understand?”
“Yes, sir,” his men answered in unison.
He had full control out here. But the scene playing out in the interior of the room was another matter—involving Céline, Inna, and Amelie. Inna was still stunned by having been rushed here, and she kept going on and on about not having laid out Anton’s bedclothes or his nighttime snack or his goblet of wine. She was nearly hysterical.
Anton himself had already retired for the night, leaving the arrangements to Jaromir.
“Please, please,” Inna begged, “you must let me go! My lord needs me to attend his sleeping preparations.”
Amelie appeared to have little patience with such a display and seemed close to knocking the young woman senseless—to which Jaromir might not have objected.
While Céline was normally calm and sensible, the experience from her vision had left her rattled, and to his consternation, she seemed bent on arguing with his strategy. For the third time, she came at him.
“Lieutenant, you must see this won’t work,” she insisted. “By placing her inside this room in the castle, you’re signing her death warrant. If you wish to keep her safe, you’ll take her outside the city gates, somewhere far from here, somewhere the killer cannot reach her.”
She’d been pressing this point since only moments after having read Inna in the great hall, and he had no intention of voicing the main flaw of her argument: that he needed Inna for bait. To this point, he’d simply ignored Céline, but now she was questioning him in front of his men.
“Mistress Fawe,” he said quietly, pulling her aside, “I am not just trying to save Inna. I am trying to catch a murderer. Inna will not be left alone, but you need to leave me to this. Go back to your own room.”
“But, Lieutenant, you cannot just—”
“Now!” He looked back into the room. “Amelie, please come take your sister back to your room.”
He had no idea how Amelie would react, as she didn’t tend to follow orders, but she seemed relieved at the prospect of flight and came out quickly, grasping her sister’s hand. “Come on, Céline.”
“Amelie, we can’t leave her like this!”
“Do you require an escort?” Jaromir asked, not bothering to keep the threat from his voice.
“No,” Amelie answered, dragging Céline away.
Jaromir regretted having been so harsh, but he turned back to the task at hand, walking to the doorway of the room. “Inna, you can sleep in your clothes. I’m not shutting the door, even for a few moments.”
She stared out at him with hollow eyes but didn’t argue. Perhaps the reality of her situation was beginning to set in.
“Sir,” Pavel said, “Rurik and I should take the first watch. That way, you can sleep for a few hours. The last attack occurred halfway between the mid of night and dawn. If you and Winshaw take the watch in three hours, that’ll most likely be when the killer appears anyway.” He paused. “Plus, I’ve been on night watch this week, and I’m not tired.”
Jaromir hated to just go to sleep, but Pavel’s words made sense, and Jaromir was determined to count only upon these three men he trusted, spelling each other in teams, in short three-hour shifts in order to keep alert.
“All right.” He nodded. “Have me woken in three hours, and remember my apartments are within shouting distance.” He turned to look inside the room. “Don’t take your eyes off her…I mean it. One of you keeps a watch on her if she has to use the chamber pot. Understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
Still reluctant to leave, he headed down the passage to his own rooms. Pavel was right, and he’d be in better form if he at least rested for a few hours. But only when he slipped inside his rooms and found himself alone did he relax enough to let doubts begin to flow. There was no guarantee the killer would strike tonight. This night vigil could be repeated for some time. He had to make sure his men remained alert.
Worse, what would happen when the killer realized he or she couldn’t attack Inna without being seen by two armed soldiers? Would the murderer choose another victim? No, Jaromir had to rely on Céline’s vision. It was all he had.
Running a hand across his jaw, he tried to remember the last time he’d shaved properly. His goatee was turning into a beard, but he was too exhausted to care.
A knock sounded on the door.
With a sigh, he went to open it, wondering if Pavel or Rurik had forgotten to ask him something.
But it was Bridgette standing on the other side, wearing nothing but a silk dressing gown with a half-tied sash. Had she walked from her own apartments like this? Her red-gold hair was hanging loose, and his eyes fixed on her face, moving down her throat to the V in the dressing gown between her breasts. He knew that her body was delicate and soft at the same time.
“I fear I offended you this evening,” she said. “If so, I have come to apologize.”
She hardly sounded apologetic, but her coming here—without him sending a message—must be humiliating on her part. She’d been married to one of the wealthiest silk merchants in the province, and now she was sharing a bed with an ex-mercenary.
A part of him thought on her earlier cruelty to Amelie tonight, and he wanted to send her away. Another part kept looking at the V in her dressing gown. He was tired, but he also needed release, and they’d always served each other well in that capacity.
Stepping back, he held the door, and she entered with the hint of a triumphant smile. By the time he’d closed the door and turned around, she’d untied her sash and let her dressing gown drop to the floor.
He couldn’t help a sharp intake of breath. Her skin was flawless, and he took in the sight of her high-set breasts and the small red-gold triangle at the tops of her thighs. Without waiting, he moved to her, grabbing her bare back with one hand and moving his other hand between her legs.
She gasped and said urgently, “Don’t take off your armor.”
He knew she liked all elements of the act of having sex with a soldier. He’d never minded before. But something about the way she’d said it hit him wrong. He didn’t know why. Pulling her in tightly, he pressed his tongue into her mouth and waited for his body to respond.
In his mind, he kept hearing the same brightly spoken but cutting sentences over and over.
Did you farm pigs there? I heard almost all the peasants under Damek’s rule farm pigs for a living.
The cruel tone of it echoed in his ears.
Sliding his hand from her back up to cup one of her breasts, he kissed her deeper, willing himself into arousal.
It didn’t work.
A shop? How charming. So then you must have kept the pigs out back?
He stopped and took his mouth from hers. This wasn’t going to work. For all her beauty, the memory of her trying to hurt Amelie was branded onto his brain.
“What is it?” she asked.
He reached for her dressing gown and handed it to her. “I’m tired. Go back to your own rooms.”
Alarm—possibly fear—flickered across her face. She was wealthy enough, but her place here at court, and her choice apartments, were due to him.
“Jaromir?”
He could see any number of questions developing on her lips, and he hoped she wouldn’t ask them. He was too weary to lie to her tonight, and once spoken, the words could not be taken back. That was a great tragedy of life. Words could never be taken back.
She seemed to realize this as well, and managed a brittle smile while reaching for her gown. “Of course. You only need call on me, and I’ll come directly.”
After tying her sash, she made a graceful exit.
Looking at the closed door behind her, he didn’t think he’d be calling upon her again.
*   *   *
Amelie didn’t know what to do.
She’d led Céline back to their room, thinking that some time alone together by the crackling fire would help set things right, but Céline continued to tremble while pacing the floor.
“He’s wrong,” she kept whispering. “Why can’t he see that? He needs to get her away from here, but Anton won’t listen to me. He only listens to him.”
“Céline! What is wrong with you?”
Amelie had never seen her sister like this. Once again, she thought Céline pointing a finger at the next victim—and Inna at that—was a mistake. Last time, by a fluke, the poor girl she’d named had turned out to be the next victim. But Amelie doubted such an event occurring again. This strategy of Céline’s seemed to lack any sort of plan.
Céline looked over at her. “Jaromir is wrong, and he’s going to get Inna killed.”
“You can’t possibly know that. Are you starting to believe your own game?”
After standing there a moment longer, Céline went to the bed, sitting on the edge. “Come and sit with me. I have something to tell you. Something I should have said days ago, but I haven’t known how.”
Amelie moved slowly to join her sister. She didn’t like this. “What?”
Céline opened her mouth and closed it again. Whatever she had to say, she truly didn’t know how to say it.
“We’ve never had secrets from each other,” Amelie said.
“No. No, we haven’t.” But Céline paused again. “I’ve been seeing the future when I read some people…really seeing their futures. It started back home when I read Rhiannon. I saw Damek having her falsely accused of adultery and strangled. I saw Sybil die. I saw black gloves reaching for her face and throat. Tonight, I saw Inna die the same way.”
Amelie froze. “No, I know Mother could see for real, but we…we live by our wits.”
Céline stared at the floor and shook her head. “I was afraid to tell you. I was afraid of what you’d say. But it’s true. I’m becoming like Mother.” Her eyes flew up. “It doesn’t change anything. It could even help us. I’m giving the correct answers once I have a true vision…or I think I am.” Her voice grew intense. “But so far, I haven’t been able to change anything I’ve seen, not for certain! Jaromir is wrong for keeping Inna in the castle. She should be taken far away.”
Amelie sat there, still frozen. For the past five years, she and Céline had lived by their wits and their strengths, with Céline playing the seer and Amelie making certain they were both safe, protected. At times, the money Céline earned made the partnership feel less than equal, but Amelie had worked hard at her contributions, and as sisters, they treated each other as equals. Now Céline was becoming like Mother? A true seer?
“It won’t change anything,” Céline insisted. “But tonight, you have to help me.”
“With what?”
“To save Inna. We have to try and alter the future I saw for her.”
Amelie shook her head in confusion. “Save her? We’d never get near her. Jaromir’s got two armed guards on her door.”
Céline stood up. “I can get near her. As we were heading back here tonight, I heard Pavel volunteer for the first watch.” She paced toward the hearth. “But we need to get down into the village and break into the apothecary’s shop first.”
“Why?”
Céline turned around. “Because I saw poppies growing in the herb garden.”



CHAPTER 9
Céline had a bad feeling that her three hours were almost up. It had taken longer for them to get down to the village, break through a window at the shop, and harvest the poppies than she’d expected. Only the youngest, nearly unripe heads would work for what she needed.
Then she’d had to go back inside the shop to boil the heads down properly to make a white, milky syrup.
She knew she was endangering her chances of ever achieving ownership of the shop, and the thought pained her, but Inna’s life mattered more. And for all his good intentions, Jaromir was wrong.
Once back inside the castle, she and Amelie had hurried up to their room. Helga always left a jug of cold spiced tea and two mugs on their dressing table, in case one of them should become thirsty in the night. Without hesitation, Céline poured two mugs of the tea and unstoppered the vial she’d carried from the village.
“How much will you use?” Amelie asked.
“All of it.”
She poured half the vial of the milky substance into one mug and the rest in the other.
“All of it?” Amelie repeated, watching her.
“It has to put them to sleep.”
Amelie glanced down at a chair. “We could just break a leg off this, and I could put them to sleep.”
“Both of them? I doubt you could reach Pavel’s head. And anyway, it would just give Jaromir an excuse to lock you up if he catches us.”
“Oh, and drugging them is so much better.”
Strangely, even after her painful confession, things between her and Amelie seemed unaltered. They might argue, but they had always worked together. Perhaps nothing would change after all.
“So how are you going to get them to drink it?” Amelie asked. “Use your charm?”
“That’s the general idea. But we need to hurry. If Jaromir takes watch, we won’t have a chance. Not even if you offered it to him.”
“Not even if I…,” Amelie stammered. “What does that mean?”
“Come on,” Céline said. “We need to go.”
Carrying both mugs, she led the way back downstairs, past the great hall, and to a stairwell leading up again, inside the west tower, toward a section of the castle that housed permanent residents.
Before stepping off at the first landing, she steeled herself. “You’d better stay here out of sight,” she told Amelie, “and let me handle this first part.”
Without waiting for an answer, she started down the passage, spotting Pavel outside the assigned door in the same moment he spotted her coming.
His face registered shock at first, and then a flush of pleasure. She was still wearing the lavender gown.
Céline had little understanding of feminine wiles, but she didn’t need them here. She knew what most men responded to, what most people responded to really: nurturing kindness. Pavel’s predisposed attraction to her should do the rest.
As she approached, the other guard turned to face her as well…What was he called? Rurik?
“It’s late, miss,” he said.
She offered them both a tired smile. “I know, but I couldn’t sleep.” Holding out the mugs, she said, “You’ve been here for hours, and I thought you might be thirsty. It’s just cold tea, but it’s spiced, with a little milk added. Helga left it for us to drink in the night.”
Rurik hesitated, but Pavel seemed in charge here and told him, “It’s all right.”
After that, the ease with which both men reached out surprised even her. Under normal circumstances, Jaromir would not have hesitated to accept a mug of tea from a pretty face, but he’d never have taken one from her hand or Amelie’s tonight. He’d have suspected they were up to something—which they were.
Pavel seemed so pleased by her attention that she felt a stab of guilt.
“Has all been quiet?” she asked, looking into the room where Inna lay sleeping.
He took a swallow of tea and nodded. “The lieutenant’s lady came by, but otherwise we’ve seen no one.”
Jaromir had a lady? That was news.
But she listened politely, watching him take another swallow.
“All right,” she said. “I just wanted to check on you and bring you something to drink.”
His face softened at the words “check on you,” and another stab of guilt hit home.
“What time will you breakfast?” he asked.
“Probably midmorning,” she lied.
“I’ll meet you in the dining hall.”
Though she had no intention of being anywhere near this castle by midmorning, she said, “Be sure you get some sleep first. You’ve had a long night.”
He seemed so taken aback by her concern that he couldn’t speak.
“Both of you, drink up,” she said, “so I can take the mugs back to our room.”
They tipped their mugs and swallowed down the rest of the tea. With a motherly countenance, she gathered the mugs and bid them both good night. After walking gracefully down the passage, she stepped back onto the landing and moved out of sight, where Amelie was hiding around the corner inside the stairwell.
Amelie stared at her and whispered, “I was watching. They were like little boys in your hands.”
“That was the easy part. You wait until we have to get Inna out of the room. You’ll have to keep her quiet.”
Amelie raised one eyebrow. “What’s the plan after that?”
“I’m not entirely sure,” Céline whispered back. “You might have to steal us a pony and cart. We’ll get her at least a day away from the village and find a safe place to keep her. You can stay with her—keep her there. But I can’t be away too long if I’m to continue to help catch the killer. I’ll come back and explain to Anton what we’ve done and that I am still willing to keep seeking information about the murderer…short of letting Jaromir use the girls as bait. I won’t stand for that.”
“I don’t know, Céline. That means you’ll be traveling for at least a day by yourself, getting back here.”
“Well, let’s just get Inna out of the village and then decide what to do next.”
Sighing, Amelie asked, “How long till Pavel and Rurik fall asleep?”
“I’m not sure. I’ve never drugged anyone before.”
*   *   *
Although she hadn’t said anything, Amelie hardly expected Céline’s plan to go smoothly. For one, Pavel and Rurik weren’t likely to both fall over in a dead faint at the same moment. And two, she wasn’t convinced they should be doing this at all.
She didn’t disagree with Céline’s viewpoint. If Inna indeed was the next victim, then she should be taken as far from danger as possible…but Amelie wasn’t quite as willing to risk their own future and place here in order to help the likes of Inna.
There seemed to be something else driving Céline onward, a need to prove to herself that she could change what she’d seen in her vision.
So, Amelie hid there with her on the landing for a while, just waiting and listening. All was quiet. In light of what they were attempting tonight, she’d strapped both her dagger and her short sword to her belt.
“Maybe I should go and check?” Céline whispered. “See if they’re asleep.”
But before she’d finished her sentence, a slurred voice sounded from down the passage.
“Pavel…Pavel, wake up!”
Amelie dashed out from the landing. Looking down the passage, she saw Rurik weaving on his feet, standing over the unconscious body of Pavel laid out on the floor.
“Pavel!” Rurik slurred again. All she could see of him was his exposed back.
Knowing it was possible that his voice might soon reach Jaromir, Amelie jerked her short sword from its sheath and held it point up, hilt down. She flew down the passage, running up behind the disoriented Rurik and hitting him as hard as she could on the back of his head with the hilt.
He dropped like a sack of grain, landing on top of Pavel’s chest.
Turning, Amelie found Céline right behind her.
“We need to get Inna. Quick!” Céline breathed.
Amelie rushed into the room just as Inna was beginning to stir, probably awakened by the activity outside her door. Without hesitation, Amelie sheathed her sword, grabbed Inna’s mouth, and dragged her out of bed. Eyes wide, Inna struggled and fought, but she wasn’t strong, and Amelie had no trouble holding her.
“You try and get us caught, and I’ll bash the back of your head in,” Amelie hissed in her ear, positioning her so she had a clear view of Rurik.
She had no intention of doing this—but Inna didn’t know that.
Céline hurried in. “We’re trying to help you, to save you. Just come with us.”
Inna struggled harder and tried to cry out, this time sounding enraged as opposed to frightened, and this time, her anger made her feel stronger. Amelie’s grip slipped. With little choice, she let go with her right hand and used her left to jerk Inna around and punch her across the jaw.
Like Rurik, she dropped.
“What did you do that for?” Céline whispered in panic.
“What did you expect?” Amelie whispered back. “That we could drag her out the castle’s front doors kicking and screaming?”
Hoisting Inna’s unconscious form over her shoulder, Amelie carried her down the passage and down the stairwell, weaving only a few times under the extra weight. Céline followed anxiously but didn’t say anything more.
Once on the main floor, they made a beeline for the castle’s entryway and the open doors leading out into the courtyard—which led to the short bridge into the village. At night, two guards were usually in attendance at the entryway, but the castle was always open to anyone of the Sèone community, and as the taverns and eateries and gambling dens were out in the village, the guards were accustomed to nobles, merchants, or other soldiers coming and going around the clock. They were mainly posted to question strangers attempting to enter in the late hours.
It appeared Anton trusted his own people, and the stronger security had all been focused on the outer gates.
“Pretend you’re drunk,” Amelie told Céline, and they both weaved on their feet—with Amelie still carrying Inna—as they approached the entryway.
Both guards on duty had played cards with Amelie over the past few days, and so they knew her. One of them, Guardsman Stiva, smiled ruefully when she approached.
“Are you ever going to bed?” he asked.
She’d passed them both earlier when she and Céline had gone to make the poppy syrup and come back. Amelie patted Inna’s bottom. “We had a little gathering in our room, and my friend here had too much wine. I think she needs some air.”
Glancing at Inna’s backside in mild concern, he asked, “You want some help?”
“No, we’re good.”
Amelie staggered past him, not entirely faking, as Inna was starting to get heavy. Céline followed. Once they were outside the castle, cool night air blew across their faces, and they hurried across the courtyard, out the gates, and over the bridge into the village.
“Down here,” Céline said, moving out ahead and trotting toward the path, turning and heading to the back outer wall of a stable, out of sight of the castle. Amelie went after her as quickly as she could, relieved to lower Inna to the ground once they were safely hidden in the shadows.
“She’s not as light as she looks.”
Inna began to stir. Her eyes opened. For a moment they were blank, and then she hissed like a cat, sitting up, pressing her back against the stable wall and looking around. “What have you…Where am I?”
“You’re almost safe,” Céline said. “Stop fighting and trust us!” She leaned closer. “I saw you die, and you were in a room with gray stone walls. We’re going to get you all the way out of this village, just to be sure.”
“Out of the village?” Inna was so taken aback, her words didn’t even sound venomous. Then bitter poison began leaking into her voice as her eyes narrowed. “You fools. Prince Anton orders both the inner and outer portcullises to be closed at night. He began that some time ago to avoid a night attack when the civil wars increased in the north.”
“Yes, but they’ll let us out,” Céline said. “I can see no one being allowed inside, but surely the guards will allow villagers or merchants who wish to leave to get out.”
Inna shook her head with great satisfaction. “No, they have orders not to open either portcullis until dawn for any reason. Some other prince hiding his men outside might take advantage. The way the castle is positioned, anyone approaching the gates in daylight hours can be seen for leagues, but Prince Anton is cautious at night.”
Amelie let her mind go back to that first day they’d arrived here. She remembered Jaromir saying something at dawn about it getting light enough to enter, just as she’d looked ahead to see a gatehouse with a closed portcullis, set inside a stone wall, on the other side of a bridge stretching over the moat. Beyond that gatehouse had been a road leading about halfway up the hill to another gatehouse set against another stone wall.
Even Jaromir had waited for dawn before trying to enter the exterior gate.
Even Jaromir.
She closed her eyes. “Then we can’t get out of the village tonight.”
“And by morning,” Inna said smugly, “the lieutenant will have every man under his command searching for you, and all the guards on the gates will have been warned.” Her expression shifted slightly, more to a demeanor of begging. “But we can go back inside now. If you let me attend to my lord, I swear I’ll say you were only trying to help me do my duties, not trying to steal me away. Prince Anton would understand that. He wouldn’t punish you for freeing me to attend him.”
Her eyes were glassy, with a hint of madness, and Amelie wondered if perhaps they shouldn’t give up on this venture and take her back inside.
“No,” Céline said flatly. “We’ll hide somewhere until morning, and then I’ll think of a way to get us out those gates. Inna, if you go back inside that castle, or even if you stay in this village, I think you will die.”
Inna leaned back, hissing like a cat again.
“Céline…,” Amelie began, not certain how to voice her doubts. “Where are we going to hide? As soon as Jaromir finds Pavel and Rurik, he’ll get a search going. We can’t go to the apothecary’s shop. It’s the first place he’ll look. We don’t know anyone in the village. We have no friends here to help us.”
At the word “friends,” Céline stiffened. She was quiet for a moment and then looked up. “I think I might know where to go.”
*   *   *
Exhausted from five days of too little rest and too much strain, Jaromir slept on his bed, still wearing his chain armor and tabard. But after a while, his internal instincts began to expect a knock at the door, a call for him to take watch.
His eyes opened.
He lay on top of the blankets for a moment, feeling that something was wrong…the time of night felt wrong. As he sat up, the feeling increased, and he got out of bed, hurrying for the door.
Out in the passage, he looked left. “Pavel,” he called, expecting an answer. None came.
He’d taken only a few steps when he spotted the bodies on the floor, and he started running, panic flooding through him.
“Pavel!”
When he reached them, though, he didn’t stop. Instead he jumped over the top of them and skidded into the room, expecting the worst. But to his puzzlement, no shriveled corpse lay in the bed. It was empty. Whirling back around, he noticed the lump on the back of Rurik’s head, and he strode back to the doorway, lifting Rurik from where he lay over Pavel’s chest. Rurik was breathing, but he was like a deadweight. Pavel moaned.
What had happened here?
Where was Inna?
Kneeling by Pavel, Jaromir shook him, none too gently. “Wake up!”
Pavel’s eyelids cracked a slit. He sported no visible injuries, and yet his hand went to his head and he moaned again.
“Get up!” Jaromir ordered, needing information right now. “What happened here? Where’s Inna?”
Using both hands, he grabbed the front of Pavel’s tabard, pulled him up, and leaned him against the wall. In Inna’s frantic devotion to Anton, had she somehow managed to overcome her guards and escape?
The young corporal’s eyes opened in confusion. “Inna? I…I…” He coughed a few times, and then he saw Rurik lying on the floor. “What happened?”
“That’s what I’m asking you!”
Pavel’s eyes moved to Jaromir’s face, and they cleared slightly. “Sir, I…”
“What’s the last thing you remember?”
Pavel blinked. “Céline…she brought us some tea.”
Jaromir went cold. “Céline brought you tea and you drank it?” He could feel the anger building beneath the surface of his skin, and he fought to hold it back. “Céline, who was earlier arguing with me to have Inna moved outside the village? Who is a skilled apothecary? She handed you a cup of tea while you were standing guard and you drank it?”
Realization began dawning on Pavel’s face, followed by anger, as he seemed to be piecing together what must have happened. “Sir, I didn’t think—”
“No, you didn’t! You didn’t think at all, did you?”
Jaromir rocked back on his heels, considering options. No one could leave the village at night, so the sisters would have to try to hide Inna someplace until morning, and it was unlikely they’d do so inside the castle.
But they had his only bait, his only way to lure and trap the murderer.
His first instinct was rouse every available man under his command and launch a full-scale search, but he rejected that idea as quickly as it came. The people of Sèone were already frightened enough by this series of unexplained deaths. Soldiers flooding the village in a search would hardly help mend the fraying illusion of peace and security here.
“All right, Corporal,” he told Pavel. “You clear your head fast, because this is what we’re going to do.” He paused. “The two of us are going down to the village ourselves, and we’re going to keep this quiet. They can’t have gone far, and we’re going to find them and bring them back here. Can you walk?”
The rage, the darkness in Pavel’s eyes surprised him. “I can walk.”
So the young man felt betrayed by a woman. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time, and this was a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget.
Jaromir offered him no pity. “This is your fault, and we’d better find them before morning and Prince Anton hears of this.” He glanced down at Rurik. “Help me get him onto the bed first.”
*   *   *
Céline followed a trail of smoke rising high into the night sky. She knew from experience back in Shetâna that blacksmiths would often keep the forge smoldering all night to make life easier the following morning when work began.
In the spring, most peasants let their fires go out at night to keep from burning unnecessary fuel during hours of sleep. The weather wasn’t exactly warm, but it wasn’t frigid either.
“Where are we going?” Amelie whispered, dragging the unwilling Inna along behind.
“You’ll see,” Céline answered, too focused on the trail of rising smoke to stop and explain. She didn’t even know if this would work, but she couldn’t think of anything else to try, and they had to find someplace to hide until she could think of a way to get Inna past Jaromir’s soldiers and out the gates.
They passed a number of closed shops and dark dwellings and seemed to be heading straight toward the south side of the Sèone wall. Most of the eateries and taverns were on the other side of the village, so the street was quiet.
After passing another small stable, it didn’t take Céline long to find the blacksmith’s forge—with a well-constructed house attached.
“Keep her quiet and wait here,” Céline instructed.
“What are you doing?” Amelie asked.
“Just trust me.”
With a quick breath, Céline hurried over to the front of the house and knocked. Nothing happened, and she knocked again. This time she heard heavy footsteps, and a large middle-aged man opened the door. “What in the name of the gods…,” he mumbled, rubbing one hand over his eyes, and then he saw her. She didn’t recognize him from the banquet that evening, but he seemed to recognize her, so he must have been there.
“I know it’s late,” Céline rushed to say, “but could I please speak to Erin?”
“Father,” a soft voice said, “who is it?”
Erin stepped from a room in the back out into view, her blond braids coming loose from their ties. She saw Céline in the doorway.
“I’m sorry for this,” Céline said, “but I need help.”
*   *   *
“So you just let the prince’s seer walk in and out of here twice?” Jaromir asked in short, clipped words. “And the second time, her sister was carrying his personal attendant over one shoulder?”
He was at the entryway of the castle, questioning the guards there, making certain that Céline had gone outside.
“I never saw their friend’s face,” Guardsman Stiva protested. “Amelie told me they’d all been drinking and needed some air. We’ve no orders to stop castle guests from coming and going.”
He sounded defensive, and in truth, Jaromir couldn’t fault him. Castle guests and residents had always been allowed to come and go as they pleased. He was just frustrated, and he wanted to take it out on someone.
“We should go, sir,” Pavel said, his voice deadly quiet.
Jaromir nodded, and they headed across the courtyard, through the gates, over the bridge, and out into the village spreading all around them.
*   *   *
“Will this do?” Erin asked, holding a lantern up to the door of a small shack out back of the forge.
She still seemed uncertain about hiding Anton’s clearly unwilling personal attendant from Jaromir, but Céline had explained the situation carefully and honestly and managed to convince Erin that Inna’s life was at stake. Erin’s gratitude to Céline had done the rest.
She’d taken them out of the forge house, around the back, and into a run-down area that sported a small faded shack. A small grove of untended aspen trees grew on the west side. “I think my grandfather stored tools in here once, before my father made improvements to the forge.” She looked back at Céline. “No one will look for you here.”
“It’s perfect,” Céline said, stepping up to the door. “Thank you.”
“When Prince Anton learns of this,” Inna spat at Erin, “your father won’t be blacksmith in Sèone anymore.”
Erin winced, but Céline cut in quickly. “That’s not true. If Anton decides to punish anyone, it’ll be me.”
Lowering her voice, Erin whispered, “Why do you risk yourself to save this woman who does not wish to be saved?”
Céline didn’t want to mention her attempt to alter a future that she’d seen—especially not to Erin. “I have to try,” she answered simply.
Shaking her head, Erin handed her the lantern and then pushed the door further open to let her inside. Céline entered, holding the lantern high and glancing around. The place was cold and dusty, with a back door but no windows. At least they were out of sight. That was all that mattered. “You’d better go back to the house,” she told Erin.
Amelie dragged Inna through the door and shoved her down into a sitting position. “Stay there,” she ordered.
Céline sighed. There were only a few hours until dawn, but she felt they would be long ones.
*   *   *
“They’re not here, but they were,” Jaromir said, walking through the main room of the apothecary’s shop. “There are still embers in the hearth. Céline must have come here to make whatever she fed you.” He picked up some loose poppy petals on the floor. “Some kind of opiate.”
Pavel didn’t answer at first and then said, “She’s not here now.”
No, and Jaromir hadn’t expected to find his quarry here. But he’d had to at least look. What now? Sèone was a large community, almost a town.
“Where would they hide?” Pavel said, almost to himself, as he walked across the floor, looking at the web-covered jars and pots along the wall. “They don’t know anyone outside the castle. They have no friends out here. Where can we even start?”
Jaromir’s memory for verbal exchanges was sharp, and he recalled a softly spoken sentence from earlier that evening.
If I can ever do anything for you, please ask me.
He started for the door. “I can think of one place.”
*   *   *
Time seemed to drag. As Amelie crouched on the floor of the filthy shack, she was growing less and less certain of this undertaking. Success seemed nearly impossible—and failure could come at a high personal price.
As if reading her face by the dim light of the lantern, Céline said, “Please don’t give up on me, Amelie. I have to see this through. What use is my gift to anyone if I can’t prevent a tragedy or a death?”
Her voice was so tight that Amelie scooted closer, feeling guilty for her doubts. Céline had openly asked very little of her in their lives to date.
“You’re with me, aren’t you?” Céline asked. “You’ll help me?”
“Yes,” Amelie answered, and she meant it. “I’ll help.”
Inna was leaning up against a stack of wooden boxes. She hadn’t spoken since they’d entered the shack and settled to wait. “I need to relieve myself,” she said. “And I won’t do it in here.”
“Just hold it,” Amelie said.
“I can’t.”
What an impossible pain this woman was. Amelie could barely stand the thought of spending days in her company. How had Anton put up with her turning down his bed, laying out his nightclothes, preparing food and drink in his rooms, and hovering around him? Just the thought made her shudder.
“We could take her outside for a moment,” Céline suggested. “She’s right about not…going in here. The smell would be unbearable after a while.”
Amelie stood up. “Oh, very well, but you stay in here, Céline. The fewer people moving around out there, the better.” She reached for Inna. “If you yell out or try to run, I swear you’ll be sorry.”
After pulling Inna out the door, she closed it behind them and looked around, spotting the grove of aspen trees growing on the west side of the shack. “Come on,” she whispered. “Over there.”
*   *   *
Jaromir approached the forge carefully with Pavel right behind him. “We’ll do a full sweep before we start knocking on doors,” he said quietly.
Pavel nodded, but he’d been strangely silent since leaving the apothecary’s shop, and Jaromir worried he might be taking Céline’s betrayal too hard.
“This way,” Jaromir said, moving west. He wanted to get an idea what types of buildings or possible hiding places lay around the forge. He was still hoping they could handle this situation quickly and quietly.
“We’ll question the family if we have to,” he whispered, “but first I’d rather—”
He froze as movement ahead caught his eye. Amelie came out of a decaying shack and began leading Inna into a small grove of aspen trees. Moonlight bathed both women, glinting off Amelie’s black hair.
He pulled back, motioning to Pavel and ducking around the corner of the forge.
“Céline’s probably still inside the shack,” he said. “You get her, and I’ll get Amelie and Inna.”
Pavel nodded.
*   *   *
Céline wrapped her arms around herself, wishing she’d been more sensible about a few things—like tracking down some cloaks before they’d left the castle. But Lady Karina had sent only indoor clothing for their wardrobe, and Céline wouldn’t have known where to find any cloaks.
Still, the fact was that they had no warm clothing and only the money Amelie had won playing cards.
As insistent as she’d been that they keep going, so far no ideas had come to her of how they might disguise themselves to get through the gates. She had no doubt that by morning Jaromir would have given the guards orders to detain anyone fitting her and Amelie’s descriptions.
She gripped herself tighter, rocking back and forth.
That was when the door burst open, as if it had been kicked. It slammed against the sidewall with a bang.
Pavel was standing in the doorway.
Céline jumped to her feet, alarmed but not afraid…until she got a clear look at his face. Instinctual terror—from all her years in Shetâna—shot through her. Whirling, she darted for the back door, running wildly to get through it before he caught her.
As her hand reached the latch and pulled, two arms shot past her head, one on each side, slamming the door closed and holding it.
“Don’t!” she cried without thinking, turning around inside his arms to push against his chest. He didn’t move. He just stood there, breathing hard, his body trapping hers against the door. She could feel the chain armor beneath his tabard and found herself staring at the hollow of his throat as he continued breathing in and out loudly.
He was angry, beyond angry, and she was afraid of him.
Slowly, she tried to look up, only to find him looking down at her. Even in the dim lantern’s light, she could see the danger in his face. She cursed herself for falling into the illusion that he was nothing like one of Damek’s men, for thinking him to be safe.
Pavel was a soldier.
“You played with me,” he whispered. “Made me look a fool to the lieutenant.”
She had.
Still, he hadn’t hurt her, and at least he was talking.
“I’m sorry,” she answered, staring at the hollow of his throat again. “I didn’t have a choice. I had to save Inna…I had to see if I could change my vision. I still think the lieutenant is wrong and that Inna will die if she remains here.” The speed of her words picked up. “I know I embarrassed you, but isn’t her life worth that much?”
He didn’t move, and he didn’t answer. She was still trapped against the door.
“And what about Prince Anton?” she rushed on. “If we don’t start saving some of these girls, his reputation will suffer, and he could be overlooked to head the House of Pählen.”
He answered softly, “Maybe it’s best if he is overlooked.”
*   *   *
Jaromir was surprised when Pavel kicked open the door of the shack. He hadn’t expected that.
But a few seconds later, he had his hands full as Amelie came running from the aspen trees and saw him. She stopped beside a stack of firewood, her eyes moving between him and the door of the shack.
“Don’t move,” he ordered.
Inna came running from the aspens, her loose hair sticking to her face, her breaths coming fast. “Lieutenant, you’re here. Please, please take me to my lord. I never laid out his bedclothes.”
She sounded mad, but he kept his eyes on Amelie—whose right hand flashed down to the short sword on her hip. She didn’t pull it. She just grabbed the hilt.
If she’d been anyone else, he would have drawn his sword, but he just couldn’t bring himself to pull it, not on her.
“It’s over,” he said. “Pavel has Céline, and we’re all going to back to the castle.”
“To my lord,” Inna cried, “not that room. To my lord!”
He ignored her, keeping his gaze on Amelie’s hand. He didn’t want to hurt her. “I’m coming over. Don’t draw that blade. We’re just going back to the castle.”
Slowly, she took her hand off the hilt. He relaxed just a bit and walked toward her. She hadn’t spoken, but she seemed calm. Maybe she’d finally seen some sense and knew they had no way out of the gates.
He never saw her next move coming. Just as he drew close enough to touch her, her body became a blur as she grabbed a small log from the woodpile and rammed the end of it into his stomach. When he doubled forward, she drew it back and clubbed him across the jaw. Pain exploded in his head, and he nearly fell.
She was coming around for another hard blow as he roared and grabbed her wrist, wrapping his other arm around her waist and picking her up. She dropped the log, but she kicked his leg once before he slammed her feet against the ground and whipped her body around, pinning both her arms with his own and lifting her feet off the ground again, with her back to his chest. His stomach hurt, and the pain in his jaw was blinding, and he held her hard enough to hurt her—without caring.
“Quit!” he managed to say.
She fought a few moments longer and then went still. She wouldn’t win this on strength, and they both knew it.
“Put me down,” she said finally.
He didn’t.
“Inna!” he ordered. “Stay right there.”
Carrying Amelie, he strode to the doorway of the shack and stopped just inside.
Pavel had Céline trapped against the back door, and something about his stance unsettled Jaromir…or maybe it was the look on Céline’s face. She was afraid.
“Corporal,” Jaromir barked, ignoring the pain in his stomach. “Stand down. We’re going back to the castle.”



CHAPTER 10
The sisters spent the remainder of the night locked in their guest room with a guard posted outside.
Céline had no idea what to expect next, but she wasn’t surprised when Guardsman Winshaw opened their door about two hours past dawn and told her she’d been summoned to Prince Anton. She’d already washed and brushed her hair and donned her old red dress.
“I’m coming, too,” Amelie said.
“No,” Winshaw answered.
“She’s not going alone.”
Seeing an ugly confrontation brewing, Céline turned to her sister. “It’s all right. Just stay here. I probably won’t be long.”
She had no idea if anything would be all right, but Amelie would do them no service here by attacking another castle guard. Hurrying out to the passage, she was relieved when Winshaw closed the door, with Amelie still inside, and one small crisis had been averted.
Another guard was posted outside, which suggested that Amelie was still going to be kept in their room.
But then Céline found herself being rushed along the passage, and her fears began to return.
In Shetâna, Damek’s subjects could be slaughtered for complaining about the state of the roads. She knew things worked differently here on the surface, but Anton’s behavior at last night’s banquet and the threat of violence she’d seen on Pavel’s face were beginning to convince her that the men here didn’t like being defied any more than the ones back home.
While she didn’t think Anton would resort to violence himself—or probably not—he could certainly dismiss her and Amelie, which would be a polite term for throwing them out of the village with no food and no home. Worse, if he was truly angry at what he might construe as betrayal, he could turn them back over to his brother.
She and Winshaw reached the main floor, and she expected him to take her through the great hall, to the small side chamber where Anton had spoken with her several times before. But Winshaw motioned her to keep going, and he led the way to the stairwell inside the west tower leading up into the quarters for permanent residents.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“The prince’s apartments.”
She halted. “No.” She had no intention of being trapped alone with Anton in his private rooms, especially not if he was already angry.
Winshaw turned around impatiently and reached out for her wrist. When she pulled back in alarm, he stopped with his hand in midair and said, “My lord is not well this morning but still wishes to question you. The lieutenant is with him.”
Céline wavered, feeling foolish. “Oh…”
He turned and began walking again. She followed. He went past the landing on the first floor, curving around to the next flight, and he stepped off at the second landing, moving all the way to the end of the passage there and knocking once.
“Lieutenant?”
The door opened instantly, and Jaromir looked out. The left side of his jaw sported a black and purple bruise from where Amelie had clubbed him with a log last night.
“Inside,” he ordered Céline. His face was unreadable.
Standing straight, she walked past him. She heard him dismiss Winshaw and close the door, but she couldn’t help looking all around…at Anton’s sitting room. She’d not known what to expect—if she’d expected anything at all—but the place was rather austere. There were tapestries on the walls and a large hearth. The furnishings consisted of a messy writing desk, a few heavy wooden chairs, and rows of bookshelves along the walls. It looked more like the chambers of a scholar than those of a prince. A closed door stood on the same wall as the hearth, and she suspected it led to his sleeping chambers.
Anton himself sat himself sat in one of the heavy wooden chairs, wearing a burgundy dressing gown. His feet were bare. But Winshaw had not been exaggerating. He didn’t look well. As opposed to pale, his face was tinged green this morning, as if he was nauseated, and his hands were twitching.
Jaromir moved over to stand beside him, and neither one invited her to sit down. They both seemed to expect her to speak first, and for some reason, in her nervousness, the first thing that came out of her mouth was, “Please don’t punish Pavel. I used him. It wasn’t his fault.”
Jaromir’s face flickered in surprise, and Anton sighed, using one hand to try to hold the other still. “Céline, no one is going to punish anyone. But you cannot ever again disregard Jaromir’s decisions and go off on larks of your own. There is a chain of command here, and in matters of security, he is at the top.”
Both men looked at her expectantly, as if they anticipated a profuse apology, possibly even a little begging of their pardons.
She stared at Anton. Instead of feeling relief that he wasn’t going to banish her and Amelie or turn them over to Damek, she felt a touch of anger beginning to rise. She wouldn’t stand here and be scolded like a child.
“Jaromir’s decision was wrong,” she said flatly. “It’s still wrong. I am assuming Inna survived the night? If she remains in this castle, she won’t survive much longer.”
“Céline!” Jaromir barked, his expression growing dark.
Anton lifted a hand to stop further argument, but when he lowered it, he began scratching at his forearm, and she noticed the skin was reddened. She wished she could ask permission to examine it, but he was talking again.
“I understand why you did what you did last night,” he said to her, “and I know we have already asked a great deal in forcing you to be witness to these murders before they happen.”
She calmed a little. At least he sounded less condescending now.
“So I’m willing to overlook everything,” he went on, “you drugging my guards, stealing Inna away, Jaromir and Rurik’s injuries…all of it. We will proceed with the original bargain, but only if you only agree to continue helping us and to abide by Jaromir’s decisions from now on.”
“I won’t let him use the young women I name as bait.”
Jaromir sucked in an angry breath. “This isn’t going to work.”
Still scratching his forearm, Anton said with less patience, “It will work, but we need more information, a good deal more. Céline, I’m afraid we need to ask you for something difficult.”
“What?” she asked cautiously.
He hesitated, and again she was tempted to ask to be able to examine him—at the risk of insulting Master Feodor’s skills—but then Anton said, “I want you to read Inna one more time.”
Of all the things she might have expected him to say, this wasn’t among them. The thought of watching Inna die again was almost more than Céline could face.
“I know what I’m asking,” he rushed on, “but I had a thought. This time, neither Jaromir nor I will interfere no matter how distraught you become. I want you to stay inside the vision as long as you can, long enough to see as much as you can…perhaps the killer’s face.”
She let the words sink in.
The annoyance on Jaromir’s bruised face vanished. He was looking at her with concern now, possibly regret. “Will you do it?” he asked.
Clearly, they had been discussing this before she arrived. “Is my sister still under house arrest?” she asked.
“No,” Anton answered. “We’ll have the guard at your door removed at once.”
She felt deflated somehow and looked away. “Of course I’ll do it. You knew I would do it.”
No matter what had happened here, she still wanted the shop. She wanted to stay in this prosperous village inside the safety of a wall. She wanted to stop these murders.
“Good,” Jaromir said, walking across the room and opening the door by the hearth.
Inna was on the other side, looking out with wild eyes. Behind her stood an enormous bed covered in a dark blue comforter.
A fresh flash of irritation passed through Céline. They must have certainly believed she’d say yes if they’d already brought up Inna and stored her away in Anton’s bedroom.
Am I that predictable? Céline wondered.
“Inna,” Anton said in his haughty prince voice, “come out here and sit down.”
Why did he always have to speak to her like that?
“You will allow Mistress Fawe to read you again,” he ordered.
Inna stepped out slowly, carefully. She still wore her soiled gray dress from last night, and half her hair had come loose, making her look more unhinged than usual. She watched Céline and Jaromir as if they both posed a threat, and then her eyes settled on Anton. She sank down to the floor on her knees.
“My lord, I would do anything you asked, but I beg you, leave me to do my duties in the daylight hours. All the deaths occurred at night, all of them. If you let me serve you in the day, I will gladly sit here and let this gypsy whore touch me and make up any story she likes.”
Her voice had a hysterical edge, and Anton didn’t seem able to look at her, as if the sight of her kneeling there embarrassed him. Céline wondered why he’d not arranged another position for her long ago.
He asked Jaromir, “May she work without guards during the day?”
Jaromir nodded tightly, looking as if he wanted to leave the room. “If you wish.”
“Agreed, then,” Anton said, scratching his forearm harder. “Céline, you may proceed.”
Although she had agreed to do this, suddenly the thought of touching Inna’s hand, of going through this again, made her waver. Perhaps sensing weakness, Inna moved to one of the chairs and sat down, watching Céline with her usual hatred. Jaromir pulled another chair close, and Céline realized she had no choice, not if they were to continue moving forward. Anton’s idea was not without merit. Both times before, when she’d seen a young woman die, either he or Jaromir had shaken her out of the vision.
Gritting her teeth, she sat down opposite Inna and reached out, closing her eyes and touching Inna’s hand. Clearing her mind, she sensed for the spark of Inna’s spirit, focusing all her attention on Inna’s future.
The jolt hit her hard this time, almost painfully, followed by another, and then she was rushing forward through the corridor of mists, steeling herself for the grotesque scene that was to come.
The trip was not long.
But when the mists vanished, she didn’t find herself inside the small room with the stone walls, looking down at Inna’s sleeping face. She was in a bedroom, but tapestries covered the walls and the bed was enormous, covered by a dark blue comforter.
She was in Anton’s bedroom. Glancing out the narrow slit of a window, she gauged it to be just before dusk.
Upon hearing a soft muttering, she turned to see Inna at the bedside table pouring a goblet of wine and setting it on the nightstand. She looked much the same, in her soiled gray gown with her hair only half-dressed, and loose strands of it sticking to her face.
“He missed last night’s draught,” she murmured, “my poor lord. He’ll need more.”
Reaching into the pocket of her gown, she withdrew a square of folded paper. Laying it on the nightstand, she unfolded it and took out a small packet, which she opened and held over the goblet of wine. White powder fell into the liquid. Inna hesitated and then added another packet, mixing it into the wine until it vanished. “He needs more, my poor lord. So he can rest.”
Céline watched in shock. Inna was drugging Anton, and from hints in her murmured words, she’d been doing so for some time.
But at least Céline was not watching Inna die. Had the future been altered?
Then the bedroom vanished and Céline was rushing along on the mists again. She felt dizzy and disoriented when the mists cleared. Only now she found herself again in the small room with Inna asleep in the bed.
The future had not been changed.
Inna was sleeping with her face toward the wall, and Céline trembled, knowing what was to come, but she was determined to remain here, to focus upon seeing as much as possible. Almost instantly, the slender black-gloved hands moved in from the side of the image, reaching down toward Inna.
Summoning all her strength, Céline fought to look up, to half turn inside the vision and see who was standing beside the bed. Her gaze moved up the slender black-clad arms, up and up to the sight of a pale face…and when she recognized the face, she thought perhaps she was going mad herself.
It was the young woman from the painting in the upper portrait hall, the pale, dark-haired one beside the campfire, dressed all in black.
The woman continued reaching for Inna.
“No!” Céline cried, trying to push her away. “Don’t touch her!”
But Céline wasn’t there and could do nothing.
The woman placed one hand on Inna’s face and the other on her throat, and Inna’s flesh began to shrivel inward on itself.
“No,” Céline whispered.
As Inna turned to a dried husk, the woman’s face began to take on color, as if she was draining Inna’s life away and absorbing it.
Céline forced herself to watch, to glean anything she could from this nightmare scene…and the woman began to speak.
“Forgive me,” she whispered to Inna’s dead body. “Forgive me. I cannot stop. I must obey. I have no choice.”
She turned and walked across the small room, vanishing right through the wall like a ghost. She was gone, and Inna was nothing more than a dried husk lying on the bed.
Céline began to weep.
The room vanished.
Still crying softly, she found herself back in Anton’s apartments, looking into Inna’s suspicious face. But now Anton was out of his chair and kneeling beside Céline.
“Shhhhhh,” he said, handing her a handkerchief. “What did you see?”
His voice was urgent.
Céline tried to speak and failed. After wiping her face with the cloth, she tried again. “I saw her. It’s the woman in the painting in the upper portrait hall. The one dressed in black, standing by the campfire. She murders Inna…drains Inna’s life as if taking it into herself.”
Anton jumped to his feet. “What?”
“Liar!” Inna spat. “Your lies go too far this time.”
“It’s her.” Céline spoke directly to Anton. “Do you remember that portrait? We were looking right at it.”
Anton was staring at her, and Jaromir rushed up beside him, so close their shoulders touched.
“What is this?” Jaromir demanded. “What is she talking about?”
“A portrait,” Anton said, “of a young woman…wearing long black gloves.”
His eyes hadn’t moved from Céline’s face.
“It’s her,” Céline insisted. “I saw her drain Inna and then walk right through the wall like a ghost.”
Jaromir turned on his heels and began striding toward the door.
“Where are you going?” Anton asked.
“To the upper portrait hall, to burn that painting. To finish this.”
“No!” Céline called after him, and he stopped. How could she explain what she’d heard, what she’d felt. “You can’t do that. I think…I think she is somehow enslaved. I could be wrong, but after killing Inna, she said something about being forced to obey. You can’t burn the portrait until we know what’s happening here. If the portrait is possessed by a spirit and someone else is controlling it, we must find out who.”
Jaromir was looking to Anton for instructions now, and Anton raised a hand. “Hold off. I need to think.”
Inna leaned forward in her chair. “Do not listen, my lord. She weaves lies as others weave cloth.”
And then Céline turned her attention fully upon Inna, remembering the first vision. “Anton,” she said slowly, not caring if anyone was offended by her use of his given name, “this woman has been drugging the wine on your nightstand. I think she’s been doing so for some time.”
Inna’s mouth fell open, and her eyes widened.
Anton took four steps away, as if to put distance between them.
But Jaromir came striding back. “What?”
“It’s a white powder stored in paper packets,” Céline went on calmly, “that she keeps in the pocket of her dress. I think my vision was of the late afternoon today, before dusk. I saw her stirring it into his wine. I think normally she would do this at a different hour, before he goes to bed, but tonight she’ll be under guard again.”
Later, she wondered if she shouldn’t have broken this news differently, as she should have foreseen the effect such a statement would have on Jaromir. The lieutenant’s face hardened, and he grabbed Inna’s arm, jerking her out of her chair.
It happened so fast.
Inna cried out in pain, and Céline called, “Jaromir, don’t!”
But his other hand was already digging inside the pocket of Inna’s dress, and he pulled out a large piece of folded paper, passing it to Céline.
“What is it?” he demanded, keeping Inna in his grip.
Anton stood watching all this without a word.
Céline laid the paper in her lap and unfolded it, taking out one of the packets. Licking her finger, she touched the powder and tasted it.
Her mother had spent years teaching her the various tastes of the proper strengths of components used in powders or elixirs so that if there were ever a question, she would know if she had a correct mix.
“It’s an opiate,” she said, moving her tongue to the roof of her mouth. “I can taste the poppies…but something else, too.” Still uncertain, she touched the powder and tasted it again. Then her eyes flew up to Jaromir’s face. “There’s hemlock in this.”
With a roar, he threw Inna back into her chair and leaned over it, placing both his hands on the arms. “Where did you get that? Who gave it to you?”
Inna stared at him, terrified, and shook her head. “It’s medicine to help him sleep! He needs it to rest!”
In one swift movement, Jaromir pulled a dagger from his belt and held it to her throat. “Where did you get it?”
Still, Anton did nothing. He just watched in silence.
But Céline was on her feet. She hadn’t meant to incite this. “Lieutenant, stop!” She grasped his right arm, trying to pull the blade away. He shoved her backward with his elbow and then put the point of the blade to Inna’s cheek. “Where?”
Once again, Céline cursed herself for having become lost in the illusion that justice functioned differently here. She’d never seen Jaromir like this, but she had no doubt he’d start cutting Inna if she didn’t give him what he wanted. Céline feared there were few lines he wouldn’t cross when it came to protecting Anton.
Inna must have realized this, too, because she said, “Master Feodor.”
“Feodor?” Jaromir asked in confusion.
“My lord stopped taking his draughts!” she cried. “He would not drink what Master Feodor gave him. I had to do it! I had to help him rest. Master Feodor said he must have rest.”
Jaromir pulled the blade away.
“It’s true,” Anton said quietly. “I felt Feodor’s draughts were not helping me, and I told him I’d take no more.”
Céline absorbed the repercussions of this. For some reason, Master Feodor had been feeding Anton a mix of opiates and hemlock. Hemlock could be used in small doses for someone with severe insomnia, but it was certainly not meant for long-term use, and it was also a poison that could kill in larger doses. When Anton stopped taking the draught, Feodor had used Inna to put the powder in Anton’s wine.
The expression on Jaromir’s face frightened Céline—or at least frightened her for Master Feodor. “You don’t know why he did this,” she said. “He might have believed he was helping his prince.”
Jaromir looked to Anton. “What do you want me to do?”
Anton didn’t hesitate. He pointed to Inna. “Take her back to that room you prepared and keep her under guard. Then go have a talk with Master Feodor.”
“Yes, my lord,” Jaromir answered, grabbing Inna’s arm again.
“No!” Inna wailed, trying to pull away. “You promised! You promised I could serve him during the day.”
Jaromir dragged her from the room and closed the door behind himself, leaving Céline and Anton in an awkward silence. How could he have allowed someone as sick in her mind as Inna to serve him in such a personal capacity?
Her thoughts must have shown on her face, because he said, “You don’t understand.”
No, she didn’t.
“Inna came with Joselyn,” he said simply.
“I know. Pavel told me. He told me that Joselyn helped to keep her from an unfortunate situation.”
“Unfortunate? You could say that. Her father sold her to a brothel when she was thirteen years old. Joselyn knew the family, and she saved Inna. When they came here, I could see that Inna was not…right. But she loved Joselyn, and I couldn’t fault her for that. When Joselyn died, Inna nearly went mad from grief, and I nearly went mad from grief, and she began to do small things for me, as she had for Joselyn. I should have stopped it, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I made sure to keep a distance between us, but the only thing keeping her from falling back into grief was being able to care for me.” He ran a shaking hand over his face. “Do you think me so wrong?”
“No,” Céline said, and she meant it. How could empathy be wrong? “Of course not.”
He took his hand away from his face and looked at her.
*   *   *
Amelie had been pacing the floor of their room, and she nearly melted in relief when Céline came back through the door, announcing that their guard had been dismissed and the bargain for the apothecary’s shop was still in place.
But her relief was short-lived as Céline began telling her everything else that had happened in the last hour.
“A woman from a painting?” Amelie asked, sinking down on the bed. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t know. I only know what I saw.”
The door opened, and Helga hobbled in, carrying a tray of food. But Amelie was too caught up in their current dilemma to stop talking.
“What do you mean that you think someone else is controlling her? Who could control an image from a portrait?”
Helga set her tray on the dressing table. “Probably a kettle witch,” she said.
Both sisters fell quiet for a moment as they turned toward the dressing table.
“What’s a kettle witch?” Amelie asked.
“You know,” Helga rattled on, pouring tea. “Not one of the Mist-Torn. A witch who learns from books, who casts by throwing bits of this and bits of that into a kettle.”
“You mean a cauldron?” Céline asked.
“Cauldron, kettle.” Helga waved her hand. “It’s all the same. They’re not of the Mist-Torn.” She paused. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous. I’ve known a kettle witch or two with some power. Hate the Mist-Torn, they do.”
Amelie and Céline looked at each other helplessly. Helga seemed to know a good deal more than they did, but she seldom made any sense.
“Helga,” Céline began, “who are the Mist-Torn?”
“Who are the…? Did your mother teach you nothing?” Helga set down the pot. “You.”
“Us?” Amelie asked.
Helga peered at her closely. “You truly know nothing?” She sighed. “Your mother must have broken with her people.”
“I don’t think she had any people,” Céline said.
“Course she did. The Móndyalítko. Your mother was Mist-Torn, from the line of Fawe.”
Amelie’s discomfort and frustration grew. She didn’t like the idea of their mother having had some secret life among a pack of gypsies. Their mother had been an apothecary and a respected seer. Their father had been a village hunter in Shetâna, and a good man, maybe too good. Amelie didn’t remember him well, but she remembered the day he died. Three soldiers had ordered a Shetâna farmer to turn over his entire herd of goats. The farmer objected and a fight broke out. Amelie’s father tried to stop it and ended up with a dagger through his stomach. Six years later, their mother had gone to take medicine to a family with the fever. She’d caught it herself and died a week after.
After that, both Amelie and Céline had made a pact to protect themselves first, to put themselves first. Over the past few days, that pact had been put to the test, but Amelie still believed in it.
Helga tilted her head to one side, as if considering how to proceed. “The Móndyalítko command no wealth and no power in the sense of the princes and lords, but they have their own bloodlines of power, the shape-shifters, the Mist-Torn, and the like. A Mist-Torn witch is born with her power. She’s a treasure to her people. She will take a lover when she pleases, but few of the Mist-Torn ever marry. Your mother must have wanted your father very much.”
“She did,” Céline said quietly.
“But the kettle witches,” Helga rambled on, “they have to study, to learn from books or other kettle witches. That’s why they hate the Mist-Torn. Jealousy.”
“So…if we’re looking for a kettle witch here,” Céline said, “we should seek someone who’s educated, someone capable of learning from books, and who understands spell components?”
“That sounds about right,” Helga answered, nodding.
“Can it be either a man or a woman?”
“Course. They’re not Mist-Torn.”
“How do you know all this?” Amelie challenged. For she herself was no Mist-Torn witch. She’d been born with no power, and this entire discussion made her feel ordinary…mundane.
Helga straightened. “How? I am Móndyalítko; that’s how.”
“Then what are you doing here? Why did you leave your ‘people,’ as you say?”
“That is my business,” Helga snapped, surprising her. “And you’d best look to your own. Two sides of the same coin, you are. The future and the past.”
Amelie huffed. Not that nonsense again.
But Céline was studying Helga closely, thoughtfully. “The future and the past,” Céline whispered.
*   *   *
After depositing Inna in the small room near his own apartments and posting two guards at her open door, Jaromir debated on the best place to blindside Master Feodor before he sent a request for the meeting.
He considered going down to the prison beneath the old barracks—just for psychological effect. But then he had a better idea. He was well aware that he could not physically threaten Feodor as he had Inna. Master Feodor was still Anton’s court physician, appointed by Prince Lieven. Jaromir would have to tread carefully here and yet still get some answers.
So now he was back in the cellars beneath the castle larder, looking down at the bodies of the four dead girls again.
He didn’t have to wait long before hearing the sound of light, clicking footsteps. Master Feodor walked in with an annoyed expression. “You sent for me, Lieutenant? I do assure you that I cannot tell you anything more about how these girls died, and I’m a busy man this morning. The prince is not well.”
“I’m aware the prince is not well.”
Something in his voice caught Feodor’s attention—as the man stopped walking. Jaromir looked him up and down, noting how Feodor clearly appreciated the finer things in life: silk tunics, heeled boots, jeweled rings. Jaromir had never paid much attention to this before, but he did now.
“The prince has just had Inna placed under house arrest,” he said.
“Arrest? Don’t you mean protection?” Feodor’s lower lip twitched, and he glanced around, as if looking for anyone down here besides Jaromir and the four dead bodies.
“No. She was caught with a powder that contained opiates and hemlock. She’s been putting it into his wine every night, and she said you gave it to her.” Jaromir said this calmly but did not bother keeping the hostility from his voice. “Conspiring to poison the prince is a capital offense.”
Feodor stiffened and looked back the way he’d come, seeking an escape. Jaromir had succeeded in blindsiding him. He’d been caught completely off guard.
But to Feodor’s credit, his expression shifted to one of righteous indignation. “Poison? How dare you. I gave the powder to Inna because she’s the one who sees to him at night. I also gave her instructions to only use it on the nights when he had trouble sleeping. If she abused the privilege, then your quarrel is with her, not me, but the prince does need his rest.”
“From hemlock?”
“It is commonly used in sleeping powders, as you would know had you spent time studying anything other than how to use that sword on your belt.”
Jaromir tensed, but the taunt didn’t rattle him. He’d known men like Feodor before. They always tried to turn the tables with insults. This man standing before him was frightened.
“Anton said he’d stopped taking any of the draughts you assigned him,” Jaromir went on, “that they weren’t helping. Is that you why you had Inna feeding him the powder? Because he wouldn’t take it from you anymore?” He dropped one hand to the hilt of his sword. “What exactly did you tell her to make her start putting it into his wine?”
Feodor sputtered and took a step back. “Touch me and I’ll report you to Prince Lieven! You have no authority to tell me how to best care for the prince’s health. I gave Inna instructions which she did not follow.” He half turned toward the doorway. “Am I under arrest, Lieutenant?”
The question was mocking.
To Jaromir’s anger and worry, he’d not managed to learn anything by which to justify Feodor’s arrest. But he didn’t believe the physician’s story about having told Inna to use the powder sparingly and only on nights when Anton truly couldn’t sleep. There was something more going on here.
Master Feodor had been slowly weakening Anton on purpose. Jaromir was convinced of it. “No,” he admitted. “You aren’t under arrest.”
Feodor turned on heel to stride toward the stairs.
Jaromir couldn’t help adding, “Not yet.”



CHAPTER 11
As Céline and Amelie walked into the great hall that evening, Céline quickly noted that an unusually small crowd of castle residents had turned out for dinner.
Lady Karina was in attendance, but Anton was conspicuously absent—as were Inna and Master Feodor.
Jaromir and Corporal Pavel were standing near a table chatting with a few soldiers who were just beginning a game of cards.
Amelie walked over, and Jaromir moved easily to give her room to take a place at the bench. His great wolfhound shoved her nose under Amelie’s hand, seeking attention.
“Hello, Lizzie,” Amelie said, scratching the dog’s ear.
Although Amelie and Jaromir could hardly be considered friends, Céline marveled at how nothing had changed in their treatment of each other. His jaw looked worse than it had that morning, and Amelie had bruises up and down both arms—hidden under her shirt—from the fierce way he’d had to pin her the night before. But she’d given him little choice, and he’d simply fought back. They both seemed to accept this, and a bit of mutual violence did not appear to have affected them much.
However…Pavel was staring at Céline with an almost wistful expression. There had been no military repercussions for him from the events of last night. He’d not been punished or demoted.
In fact, Jaromir seemed to have forgotten about the whole event—though Céline knew he hadn’t. Jaromir was smart enough to know Pavel’s lesson had been learned and any further words were useless. The relationship between the two of them remained unchanged as well.
Not so for Pavel and Céline.
Last night, in his anger, he’d used fear as a weapon, and he’d shown her a side of himself that he normally kept hidden. She had seen it.
Nothing was the same between them.
He took a step toward her, and she took a step back. His expression changed to open regret, but he couldn’t change the past. That was the tragedy of the past. It couldn’t be changed.
“Céline,” a smooth voice said.
She looked to the left to see Lady Karina coming toward her. Karina was especially lovely tonight, with her chestnut hair piled high, a few loose curls hanging around her face, wearing a silk gown of seafoam green.
“Will you walk with me to the fire?” Karina asked.
“Of course, my lady.” Céline welcomed the interruption and fell into step, heading toward the hearth and the typical crowd of wriggling dogs that always seemed to gather there.
“Anton has informed me of what occurred this morning,” Karina said, “about Inna, I mean.”
Céline kept silent. She didn’t know if Anton had informed his aunt about the other discovery—the woman in the painting that Céline had seen in her vision.
“I wanted to tell you that I’ve never been comfortable with Inna as his personal attendant,” Karina went on. She sounded slightly defensive, as if perhaps Céline might blame her for not having taken action herself. “This business of her putting hemlock into his wine has left me most distressed.”
“There is no way you could have known, my lady,” Céline said diplomatically.
Karina stopped walking when they reached the hearth, and she looked into the crackling logs. “Anton has given me great license in the decision making here at court, but I’ve never interfered with his personal choices. I came here…a great distance from the south, when his wife died and he was unable to manage things.”
Listening to her, Céline realized that life could not have been easy for Karina when she’d first arrived four years ago—functioning neither as Anton’s wife nor as his mother—and yet she’d launched into managing a vast household for a grief-stricken nephew. The fact that she was beautiful and only five or six years older than him probably hadn’t helped.
“It must have been difficult,” Céline said, “you being…well, so young and filling the role of his aunt.”
Karina nodded. “Yes, I was still a child myself when he was born. I was what you might call a ‘late surprise’ to my parents, when my siblings were reaching adulthood and my mother thought herself past conceiving.”
Céline couldn’t help wondering why Karina herself had not married. Could she be content to go on living with her nephew, basically filling in for his dead mother? But that question was far too personal.
“I simply didn’t want you to think that I’ve been neglectful of Anton’s welfare,” Karina said. “I should have found a way to send Inna off years ago.” Something in her green eyes changed as she spoke these last words. There was an anger, a hardness that Céline had not seen before. Karina always appeared so composed, so serene that she seemed above real anger.
“The prince would have objected had you tried,” Céline said, thinking on her conversation with him that morning. “There’s nothing you could have done.”
Karina turned from the fire and left the topic behind as she looked across the hall at Amelie playing cards. “I do wish your sister would let me lace her into a proper gown and put up her hair.”
Céline tried not to laugh. “That would be a feat indeed, my lady.”
Jaromir was walking toward them.
Upon reaching the hearth, he gave Karina a short bow. “May I have a word with the seer, my lady?”
Karina looked him up and down. “To do with castle security?” Her tone was colder than Céline had ever heard it.
“Yes, my lady.”
“Then I should be informed as well.”
His jaw tightened ever so slightly, possibly in surprise. Perhaps Karina had never asked such a thing before.
But he bowed slightly again and turned to Céline. “If I gain permission from Anton to detain Master Feodor, will you read him for me? I don’t know what you can tell me by looking at his future. But I need to know what he’s really doing here.”
“Tonight?” she asked.
“No, tomorrow. It’s already dark out, and tonight I don’t want to get far from Inna’s room. We’re going to run watches in three-hour shifts.”
She bit the inside of her mouth, trying not to argue with him. She still felt they should get Inna out of the castle and away from the village.
“Will you read him for me?” Jaromir asked.
Céline studied the bruise on his jaw and his somewhat outgrown goatee. Helga’s words echoed in her mind. Two sides of the same coin. The future and the past.
“I may have a better idea,” she said.
Lady Karina watched her carefully but said nothing.
*   *   *
Jaromir and Pavel stood through the first, uneventful three-hour watch at Inna’s door that night. Though Jaromir had filled Pavel in on the story of Céline’s vision, he remained skeptical that the murderer was an illusory ghost woman who could step outside of a portrait or walk through walls.
It wasn’t that he doubted Céline’s word. He believed she’d described exactly what she’d seen in the vision, but it just wasn’t in him to accept her descriptions at face value. What if someone had dressed up like the woman in the painting? Someone who knew how to use tricks of light for appearing and disappearing? He’d heard of such things. How the woman could get past him or his guards was something else, but he didn’t believe they were dealing with a spirit.
However, he didn’t discount Céline’s belief that the woman was being controlled or driven onward by someone else, for he was still certain that someone here was determined to undermine Anton and make him appear weak.
“Reporting for duty, sir,” a voice called up the passage.
He turned to see Guardsmen Winshaw and Stiva coming toward him. Rurik was still recovering from the blow to his head—delivered by Amelie—and so Jaromir had enlisted Stiva, whom he knew to be a steady man.
Pavel glanced through the open door at Inna, who had been lying on the bed with her face to the wall since she’d been delivered here earlier in the day.
“All quiet, sir?” Stiva asked.
“Yes, but stay sharp,” Jaromir answered. “One of you keep your eyes on her at all times.” That afternoon, he’d already filled them in on Céline’s vision. “Remember, you’re watching for a pale young woman dressed in black who may know tricks of light that can make her seem able to appear and disappear.”
Both men nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Then Stiva asked Pavel, “Have you got the money you owe me? You lost that last hand on credit.”
He grinned, and Pavel grinned back. The young corporal might have a hot temper beneath the surface, but he was always good-natured about paying his gambling debts. “Not on me, but I’ll go to my room and come back with it.”
“Don’t get lost,” Stiva joked, moving to the open door with Winshaw.
“You two stay sharp,” Jaromir said again. He normally didn’t mind an easy camaraderie among his men, but right now, he wanted Stiva and Winshaw at full attention, watching Inna. “Pavel and I will relieve you again in three hours.”
“Yes, sir.”
Pavel headed off, and Jaromir went down the passage to his own apartments. Although he’d never admit it, he was looking forward to lying down for a while. Both his stomach and his jaw still hurt from last night, but he’d been impressed with the speed at which Amelie had moved. If she’d landed that last blow, she would have put him down. There weren’t many men who could get the jump on him like that.
Once inside his rooms, he took off his sword but left on his armor and lay down on the bed, not intending to go to sleep, just to rest for a while…so he wasn’t certain how much time had passed when he was awakened by the sound of Pavel pounding on his door and shouting.
“Sir! Sir, wake up. Get up! They’re dead. Sir!”
In a flash, he was off the bed and across the room, jerking the door open.
“What are you saying? Who’s dead?”
But Pavel was running back down the passage. Confused and still groggy, Jaromir ran after him and saw two forms lying prone outside Inna’s door. Shades of the previous night flashed by him, but he could tell this was different even before he skidded to a stop.
“I wasn’t gone long,” Pavel babbled, “and I came back with the money I owed Stiva.” He dropped to his knees. “Look at him. Look at Winshaw.”
Both Winshaw and Stiva were lying faceup, their flesh shriveled and dried against their bones, just like the dead girls in the cellar. Jaromir couldn’t let himself feel anything. He ignored Pavel and walked into the room.
Inna lay on the bed, dead, dried to a husk.
Strangely, the first thought in his mind was that Céline would blame him.
The next thought was that he blamed himself.
*   *   *
By noon the next day, Amelie felt as if she’d lost all control of her own world. Jaromir was escorting her and Céline down to the great hall, and she still couldn’t believe what Céline was asking her to do.
The tension between the three of them was so thick she could have cut it with her dagger.
Céline had taken the death of Inna rather hard, and she refused to look at Jaromir or speak to him unless necessary. His face was haggard, and his eyes were hollow. While Amelie wasn’t prone to jumping to his defense, she knew he’d only been doing what he thought was right. He’d lost two of his men, who might have been his friends, and Céline was treating him as if their deaths were his fault.
That was hardly fair.
He led them both through the great hall to the small side chamber—where the door was closed and locked. He unlocked it with a key and ushered them both inside. A few servants who were milling about, laying out the midday meal, glanced in their direction, and Jaromir closed the door behind himself, shutting off any view from outside.
Inside the chamber, Master Feodor was sitting in a chair with Corporal Pavel standing directly behind him, towering over him like hostile guard dog. Feodor had always given Amelie the shivers. She didn’t care for his long mustache or his politely veiled contempt. But Jaromir and Pavel were tall men, wearing swords, daggers, and chain armor. Feodor was a slender, almost fragile-looking man. He was unarmed, and it appeared Pavel had been keeping him in that chair.
“Lieutenant!” Feodor said angrily. “I demand to know the meaning of this. Your…man has refused to let me leave this room. The prince will hear of this.”
“The prince ordered it,” Jaromir answered.
Feodor’s jaw twitched, and he was perspiring enough for Amelie to see a few beads of sweat on his face.
He’s afraid, she thought.
“Where is the prince?” Céline asked, not looking at Jaromir or Pavel.
The tension felt just as thick in here, only now it held a hint of threat.
“He isn’t well,” Jaromir answered shortly. “Can you do this?”
Céline refused to look at him and instead turned to Amelie. “Please try this for me. Helga seems to…know things. Just try.”
Amelie was nearly trembling. She wanted this suspicion of Céline’s to be true more than she’d ever admit, but she was terrified of failing if she tried, of condemning herself to the mundane forever.
“All you need do is touch his hand and focus on the past,” Céline said, “on what brought him here.”
“What is this?” Feodor demanded. He began to stand up, but Pavel shoved him back down into the chair.
“This girl is going to read you,” Jaromir said, gesturing to Amelie. “She’s going to read your past.”
The whites of Feodor’s eyes showed bright around his irises. “I will not submit to such indignity!” He started to rise again, and this time Pavel held him down, with both hands on his shoulders.
“That isn’t necessary,” Céline said raggedly.
“Just do it!” Jaromir barked at her.
Amelie got the feeling he was nearing the end of his tether and probably blaming himself for the deaths of Inna, Winshaw, and Stiva. Céline was not helping here, but she was also pale and stretched tightly herself.
“How do I start?” Amelie asked, trying to move this forward, even if she failed.
Céline closed her eyes briefly and opened them again. Without having to be told, Jaromir dragged a chair across the floor, directly in front of Feodor, who was perspiring more freely now. Amelie almost pitied him. But Jaromir and Pavel were both acting like bullies, and she’d never cared much for bullies.
Sitting down, she looked to Céline, who crouched beside her.
“Take his hand and close your eyes,” Céline said. “Then try to sense for the spark of his spirit and focus on what brought him here, on what he’s doing here.”
“Prince Lieven will hear of this!” Feodor protested weakly.
“Shut up,” Jaromir told him.
If Feodor turned out to be guiltless, Jaromir had probably gone too far and there would be repercussions…but if he were guiltless, why would he have instructed Inna to secretly drug Anton?
Suddenly, Amelie’s curiosity, her need to seek information and know what Feodor was doing here, overrode her discomfort with all the tension and edge of threat filling the room.
Reaching out, she touched Feodor’s hand. He flinched but didn’t pull it away, as if realizing he had no choice.
Amelie closed her eyes, trying not to tremble visibly, experiencing for the first time what it must feel like to be Céline, to have everyone watching expectantly, wondering what the “seer” might actually reveal.
Pushing such self-absorbed thoughts away, she focused all her energy on Feodor, on seeking the spark of his spirit…and she felt something, a hint of his essence. Focusing harder, she pinpointed the questions in her mind on what he was doing here, on why he had come.
Nothing happened.
She saw nothing.
This went on long enough that panic began to set in. What if Céline and Helga were wrong? What if she and Céline were not two sides of the same coin and Céline was the only one who’d inherited the powers of the “Mist-Torn,” as Helga called their mother’s line.
With her eyes still closed, Amelie thought on the white powder Céline had described, laced with hemlock, being poured into Anton’s wine goblet.
Then…a sharp jolt struck her, almost painful. A second one hit, and the small room around her vanished. A whooshing sound rushed in her ears, and she was being swept backward down a corridor of white mist. For all her courage, the sensation was terrifying. Amelie liked control, and she’d lost control of her own body.
The white mists swept and swirled around her, and she couldn’t stop or escape them.
Without warning, they vanished, and she found herself standing in a large room with polished pine walls and a burning hearth. How could this be?
Looking around, she realized she was no longer in Castle Sèone. By the antlers and boar heads on the walls, it appeared to be some sort of hunting lodge, but soldiers in black tabards stood at attention all around.
Frightened, she reached automatically for the sword on her hip, but none of the soldiers reacted. It was as if they couldn’t see her.
There was a rough-edged table at the top of the room, along with a man sitting in an ornate chair. He looked to be about twenty-five, handsome and slender. His hair was long and dark. His skin was pale to the point of being white, and he wore a sleeveless blue embroidered tunic. He looked like Anton—only with darker, longer hair. But his eyes were cruel, and he was gazing downward at someone over the top of the table.
Amelie followed his gaze to see Master Feodor kneeling on the floor.
“My father has finally made arrangements to send you to my brother, as his personal physician,” said the man in the ornate chair. “This has taken no small effort on my part.”
Amelie drew a sharp breath. She knew who he was: Sub-Prince Damek. In her time living under his rule in Shetâna, she’d never once seen him.
“Yes, my prince,” Feodor said in oily voice. He didn’t appear remotely frightened, only expectant.
“So you understand what I’m asking you to do?” Damek asked.
“Fully, my prince. I will send regular reports of everything occurring at Sèone, and I will endeavor to…hinder his progress as the master of his fiefdoms.”
“He must appear weak,” Damek said, “both in body and mind, in strength and his ability to lead. Can you manage this?”
“Easily, my prince, and in return…?”
“You’ll be well rewarded, do not fear, but do not disappoint me. He must appear weak.”
Feodor bowed low. “I will not fail.”
“See that you don’t.”
Amelie was breathing hard, trying to take this in. She was here, but not here—present but unable to be seen or heard. Just the sight of Damek in his chair filled her with revulsion.
And Feodor was a traitor.
The hunting lodge vanished, and she found herself back inside the small chamber with her eyes open, staring at Master Feodor sitting in his chair across from hers. He was staring back, his terrified eyes fixed on hers.
Céline crouched beside her. “Amelie, are you all right? What did you see?”
But she was still breathing hard, overwhelmed by the reality of what had just happened, of her experience, the knowledge of her ability…and of what she’d just witnessed.
“Jaromir!” she cried without thinking, and he grabbed the arm of her chair, pulling it around effortlessly to face him.
“What?” he asked. “Amelie, what did you see?”
“He’s in the pay of Sub-Prince Damek,” she choked. “He came here to hurt Anton.”



CHAPTER 12
A short while later, Céline and Amelie were hiding out in their room. The scene following Amelie’s revelations had not been pretty, culminating in Jaromir ordering Pavel to take Master Feodor down beneath the old barracks and lock him in a prison cell.
Feodor had not taken this with bravery or good grace, subjecting the servants in the great hall to quite an unseemly display as he was dragged from the chamber.
As soon as possible, Céline and Amelie had both fled for the stairs, hurrying to the solitude of their room.
“What do you think will happen to him?” Amelie asked, sinking down onto the bed.
Céline understood what she was going through—the latent responsibility for having spoken up about the events in a vision. “I suppose it depends on whether or not Jaromir can find any proof. I know he believes you, but right now, all he has is the word of a ‘gypsy seer,’ as Feodor will state in his own defense.”
“Yes,” Amelie said, nodding. “There has to be some kind of hearing, right? Even if it’s just Anton and his council presiding? And Jaromir has to find proof, doesn’t he? It won’t all rest on what I saw.”
“No, of course it won’t.” With mild annoyance, Céline then noted that the miniature portrait of the chestnut-haired woman was back on the dressing table. She picked it up. “How does this keep getting back out here?” She didn’t know why the sight of the portrait bothered her, only that it did.
The door opened and Helga hobbled in carrying a plate of bread, ham, and sliced carrots. “I know you’ve had no lunch,” she said, “either of you.”
She left the door open, but Céline didn’t mind. Few people ever came down this passage, and the open door made their space feel bigger. But as Helga set the tray on the dressing table, Céline asked her.
“Helga, are you taking this miniature from the drawer and setting it back out again?”
Helga blinked. “Of Lady Bethany? No, I’ve not touched it. I thought the prince must have given it into your keeping for some reason.”
That made no sense at all.
“Who is Lady Bethany?”
“Who is…why, she was the prince’s mother. He used to have that picture in his bedroom, and I would sometimes dust it when I helped the housemaids.”
“What?” Amelie asked, hopping off the bed and coming closer.
“You didn’t know?” Helga responded in genuine surprise.
And then Céline realized why the face in the miniature seemed vaguely familiar. Her face was round, and she looked more cheerful than exotic, but her chestnut hair and skin tones were similar to Lady Karina’s.
“This is Anton’s mother?” Céline asked, alarmed now as she remembered something else. “He told me he’d lost this. How could it have ended up in here?”
“Should we try and give it back to him?” Amelie asked, sounding reluctant.
Céline understood why, and she herself didn’t care for the idea of simply walking up to Anton, handing him a miniature of his mother, and saying, “Oh, by the way, we’ve had this in our room since we arrived.”
How would that look?
“No…,” she said. “Let me think of something else. I’ll try to put it someplace where he’ll find it.”
Amelie nodded. “Good. I think that’s best.” She studied the tiny portrait. “She was pretty. Helga, do you know how she died?”
“Of the rupture, when his lordship was only eight years old.”
“The rupture?” Amelie asked.
“You know,” Céline said quietly, “that pain that starts in the right side, like Jareth’s oldest son back in Shetâna.”
Amelie fell silent. She and Céline had both seen people die this way. Normally, it began with someone feeling sick to their stomach, followed by a sharp pain in the right side of the abdomen that turned to agony, followed by an organ erupting inside them, followed by death. Once it began, there was nothing the finest physician could do to stop it, and it was a terrible way to die.
“Poor lamb,” Helga said, still gazing at the portrait. “I heard the pain started in the morning, and she was gone before the next day.”
And poor Anton, to have lost his mother so young.
No one spoke for a moment, and then Céline put the portrait back in the drawer.
As if eager to change the subject, Helga began slapping ham onto slices of bread and glanced at Amelie. “I heard what happened downstairs with Master Feodor,” she told Amelie. “So you found your side of the coin.”
Amelie didn’t respond. Perhaps she wasn’t ready to talk about her new ability yet.
Sitting on the bed again, Amelie leaned back against the headboard and said to Céline, “I wanted to stay here so badly…but now I’m not sure. I thought this place was different from home, but you saw Jaromir and Pavel down there. Maybe it’s not so different.”
Céline wasn’t surprised that her sister had been suffering the same doubts. “Well, we could set up someplace else. With me reading futures and you reading pasts, I doubt we’d starve.”
“You could go and find your own people,” Helga suggested. “Always a place for the Mist-Torn with the Móndyalítko.”
A sound in the doorway caught Céline’s attention, and she turned to see Anton standing there. Two male servants stood behind him, carrying the portrait from the upstairs hall. Anton looked terrible. His hands were trembling and his skin was tinged green. She had a fairly good idea of what was wrong with him, but she feared offending him by speaking up.
However, his expression was stricken, and she wondered how long he’d been there. She knew he hadn’t been there when they’d spoken of his mother, but had he heard them discussing the possibility of leaving Sèone?
“My lord,” she said, for lack of anything else to say.
Thankfully, Amelie broke the moment by climbing off the bed and moving closer to the door. “Is that it?” she asked, fixating with a kind of awe on the image of the pale, dark-haired young woman by the fire—wearing long black gloves.
Anton recovered his composure. “Yes, I’m having it moved to my rooms. I want to keep it close to myself and away from everyone else.”
Céline wondered about the wisdom of that but knew better than to challenge him. Why had he stopped at their door? It was unusual for him make any sort of visit. If he wanted to speak to someone, he normally sent a messenger and had the person summoned.
“Did you need anything from us?” she asked.
“Yes.” He hesitated. “The lieutenant has arrested Master Feodor, pending some…unsettling charges. I want you and Amelie to both do readings of Master Feodor with me inside the room, for her to see what else she can learn of the past, and for you to try and see his future. And I want to hear both your reports immediately afterward.”
Although Céline thought he should be in bed, she answered, “Of course.”
But Amelie spoke at the same time. “Again? So soon? I just read him.”
Anton frowned and Céline tensed. He wasn’t used to having his orders questioned.
To his credit, he answered, “It would be a great service to me, Amelie.”
With her mouth set tightly, she nodded once. “All right.”
“My thanks.” He waved off his two servants holding the large portrait between them. “Take that up to my apartments.” Then he stepped back from the door, motioning to Céline and Amelie. “Come, then. It’s a bit of a walk down to the prisons.”
*   *   *
Jaromir strode through the old guard room of the castle prison to find Pavel waiting outside a locked cell door.
After conducting a full search of Master Feodor’s rooms and finding nothing he could use for proof, Jaromir decided he would have to rely on other methods. Taking off his sword, he handed it to Pavel, but he kept the dagger on his hip and a second one in his boot.
“Don’t let anyone inside,” he ordered Pavel. “Not anyone.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Unlock the door.”
The prison at Castle Sèone was rarely used except for the occasional petty thief or anyone else Jaromir thought worthy of a lockup. Last fall, an old woman had come to him complaining that her daughter’s husband had badly beaten the girl. When Jaromir went down into the village and saw the young wife, he’d ordered the husband locked up for six months.
He was the law here, and everyone knew it.
Master Feodor clearly knew it, and he backed up against the dank wall of the cell when Jaromir entered. Pavel remained outside, locking the door again.
“You cannot keep me in here without evidence,” Feodor said. “I demand that Prince Anton be informed.”
“He’s been informed.”
Feodor didn’t seem surprised. He must have known Jaromir wouldn’t keep someone of his status locked up without Anton’s consent.
“How are you doing it?” Jaromir dove in without hesitation. “Murdering the girls, using some woman who pretends to be a ghost? How is it done? Poison on the gloves?”
At that, Feodor’s face went completely white. “Murdering the…?” he sputtered. “You can’t possibly believe I have anything to do that.”
Jaromir walked closer, keeping Feodor backed up against the wall. “Who else has a reason to discredit Anton?”
Shaking his head wildly, Feodor insisted, “No! I’ve murdered no one. My only task was to…” He trailed off in horror, aware of what he’d almost said.
“To what?”
“To care for Prince Anton’s health.” Feodor collected some control of himself again. “And you have no proof otherwise. You’ve nothing but the word of a gypsy who dresses like a boy.”
Jaromir jerked the dagger from his belt and pressed the sharp edge below Feodor’s left eye. “How long have you been working for Damek? Since before Prince Lieven decided to send you here?”
Terror twisted the physician’s features. “You cannot do this! You have no right.”
In a quick movement, Jaromir sliced the man’s cheek open, watching blood run down his face. “My duty is to my prince,” Jaromir whispered. “I can do anything I want.”
Feodor’s eyes widened in fear and pain.
“How long have you been working for Damek?” Jaromir repeated.
“Two years,” Feodor blurted out.
“And Damek somehow convinced his father that Anton needed a court physician?”
“Yes, but not on his own word. He did it through the counsel of others. His father would never believe him to be concerned for Anton’s health.”
Jaromir put the blade back to Feodor’s face. “And he told you to poison Anton slowly, with hemlock?”
“I never intended harm! Only to weaken him, to make him appear unfit to rule.”
The rage inside Jaromir kept growing. He’d left Anton’s health in the hands of this piece of filth…and he’d not even suspected. He should have routed this out long ago.
“Have you sent word to Damek of the murders here?”
Feodor breaths were coming quickly. “Yes.”
“Have you informed him of Anton’s recent downturn in health?”
“No.”
Jaromir stepped back, thinking. If he left Feodor alive long enough for an official hearing, there was a chance Damek might find some way to interfere. Feodor was clever. In the process, the physician could even find a way, some way, to keep feeding Damek information about what was happening at Castle Sèone.
No, this needed to stop here. Jaromir had overlooked a spy and a traitor in their midst. Such an act could not be forgiven on his part, but it could be amended.
Reaching down with his left hand, he jerked the other dagger from his boot and held it out, hilt first.
“Take it.”
Realization dawned in Feodor’s eyes, and he tried backing further against the wall. “No! I’ll not give you an excuse to murder me.”
“Take it or I’ll kill you and put it into your hand after you’re dead. At least this way you have a chance.”
Nothing happened for the span of a few breaths, and then Feodor went for the dagger, grasping the hilt. Jaromir rammed forward with his right hand, driving the other dagger through the hollow of Feodor’s throat, grinding it in a half circle.
Moving back, he watched the body fall.
It was done.
*   *   *
Céline walked quietly beside Anton down a dank, wet stairwell and through what must once have been a guardroom. Now the entire prison gave off an eerie, lonely sensation, and she wondered what tragedies must have taken place down here over the past hundred years or so.
Amelie came just behind them, and as they passed from the guardroom into a larger area sporting six wooden doors with narrow slits at the bottom, Céline saw Pavel standing at attention, and Jaromir was just coming out from one of the cell doors.
At the sight of Anton, he froze in the open doorway, and Céline’s gaze moved down to the dripping dagger in his hand. She went cold.
“I came to question the prisoner myself,” Anton said. “Is there a problem?”
“Yes, my lord,” Jaromir answered. “I obtained a full confession, but as I finished, he managed to pull a dagger from my belt and attack me. I had to defend myself.”
“Is he dead?”
“I fear so. I don’t believe he was involved in the deaths of the girls, but he confessed to his betrayal of you.”
At the calm, detached manner of this exchange, a roar began growing in Céline’s ears. As if Feodor would ever attack Jaromir. She was having trouble breathing.
“Unfortunate,” Anton said, “but if he gave a full confession, your word will not be questioned.”
The roar in Céline’s ears grew louder, and she rushed past Jaromir into the cell. He whirled to come after her, but she was already looking down.
Master Feodor lay there on the damp floor of the cell with a dagger gripped in his right hand. His eyes were still open, and his cheek had been sliced. Blood flowed from a hole at the base of his throat, forming a pool around his head.
“You murderer!” she cried, turning on Jaromir.
“Céline,” Anton said in alarm.
The roar in her ears was almost deafening now, and her lunch threatened to come back up.
“You just came in here and killed him,” she went on, unable to stop. “Judge and executioner. And your lord and master isn’t going to say a word.”
The cell was going dark around her.
“Corporal Pavel,” Anton said, his voice tight, “Mistress Fawe is not well. Please carry her back up to her room.”
When she saw Pavel coming toward her, she dodged deeper into the cell, nearly slipping on the pool of blood. “No,” she told him. “You just stood outside that door and listened. You didn’t even try to stop it.”
Then suddenly, Amelie pushed past Pavel and ran inside the cell, grasping Céline’s arms, holding her up, and glaring back at the men with an expression that gave even Jaromir pause.
“I’ve got her,” Amelie said. “We don’t need your help. We don’t need anyone but each other.”
Something in those words caused the roar to quiet.
“Céline, come on,” Amelie whispered in her ear. “Don’t make Anton order Pavel to carry you again.”
Still sick to her stomach, Céline let Amelie lead her toward the door. All three of the men got out of their way.
*   *   *
Amelie took Céline directly back to their room and forced her into the bed, beneath the covers, to rest.
Thankfully, Helga was still there, and she dampened a cloth, pressing it gently to Céline’s forehead. Céline stared blankly out into the room, her gaze fixed on nothing.
“I can’t do this anymore,” she whispered.
“I know,” Amelie answered.
“Shhhhhhh,” Helga said to Céline. “Go to sleep, my girl. You’ll feel better when you wake.”
Amelie didn’t think so, but she kept quiet, sitting down on the end of the bed, wishing she knew how to stroke Céline’s forehead like that.
A soft knock sounded on the door.
Oh, what could anyone here possibly want from them now?
Annoyed, Amelie hopped off the bed and jerked the door open to find Pavel standing on the other side. He was the last person she wanted to see—well, second to the last. And he was sadly mistaken if he thought she’d let him in.
“What?” she asked, blocking the doorway.
“Is Céline all right?” As he’d made no move to enter and he looked genuinely concerned, she softened a bit. “No. She’s not.”
“If she hadn’t caught him off guard, the lieutenant would never have let her slip past him and see that. I’d never have let her see it.”
“Oh, and so her not seeing it means it didn’t happen?”
He winced and she sighed.
“What is it you want, Corporal?” she asked.
He held out a piece of paper. “Read this and don’t refuse. Please don’t refuse, Amelie.”
Then he was gone, walking down the passage for the stairway that led down. Amelie moved back into the room and unfolded the paper.
Inside was a message to her:
I’m in the upstairs portrait hall, alone. Please come up.

Jaromir

She tossed the note on the dressing table and shook her head.
“What is it?” Helga asked.
“His lord majesty lieutenant wants me to come up to the portrait hall and see him.”
“Then you should go.”
Amelie turned. “You’re not serious?”
For once, Helga wasn’t rambling or speaking halfway to herself. “Things were different here before he came. He’s kept this place safe for a good while now, but he keeps himself apart, alone. If he’s so wounded that he’s asked for help, you should give it.”
“I don’t owe him anything.”
“Don’t you?”
Unbidden, a memory erupted in Amelie’s mind of her home burning behind her, of her arms growing weary in a fight she couldn’t win…of Jaromir clubbing a soldier in a black tabard.
Helga turned back to Céline. “You go to him. I’ll care for her.”
Amelie stood watching the bed for a moment. Without completely knowing why, she turned and left the room, heading for the other end of the passage, with an odd, dark stairwell leading up. She’d not ventured there herself before, but Céline had described it.
After climbing the stairs, she walked out into a long hall with tall archers’ slits along its outer wall, serving as windows, and a line of enormous portraits down the inner wall. Even from here, she could see an empty space where a painting had been removed.
Jaromir was sitting on the floor with his back to the wall. An unexpected wave of pity passed through her, but if he’d called her up here to offer comfort, he would be disappointed. She didn’t even know how to comfort Céline.
“I’m here,” she said weakly, walking toward him. “What do you want?”
He kept his eyes on the opposite wall. “To make you understand why I did what I did.”
“I already know why, to protect Anton. I’d probably have done the same for Céline.”
Then he looked up at her, with a hint of relief. Maybe she could give him some comfort. The thing was…she did understand why he’d killed Feodor, and she wasn’t even sure he’d been wrong.
“Sit down,” he said.
Cautiously, she crouched beside him. While she didn’t enjoy watching him play the bully, she found that she didn’t like seeing him like this either. He seemed diminished somehow.
“No, I mean that I want you to understand,” he went on. “I want to show you why I’d do anything for Anton.”
She frowned. What was he talking about?
“I want you to read my past,” he said.
She started to rise. “No.”
To go inside his head? To look at his past? That was too intimate.
In a flash, he had ahold of both her wrists and wouldn’t let her get up. “Don’t go.”
On instinct, she jerked hard once, but she knew the strength in his hands only too well by now, and she couldn’t even make his arms move. Instead of kicking him, she said, “This is why Céline is so tired of this place! You get us to trust you. You behave like our friend…until one of us doesn’t do exactly what you want, and then you act like one of Damek’s men.”
He let go as if her skin burned his hands. “Don’t leave. Please.”
That was the third time in about the last ten minutes that he or Pavel had used the word “please.”
“I’m no good with words,” he rushed on, “and you’re the only one who can see, who can know why I’d do anything to protect Anton.” He was silent for a moment. “I want somebody to know.”
She breathed out through her nose and sat down on the floor. Maybe Helga was right, and he had cut himself off from everyone. He needed some kind of connection after the horrors of the past few days. But she couldn’t bring herself to touch him and try to look at his memories. She feared it would create too much of a…connection.
“Couldn’t you just tell me?” she asked. She could give him that much. He deserved that much.
His eyes fixed on her face as he appeared to be considering the option of truly talking to someone, and she suddenly wondered about the wisdom of her offer. Perhaps Jaromir never talked to anyone—or at least not about anything that mattered. Would letting him unburden himself to her be even more intimate than trying to read his past?
She was well aware that he often looked at her with more than a passing interest, and she’d been determined to keep him at arm’s length. It wasn’t that she didn’t find him attractive. She could finally admit that to herself. What woman wouldn’t find him attractive? He was tall, strong, and comfortable with himself. He looked out for those he cared for, and he was one of the most capable men she’d ever met.
But…she’d met his mistress, and while playing cards, she’d heard casual talk from the guards about his previous mistresses. He liked wealthy, beautiful, shallow women who followed his orders, and he never kept one woman for very long.
Since Amelie was a far cry from his usual type, she might hold his interest a little longer, but how much longer? She had no intention of becoming just another cast-off mistress on Jaromir’s list.
Still, he was in pain, and for better or worse she did want to help him.
“Talk to me,” she said. “If you want me to understand, you’ll have to tell me. I’m not going to try to read your past.” Settling more comfortably on the floor, she asked, “When did you and Anton meet?”
Still staring at her, he answered, “Four years ago…at Castle Pählen.”
She sat, just waiting, until he opened his mouth again, and he began to talk, weaving a story in which he’d given up his place as a lieutenant for the House of Hilaron, out of loyalty for a fallen prince, without having any idea what life as a mercenary on the open road would be like.
“You wouldn’t believe some of the things I did to survive,” he whispered. “I wouldn’t want to tell you.”
She just listened.
“Then I heard that Prince Lieven was hiring guards for a family gathering and I went to beg for anything he’d give me,” he went on. “I had no pride left. I was filthy and starving…even once I was hired, I had to beg food and a razor, and I was facing being turned out as soon as the gathering had ended.”
He was quiet for a moment. “But then Anton…he saved Lizzie from his brother, and so I saved him from a group of his brother’s assassins.”
In spite of her determination to keep quiet and listen, she couldn’t help blurting out, “What?”
He nodded and went on speaking quietly, telling her of a dirty deal Damek had made with the captain of Anton’s guard, of a bloody fight, of Anton’s tragic surprise that anyone would go as far out of his way to help as Jaromir had.
“He was so alone,” Jaromir whispered. “I didn’t realize at the time, but I did later.”
“And he asked you to come back with him? To head up the guard here?”
Jaromir was breathing fast now, lost in the past, and his eyes were glassy.
“Yes. By the time we reached Sèone, he and I had become friends. But I didn’t understand how high he’d placed me until we entered the castle and he assigned my apartments. I became the Lieutenant, like the title of a lord. Soon, almost no one used my name. I was either ‘sir’ or ‘the Lieutenant.’” He leaned back against the wall. “Can you imagine how that would feel? To be nothing one day…nothing, and then suddenly find you’d become more than you thought possible?”
Amelie leaned back on her hands. “Yes, I can imagine how it feels.”
*   *   *
A few hours past sunset, Céline was still beneath of the covers of their bed, listening as Amelie told her Jaromir’s story, of all that he had told her. Helga was gone now, and the two sisters were alone.
Without wanting to be, Céline was moved by Jaromir’s story, but it wasn’t enough.
“It doesn’t excuse what he did to Feodor.”
“He’s protective of Anton.”
“To the point of judicial murder?”
Amelie didn’t answer, and Céline wondered what her sister was thinking. But Céline was drained, tired. Everyone that she or Amelie had pointed out as a possible victim or villain was dead.
Helga had been right, though, and after sleeping through the afternoon and early evening, she was calmer.
“I’m still not sure I can do this anymore,” Céline whispered.
“Do you want the shop?”
“I don’t know.”
Before Amelie could answer, a pounding on the door made them both jump. The pounding continued, and Amelie hurried to the door, pulling it open.
Jaromir leaned in over the top of her head. If he’d looked haggard earlier, he looked positively aged now. “Céline, you have to come. Anton’s worse.”
She sat up. “How much worse?”
“I think he’s dying.”
*   *   *
Up in Anton’s bedroom, Céline sponged the sweat off his face. He was unconscious, but his body was shaking. Amelie sat beside her, and Jaromir sat on the side of the bed, almost ill himself. If Céline hadn’t known him better, she would have said he was frightened.
Pavel stood by the door with his arms crossed, little better off than Jaromir. The oversized portrait of the dark-haired woman by the campfire leaned against the wall beside him.
“Was he vomiting before he fell unconscious?” Céline asked. All the broken ties between them didn’t matter in this moment.
“Yes,” Jaromir answered. “I thought it was a good thing. I thought if Feodor had managed to give him some kind of poison before he was locked up…that Anton was purging himself. Is that possible? Could Feodor have fed him poison?”
Céline chewed on the inside of her lip. She knew what was wrong with Anton. She’d known that afternoon. But men of his status—and the people around them—did not like to acknowledge a dependency upon elixirs or wine or anything but their own power. Even suggesting such a thing could be construed as insulting. That was why she hadn’t said anything earlier. She’d simply hoped he wouldn’t get worse.
“Céline!” Jaromir insisted.
The room was dim, with only a few candles glowing. Anton groaned in pain, sweating into his bedsheets.
“No,” she said as matter-of-factly as she could. “He’s having the opposite problem. Master Feodor had been finding a way to feed him an opiate for a long while. His body has become dependent upon the opiate, and now the lack of it is making him ill. His organs can no longer function properly without it, and I’m afraid the dependency is so severe that he may continue to grow worse.”
Pavel tensed in the doorway, and Jaromir sat up straight.
But then, to her great relief, the lieutenant asked, “Can anything be done?”
“Yes, but you’re not going to like it.”
“Just tell me!”
“He’ll need small, weakened doses of the opiate for a while, possibly weeks, decreasing in amount until he’s weaned away from it. Then he’ll need a tonic made from colewort to help his liver cleanse the toxins from his body.”
She knew the thought of giving Anton more of the drug that had made him ill in the first place probably went against every instinct Jaromir possessed, but she could see the pain on his weathered face. Jaromir viewed Anton as far more than a means to position and power.
“And you can make these potions?” he asked.
While she hardly considered either the poppy syrup or the cleansing tonic to be a potion, she nodded. “Yes, but only if you give me full access to the apothecary shop and its herb garden, and if you want this done quickly, I’ll need some assistance.”
Her words had an almost magical effect on him. He stood up, some of the haggard lines vanishing. He was a man who needed a plan, a mission. He was only truly miserable when he felt helpless.
“What kind of assistance?” he asked.
“I’ll need Amelie with me, and we’ll need several lanterns if we’re going to harvest poppies at night. Oh, and a good deal of firewood, as we’ll need to make a blaze in the hearth.”
Looking down at Anton, Jaromir seemed torn for a second or two about something, and then he said, “I’m staying here with him. Pavel, you gather lanterns and firewood. Take Céline and Amelie down to the apothecary’s shop. Keep them safe, and give Céline any help she needs.”
Pavel jerked the door open, as if equally glad for something to do, for some action to take. “Yes, sir.”
As Céline hurried toward the door, she called over her shoulder to Jaromir, “Send someone to wake the Lady Karina.”
*   *   *
Making a vial of the weakened poppy syrup went much faster this time. Pavel proved useful, both in helping her and Amelie gather the best poppies and in building the fire while they prepared the components.
But somewhere during this process, Céline was struck by a startling thought: She had altered a vision. When she’d read Inna the day before, she had clearly seen Inna putting a double dose of the powder into Anton’s wine that same afternoon. By speaking up, Céline had caused Jaromir to trap Inna inside the small guest room, preventing her from drugging Anton’s wine.
As a result, Anton was now suffering, but there was no denying that Céline had changed an event she had seen in a vision, changed the future. It could be done.
This was a revelation.
But she wiped the sweat from her forehead and worked faster on the poppy syrup.
Sooner than she expected, she was back in the castle, nearly running back down the passage to Anton’s rooms carrying a spoon and a vial. Amelie and Pavel trotted behind. Upon reaching the door, Céline knocked, and Jaromir opened it.
Lady Karina was inside the room now, her expression unreadable. “How bad is he?” she asked instantly.
Céline had no idea how to answer, so she didn’t. Instead, she hurried to the bed. “Jaromir, come and lift him up. He should be sitting so he won’t choke.”
The lieutenant moved in quickly, putting one arm beneath Anton’s back and lifting him into a sitting position. “Get his mouth open,” Céline instructed. She hoped Anton wasn’t so far gone that he couldn’t help a little.
“Anton,” she said, touching his face with two fingers. “You must swallow. Do you hear? You need to swallow this.”
She poured a spoonful of the poppy syrup over his tongue and then closed his mouth with her hands. He sputtered and convulsed once, but he swallowed it.
“Again,” she told Jaromir. “One more.”
When they’d finished, she sat beside Anton, still holding the spoon.
“How long till we know if it works?” Jaromir asked.
“Not long, but it will work. I’ve seen this before…with ex-soldiers back in Shetâna. My mother taught me what to do.”
Karina came over to sit on the bed, her lovely face a mask of calm, but her eyes gave her away; she was beyond worried. Both Amelie and Pavel hovered in the doorway. Jaromir began to pace back and forth across the room. But about a half hour later, Anton stopped moaning in pain, and he stopped sweating. Céline felt the temperature of his face and listened to his breathing.
“All right, he’s just sleeping now, not unconscious. He’s not in pain, and he should keep his food down once he wakes.”
Karina lowered her head and closed her eyes, as if finally allowing herself to express emotion.
Jaromir let out a shaky breath and leaned over, putting his hands on his knees. “Céline, I didn’t know you could…I had no idea you were a physician. You should have told me.”
“I’m not a physician. I’m an apothecary.”
Amelie came closer to the bed. “He’ll really be all right?”
“I think so.”
Amelie, Jaromir, and Pavel all looked about done in, and Céline had no idea what time it was. “The three of you should all go get some rest. I slept this afternoon, so I can sit with him.”
“I’ll stay, too,” Karina put in. “Céline’s right, Jaromir. You should all go and rest.” This last suggestion sounded more like an order.
Relenting, Jaromir nodded. “Send for me if there’s any change.”
Moments later, Céline and Lady Karina were alone with the sleeping Anton, and Céline had time to struggle with her own feelings, her own realization that the futures she saw could be changed. But also, to her partial shame, she’d loved working in the shop tonight, perhaps more than she had back home at the Lavender and Thyme. Even neglected, the herb garden promised a wealth of life, and the shop was so well equipped…and it seemed to need her. Silly thought.
“Thank you,” Karina said, breaking the silence. “I’ve some knowledge of herb lore, and yesterday I was informed what Master Feodor had been giving him. But I’d no idea this could happen.” Her mouth tightened, and she stood up, pacing the room. “I should have routed Feodor out long ago. How could I not have seen?”
“You cannot blame yourself, my lady. Jaromir is a virtual watchdog, and he didn’t catch Feodor either. The man was sent by Anton’s father. How could either of you have guessed?”
Karina stopped pacing and studied Céline. “I cannot tell you how glad I am that you’ve come to us. In spite of Anton’s…illness, I’ve seen a change in him since your arrival, as if he wants to live now, to rule, to best his brother. I’ve hated to see Anton alone these years, but I knew another marriage would be a terrible mistake, and with you, there are no worries on that score.”
Céline stiffened, caught off guard and offended on several levels. First, did Karina believe she was—or would be—Anton’s mistress? A plaything to provide him with entertainment and keep him from marrying again? Second, Céline had never thought this lady given to typical noble snobbery, but the words “with you, there are no worries on that score” made Céline want to flinch.
For all Karina’s apparent kindness, it seemed she viewed Céline as one or two notches above a castle servant.
“Jaromir and Pavel dragged us here,” Céline said, trying to keep the anger from her voice, “and I remained to help Anton solve the murders of these poor young women…and to keep Anton from appearing as a weakened leader to his father. I fear for this entire region should Damek be named heir.”
Karina waved one hand in the air. “Damek will never be the heir. Though tragic, the unsolved deaths of a few girls would mean nothing to Prince Lieven. I’ve met him, and I can see how his mind works. I’ve understood the situation for years. No, Lieven is simply waiting until Anton is ready, but you need not worry. Anton will soon enough be head of the House of Pählen, and then he will be the grand prince of Droevinka.”
Perhaps Karina was still shaken from her fears that Anton might have been on his deathbed. But the words coming from her mouth were startling. Céline had no idea she was so ambitious for Anton. Was she equally ambitious for herself? Seeking at least partial power to help rule through him? Pavel had clearly said she was given a voice here in matters of state.
Karina ceased her pacing near the bed. “But the deaths of these girls will have no impact on Prince Lieven’s decision, and I fear the murders will not be solved, even with your good help.”
“They must be,” came a whisper from the bed.
Anton’s eyes were open, and he’d been listening. Though probably as weak as a puppy, he wasn’t sweating or shaking. He was looking at his aunt. “We must stop these murders. My lady, arrange another banquet, for tomorrow night. Céline must continue reading the young women. At present, we have nothing else to try.”
The thought of even one more reading was almost more than Céline could face, but she had other worries.
“You won’t be on your feet by tomorrow night,” she insisted.
His quiet voice was firm. “I will.”
*   *   *
Although she was weary to the bone, Amelie couldn’t sleep. Finally, she climbed out of bed and stood on the cold floor, wondering if perhaps she shouldn’t just go and sit with Céline and the Lady Karina. Here, alone in this room, she had too much time to think. Much too much.
Her mind kept going over her experience that afternoon with Jaromir, how he’d told her of his past. It was difficult to admit, but she felt differently about him now. She understood him better.
And she didn’t want to understand him.
She certainly didn’t want to be standing by the firelight from the hearth, thinking about him.
Sighing, she reached for her breeches and then noticed that the miniature of Lady Bethany was back on the dressing table, leaning against the mirror. How did that thing keep getting out of the drawer?
Walking over, she picked it up. With everything that had happened in the past day and night, they’d completely forgotten to try to get it back to Anton. Pausing, she looked down into the pretty face of Lady Bethany. Poor woman, to have died so young, leaving her sons without a mother.
Bethany’s face was rounder than Karina’s, and so were her eyes. Their thick chestnut hair was the same, though, even the manner in which they wore it, piled high with a few loose curls hanging down.
Then suddenly, even in the light of the fire, Amelie felt cold, and she looked up. The room appeared to be filling with white mist. Her eyes dropped back to the portrait just as the first jolt hit.
“No!” Amelie said aloud, speaking to the portrait.
But she was jerked backward, rushing down the corridor of swirling mists, almost unable to believe what was happening. The journey was long, and she grew light-headed, fighting to break free from the mists, to get back to her room.
The mists cleared, and she was outside, in broad daylight, with a cluster of red apples hanging over her head.
Half turning, she saw that she was standing only a few paces from a young woman, perhaps sixteen years old, who knelt on what appeared to be damp ground beneath an apple tree, inside an orchard. The day was clear and the sun shone bright in the sky, but beyond the orchard, Amelie could see pools of still water filled with more cattails than she could count.
The Everfen?
“Bethany?” a smooth voice called. “Are you out here?”
The young woman raised her head. It was Anton’s mother…only younger than the image in the miniature. She was little more than a girl, wearing a muslin gown, soaked through the skirt where she knelt.
At first she didn’t answer the call, and then finally said, “I’m here, Karina, over here.”
The sound of sweeping skirts answered, and another woman came around a tree. Amelie gasped. It was the Lady Karina…but she appeared to be in her late twenties. She looked exactly the same as when Amelie had seen her in Anton’s rooms less than an hour before.
“Whatever are you doing? Father is waiting to tell you good-bye,” Karina said as she stopped walking. “You’ve ruined that dress.”
“I don’t care.”
“Oh, stop playing the martyr and get up.”
“I don’t want to go.” Bethany seemed near to tears. “Can’t you go for me? Can’t you take my place?”
“Would that I could,” Karina answered coldly, and then her face softened. “Forgive me…I’m…I know this isn’t your fault. But Prince Lieven is determined to expand his territories here in the south, and he wants a bride from the House of Yegor. The head of any southern house would jump at the chance to connect with Pählen. Father wrote to offer him a daughter, with some lands thrown in for a dowry, and Lieven agreed. That’s all there is to it.”
“But Father has four daughters. Why did he have to pick me?”
“Because of your youth. Because princes like Lieven tend to prefer sixteen-year-old girls; that’s why. Father says I’m too old, that if I arrived at Castle Pählen as the sacrificial lamb, Lieven might send me back. He won’t send you back.” This last was spoken with bitterness.
“Yes, but you’ve rebuffed every man who’s asked for you.”
“Because there’s been no one from a great house!” Karina answered. “Which is why Father never tried to force me…and now it may be too late.” She moved closer to her sister. “But it’s not too late for you. Prince Lieven’s influence and his lands are growing. You’ll have sons. Lieven may not be the grand prince in his time, but if the power of Pählen continues to grow, you could be the mother of a grand prince, enjoy power through him. Try to imagine that far ahead, Bethany. It will sustain you.”
Bethany stared at the damp ground. “Father claims to love me, but he knows nothing about Lieven. He’s sending me to the west, to share a bed with a man he’s never met. Is that love, Karina?”
“Yes,” Karina answered. “In this case it is. And I wish I was your age and you were mine. I’d take Father’s brand of love in a heartbeat.” She reached down. “Come on. You’ll need to change that dress before the caravan leaves.”
Bethany gripped her sister’s hand. “You’ll write to me? We’ll share everything that happens to us both?”
Karina nodded. “Oh, yes. I will follow everything that happens in your life.”
Bethany climbed to her feet, still holding Karina’s hand.
The scene of the orchard vanished, and Amelie was back in the glowing firelight of her room staring down into Bethany’s face. How had that just happened? How had touching the miniature pulled Amelie back through the mists?
But immediately, a more important revelation hit her. If the vision had been real…then Lady Karina had not aged a day in more than twenty-five years, since before Sub-Prince Damek was even born.



CHAPTER 13
Jaromir lay on his bed, trying to sleep and failing. He couldn’t stop thinking on those terrible hours with Anton tonight, watching his friend vomit and convulse and finally fall unconscious.
He’d feared that Anton had been further poisoned, but once Céline had voiced the truth, he’d chastised himself as an idiot. He should have figured it out himself. He’d seen enough men who loved strong drink, who had fallen on hard times, and then suffered from a lack of gin. He’d seen the shaking and sweating and sickness.
But the way Céline had stepped in and taken over had given him more relief than he could express, and now it seemed Anton would recover.
But Jaromir couldn’t fall sleep. He was still recovering from the experience himself.
A knock sounded on the door. Sitting up, he hesitated, hoping it wasn’t Bridgette. He wasn’t about to let her in, and he wasn’t up to sending her away. But he couldn’t ignore the knock, so he walked over and opened the door.
Amelie was standing in the passage, pale and shaken.
“What is it?” he asked, thinking this must be about Anton. “Is he worse?”
“The prince? No, I think he’s…I haven’t heard anything more.”
Jaromir moved aside, opening the door further. “Then what’s wrong? Come inside.”
She shook her head and wouldn’t cross the threshold. “No, I just…I was thinking about earlier, about what you told me…and a few things that Pavel told me and Céline.”
After all they’d been through tonight, he didn’t feel like speaking of his past anymore. “What about it?” He knew he sounded short, but he couldn’t help it.
She didn’t notice his tone. “The Lady Karina was already with Anton before you came here?”
He frowned. “Yes, but just before.”
“How well did Anton know his mother’s family?”
This was indeed becoming odd. Puzzled, he said, “I don’t think at all. From what little I know, the marriage of his parents was arranged between the families via proxy, and his mother was sent up from the south in a caravan to marry Prince Lieven. Common enough among the great houses. I don’t think Prince Lieven ever met her family.”
“But years later, long after Bethany was dead, Lady Karina learned that Lady Joselyn had died and that Anton had fallen into mourning, and she came here to offer him her help. How would she have known he needed help? And why would he have accepted?”
“Amelie, I’m tired. Why are you asking these things?”
“Could they have been writing to each other, Anton and Karina?” she asked. “Maybe she wrote to him once he was given Castle Sèone, or even before, and she worked to establish a connection between them?”
“I don’t know. It’s possible. Anton has always been good about answering letters, and Karina is his mother’s sister.” He stepped forward. “What is this about?”
But she drew away from him, and he was reluctant to grab her arm after what she’d said to him up in the portrait hall.
“I don’t know. I need to talk to Céline…” She turned. “Good night, Lieutenant.”
And then she was hurrying down the passage. He knew better than to follow.
*   *   *
Upon returning to her room near dawn, if Céline thought she’d get any sleep, she was sadly mistaken.
For she walked in to find a very distraught Amelie pacing the floor.
Amelie then rushed to her and spilled out an astonishing story, speaking in fits and starts from the moment she’d picked up the miniature of Lady Bethany to her visit to Lieutenant Jaromir for any possible extra information. By the time she’d finished, Céline was more than skeptical, but she knew she’d need to tread carefully.
Drawing Amelie over to the bed, Céline motioned her to sit down. “Are you sure it wasn’t a dream? We’ve been through so much in the past few days and nights.”
Amelie’s expression moved from shock to anger. “It wasn’t a dream! How would I have known what to ask Jaromir? How would I have known to get him to confirm that Prince Lieven knew nothing of Bethany’s family?”
Suddenly, the weight of what Amelie was saying began to touch Céline. “You really saw a vision of Bethany when she was sixteen…and Karina was the same age she is now?”
“Yes!”
“But that would been at least twenty-six years ago.”
Amelie nodded vigorously. “Before Damek was even born.”
Céline sank onto the bed beside her sister. “She said something tonight, something about being certain Anton would be named heir to the House of Pählen and then become the grand prince. Do you think she’s seeking power through him?”
“Maybe, but how has she not aged?”
“I don’t know.” Céline’s mind began turning over their options. “We can’t go to Anton or Jaromir with this. All we have is your word—from a vision you saw by touching a portrait that shouldn’t even be in this room. And then what would we accuse her of? Looking younger than she should?”
“She should look about fifty-five.”
“We can’t prove that.”
“Then what do you want to do?”
Céline looked around the room, at the silver brushes on the dressing table, the gowns in the open wardrobe, and the wooden screen in the corner.
“Set a trap,” she answered.
*   *   *
The following evening, as Amelie stood before the full-length mirror, she was beginning to regret how easily she’d agreed to Céline’s plan.
“Céline…I don’t know about this.”
“Oh, will you stop?” Céline answered. “You look lovely, and this is the only thing I could think of to get her up here alone. Surely you can stand wearing a gown for an hour or so?”
But Amelie wasn’t so sure. She didn’t feel like herself. Céline had laced her into the silk midnight blue gown that Inna had initially brought the day they’d arrived. It was tight at the waist and the skirt felt heavy, and she looked like a stranger to herself in the mirror.
“I’ll bet Jaromir would pay a year’s wages to see you in that,” Céline said, straightening the brushes on the dressing table.
An angry retort formed on Amelie’s lips, but she managed to bite it back. She wished Céline would stop teasing her about Jaromir. She was conflicted enough about him as things stood. “I doubt he earns a wage,” she answered. “He probably has the run of the castle treasury and just takes whatever he wants.”
The fire burned brightly, but the spring night was unusually warm, and the room felt hot and stuffy. Moving to the window, she opened the shutters and breathed the night air, looking down into the courtyard.
“All right,” Céline said from the dressing table. “I think we’re ready.”
“What makes you think she’ll come herself?” Amelie asked. “She might just send one of her maids.”
“Oh, she’ll come. Trust me.”
A short while ago, Amelie had a written a note—dictated by Céline—that read:
Dear Lady Karina,

For the banquet tonight, I have put on one of the gowns you had sent to us, but I waited until Céline had already gone downstairs. Because of my past refusals in this matter, I was embarrassed to ask for her help. Would you please come to my room and help me to dress my hair? I would be so grateful.

Your servant,
Amelie Fawe

They’d given the note to a castle maid and had it sent directly to Karina’s room. Amelie objected strenuously to the wording of the note, as it sounded nothing like her.
But Céline continued to insist that it would appeal to Lady Karina and bring her here directly. “For all her polite ways, I suspect your breeches and dagger offend her. Women like her are forced into a role by their birth and station, and most of them can’t stand the thought of another woman escaping that role. I know for certain that she’s been dying to put you into a gown and to dress your hair since we first arrived.”
“But my hair is too short for her to dress,” Amelie said, turning away from the open window.
“Oh, you’d be surprised what a lady like Karina can do with—”
A soft knock sounded on the door, and Céline froze for an instant. Then she hurried over to crouch down behind the dressing screen, completely hidden from sight.
This was part of the plan, too.
Still uncertain about the entire strategy, Amelie walked across the room. It was too late to turn back now. She opened the door.
Céline’s instincts must have been right, as the Lady Karina stood on the other side, and she smiled at the sight of the midnight blue gown. “Oh, my dear, how beautiful you are. Let me do your hair, and we’ll walk down to the hall together.”
She swept inside, wearing emerald green silk that rustled gently. Her own hair was elaborately dressed…but she had so much of it. Amelie thought when it was down, it probably reached the small of her back.
“I brought some pins,” Karina said. “Come and sit.”
“How is Anton?” Amelie asked, moving to the dressing table and sitting down.
“Weary, but on his feet. I did object to this banquet tonight, but he is determined.” She looked down at the table. “Will you hand me that brush?”
Looking into the mirror, Amelie studied Karina’s reflection, her lustrous hair, her glowing skin. She looked exactly as she had in the vision from so long ago.
How was that possible?
Céline had counseled Amelie to wait until after Karina had finished with her hair, ensuring that she was relaxed and pleased with her own work, but Amelie decided not to wait another moment.
Turning in the chair, she grabbed Karina’s hand and gripped it tightly.
Karina’s slanted green eyes widened in surprise, and she tried to jerk away, but Amelie was stronger and held fast while focusing all her internal energy on Karina’s past, on how she had not aged.
She felt for the spark of Karina’s spirit.
The jolt hit her as before, but this time the experience was different. Karina was fighting her, fighting to break free, and Amelie fought back. Within seconds, Amelie’s spirit began overpowering Karina’s, but as a result, she could feel their spirits mingling and meshing together.
The room around them vanished.
Another jolt hit, and then Amelie was rushing backward through the mists, only Karina’s spirit was still with her. Their spirits sped along, blending together until Amelie couldn’t separate them. She thought Karina’s thoughts and saw what Karina saw.
She was Karina.
And then the mists began to fade…



CHAPTER 14
SOUTHEASTERN PROVINCE NEAR THE EVERFEN
TWENTY-SIX YEARS IN THE PAST
The summer after Bethany left for her marriage and new life as the wife of a prince in the west, Karina’s sorrow and disappointment with her own life came to feel like a weight around her neck. She was not remotely sorry that she’d never married. No one worthy had asked her.
She was only sorry that her father had not been able to arrange a great match for her, as he had for her youngest sister. Oh, he was in the process of making “acceptable” matches for their other two sisters, but nothing on the scale that he’d made for Bethany.
And Karina would accept no less.
For women of their class…youth, beauty, wealth, and land were the only bargaining chips to be offered. Her father possessed abundant land, and she was well aware that she still possessed beauty, but at the age of twenty-nine, she was considered on the edge of losing her youth—possibly over the edge.
Father was nothing if not honest, and he’d told her that if she wished, he might able to arrange a match with a noble widower; an older man who’d lost his wife might agree to take Karina if a sweet enough dowry was offered.
But she did not wish this.
She wanted to run a great household. She wanted fiefdoms with fat rents under her charge. She wanted to be the beautiful mistress to one of the most powerful houses in Droevinka, to be worshipped by her peasants as kind and generous, to be valued by her husband as indispensable in helping him with decisions of state.
She wanted to be the mother of princes.
It cut like a sharp knife that her silly younger sister had been handed the opportunity for all these things…only because she was so young.
Karina considered herself to be clever, but she cursed herself that she’d never before realized the absolute importance of youth in a woman.
Looking into the mirror every night, she saw a lovely face staring back, with smooth skin, slanted green eyes, and glossy hair. The nobles who visited her parents here and the people of her father’s villages and the household servants still gazed at her with admiration when she entered a room or rode down the streets, but how long would this last? Next year she would be thirty.
Thirty.
How long before the glow of her skin faded and her hair grew dull like her mother’s and she woke up one day to find creases around her eyes? The prospect filled her with a dread she couldn’t bear. Once that happened, she’d have nothing to place on the bargaining table but her father’s land.
Worse, no one would gaze at her in admiration when she floated into a room. How could she live without that? It was all she had.
Her sorrow and fear of the future continued to grow.
Thankfully, she had one comfort and refuge to which she sometimes escaped, for some peace from her own thoughts. Her father had felt his girls should be accomplished in more skills than proper taste in gowns and hairstyles and good manners, and he’d encouraged them to pursue talents or interests. Bethany had proven herself quite skilled at the lute, and she’d chosen to study music.
Karina found joy and solace in painting. She loved to do a sketch of an object or a person and turn the sketch into an oil-painting likeness. Her father said she had skill, and he didn’t offer his favor lightly.
He displayed some of her better work, and it was admired by all.
Karina needed to be admired.
So in the months after Bethany’s departure toward a future of power and admiration, Karina took to her own room more and more, where she’d set up her easel and brushes.
One afternoon, she was in her room, working on a still life of a flower arrangement she’d put together herself—with short-cut roses and white pansies—and she was so absorbed in the work that it was too late before she remembered that she’d forgotten to change out of a new gown.
Father had paid quite a sum for the gown, a sky blue satin, and with some alarm, she saw that she’d spotted the sleeve with white paint. After a few moments of panic, she decided to go down to the kitchens and see if Martha, their head cook, could help. Martha had once managed to get every drop of spilled red wine out of light pink silk. It was possible she might be able to do something with few spots of paint.
Karina had no idea that this one small accident would alter the course of her life. But as she approached the kitchens, she heard a number of female voices and the word “Móndyalítko,” and she stopped outside the open archway, not allowing herself to be seen.
The paint on her sleeve was already dry, and a few more moments would make no difference. She loved to hear the kitchen gossip, and she knew that if she walked in, the women would cease talking.
“Wagons with houses built on top?” someone asked. “I should like to see that.” Karina didn’t recognize the voice, but she was familiar with only a few members of the kitchen staff.
“Well, they’ve set up camp just outside the village.” This was a voice she did know: Eveeta, a beautiful scullery maid of about sixteen. She had red hair and a charming smattering of freckles at the top of her breasts.
“You can go and have your fortune read or buy baubles or watch the entertainments,” Eveeta went on. “I was just down there. They have a man who can swallow fire if you pay him half a penny. Oh, and they have one of the Mist-Torn in their company.”
“What’s a Mist-Torn?” Martha asked.
“You know, one of their women who’s born with some sort of power,” Eveeta said.
Martha snorted. “Good gods, girl, you’ll believe anything. You can’t listen to a thing those Móndyalítko tell you. They’re born tricksters and liars.”
The chatter went on, but Karina drew back from the archway, forgetting all about her ruined sleeve. For the first time since Bethany had left, she found herself interested in something outside of her room.
The Móndyalítko.
She’d heard stories of them…that women among them often carved out positions of power in the community through skills or abilities. Yet they were surrounded by mystery—perhaps self-created mystery.
Karina wanted to see them.
Perhaps she would go and have her fortune told.
*   *   *
About an hour past sunset, Karina arrived at the Móndyalítko encampment with four of her father’s men riding beside her.
Her entourage made its entrance among the quaint wagons with brightly painted houses built into their beds. Campfires seemed to be glowing from the ground near every wagon, but as she dismounted, she heard music and looked to see a girl singing a haunting tune for a small crowd.
The girl’s waving black hair hung like dark cloud around her glowing ivory face. More than merely pretty, she was exotic and alluring. No one could take their eyes from her. Karina felt a rush of envy worse than anything she’d ever felt toward Bethany, but she couldn’t explain why.
Why should she envy some gypsy girl?
“How might we serve you, my lady?” asked a voice from behind her. “A love potion perhaps? Or would you like to hear your fortune?”
Karina turned to find a quite different woman, late middle-aged, with skin ravaged by disappointment and time, deeply wrinkled. The woman’s hair might have once been long and glossy, but now it hung in dried-out lanks going gray.
“Who is that?” Karina asked, turning back toward the singing girl surrounded by enraptured admirers.
The hag didn’t answer at first but then finally said, “My sister, Jaelle.” Hatred and venom dripped from her voice.
“Your sister?” Karina repeated, unable to keep the surprise from her voice. This woman looked old enough to be the girl’s grandmother.
“She is Mist-Torn,” the hag answered simply, as if this would explain everything.
Then Karina remembered Eveeta mentioning something about this…something about a gypsy born with power.
The girl, Jaelle, was so lovely, so fresh, with her flawless skin and warm smile as she sang.
“What is your name?” Karina asked the hag. Her stomach felt tight. Somehow, she knew that she was standing at the crux of her life. She didn’t know how she knew this, only that she did.
“I am Lucrezia.”
“And that girl is your sister?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
Again, Lucrezia did not speak for a moment. Hatred and envy emanated from her eyes. “She does not age. Her body draws small bits of youth from any girl around her, just bits, but it keeps her from aging a day.”
At those words, Karina almost couldn’t breathe. She fought to maintain her noble demeanor.
“That is the truth?” she demanded. “She’s not just some girl your people use to lure in villagers? And don’t lie to me. I can find out if you’re lying, and my father can have your entire company banished from this province.”
Lucrezia didn’t react to the threat. “’Tis true, my lady. She stopped aging over thirty years ago, a gift from the line of the Mist-Torn.”
“But you are her sister, and you received no such gift?”
Lucrezia’s expression closed up, and Karina could see the scars of jealous poison deep inside her eyes. If there was one thing Karina understood, it was jealous poison.
“Is there something I might do to serve you?” Lucrezia asked.
But Karina was reeling and needed time to think. Calling to her guards, she rode back to her father’s manor.
There, she spent a sleepless night.
*   *   *
The following afternoon, she returned to the gypsy encampment. As she dismounted, a handsome young man holding a violin looked her up and down without bothering to disguise his interest.
“Can I be of service, my lady?” he asked. His tone was insolent, almost suggestive, but inwardly she could not help being pleased at his clear approval of her beauty.
“Which wagon belongs to Lucrezia?” she asked coldly.
With a flourishing bow, he pointed. “That one.”
Without bothering to thank him, she moved away from her contingent of guards toward the wagon.
“Hello?” she called.
The bed of the wagon was covered by what appeared to be a small house. The door opened, and Lucrezia looked down in surprise. “My lady…what did you…Do you wish to have your fortune told?”
Wishing for a more private discussion, Karina nodded and then turned her head. “Wait out here,” she told her guards. After that, she made her way up a few steps and stepped inside a tiny dwelling with two bunk beds attached to the walls and a cushioned bench behind a table. Crystals hung from the ceiling, and balls of colored glass lined a makeshift window.
“Please sit,” Lucrezia said.
But Karina did not. Instead, she reached into her cloak, took out an emerald necklace, and dropped it on the table. Lucrezia couldn’t hide her shock. To her, the emeralds in the necklace would bring a fortune.
“My lady?”
“I’m not here to have my fortune told. I seek information…knowing you might not have it but are able to attain it.”
To Karina’s joy, Lucrezia’s eyes narrowed in cunning, in the light of opportunity. “However I might help, my lady.”
Karina wasted no time mincing words. “This power of your sister’s. You say she was born with it, but can it be stolen, can it be taken by another?”
Again, Lucrezia could not contain her shock. “Stolen? Given to another? No,” she said emphatically. “The power of the Mist-Torn is sacred. It cannot be used by another.”
“Are you certain?” Karina went on. “You must have women with arcane knowledge here…kettle witches, as they are called by our villagers. Perhaps you’re one yourself? Find a way to take your sister’s power and give use of it to me, and this emerald necklace will be but a small token of your reward. You can name your price, and I assure you I will pay it.”
Lucrezia slowly reached a gnarled hand toward the table.
But Karina grabbed her wrist. “Has the thought of stealing her power never occurred to you?”
Lucrezia’s shock only seemed to increase. “To steal from the Mist-Torn? Even if such a thing were possible, I would be cast out from my people…not just by those here, but by all of Móndyalítko.”
She appeared so terrified of that prospect that Karina began to relax a little. This Lucrezia might be jealous and greedy, but perhaps she would not dare try to take what Karina wanted.
“Will you look into this for me? Seek information among the crones of the kettle witches?”
Lucrezia’s eyes were locked on the emeralds. “It may take a bit of time, my lady. May I take the necklace now?”
“Yes.”
*   *   *
A week later, Karina received a message asking her to meet Lucrezia a half league from the mill, down the village creek.
Karina slipped out alone and rode by herself. She knew this wasn’t safe, but the reward was worth the risk, and she also understood why Lucrezia had chosen such a secret meeting place. At this point, they shouldn’t be seen plotting together.
Past the mill house, she steered her horse down the creek until she was well outside the village, surrounded only by trees, the creek, and the calling birds.
The ground was damp, and her horse had some trouble with its footing, but soon enough, she spotted Lucrezia standing alone between the tree line and the rushing creek. Karina dismounted.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Lucrezia said.
“Can it be done?” Karina demanded without preamble.
Lucrezia’s eyes were alight with cunning again. Now that she’d had time to absorb what Karina was asking, it stood to reason that her mind would be fully focused on how she might serve herself. But Karina had no worries about that. She wanted Lucrezia to be self-serving.
“It can be done, my lady, but it’s no simple matter.” She unrolled a scroll in her hand; it was written in a language Karina couldn’t read. “I stole this from one of our elders,” Lucrezia said. “The power of a Mist-Torn witch can only be taken from her and used if she is killed and her spirit is trapped. A spell is then cast to enslave the spirit…but the spirit must be visible to the master.”
“Visible?”
“Yes, the spirit must be held someplace, contained someplace where it can still be seen and commanded.”
The hint of an idea began forming at the back of Karina’s mind. Excitement began to build.
“Also,” Lucrezia continued, “wielding the power of an enslaved ghost will not work the same as it did for the Mist-Torn herself. You will be able to force her to use her power for yourself, but it may work quite differently coming from the hands of a ghost and being transferred to you…and I’m not sure what to expect. You may need some trial and error to harness the ghost’s abilities properly.”
That didn’t matter. Karina would figure it out. What mattered was enslaving Jaelle in the first place.
“Can you cast the necessary spells?”
At this, Lucrezia’s wrinkled, ugly face twisted with an expression of greed. “Perhaps we should speak of terms.”
“By all means. What is your price?”
“To be free of groveling for pennies reading fortunes. I want a house of my own. Servants of my own. To be my own mistress.”
“Done,” Karina said instantly.
The quick response put Lucrezia on her guard. “Where is the house?”
“In the prosperous village of Góra. My grandmother left it to me in her will, and it is mine to give. I will give you more jewels to sell, but that emerald necklace alone should keep you comfortable for years.”
“You mean to do this, don’t you? You’re not some spoiled noble hoping to help play the kettle witch.”
“Don’t insult me. Can you cast the proper spells?”
“I can…but, my lady, if you are the one to enslave Jaelle, you must be the one to end her life. Can you drive a dagger through her heart with your own hand?”
For eternal youth? Karina could slaughter half the village. “Have no fear on that score.”
“Then we only need to a find a prison, a place where her spirit can be trapped.”
Karina nodded. “I have an idea for that, as well.”
*   *   *
Another week later, and Karina was ready.
She’d worked night and day painting a backdrop large enough for a life-sized portrait. The scene had come to her when she’d thought on Jaelle by the campfire at night, with large evergreen trees just behind her. Jaelle had looked so pleased with herself by that campfire.
Karina would put her in such a setting forever.
Near midnight, she slipped out and went down to her mother’s rose garden. Lucrezia was already there, with a campfire burning and a cauldron on a hook bubbling over a fire.
The whole scene was like something from a dark fairy story.
However, Karina was dragging the canvas with the backdrop, and as it was as tall as herself, she was having some trouble. Lucrezia came to help her lean it against the stone wall of the garden.
“Is the oil completely dry?” Lucrezia asked.
“Yes.”
Karina had chosen this spot, as it was close to the house but always deserted at night. She knew she’d not be able to drag the painting far, and she couldn’t ask for help.
Lucrezia had a dagger in her right hand. “Stand still.” Reaching up, she sliced off a thick lock of Karina’s hair. Keeping the hair, she held out the dagger. “Take it. It’s razor sharp.”
Karina took it. “When will your sister arrive?”
“Soon. I told her we were being well paid to entertain the lord’s daughter by helping her cast a love spell out here in this garden. We’ve done such things before, many times. Most young women enjoy the thrill of pretending.” Looking at the dagger in Karina’s hand, she said, “But most young women are nothing like you.”
“No, they are not.”
Then, to Karina’s worry, Lucrezia’s expression wavered slightly. “You must swear to me that no word will ever reach my people of my part in this…should it be discovered.”
Karina relaxed again. She could easily promise that.
“I swear.”
A few moments later, footsteps sounded outside the wall, and a lovely visage came walking through the gate. Karina couldn’t keep in a soft gasp as the envy hit her. What was it about Jaelle that caused everyone to gaze upon her with such admiration? What is her glowing skin? Her wavy black hair? Or was it her complete assurance that she was worthy of such worship?
“My lady,” she said, smiling, nodding to her sister first and then taking in the sight of the rosebushes. “What a perfect setting. Did you bring a personal object from the man whose love you hope to gain?”
She was dressed all in black, even to her gloves, and Karina wondered if this was typical or part of the “show” she’d intended to perform tonight.
“Yes,” said Karina, showing Jaelle the dagger. “I have something right here.”
Gripping the hilt, she stepped up and drove the sharp blade right through Jaelle’s rib cage, upward toward her heart. The girl’s expression shifted to horror as her body jerked once.
“Quickly!” Lucrezia shouted.
Karina jerked out the knife and watched the body fall. But Lucrezia grabbed the dagger from her hand and held the bloody blade over the cauldron, letting three drops fall. Then she dashed back to the body and cut a lock of Jaelle’s hair, again rushing back and dropping the black lock, along with the chestnut one she’d taken from Karina, into the cauldron.
“By the heart’s blood of the Mist-Torn,” she whispered, “this gift is enslaved.”
Karina watched with fascination as Lucrezia took a ladle from the cauldron and dipped it into the boiling substance. Then she threw the ladleful of liquid against the painting, watching as it splashed across the surface.
“Inside!” she shouted. “Forever inside.”
A glow rose from Jaelle’s body, swirling and solidifying until her exact form appeared to be floating above the dead body.
“What have you done?” the ghost cried, but then she was swept toward the stone wall of the garden…and inside the painting, standing by the campfire, looking for all purposes like a life-sized portrait of a lovely gypsy girl.
Karina breathed in and out, with blood dripping from her right hand. But then she was struck by doubt, by disappointment. So she had murdered Jaelle, and then Lucrezia had trapped the spirit in the painting. But now what?
“You must command her,” Lucrezia said, breaking the silence. “You need to have her use her power to drain life from a living body and pass it to you. She is your slave now and cannot refuse anything you ask.”
Could it be so simple? Karina’s heart beat fast. She would not turn thirty. She would not age another day.
Lucrezia strode toward her. “But the keys to my house first, and the title of ownership. You promised.”
Karina glanced at her briefly and then back to the painting. “There is no house,” she said calmly. “Anything I inherit instantly belongs to my father, and those emeralds you took are family heirlooms, well-known throughout the province. If you try to sell them, you’ll be hanged.”
Lucrezia hissed and stepped back. “No!”
But Karina was still staring at the painting.
She pointed to Lucrezia. “Jaelle, drain her.”
A black-and-white form blurred from inside the portrait, and the spirit of Jaelle flew toward her sister. The painting was now nothing more than the backdrop again. Lucrezia screamed and tried to run, but Jaelle caught her quickly, touching her with both hands.
Lucrezia screamed again as her wrinkled flesh began to shrivel, sinking toward her bones, and she fell to the ground, nothing more than a dried husk. Jaelle’s spirit stood beside the body, looking whole and solid.
Karina remembered what Lucrezia had said about learning to use Jaelle’s power.
“You will feed me her life,” Karina ordered.
But Jaelle looked over at her in confused sorrow. “Won’t work,” she said as if finding speech difficult. “It must be youth. Must be beauty.”
Youth and beauty?
“Come with me,” Karina said.
She slipped back into the kitchens, which were silent and dark, and made her way to the servants’ quarters. She knew which room was Eveeta’s. The door was unlocked, and she silently entered, looking down at the sleeping girl.
Jaelle floated just a few inches off the ground beside her.
“Her,” Karina ordered quietly. “Take only what you need.”
With reluctance, Jaelle floated forward and touched Eveeta’s face with her black-gloved hands. Eveeta’s soft skin lost its luster, but only a little.
“Pass the youth and beauty to me,” Karina whispered.
Jaelle floated back to Karina and touched her.
Nothing happened.
“What is wrong?” Karina demanded.
“Not enough.”
Steeling herself, Karina pointed to Eveeta again. “Then take her life. Take it all.”
Jaelle moved to Eveeta, touching her face and throat. Her smooth skin began to shrivel and sink into itself, and soon, like Lucrezia, she, too, was a dried husk.
Jaelle floated back and touched Karina. This time, warmth and life flowed into her, giving her a feeling of euphoria, of unbelievable well-being.
A small cracked mirror hung on the wall, and when Jaelle had finished, Karina rushed to the mirror. She didn’t look any younger than her twenty-nine years, but her face glowed and her hair was unusually glossy. She was beautiful. She felt beautiful, worthy of admiration.
Joy flooded through her.
“Back into the painting,” she told Jaelle.
The spirit of Jaelle vanished.
Karina walked through the house and out to the rose garden, finding Jaelle back inside the portrait, in her pose by the campfire. Karina tilted the canvas and picked it up, to try to carry it back to the house, but she left all three bodies where they lay, a mystery for her father’s guards to solve. No one would ever connect the dead bodies of two gypsies and a kitchen girl to the beautiful Lady Karina.
*   *   *
For the first decade no one noticed anything truly unusual about Karina, or at least no one said anything. Some women aged better than others. But although she did not turn thirty physically, she did have a birthday, and then a thirty-first…and a thirty-second…so on.
As the years passed, her focus slowly began to pinpoint on only two things.
First was her sister Bethany. As promised, the sisters corresponded regularly. Karina became obsessed with everything that involved the House of Pählen. She was not surprised—and was possibly a little pleased—to learn that her sister had almost no relationship with Prince Lieven. The two rarely spoke and knew little about each other. However, within the first year of marriage, Bethany gave birth to a healthy son, named Damek. This news was like a knife in Karina’s stomach. Two years later, Bethany gave birth to a second son, named Anton.
After that, Karina found that Bethany’s empty, chatty letters weren’t enough by way of information, and she began to hire spies and send them across Droevinka. She soon managed to get a maid employed inside Castle Pählen, who sent her regular reports.
Through this maid, Karina learned a great deal.
Even as a child, Damek proved himself to be sly and cruel, sometimes torturing castle dogs or tormenting servants if he could.
Anton was gentle and quiet and loved to read.
But when Damek was ten and Anton was eight, Bethany took ill one morning and died within a day. She’d been gone nearly a month before Karina was informed by her spies.
Prince Lieven had been left with no wife, and two boys with no mother.
For a moment, just a moment, Karina allowed the spark of a fantasy that she might find a way to replace her dead sister, but that notion passed almost as soon as it had surfaced. Prince Lieven expressed no interest in taking a new wife. Why should he? He had claim to all his dead wife’s lands and two healthy sons to follow him.
Karina’s interest began to focus on Anton, who by all reports missed his mother and was lost in a lonely fog with only his cruel brother and overly busy father.
She waited until he was twelve years old before she wrote to him:
My dear nephew,

I am your mother’s younger sister, but I have felt for you these past years, and how you must miss her. I would have written you sooner, but I thought that only now would you care for an aunt to be writing you letters…

She went on to subtly offer him sympathy and a motherly shoulder to lean upon, not knowing what to expect in return. Her instincts proved infallible. He wrote a long letter back, thanking her and telling her a bit about his daily life and interests. But she read the letter four times in succession, as it touched her deeply, echoing the voice of a boy starving for love, starving for an adult in his life who cared for his thoughts and feelings.
A connection was formed, and she rejoiced.
But it was also at this time that her second obsession became an issue: how to remain youthful and beautiful indefinitely without being labeled some sort of sorceress. By trial and error, she’d learned how to best use Jaelle’s power. Greedy for the experience of euphoria in the early days, she’d had Jaelle drain five more young women and pass their youth to her. But of course the deaths caused some local alarm, and though Karina did not fear she would be connected, she stopped…waiting to see how long the infusions would last.
They lasted five years.
She did not note a single change in either the glow of her skin or the gloss of her hair for five years.
But one day, she did notice a change, just a hint of dullness in her complexion, and so she had Jaelle take and pass on only one life. To Karina’s dismay, the infusion lasted less than a month.
Deciding to try what had worked the last time, she had Jaelle take six lives over a period of a few weeks and transfer them in quick succession. This lasted another five years. Karina was not certain why the power worked in this fashion, only that it did.
However, by the time Anton had turned twelve years of age, and their correspondence had begun, in the southeast, the people around Karina were beginning to talk—as she was in her midforties.
She debated on the best course of action.
But that was an eventful year around her, and both her parents passed away. As her father had died with no male heir, both his title and the family estate went to his younger brother. However, Karina came into her own inheritance money, and it was substantial. She let her family know that she didn’t wish to remain on the estate and live with her uncle but would prefer to travel.
She rented a villa far from her childhood home and hired a staff of new servants. After that, the only constant in her life was Anton—but only through a regular exchange of letters. Still, she felt she knew him well. As yet, he was only a seedling, so she did not try to visit him, nor invite him to visit her. She was waiting for the right time. If he saw her in his youth, and then saw her again later, he would wonder why she’d not aged.
But she swelled with pride when he was given charge of Castle Sèone—and then she managed to keep herself from chastising him when he thwarted his father and married a minor noble with no money named Joselyn…out of love. He soon wrote to her that his young wife was expecting a child. This news filled Karina with a strange longing, that somehow she had missed out on an essential element of life, though she wasn’t quite certain what it was. Shortly before Joselyn was to deliver, Anton wrote to Karina, expressing that he was missing the help and advice of a mother, and would Karina consider coming to live with them?
The idea stunned her at first, but then…she began to grasp hold of many possibilities—that this might be the right time. She was well aware that Lieven had not named Damek as heir and was in the process of choosing between his two sons. Could she help influence this? Suddenly, she found herself enjoying the image of stepping into a position as Anton’s surrogate mother at Castle Sèone.
Writing back, she asked him for his thoughts on when and how this transition might best take place.
He didn’t answer.
She waited.
Then one of her spies sent a message that Joselyn had died in the childbed, and Anton appeared to have gone mad with grief, locking himself away and refusing food.
She sent word to the castle that she was coming.
In a matter of days, Karina began her journey west.
While the death of Joselyn was indeed tragic, Anton’s need for a mother figure was now even greater. Karina would arrive awash in sympathy and step in to help him. He would be named heir. She would become his strong right arm and live out her dream as mistress of a great house—then mistress of a nation.
*   *   *
Traveling with a caravan, as her sister had done so many years ago, Karina arrived in the courtyard of Castle Sèone on a cloudy afternoon in the autumn. Upon dismounting, she was greeted by a tall, silver-haired woman in an apron.
The woman’s expression of relief was profound.
“My lady,” she breathed. “I can’t tell you how grateful we are that you’ve come. I manage the maids and kitchen girls. But with the mistress…gone, and the young prince in mourning, the household is going to ruin.”
Karina reached out and touched her hand. “I will do my best to assist you and to help the prince.”
“Thank you, my lady. We’ve had rooms prepared. Is there anything you wish brought up directly?”
“Only a few small chests for now, but I have another…concern.” She motioned to the tall painting wrapped carefully in canvas. “I have a family heirloom with me, a portrait, but I’d rather not hang in it my rooms. It’s not good enough for a family portrait hall, but might there be a lesser hall, someplace out of the way where it might be hung?”
She wanted it hidden in plain sight, but someplace where it might go unnoticed, finally forgotten by anyone but herself.
If the aging housekeeper found this an odd request, she didn’t show it. Instead, she pursed her mouth a moment and said, “Oh, yes, there’s a small hall above the guest quarters in the north tower with some old portraits. I could have it hung there.”
Karina smiled. “Thank you. That would be perfect.”



CHAPTER 15
The white mists vanished and Amelie found herself still gripping Karina’s hand. She let go and jumped up off the dressing table chair, backing away, trying to clear her head from the years and years of events she’d just lived through, as if she was Karina.
A sensation of sickness, like worms crawling in her mind, made her choke as she backed away.
“You…you murdered those girls…Sybil…Inna. You took their lives!”
Karina was staring at her with wild eyes, more stunned than angry or guilty. “You know,” she breathed. “No one has ever known. No one could suspect me.”
As Amelie’s mind cleared slightly, she realized that Karina had viewed herself as untouchable. She’d not objected to Anton using Céline in this search, as she never believed anyone would learn her secrets or connect her to the murders.
“You’re mad,” Amelie said, shaking her head. “All those deaths for nothing more than a pretty face.” Her hand went to her side instinctively, but the dagger wasn’t there. She was wearing the midnight blue gown.
Karina drew herself up. “Far more than a pretty face, as you know if you lived through everything I just felt in that vision.” Though her expression was still wild, she almost seemed to find satisfaction in speaking of these things, and Amelie fervently hoped that Céline would remain hidden behind the dressing screen, just listening. As yet, she would not know the extent of the danger Karina posed.
“Anton will be named grand prince,” Karina said, “and when that happens, I will be at his side.”
“For how long?” Amelie shot back. “Even if all your plans come true? You’ve already been with him four years. What if he does become Lieven’s heir, and then he is named grand prince in the next election? What happens at the end of another nine years and you haven’t aged a day? Do you think you’ll still be at his side?”
Karina grew calm. “You are not as shortsighted as you appear.” She paused. “Yes, I will still be at his side because I will have aged. My place is with Anton now, and my reward will be the power I reap with him. Right now, I need my beauty to help influence the other princes in his favor…but after that, I can live without it. I’ve decided that in another five years, when this infusion fades, I will not use the painting again. I will be content.”
Amelie didn’t believe her. But it didn’t matter.
“You’re not going anywhere near Anton. Not ever again. Once Jaromir hears of this, you’ll be lucky if you only wind up in a prison cell.”
But Amelie was only trying to lull her into a false sense that they were engaged in a fight of words, in the common battle of women, when all the while, Amelie looked for an opening, for the right instant to move.
“Jaromir will hear nothing,” Karina answered.
“Oh, yes, he will.”
Amelie moved like lightning, relying on the element of surprise—as always—to dash forward and strike out with her right fist, intending to knock Karina unconscious with one blow. But somehow, Karina must have seen what was coming and managed to pull back just enough that Amelie’s fist glanced across her jaw.
“Jaelle!” Karina called. “Come to me!”
*   *   *
Anton was ashamed of himself.
He stood in the great hall with Jaromir and Pavel. Guardsman Rurik was present as well, his head wound having healed enough for him to resume his duties.
Anton was waiting to greet his guests, waiting to see Céline enter through the archway.
But she did not.
He wondered what was keeping her, but his eagerness was not the source of his shame. His arm itched. His hands were trembling. He could not stop thinking of how he’d felt earlier that day when he’d taken his small dose of the poppy syrup and all the pain went away and he’d no longer felt like clawing off his own skin.
The bottle of poppy syrup was up in his rooms. Céline had told him not to take another dose until tomorrow, but this was going to be a long night. He told himself that he needed to be at full strength tonight, not some weakling with shaking hands. His people needed to see him as a leader.
Turning to Jaromir, he said, “Neither Céline nor the Lady Karina have arrived yet, and I just remembered that I left a half-written letter to my father on my desk. I’d prefer any servants coming in to clean did not see it.” He began walking away. “You wait here. I will return directly.”
Jaromir frowned but would never question Anton. “Yes, my lord.”
Still ashamed, Anton hurried out of the hall and up the stairs of the west tower, nearly jogging off the second landing and down the passage to his apartments. He tried not to let himself think, beyond making internal assurances that this would be the only time he’d circumvent Céline’s instructions. Tomorrow he would begin to wean himself off the opiate as planned.
Tomorrow.
After opening the doors to his front room, which mainly served as an office and a library, he hurried through to his bedroom, to his bedside table, and picked up the bottle of poppy juice, hating himself but knowing he wasn’t going to stop.
Then he thought that he should at least be cautious enough to use the spoon and not just swallow straight from the bottle. But the spoon wasn’t on the night table. Turning, he glanced around to see where Céline had left it…and his eyes fell upon the portrait leaning against the wall beside the door.
The pale-skinned woman was no longer in the painting. Only the dark backdrop and the evergreen trees and the campfire remained.
And Céline had not arrived at the banquet.
“Céline.”
Dropping the bottle of poppy syrup, he ran from his rooms and back downstairs, panting from exhaustion by the time he reached the main floor and cursing how weak he’d allowed his body to become. Once, he’d been strong and swift, skilled with a sword. He would be so again.
Just outside the archway of the great hall, he put his hands on his knees and managed to shout, “Jaromir!”
*   *   *
Céline was crouched behind the dressing screen, peeking out through a crack.
She’d seen Amelie grab Karina’s hand and then watched as both their bodies froze, their minds lost in the mists of the past.
But when they’d both come out of it, nothing either one said made any sense…except that Amelie believed Karina was the killer.
Céline’s first instinct had been to rush out and protect her sister, but she was no fighter and was uncertain what she might do. And she had so often seen Amelie prevail in physical conflicts by relying almost entirely on speed and the element of surprise.
This was the thought that held Céline back. Karina had no idea she was in the room, and she still held the element of surprise.
But the exchange between Karina and her sister was growing heated.
“You’re not going anywhere near Anton,” Amelie said. “Not ever again. Once Jaromir hears of this, you’ll be lucky if you only wind up in a prison cell.”
“Jaromir will hear nothing.”
“Oh, yes, he will.”
Then Amelie’s body became a blur as she dashed forward and struck out with her right fist. At the last second, Karina moved back just an inch, and Amelie did not catch her with enough force.
“Jaelle!” Karina called, sounding like a madwoman. “Come to me.”
Céline tensed, but something told her not to move—not yet.
A black-and-white form whooshed in from the wall above the hearth, and the pale-skinned young woman from the portrait floated there in the air, tendrils of her black hair dancing around her face.
Karina pointed at Amelie. “Drain her.”
As Amelie turned to run, the floating woman flew straight toward her.
Céline had already seen enough of what this ghostly creature could do, and it was clear that Karina was controlling it. In less than a second, two facts solidified in Céline’s mind. One, the shutters to the window were open, and two, Karina was standing directly in front of it.
Céline charged.
She didn’t think or hesitate, and it was possible that Karina never saw her coming. Céline ran from behind the dressing screen and across the room as fast as she could, using both hands when she crashed into Karina and pushing with all the strength in her arms and shoulders.
Karina fell through the window, three stories down from the tower, and smashed against the cobbles of the courtyard below. Céline stopped only long enough to lean out and make certain she was dead. Karina lay still, with her limbs at twisted angles. Torches from the courtyard wall showed a dark pool spreading out around her head.
Then Céline whirled.
Amelie was on the floor with her eyes closed, and the ghostly creature had one hand upon her face and was reaching toward her throat with the other.
“Stop!” Céline commanded.
The ghost-woman stopped, looking up at her in confusion, perhaps at the fact that she was able to stop.
“Karina is dead,” Céline said. “You serve her no more. Get away from my sister.”
But the confusion in the ghost’s eyes only grew, and she wailed once, sounding like an animal in pain.
The door burst open, and Jaromir came running in, casting about to try to see what was happening. His gaze reached the wailing ghost first, and then Amelie on the floor in her midnight blue gown.
“Amelie!” He ran to her.
Anton came on his heels, pale and exhausted. He, too, saw the ghost, but then the creature floated higher, staring at the men in the room with a kind of puzzled fear, and she whooshed back through the wall above the hearth, leaving only silence in her wake.
Jaromir knelt down and lifted the top of Amelie’s body with one arm. He shook her gently. “Amelie?”
Her skin did not look shriveled or altered, and Céline hoped she’d been able to stop any damage in time. Amelie’s eyelids opened. “Jaromir?”
“Don’t talk,” he said.
But Anton was staring at Céline with a tight expression on his face, as if wondering what she was doing there at the window. Slowly, he walked over, and for Céline, the reality of what she had done began to sink in.
He leaned out the window and looked down at the courtyard floor.
Céline had just killed his aunt, and she did not possess a shred a proof.
“Anton, it was her,” she rushed to say. “Karina was controlling the ghost.”
His body was rigid, and he didn’t answer. She felt the first trickle of real fear.
“Where’s the ghost?” Jaromir asked, as always thinking first of any danger to the castle.
“In the painting,” Amelie whispered.
*   *   *
Jaromir stood in front of the painting in Anton’s bedroom as Amelie spun out a horror story of murder and twisted vanity stretching back twenty-six years. The pale-skinned, dark-haired ghost was back inside the portrait, frozen in her pose, as if she’d never left.
Amelie’s quiet voice went on.
Anton and Céline both listened in silence, Anton’s face still tight and unreadable. He had loved his aunt. More, he had depended upon her.
But Amelie’s story…
Had it been Céline doing the telling, Jaromir might have harbored a hint of doubt as the tale grew more and more difficult to absorb. While he judged Céline to be a basically good person, he also believed she was a highly skilled liar.
However, in recent days he’d assessed Amelie’s character numerous times, and he was convinced that she possessed little capacity for open deceit or fantastical imagination. Perhaps Anton knew this, too, and he neither interrupted nor tried to deny what she was saying. He just listened.
As she finished, she said, “I knew Jaelle would go back inside the painting once Karina no longer commanded her, but I’m still not sure why. It’s been her prison for so long.”
In a wooden voice, Anton answered, “When I lived with my father, I sometimes saw men being released after many years of imprisonment…men who would beg to be allowed to go back inside, to their cells. It was all they knew.”
Jaromir had seen this phenomenon, too, but at the moment he was more concerned with whatever Anton was going to do next. Céline was frightened. She hid it well but not well enough. Jaromir’s gut told him that Anton believed Amelie’s account. The details were too pronounced: Anton’s age when Karina began writing to him, specific lines from her letters, his invitation to her during the late months of Joselyn’s pregnancy. Jaromir had never been told any of this, and he suspected the only ones who’d known such things were Anton and Karina themselves. Had Amelie gotten anything wrong, Anton would have interrupted her.
He had not.
But Anton’s conscience would fight. He would not want to accept that his beautiful, beloved young aunt was an aging serial murderess.
Would he go so far as to deny the truth and punish Céline?
Finally, Jaromir turned to Anton and asked, “What do you want me to do, my lord?”
Anton was quiet for a moment, just looking at the painting. “Take this thing out into the courtyard and burn it.”



CHAPTER 16
The gathering down in the courtyard was solemn.
Karina’s body had been quietly removed, leaving only the pool of blood from where she’d fallen.
Although Céline stood beside Anton, she had no idea how he felt toward her anymore. His body was stiff. Between his current struggle with a dependency on opiates and the death of Karina—combined with the other revelations of this night—she could almost see the waves and waves of pain coming off his skin.
Guardsman Rurik had come out with them, and he’d brought firewood, which he was placing in a long pile. He’d also brought a flask of lamp oil, which he’d set down on the ground while he worked. Jaromir and Amelie held the portrait between them. Amelie looked recovered from her brief touch by the ghost. At least that was something.
But she was still wearing the midnight blue gown, and Céline could not help but notice Jaromir casting puzzled glances. He had the good sense not to ask.
Céline could hear Anton breathing, as if with effort, and she wished he would say something, anything, to give her a chance to comfort him. She couldn’t bring herself to speak before he did—lest she try to offer comfort and discover he blamed her for tonight’s events. She didn’t think she could bear that.
“The apothecary’s shop is yours,” he said suddenly.
Why would he be thinking of that?
“You completed your side of the bargain,” he went on. “You…you found the murderer, and I always pay my debts. The shop is yours.”
“Anton,” she whispered.
“Unless you want to do as Helga suggests, and go find your own people, go away and live with the gypsies.”
And then she understood why he’d mentioned the shop. With the exception of Jaromir, everyone Anton cared about seemed to leave him. Did he fear Céline would leave, too?
She’d be a liar if she told him she hadn’t considered it. This was a world beyond her understanding, of people seeking position and power, capable of great violence when they felt threatened and great kindness when the spirit moved them. But perhaps she’d come to understand that at least Anton and Jaromir were neither villains nor saints, only men who did what they thought was right at the time and muddled through as best they could like everyone else. Anton had lost his mother and his wife, and an aunt who he thought loved him. He didn’t have much luck with the women in his life.
“Do you want me to stay?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Then I will.”
In that moment, had he asked, she might have sworn to stay forever.
Rurik finished laying the long pile of firewood, and Jaromir and Amelie lay the portrait, face up, on top of the wood. Jaromir picked up the flask of lamp oil and poured some of it over the painting.
“I’ll get a torch,” he said.
*   *   *
Although Jaromir was struggling with the painful guilt that he’d missed routing out yet another dangerous individual in the castle—and never suspected Karina for a moment—he took relief in the act of doing something, anything. He’d wanted to burn this portrait days ago, from the moment Céline described the actual killer from her vision.
Self-recrimination would come later. For now, at least he could take solid action.
After pouring half the oil in the flask over the portrait, he switched the flask to his left hand, walked to the courtyard wall, and lifted a torch from its bracket.
Going back to the painting, he lowered his torch but glanced over at Anton for the final order.
Anton nodded. “Do it.”
Amelie and Rurik both took a few steps back, and Jaromir ignited the portrait, watching the flames burst. The act brought relief as he tossed the torch onto the fire and moved away from the growing heat.
Karina was dead, and the portrait would be gone soon. No more girls would be drained to husks in their sleep.
This was over.
“Jaromir…,” Amelie said from beside him. “What is that?”
Squinting, he looked through the flames to see something rising from the painting, a muted blur of black and white.
A pain-filled wail exploded in the night air. In disbelief, Jaromir watched as the black-and-white blur solidified over the top of the portrait…into the form of the ghost.
She wailed again and screamed, “No!”
Her face was wild with terror, and she cast around madly until her gaze fixed on Céline. Jaromir stood helpless and useless as the ghost sailed through the air, straight toward Céline, and vanished inside of her.
The ghost was gone.
“Céline!” Amelie cried.
But Céline’s features twisted to mimic the same panic Jaromir had just seen on the ethereal woman. Céline wailed, echoing the same sound.
Anton grabbed hold of her, shouting. “Get out! Get out of her.”
Lost, Jaromir had no idea what to do until Céline snarled and clutched Anton’s face with both her hands. Anton gasped, and his skin began turning gray.
Jaromir drew his sword.
*   *   *
Amelie was running the instant Jaromir’s hand went for the hilt of his sword. She had no idea how far he’d go to protect Anton…but she had no intention of finding out.
Beating him to Céline, she threw herself through the air, using all the strength in her body to knock Céline away from Anton and then pin her to the courtyard floor. Céline screamed and fought, trying to latch her hands onto Amelie’s face, but Amelie grasped her hands and tried to feel for the spark of a spirit, for whatever might still be left of Jaelle.
She felt something, connected with something.
And then…she began meshing her spirit with Jaelle’s, focusing on the past, on the last moment that Jaelle was truly happy.
The courtyard vanished.
Amelie and Jaelle were rushing backward down a corridor of white mists, on and on, while Amelie held on tightly to the spirit mingled with her own. The mists vanished, and she found herself standing in the Móndyalítko encampment near the Everfen, only this time, she did not see through Jaelle’s eyes. She was only an observer, with the ghost of Jaelle beside her.
“Where are we?” Jaelle asked.
“Home,” Amelie answered. “Safe at home.”
Her panicked, rapidly executed plan was to just keep Jaelle calm long enough for Jaromir to finish destroying the painting. It was all she could think to do.
But in the vision, the real Jaelle stood by a campfire with a small crowd of admirers. She was lovely, with glowing skin and waving, glossy hair. She began to sing, her light but haunting voice floating through the night.
The ghost sighed. “That was me.”
Leaving Amelie’s side, she walked through the crowd, and no one appeared to see her. Upon reaching her living self from the past, she stepped into her body. The ghost vanished, and the singing went on.
*   *   *
Back in the courtyard, Jaromir skidded to a halt as Amelie knocked Céline away from Anton, and the sisters began to struggle.
Anton dropped to the courtyard floor, but his eyes were open, and he tried struggling up to his knees. Suddenly, while rolling on the ground, Amelie grabbed ahold of Céline’s hands and pinned her, and both women went still.
“What’s happening?” Anton choked.
Jaromir didn’t know, but he stood ready with his sword drawn for whatever might happen next, and Rurik came up beside him, blade in hand.
“Don’t either of you touch Céline,” Anton ordered, still on his knees.
Jaromir didn’t know if he could obey that order—only that he would have to be the strong one here. This was all uncertain territory, and it seemed the ghost had taken possession of Céline. His priority was to protect Anton.
But then, a white-and-black blur rose from Céline’s body, and the ghost of Jaelle appeared again, this time walking across the courtyard as if she were alive. She stopped near the fire, and to Jaromir’s astonishment, she began to sing. It was beautiful.
The painting was about halfway burned, and he realized what Amelie must be attempting—to just hold the ghost at bay until the painting was gone. He also realized that he was still clutching the half-empty flask of lamp oil in his left hand.
“Stay with the prince,” he ordered Rurik.
Dropping his sword, he turned and ran to the fire. Jaelle did not see him. She seemed to believe she was somewhere else. But he didn’t hesitate. Holding out the flask of oil again, he splashed what he could on the painting and dropped the flask. Then he began stomping on the painting with his boots, stoking the flames, using his hands once to break off pieces to be burned at a faster pace.
The singing echoed over the flames.
He burned his hands and one of his legs, but he just kept stomping until the last of the painting was consumed by fire.
Jaelle stopped singing.
She turned slowly toward him.
*   *   *
The Móndyalítko encampment around Amelie vanished, and she found herself kneeling on the courtyard floor, pinning Céline’s hands. She let go of Céline and looked back just in time to see Jaromir crushing and stomping the last of the portrait into the flames, but the sight was alarming. One of his pant legs was on fire, and he didn’t appear to notice.
Jaelle’s voice trailed off, and she, too, was staring at Jaromir.
“No,” she said, as the last of the portrait was devoured.
Then she wailed again, with the pain-filled, earsplitting sound. But her feet began to dissipate, and the blurred dissipation moved upward, through her legs and her waist.
Jaromir leaped from the fire, using his already injured hands to put out the flames on his leg.
Jaelle continued to vanish until only her head remained, and then that dissipated as well. She was gone. The wailing echo lasted a few seconds longer than she did.
Anton crawled over to Céline, who was coughing and trying rise, and he helped her sit up. But Amelie couldn’t take her eyes from Jaromir.
He’d known exactly what to do.
Somehow, he’d known.



CHAPTER 17
Two weeks later, Céline was out back of the apothecary’s shop, working in the herb garden. Amelie had gone to the baker’s to buy some bread.
In different ways, they were both still recovering from the events up at the castle, but it had been a rapid two weeks, and throwing themselves into a surge of industry had helped to heal some of their wounds.
The sisters had salvaged all the plants in the garden that they could, and today, Céline was trimming back the lavender to help encourage new growth.
The herb garden was looking much better, and they’d started a kitchen garden of root vegetables as well, planting potatoes, onions, and carrots.
Upon leaving the castle, they’d taken nothing except the same possessions with which they’d arrived—except for the coins Amelie had won playing cards. But the shop itself, and a home in Sèone, had been the promised payment, and neither sister had any intention of laying claim to anything else.
Céline had made quiet arrangements for Helga to sneak the miniature of Bethany back into Anton’s bedroom. The question of the miniature itself remained a mystery, how it had ended up in their room in the first place, not to mention how it kept coming out of the drawer into plain sight, as if waiting for Amelie to pick it up.
Céline had no answers and decided not to dwell on the possibilities. Having faced down one ghost had been trial enough.
She and Amelie had left the castle as soon as possible.
They’d set to work immediately, cleaning the house first and taking inventory of the pots, jars, vials, and equipment. They’d made friends with their nearest neighbors, and Amelie soon learned which butcher and which baker to patronize. Making their money last had been a concern, but Céline had been able to harvest enough herbs and flowers to make up some simple cough syrups and liniments for sore muscles and cleansers for cuts. These had sold quickly, as the people of Sèone had been without an apothecary for some time.
Céline and Amelie were made to feel welcome.
They even had a new addition to their household.
The blacksmith’s daughter, Erin, had visited last week, and when Céline had complained to her of mice having overtaken the inside of the shop, Erin had gone home and come back with a large orange cat named Oliver. She insisted that Céline keep him, as they had an overabundance of cats at the forge.
Oliver had gone to work immediately, but he had a bad habit of bringing his dead trophies to either Céline or Amelie so they could praise him for his hunting prowess.
Céline wished he would stop doing that.
Sometimes, she still had a hard time accepting the magnitude of the changes in her life. She missed some people back in Shetâna, and even had moments of mourning her mother’s burned shop. But she loved the new shop and the feeling of safety that she and Amelie enjoyed here. It seemed so strange that if they ever had a concern, they could go to Anton’s soldiers for help.
A few people from the village had approached her, asking for a reading, but she’d politely declined—as yet. She was not healed enough to see another future. Perhaps in time.
Clipping another dead lavender stem, she noticed Oliver torturing a worm wriggling on some overturned earth. He batted it with his paw again, watching it move with great fascination.
“Stop that,” she told him. “Leave the worm alone.”
Without warning, he looked toward the back door of the shop and leaped to his feet, hissing and spitting with his orange hair standing on end.
“Oliver! What in the world is wrong with…?”
But then she followed his eyes to the open doorway and saw Lieutenant Jaromir standing there with a large wooden box in his arms. He must have come in the front door and walked through the shop. She noticed he wore gloves, and she wondered about the burns on his hands and his leg.
“It seems you’ve hired some new protection,” he said, “while I’ve been demoted to playing a delivery boy.”
Céline stood up cautiously. “Oliver, stop hissing. It’s all right.”
She hadn’t seen Jaromir or Anton since leaving the castle. Right away, she’d made more of the weakened poppy syrup for Anton, along with a salve from some wild-growing orpine that she’d found and boiled down to mix with goose grease, to help heal Jaromir’s burns. Later she’d made a cleansing tonic from colewort for Anton, but she’d sent all these up to the castle with a local boy.
“How is the prince?” she asked.
“Better.” His tone was uncertain. “He has a good deal of healing to do.”
Yes, she understood that.
“Come and look at this, Céline.” He set the box down. “Helga brought it to my attention that you left a good deal behind in your room, and she wasn’t good-natured about insisting that I bring it all down here.”
Céline went over and looked into the box. All of their gowns and stockings and underwear and Amelie’s new breeches were folded inside—along with the silver brushes and two thick cloaks, which had not previously been hanging in the wardrobe.
“Oh, Jaromir, these things weren’t ours.”
He shrugged. “Take them. No one else has any use for them, and maybe you can get Amelie back into that blue dress.”
“That would be a feat indeed.”
While the amber silk gown was hardly useful here, the cloaks, stockings, breeches, and lavender wool dress would make life easier next winter. And she’d never used anything so fine as those silver brushes.
“Just keep them,” he said, moving further out into the garden. “This is looking quite polished.”
“Thank you. Did you come only to deliver the clothing? Does the prince need more of the cleansing tonic?”
“No, I came bearing an invitation.” He paused. “To a banquet at the castle tomorrow night.”
“A banquet?” she asked quietly.
“Don’t worry, you and Amelie are just invited as guests. You’ll sit at the first table with me and Anton.”
Céline glanced away, feeling on uncertain ground again, caught somewhere between the village dwellers and the castle dwellers.
“So…am I to come as the prince’s apothecary?” she asked.
“No, as the prince’s seer.”
She didn’t speak for a moment.
“Will you come?” he asked.
“Yes, we’ll come.”
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