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Aath OR“s NoTe

/\s AN AUTHOR, | FALL in love with my secondary characters, and often feel
a bit guilty their story has to take a backseat to narratingmayn char-
acters’ journey. Dera, the salty-tongued army harlot, wgdawvorite secondary
character immwilight of Avalon and she tugged on my conscience all the time | was
writing the next two books of the trilogy. | couldn’t find a way fit her into the
story arc of eitheDark Moon of Avaloror Sunrise of Avalor-and yet | couldn’t
stop myself from thinking about her, wondering what happeteeher and her
little boy Jory after we left them at the end of Book 1. The gtoimagined for
her grew more and more real in my head, until | just had to virdewn.

So here is Dera’s story. Chronologically, it takes placeveenTwilight of
AvalonandDark Moon of Avalon But it is self-contained; you don’t have to have
read any of the Trystan and Isolde books to understdredwitch Queen’s Secret
Whether you know Dera already fromwilight of Avalonor are completely new
to the trilogy, | hope you’ll come to care about her as much ds,land | hope
you’ll enjoy watching Dera win the ending | always knew sheeateed.

To learn more, visit me on the web atwv. annael | i ot t books. com
Happy reading!
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KNOWING YOU’'D GOTTEN your own self into a mess wasn't all that much
consolation when you were about to die.

Stop that. Dera made herself take a breath to quiet the drumming of her
own heart in her ears. It was pitch-dark here in the forest. d&# it felt like
dirt pressing against her face, and it didn’t matter wheltegreyes were open or
closed, Dera couldn’t see a thing either way. The spring thasvcome—Dbut just
now, you couldn’t prove it by her. Her fingers felt cold enoulgat she’d not have
been surprised to hear them tinkle together like iciclesmgtee moved. And the
night air felt like knives stabbing her in the chest.

But she made herself draw another breath, then anothetladterShe wasn’t
going to die. Jory needed his mam. And she needed to see hgrdoywup.

The pounding of her heart kept on getting mixed up with heuginds, turning
them into a tangled, soggy mess like wet knitting yarn. Bltight, she wasn't
going to die. It might seem about as likely as having a chah wite of the
dragons that were supposed to live under the ground hereshbuas going to
keep Britain’s army from falling to Lord Marche and his t@itvarriors tonight.
Then she was going to get back to Jory and find a way to have,greaer home
for him. Somewhere with real beds—or at least pallets ouhefrain—where
she wouldn’t have to sell herself to soldiers so they coutd &meplace where
she could plant seeds for a garden, and Jory could have a dbgy ghould have
a dog of his own.



Maybe she’d even learn how to cook. Miracles happened—wésat what
the Christ-God'’s followers were always saying?

Somewhere in the trees above her head, an owl called.

Lady Isolde would look after Jory if Dera didn’t make it backRinas Emrys
alive. Lady Isolde would love him, keep him safe—let him playh that big dog
of hers as much as he liked. Assuming Dinas Emrys wasn’t buohe ground,
and Lady Isolde and Jory both lived through the—

Stop it. Dark or no, Dera squeezed her eyes tight shut and dug heraads
into the palms for good measure. The only sounds were thiesumtd creak of
the winter-chilled branches in the night breeze.

Think of a joke. That was what her own mam had always said, wiheyid
been thrown out of another tavern or there wasn’'t enough fo@aét. You can’t
laugh and worry at the same time.

The only joke she could remember now, though, was Cade ggnup at
her from his pallet on Lady Isolde’s infirmary floor and sayimdghen she asked
him how his head felt, “Pretty well. There’s supposed to be oiyou, sort of
shimmering round the edges, isn’t that right?”

Which made her smile, but it also hurt her chest even more hheathing in
breath after breath of freezing air.

She’d hours since this made herself stop picturing Jory—gimag him asleep
now in Lady Isolde’s workroom, flopped over on his belly likeual, with his eyes
screwed up tight shut. Picturing how, if she were there with-Rthe way she’d
been every night since he’d been born—she could bury herdgamst the soft
crease at the back of his neck and feel his body rise and fak éseathed.

But now, however hard she tried, she couldn’t make hersaif steing Cade:
his dark hair and eyes, his firm chin and square brow, and themtbat always
wanted to quirk up into a smile even when he was in pain.

Not that she’d any idea whether he would—or could—bring mgr@oser to
giving Jory a proper home. Likely not; he was a fighting matipfeing High
King Madoc’s army all the year round.

All the same, if she did somehow come through tonight alilie lsad a feeling
she might see something about Cade that would make this gtwihile.

Worthwhile even apart from saving Britain’s armies, thaswa

Dera opened her eyes, breathing the chill air, trying noetddaves rustle
under her feet. She couldn’t stop thinking, though. Not al&¢ade—or at least,
not just about him—but about how it was she’d gotten hersah From bedding
soldiers for pay to spying on behalf of the High King, in lesan a month’s time.

Dera shifted position—slowly, slowly, so she wouldn’t makey noise—to
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lean against a prickly-barked fir tree trunk and let hersatiember. Until Lord
Marche and the rest of his traitor warriors arrived, it wadike she’d anything
better to do.



Three weeks earlier . ..

\ P, MAMA! WANT UP UP UP NOW” Jory’s lip was quivering in the way

U that meant the words would soon be turning into tears. Whichlev
turn into screams before you could turn around three times.

Dera gritted her teeth against the aching stab that shoughrder ribs and
bent to pick him up. “I’'m sorry, my lady. He’s just—"

But the Lady Isolde of Camelerd, widow to the High King Comsitae, was
there before her, scooping Jory up into her arms and tickling

Dera watched Jory’s sulky face break into laughter and thotinggre had to be
something wrong with her. She’d die for her boy, no questiehe-didn't even
have to think about that. But why was it dying for him soundéot&asier some
days than listening to him whine for one single moment more?

Now, though, listening to the way his breath wheezed evemviledaughed,
and looking at the purplish gray shadows under his eyes, ®eeart felt squeezed
tight in her chest.

She’d never been much of a one for praying, but watching Jaugh she
thought,Just let him get better. Please, I'll—

What? Let Jory get better and she’d what? Drop some coins @ce pf
jewelry in one of the tithe boxes at a church? Fat chance oaverhaving more
than she and Jory needed just to buy bread for the day. Stajrgetthe soldiers
in the King’'s army—like the nuns at the last holy house thdyediged shelter at
had told her she ought? Take that advice and she’d not evendmwugh for her
and Jory’s bread.



It wasn’t all that many men who were willing to take the chanodying with
awoman who’d a great purple birthmark all across one sideofdte—the kind
that marked someone out for an unlucky life. Especially hese days.

The Lady Isolde was talking to Jory. She had a pretty voiceearchnd sweet
sounding—and Jory was listening to her with eyes as big gs Isowls while she
talked. Did he like dogs? She’d a dog who was terribly lonelysbme company.
She was busy with wounded soldiers all day long. Would Joay plith Cabal
for a while?

They were in the infirmary, crowded rows of sick and injurednnhgng on
beds of straw and the smell of blood and piss and smoke frorfiréhthick in the
air. But there was a clear space in one corner of the room,tady Isolde
got Jory set up there with the big brown and white war dog wibe@en asleep by
the hearth, and a ball made of tied up rags. Jory was tossengaihto the dog
and clapping his hands before Dera had even got her witshteget say, “That’'s
very kind of you, my lady. He’s a good lad. It's just we've beam the road
walking since dawn and he’s tired and—"

She could feel a whine pushing its way up her throat, wantingréep into
her words, and she clamped her jaw shut. Not that she was &legeggng now
and again if it got her and Jory a meal or a roof over their héads night or two.
But three months ago, the Lady Isolde had risked her ownusetp save Dera, a
common army whore. And Dera still didn’t know why.

“And hungry,” Lady Isolde finished for her. “Both of you are!ll bet you
food and something to drink in a moment. But first"—her eyesgvover Dera—
“you’re injured, aren’t you?”

She didn’t look much like a fine lady. Certainly not like a lagfo’d been
High Queen until a few short months ago. Or a lady with the posfemagic
about her—which she was, if all the stories about her coulddbieved.

Not that Dera had seen many fine ladies for herself. Or magit¢h&at matter.
But the queens in bards’ songs wore fur-trimmed clothes amty fdripped with
jewels. The Lady Isolde’s dress was common blue wool, piratede shoulders
with plain bronze pins. And she must have had a badly woundead come in
today, because the front of her skirt was all spattered wabd

She was pretty, though. More than pretty, really, with heitavbkin and big
gray eyes and her black hair braided and pinned like a crosanar her head.
She was also small and slight, and Dera knew she couldn’t be than twenty
summers old. But the look in her eyes still made Dera think chnM Who'd
been dead since Dera was sixteen. And still, thinking of hadenstupid tears
rise to Dera’s eyes.



“No, my lady. It was Jory | came here for.” She nodded to her sbine dog
had lain back down by the hearth, and Jory was curled up bésgidescratching
him behind the ears. “He’s this cough, you see. Started jtest 8amhain, and
it's lingered. Just won’t go away, and—"

Lady Isolde nodded. “I heard it. And I'll give you some horeinad syrup
for him. But if you're in need of attention, as well—" she hadall hands, slim
and graceful and very quick. One of them reached out andyighiched a place
on Dera’s ribs, then moved to a spot on her cheek, just belowidig eye. The
bruises must not have faded yet. And she could still feel th@r her upper lip.
Though at least it wasn’t so swollen anymore.

“I'm all right. It's nothing to speak of, my lady. Just—" Deenched her
teeth again to stop her voice from trembling, even as sheh&ltmouth twist.
“You know what men are.”

Dera would wager the Lady Isolde did know what men were, alwell.
She’d been forced into marrying Lord Marche of Cornwall thraonths back.
And Dera had watched her, while she and Jory had waited fdolget done with
her rounds among the wounded men. Lady Isolde never stogied gentle and
kind—and she’d a way of speaking to the men that could get &esmia laugh
out of even the roughest-tempered. But when one of the siokésem clutched
at her, grabbed her arm or her hand in some fever-dream, Reraden her go
very still, like she was holding her breath and forcing hinset to flinch or pull
away.

Then Lord Marche had turned traitor, had gone against Braad joined his
armies to the Saxon devils. The fine lords and kings on the Kigh’s council
might have been surprised by that. Not Dera. She’'d scarsa@eshe’d gotten
at Lord Marche’s hands, when she’d been fool enough to tajmeat from him
for a night’s tumble. Turned out that tumbling hadn’t bedr-adr even half—of
what he’d wanted. Which she should have known; you got togeiee the mean
ones by the look in their eyes. The man who’d given her thegisés had had
that look about him, as well. But Jory’d been hungry enougih she hadn’t been
able to tell him no.

And besides, all the men were in vile tempers these days, thwitHighting
going so badly, and battle after battle lost to Lord Marchd his dirty Saxon
allies. Half the soldiers who asked for it used her like theyavyounishing her for
the loss of their brothers and friends. As if the bloody wat haen all her idea,
or it was her fault Lord Marche had to be not just a traitor botaster warrior, as
well.

At least this last man had paid her; sometimes his kind jusgjHad and told
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her she should be thanking them for a good time. But this oxepl&d with a
battered bronze finger ring taken off a dead Saxon. And théhbbaght her and
Jory a ride on a cart here, to Dinas Emrys, the new High King ddadfortress
high in the rocky Gwynedd mountains. A place as safe from Battacks as
anywhere was, these days.

Now Lady Isolde was looking from the bruise on Dera’s faceht® way she
was holding herself hunched over to guard against the astéfg that kept shoot-
ing through her ribs—and Dera saw her big gray eyes fillindg\wetars. “I'm so
sorry.” Her voice sounded soft, shaky, sort of. “I did look f@u, three months
ago. You and Jory, both. But you were gone. | should have lbdiader,
though. | should have—"

Lady Isolde stopped at a commotion at the infirmary door: tvemmarrying
in a third, who was screaming and bellowing like an angry.bWlot that Dera
blamed him; the front of his tunic was all cut open and stawét blood, and
she could see the sword cut in his belly and part of his gutsngosut through
the wound.

“I'm sorry.” Lady Isolde was already moving towards the newambut she
stopped long enough to touch Dera’s arm. “l must go. But glessy—as long
as you like. And I'll get you the horehound syrup for Jory jastsoon as I—"

The rest of what she said was lost; she was already gestaritigef screaming
man to be put down on one of the empty pallets of straw, kiltipdner skirts and
kneeling down next to him, taking out a little bone-handl@iféand using it to
cut the bloodied fragments of his shirt away.

Dera looked over at Jory. But he was asleep, head pilloweti®big dog’s
middle and his thumb in his mouth. Amazing that all the mardsa hadn’t
woken him. Though the gods knew he’d practice enough at isigeprough
anything by now.

Dera didn’t know why she moved closer. She’d seen her béllyfwgly
sights these last months and days. But ugly sights were liiie Sometimes:
you’d be sick to your stomach and still somehow couldn’t dyagr eyes away.
Like it was so awful you had to keep looking and looking, tryto decide whether
it could be true.

The next she knew she was standing right next to where Ladgdsweas
kneeling—and Lady Isolde was looking up at her, with the skook in her eyes
as a man might have when he inspected a weapon to be sure ihags sShe’'d
wadded up a pad of clean linen and had it clamped over the ssuwbid the man’s
belly, but Dera could already see the fabric turning wet atl r

“Can you help me?”



Dera gaped at her. “Can I—"

Lady Isolde shook her head and seemed to come back to heisielf &he
spoke quickly. “I shouldn’t ask this of you—I know this waswhat you came
here for. But this man is going to need stitching up. I've beandling the usual
run of injuries on my own—~help is short here just now. And ikigoing to take
another pair of hands. Can you do it?”

Dera looked from the Lady Isolde to the man’s face. He wasrdlugn the
usual run of fighting men. Maybe forty or forty-five. Heavy-saled and tall,
with a long, black mustache and curly hair threaded throuigh gray. His eyes
were dark, staring straight at her, but so bleared with pagcould likely have
turned into a raven like the women in the faerie tales and hetdhave blinked an
eye. He'd stopped screaming and was biting down on his lipaBaw a trickle
of blood run down his chin.

At least he wasn't one she could remember servicing. Notdhatmade it a
habit to study their faces, most times.

Dera’s throat felt like her last meal had been sharp-edgekkt@and one had
stuck, but she swallowed and then nodded. “All right. Reckoan. Just tell
me what to do.”

IT WAS INTERESTING SORT OF Once you got over wanting to heave your
breakfast up onto your boots. The two men who’d brought thended one in
held him down while Lady Isolde worked. Dera’s job was to hodd needles and
thread, hand what Lady Isolde needed to her at the propes tiamel keep wiping
the blood away so that she could see what she was doing.

First, Lady Isolde cut the hole in the man’s belly a bit wid&hich seemed
lackwitted to Dera, until she realized it was so the coil afduts that was hanging
out could be fit back in. Lady Isolde asked for water and oitl ameared them
over the pallid tubes of innards before she did that. And stteera hold the
edges of the wound open so that she could get them slid bazlpliate. Then
she had the two fighting men shake the wounded man just gsiuéyto side.

Dera had been biting down on her own lips, but she must haves reahe
squeak of a sound, because Lady Isolde looked up and sdelallitright. It
helps the intestines settle into their proper place, tredk’™s

And then she started to stitch up the wound. Watching, Devddcalmost
believe there was some magic about her, just as the stoigs daady Isolde



used two needles at once, changing them from hand to handaHeswsure and
steady she might have been darning socks, not a man’s bellguas. At first

Dera was too much taken up with watching—and trying too hatdmbe sick—

to pay mind to anything else. But then, after a bit, she redlizady Isolde was
speaking to herself under her breath, quick and low, allithe she worked.

“Climb on my backthe water horse saidnd I'll carry you across. Dera
knew that story, about a ceffyl-dwr, a water horse that coakd the shape of a
man, who tried to get a fair maid to climb on his back so that tnddattake her
deep down to the bottom of his river and make her his wife. Stuni realized
she was staring, though, until Lady Isolde put in the finatk@s and then looked
up again with a little twist of a smile. “The story gives me s&ihing else to think
about besides how much pain I'm causing him.”

“I know.” Dera looked down. The wounded man had fainted hajfthrough;
he was lying now with his eyes shut and his mouth slack. I raitmer from—"
She stopped and squeezed her eyes tight shut. Because & gtwad to cry at
a bit of kindness from a fine lady like Lady Isolde, it was stigsiyet to cry over
the dead baby girl Lady Isolde had delivered. The baby whe®hidathered by
who-knew-which of the men she’d serviced, and who she’d nesree managed
to keep warm and fed living on the road with winter coming on.

“I'm sorry,” Lady Isolde said again. “Truly sorry, Dera.”

Dera opened her eyes and realized that Lady Isolde had putchdvar hers.
Both their hands were smeared, sticky with blood. “Don’t img, lady. Noth-
ing you could have done.” She felt her chin jerking up and dand the tears
puddling behind her eyes, so she bit her lip harder and s&ithat do we do
now?”

WHAT THEY DID WAS SEND the two fighting men off to the kitchens and then
bandage the wounded man up. He woke about halfway throudh,audty Isolde
had Dera prop his head while she got him to swallow some poppypghat had
him unconscious again before the final bandage was tied. Isattye sat back on
her heels. Dera looked over at Jory, but he was still aslagfedup with Lady
Isolde’s dog.

“Will he live?” Dera nodded at the man at their feet.

Lady Isolde pushed a stray curl of black hair off her forehedtth the back
of her hand. She looked tired, like she hadn’'t been sleepiely wHer eyes



were sad, too—sadder, somehow, than they’d been three mbetbre. “I don’t
know.” She looked down at the man’s face, hard, as if she wastto memorize
what he looked like. “Hardly any man survives injuries like.h Maybe one in
twenty. If that many.”

Then she shook her head, like she was trying to get the thaugldf it, and
said, “I haven’t thanked you properly for your help. If he ddmve a chance, it's
because of you.”

Dera felt her cheeks go red. “I didn’t do much, my lady.”

“Still.” And then Lady Isolde stopped, searching Dera’sdawith her eyes.
“Do you think you could—would you want to do something likattagain?”

Just for something to do, Dera had started folding up the snaalongings
that had tumbled out of his pack in a heap when his fellows katisn down. A
spare set of breeches, shirt, traveling cloak. He must na havife back home.
Or if he did, she wasn’t any too fond of him. The wedded men lsiad a
bundle of rowan twigs or a love knot sewn into their clothemewhere.

Other women were quick enough to call Lady Isolde the Witcle€u—but
they weren’'t above trying out a bit of magic, themselves, haging a wise-
woman’s herbs or a peddler’s charm, hoping to keep their rafenis battle. Dera
had gotten good at noticing things like that, because shayalwied—unless she
and Jory were too hungry to help it—not to say yes to the meln wives waiting
back home.

Not that she’d have been anything but grateful if her own deaband had
ever gone and spent his nights in someone else’s bed. But agrétwoing to be
the one to let a man break his vows to some poor woman waititigrpdor him
to come back to her.

Anyway, there were no charms or anything like them amongtfais’s things,
and his clothes were mended with stitches so clumsy it lodikeda blind man
with two left thumbs had put them in. Dera folded the cloalenttshrugged.
“Usually when | get this close to a man, | have to pretend I'jogimg myself.
So this was at least one up on that.”

Lady Isolde’s mouth dimpled at the corners, and then shehkedig She’d
a pretty laugh, pretty as her speaking voice—though it sedrslirprised, like
it had been a long time since she’d thought about smiling alirigy the fun in
something.

Dera looked up at her, “Why do you ask me that, though, my lady?

Lady Isolde looked down, smoothing the blanket over the wiednman’s
chest. And then she said, “l was wondering whether you'd tikketay here—
you and Jory, too, of course. Space is tight, these days, smittmany fighting
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men quartered here at Dinas Emrys for the winter. But we ceetdip a space
for the two of you to sleep in my workroom. And—if you were wil—you
could help me for part of the day. When Jory doesn’t need yoelp grind herbs
and prepare ointments. Sometimes lend aid as you did todasmn Wneed an
extra set of hands.”

Dera felt her jaw drop open. Lady Isolde must have misreatbibie because
she said, still speaking quick-like, “You can say no if younddike the idea. |
know it's hard, seeing what battle does to these men. Tigatounds all day.”

Dera took a breath and got her voice back. “Say no? I'd havestsdft in
the head to say no to an offer like that. | just—"

Lady Isolde stopped her before she could finish. “I have todreehkt, Dera.
Because you've Jory to think of. And because of . .. becausdat happened to
you three months ago because of me. You know the stories boldt ane—you
know what I'm called. If you stay here and help me, there’'saglsva danger
you’ll be accused of witchery, as well.”

Her eyes met Dera’s, and a shiver slid down Dera’s spine,usecahe did
remember—remembered being dragged in front of the King'snCib when the
Lady Isolde was put on trial for witchcraft. All because shescaped from Lord
Marche, after a day and a night of being his wife.

And yet Lady Isolde had stood up there, right in front of atbgse men with
their axes and fur cloaks and broad swords, and said, clelstaong, “Let Dera
go, and I'll confess to the charge.” And she would have dortedt. Would have
gone to the stake and burned for a witch, just so Dera couldego f

Dera could feel the words wanting to spill out of her, now, $& ady Isolde
why she’d done it. But she said, instead, “Surely things éferdnt now, my
lady. You were the one who proved Lord Marche a traitor—wadrtinee King's
Council in time of what he planned.”

“Maybe.” Lady Isolde’s mouth twisted again, though it wasim a smile,
this time. “But I’'m not exactly holding my breath on the chadgpublic opinion
lasting. Especially not with the way the war has been goingsé last months.
Our armies driven back and back into the last strongholdsdsd hills. Cornwall
and Powys lost to the Saxons and”—Dera heard her voice wasesliightly as
she spoke the name—*Lord Marche.”

Dera didn’t know what made her doit. She was justa common datigpver.
And even in her old life, it wasn’t like she’d ever been angthiike on a level with
Lady Isolde. But something about the look in Lady Isoldesefanade her touch
Lady Isolde’s hand and say, “Are you ... are you all right, mgy?”

Lady Isolde’s eyes went wider. Like that question had sdrtler even more
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than her own laughing had. She was quiet a moment—and evemshieespoke,
she didn’'t answer, exactly. Just looked down at the man thpyst finished
bandaging and said, “There’s always a chance he’ll be onéasfet who gets
better, isn't there? Even if it's only a tiny one.”

Somehow that brought the lump back to Dera’s throat, and sladlcsved
hard.

“Are you a witch, my lady?” The instant the words were spol@era could
have kicked herself for letting them slip out. She hadn’trekBown she was
going to ask the question until she heard herself say it. Aow she’d just
bollixed her chances of actually getting to stay here goatoper.

But Lady Isolde was still looking down at the wounded man, drsthe was
angry it didn’t show. She shook her head. “No. That's what'$usxny.” Her
voice didn’t sound like she meant it for a joke, though. “Myagdmother was
Morgan, daughter of the Pendragon. You've probably heafweof The great
enchantress. That's what all the fire tales call her. Shehtang about the Sight.
But | ...gave up any power | had. After the Battle at Camlannhewmy father
killed King Arthur, and died himself. Everyone said it wasuagement from
the Christian God. Because my grandmother Morgan—my fathesther—was
an evil witch, who’d ruined all Britain with her spite. Thatwhat the priests
and ...and everyone else claimed, at least. And my grandmothshe died,
as well. Of the plague that followed the battle. So | gave @S3ight. I'm
sorry for it, now—because whatever else my grandmother sfaswasn't evil.
But the Sight's never come back, except once. Other thamotiatime, | just
...just pretended to have it. To make the council afraid of nBecause | was
completely on my own after my grandmother died. And a womahenmown in
atime of war—" She stopped. “Well. You know what it's like—eavbetter than
| do, probably.”

Lady Isolde stopped again, and finally looked up at Dera. Sih@tdspeak.
And as the silence stretched, Dera could have almost screaritle thinking,
Here it comes, she’s not going to let us stay after all.

But Lady Isolde said, “Does that make a difference in whettoer want the
job of helping me here?”

Dera’s breath went out in a rush that felt like a bellows. tdbseph’s hairy
left tog, | don't care if you boil newts and turn men into frogs, so l@ngou let
me and Jory stay.”

And then she stopped sharp. Because she might not know a l@holefine
ladies, but she was pretty certain that wasn’t how you weppased to talk to
one.
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Lady Isolde laughed, though. Still with that little wrinkté surprise about
her eyes, like she was only just starting to remember howstdaeame.

“Trystan used to say that. Well, something like it, anywayheéi' | had to go
off for lessons with my grandmother. He'd ask if I'd have lganow to change
him into a toad when | was done.”

Her eyes had gone distant, like she was seeing something avlpnoff. Dera
tongued the cut on her upper lip, then risked saying, “Try3ta

Lady Isolde shook her head, and her eyes came back from vérettesy’d
been. “A boy | knew growing up. He was a ...a friend. The onigrfd | had,
really. Butthat was a long time ago. He’s gone now.”

“M ABON’Ss BoLLOCKS” Cade’s eyes were watering and his mouth was screwed
up like he’d been punched in the gut. “This tastes like—"

Dera managed to catch the cup he’d been holding before itl sl onto the
floor rushes. “Like what? Go on—tell me what you were goingap's

“Right, I'll do that.” Cade gave a wheezing cough and wipesi tniouth with
the back of his hand. “You think I've forgotten that you'reestbne who changes
my bandages every day—and brings me my meals?”

Dera laughed, and Cade caught hold of her hand. “Dera, I—"

Dera had spent she-didn’t-know-how-many hours sitting teekim like this,
on the floor beside his pallet in the infirmary. He’d been heérBiaas Emrys
nearly three weeks, now, since his fellows had carried himiih the sword cut
to his belly, and Dera had helped Lady Isolde with stitchiimg &hut. Part of that
he’'d been clean off his head with pain and fever—Dera had beesing him a
week before she’d even found out from him that his name wa® Catl that he
was an archer in the High King Madoc’s war band.

But if only one in twenty men survived a wound like his, he sedrbound and
determined to be that twentieth one. Because he was gettitbgrb His fever
was gone, and Lady Isolde said the wound was healing well. tAisdnorning,
Dera had helped him sit himself up a bit to drink the bowl oftbrshe’d brought.

She felt like she knew his face almost as well as she did her bymow.
Better, really, because even if she’d had one, she’d notWwaméed to spend much
time looking into mirrors; the glimpses she got in whatevezams or pools she
happened to wash in showed her quite enough.

Cade had a good face. Not handsome, exactly. But strongdgowith a
square brow and a good firm jaw, and lines about the corners efyles when he
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smiled. She knew his expressions, too. And the one on hisgfate looked at
her now was the expression that meant she was going to have tonp off yet
again.

Before Dera could pull her hand away, though, Lady Isoldeise’behind her
said, “Dera, do you—" and then stopped. When Dera turnedy Ilsalde was
looking from her to Cade, her gray eyes gone a little wide.

Not that she said anything. Just finished her question almaubbthe simples
brewing in her workroom, and then stood aside to let Derawass Dera jumped
up and said she’d come with her, straight away.

Only when they were alone in the workroom, picking over a lelisi dried
St. Patrick’s leaf to be used for drawing the pus out of féstewounds, did
Lady Isolde say, kind of hesitant-like, and without lookimg, “Cade seems like
a...like agood man.”

Dera felt her cheeks heat up. Which was funny, consideringt whe’d done
in full view of half the men in the King’s army. And Lady Isold&d only seen
her holding Cade’s hand. But still, she said, “I'm sorry, mgy. I'm done with
...I'mean, I wouldn’t take pay for ... | hope you're not angry?

“Angry?” Lady Isolde looked up at that, eyes gone wide allragain. “Why
would | be angry? And I didn’t think you were”—Dera saw a bitaaflor creep
into Lady Isolde’s cheeks, as well— “What | mean is, that yeuiot a servant
here, Dera. You can do what you like.”

That was true enough. She’d even tried to get Dera to dropLihey” and
just call her ‘Isolde’, but Dera couldn’t manage it yet.

Three weeks, now, that she’d been at Dinas Emrys. Now thdirdighaw
of spring had come, there’d been trouble with Irish sea raida the Isle of Ynys
Mon—settlements pillaged, women carried off for slavesl ailages burned—
and King Madoc had marched out with most of his war band to rineetaiders’
attack. Dinas Emrys was quieter, now, and less crowded witimany of the
fighting men gone. Dera had heard whispers among the wourfdeldab could
happen if there was an attack now that the fort’'s defenses d@wn. But every-
thing had been quiet, so far. The men whose wounds they dreatee the ones
that lived through the journey in horse carts or wagons t@BiEmrys.

Dera still wasn’t about to stitch up a sword cut or set a brosene. But
she’d gotten so that she could mix up some of the easier oimtand salves on
her own. And she’d stopped having to run out and lose her basawhen she
had to help Lady Isolde lance a poisoned wound.

Now Deratook a breath. She loved the way Lady Isolde’s warkremelled:
spicy and earthy all at once, warm from the brazier they usauddlt the goose
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grease for ointments and boil water or wine for the simpled @rafts. Just
breathing in the air always made her feel lighter, somehowasidt. Like a
clenched knot in her chest she hadn’t even known was therstagsig to come
untied.

She and Jory had their own straw-stuffed pallet on the flotercorner, with
a curtain hung round to keep out the chill and a box to hold thelbngings. Jory
was in the kitchens, now, playing with the cook’s little gintho’d taken a fancy
to him. But Dera could see the little carved wooden horse Uadlge had given
him a few days ago for his own, lying on top of the blanket onghkltet. He slept
with it at night—and woke up with the print of it in his cheels, @ften as not.

“He wants me to marry him.” She hadn’t realized she was gargay it until
she heard herself blurt the words out into the workroom’sqjui

“Oh.” Lady Isolde looked startled. Not shocked or disbaley Just a bit
taken aback, like she hadn’'t considered that before. Shetbap from the leaves
they were sorting, and said, again, “He seems like a good’man.

Dera realized she’d got her hand clenched round a fistfulefitied leaves.
One of the stems was digging into her palm. “What if he’s rfapigh?”

Lady Isolde looked up quick. “You think he’s not?”

“No. | mean—" Dera felt like the words were lumps of rope, chmakher
before she could work out how to turn them into what she watdsdy. “What |
mean to say is, you’re caring for wounded soldiers from sutolgun down. You
know what they’ve seen and done. They have to kill day in arydodi.  Kill or
die. Can any man go through that and not be turned into a m@¥iste

Dera saw Lady Isolde’s knuckles go white around the handileeoiortar she
was holding. “I'm sorry, my lady. |didn’t mean—"

Lady Isolde shook her head. “No. It's all right. But | don’t & the
answer.” Her gray eyes went unfocused just for a moment, e$ostked across
at the glowing brazier where she’d set a copper pan of watbe&d. “l wish |
did. | thought—" she stopped and stood quiet a long momentenThe said,
“The boy | knew when | was growing up. Trystan.” Dera could kee mouth
turn downwards, like it hurt her to speak the name. Thoughagnit the same
way her face changed when she had to say ‘Lord Marche.” “@rystas one
of my father’s most trusted fighting men. He was leading a veardobefore he
was sixteen. And he never ...he never stopped being homooabl . or good,
no matter how many battles he fought in, no matter how marmgsrae led. Not
that he’d ever have told me just what had happened duringgherfg—just what
he’'d done. He was very ... private, always. He kept his fgslio himself. But
he ... my father’s spear men all jockeyed and fought to be pdéuhis command.
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Because he’d never once let one of his warriors be takenrgisolf they were
captured, he got them back, every one, no matter what riskati¢o take to do
it. ‘No man left behind.” That's what he used to say. If a marswaunded,
they took it in turns to carry him. If a man was killed, they bght his body back
to be buried with warrior’'s honors at home.”

She looked down at her own hands—though Dera didn’t thinkai Wer fin-
gers she was seeing. Dera said, “You don’t get the chancktakiaut him much,
do you?”

Lady Isolde looked up and gave a little twist of a smile, tHotgr eyes were
sad. “Never. | never talk about him.”

Dera could tell just by looking that this story didn’t haveaplpy ending. But
she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “What happened tc?hiifnyou don’t mind
my asking, | mean.”

“Mind?” Lady Isolde shook her head. “No. |don’t mind. He wasptured
at Camlann—at least | think he was. | thought he must have kidled, because
he disappeared—no one had word of him. But then ...just a fewtins ago
...he appeared again. He’d been a Saxon slave. And now hestkw ...a
mercenary, fighting for whichever lord offers the highest. pBut’—she looked
up at Dera and smiled just a bit again— “but he saved my liferfer Twice over.
And the men he was with—the other outlaws—were loyal enoadti that any
one of them would have laid down his life for Trystan’s. So f@yhat’'s your
answer. Or as much of a one as there can be.”

Lady Isolde stopped again and was quiet a moment more. Tleetosked
at Dera again. “I've never once seen your Cade out of tempeer-a&hen the
sword cut was giving him the most pain. Fire tales are alld@itheroes who are
raised up to noble greatness by suffering terrible grietsaorible wounds. | tell
the stories myself—and maybe it helps the wounded men tahear. Butit's all
nonsense, really. Suffering doesn’t make anyone noblemkiais mean-spirited
and petty, in nine cases of ten he’ll only be meaner and pettte a sword cut or
a crushed arm. But what suffering can do is show a man—or wenfi@nwhat
they really are.”

“If Cade’s all that decent, what does he want to marry me fob®ra heard
her voice shaking and locked her hands together. “My luckisthat good.”
Now that she’d started talking, it felt like she’d tappediatcask of sour ale, and
the words had to pour out until the cask was dry. “My husbandr#d da’ was
a mean, drunken brute. And half the men | service are the sarhe was—the
only difference is I've only got to put up with it for an hour-He@ss—most of the
time. But | don’t trust any man to be different—not one thantgame. Part of
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me wants to marry Cade. Just like part of me knows he reallgoal man. But
| can’t let myself believe it. I've never even let Jory meanhki-because what if
something goes wrong? It would be just my luck if Cade died-efanged his
mind and didn’t want me after all—and then Jory got his heeoké.” Dera felt
her fingers clench. “I didn’t used to be like this. | used to baver. But now |
...even this—living at Dinas Emrys—I've spent all the wedksy and me have
been here telling myself | can’t get too fond of it, or anytheise, because if | do
it'll get taken away.”

“I—" Lady Isolde’s hand moved, like she wanted to push thedsaway but
didn’t know how. Finally she said, “You love Jory, though.”

“Aye, well.” Dera felt her mouth tilt up into a half-heartednkl of a smile.
“Never was much good at following my own good advice. Heartsraeant for
loving, that’'s what my mam always said.”

Lady Isolde looked away, like she was trying to clear a menmurtyof her
eyes. Then she said, “You've never told me about your mdther.

“Mam was”—Dera felt her eyes start to prickle, so she swepaumndful
of the Saint Patrick’s leaf and dumped it into the mortar'sibe “she made her
living same as | do. Always told me my da’ could have been ang maritain
who’d had enough to buy her a hot meal or a jar of ale. But shemeasy,
like—always laughing. Could turn anything into a joke or anga Even when
we didn’t have enough to eat, she’d find the fun in it somehowe’d/lay we
were lost in a Faerie mound, and didn’t dare take a bite of foodear we’'d be
trapped there for good.”

“She sounds lovely.”

“Aye.” Dera blinked hard. “She was. Died when | was sixteemafls when
| married Jory’s da’. I'd no family, no friends. And my mam &alys told me |
wasn’t to go her way, earning my bread on my back. | was goirgta lady. Or
at least respectable, with a proper settled home of my owrefalelt her mouth
twist around the edges again. “You can see how well thatwatled out.”

Lady Isolde touched Dera’s arm. “She’d be —” and then shepgdsharp
as the door to the workroom opened so fast it banged agamstah, and a man
staggered in, one hand clenched around a bloodied rag hejorgssed against
his chest.

IT WAS AN ARROW WOUND; Dera could see the broken-off wooden shaft poking
through the wool of his tunic after Lady Isolde had jumpedrepched the man’s
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side, and lowered him onto the floor. No time to get him intoitifemary. He
was half fainting, his eyes rolling back in his head. And he W&y, too. Broad-
built and tall, with a neck like a bull’'s and his belly roundiout the front of his
clothes. Too heavy for them to carry.

Lady Isolde had already taken out her knife and was sliciegotbodstained
shirt away from the arrow shaft. The man groaned and thrastesdlly knocking
the knife from her hand—and Dera realized she was stilhgjtéit the worktable,
gaping like a fish.

“Do you want me to—"

Dera had started to kneel down so that she could keep holé ofi#im’s wrists,
but Lady Isolde shook her head no, even as she put the knife dow started
wiping blood away from the wound. “No, it’s all right. | can mage. We have
to get word to Gwion—the captain of King Madoc’s guard. | ddaow who
this man is or where he’s come from—but he’s wearing Madoalsrs, and this
arrow wound is less than an hour old. If the fortress’s ougfedses are under
attack, the guard has to be warned.”

LADY ISOLDE WAS STILL KNEELING beside the wounded man when Dera got
back; she looked up when Dera opened the door. “Anything?”

Dera shook her head. “Everything’s quiet. Gwion has his dsm@en out
doing a search and fanning out from the outer walls—but thdreen no sign of
anything amiss, he said.” She nodded at the man on the grdundt him.”

The man had fainted for good and all now, it seemed. His eyes wlesed,
the lids puckered and sunken, and when Dera dropped to kpdes lmther side
and touched his hand, the skin felt clammy and slack. “Canhgdp him?”

She already knew the answer, though. She’d been watchinglsaltie treat
wounded soldiers for nigh on three weeks, and she knew wkdbtk on Lady
Isolde’s face meant now. It was the tight, clenched look theant the man they
were working on was going to die.

Lady Isolde bit her lip. “See where the arrow’s gone in?” Skstgred to
the blood smeared shaft just under the man’s ribs. Brightetdalood was still
pumping out around the wound. “The bleeding gets worse ever his heart
beats. He’d only bleed to death faster if | tried to get thewrout. And it's
pierced his lung, as well. Do you hear that?”

Dera tilted her head and did hear it: the whistling, bubbBognd every time
he tried to take a breath.
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“So nothing we can do?”
Lady Isolde raised a hand and brushed the man’s greasy|egtihair back
from his forehead. “Just help him die.”

“D 0O YOU RECOGNIZE HIM?” Dera asked. They’d been sitting in silence a time,
the only sounds in the infirmary the harsh rattle of the maresthing. Outside,
Dera could hear the fighting men who guarded the fortresststgio one another,
getting ready to move out and search for whoever it was hadl thire arrow. She
realized her belly was tight, knotted up with expecting gveroment to hear
those shouts turn to the battle screams and clashing swatsduld mean Dinas
Emrys was truly under attack.

Lady Isolde nodded. I think so. He’s one of King Madoc’s mehgourse.
But stationed here. [I've seen him on the ramparts at nights ndime is™—she
stopped and frowned with trying to remember— “Bevan. Thiat’'8evan.”

Almost like he was answering that, the man’s eyelids flickerdHe was an
older man, fifty, or thereabouts, with a nose that had beekelbrat least once,
and purple veins like a spider’s web across his cheeks aral nos

He let out another groan, and for a moment Dera thought he wiag do
wake. He slumped back an instant later, though, his eyéslstit. His skin was
gray, now, and the hand Dera was holding felt colder, anidstditk as a dead eel.

Lady Isolde put a hand on his forehead. And then she jerkefirtggrs back,
like the touch of his skin had burned her. “He was a traitorlie Svas staring
down at the man’s face, her face gone white to the lips, and Biein’t even think
she knew she’d spoken. “He was paid to let a war band of Mascme&n into
the fortress. But he went to them, demanding more money. Aeg $hot him,
instead. He"—Lady Isolde shut her eyes— “Marche said theyrdady gotten
as much information from him as they needed, and he was n@ukerh now.”

Dera realized she was sitting and gaping—like a fish—agaire sSvallowed
and said, feeling a bit surprised that her voice soundedyniar same as it always
did, “How do you—~

“| saw it.” Lady Isolde was still chalky pale, and she was istgat the big
man on the floor like she couldn’t believe he was real. “Whesuched him. |
saw the whole scene. Him—this man here—asking for more géldd Ma—
Marche”—she stumbled a little over the name— “ordering ohki® archers to
shoot. It was a cross bow bolt.” One of her fingers touchedhhé 1 the man’s
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chest. “He was on horseback, or he’d never have gotten away thB horse
bolted. They didn’t dare follow him too close to the fortréssfear of running
into one of the guard patrols and giving themselves away.”

Her voice was wavering, and she looked up. “How—how did | be¢? The
Sight is supposed to be gone. | gave it up. Years ago.” The svonthbled
out, faster and faster. “I Saw Marche three months ago—ghatat gave me the
evidence to prove him a traitor to the Council. But | thoughit—

She was staring up at something above Dera’s head, and whantideed,
she saw there was a shelf that she’d never noticed befoteupign the infirmary
wall. The shelf was empty except for a bronze bowl. It look&t-eold as the
stories about dragons. And it had designs etched into tms si@era could just
make them out. A man with a deer’s antlers growing from hisdheawisting
leaves, and snakes making hoops of their bodies by swalpthigr own tails.

Lady Isolde had locked her hands tight together, like shetwasg to keep
them from shaking, but Dera saw the shivers ripple througlirben head to toe.

Dera hoped she never had to be as brave as Lady Isolde was.h&idchever
yet managed to call her ‘Isolde.” But now it didn’t matter—esput her arms
around Lady Isolde as if she were Jory’s age and hugged H#r tighere, now,
lovey. It's all right. Nothing to hurt or to harm. All's well.

Which wasn'’t true, any of it—but it seemed to help a bit, besgaafter a
minute, Lady Isolde stopped shaking and pulled away a bit.hatle to go—I
have to tell someone about—"

“You can't!”

“But Gwion should—"

Lady Isolde had already started to get up, but Dera stoppeddngeezing her
wrist hard, because the blank look in Lady Isolde’s eyes wasrgg her. “What
are you going to say? Tell a passel of soldiers to pleasanlistgou and do as
you say because a magic vision told you? You want to be bumedcinder?
Because that's what'll happen if they put you on trial as alwagain.”

Some of the empty look went out of Lady Isolde’s eyes. Her haasl shak-
ing, but she reached up and scrubbed a hand across her eyesu’re*Yight.
Goddess, | know you're right. And yet we can't risk it. | cani&k nottelling.
If Dinas Emrys does come under attack—"

She straightened, like she was trying to get up again, bua Pashed her
back. “Notyet. Just"—she waved a hand at the man on the floaee What
else you can find out. That’'s only sense, isn'tit? See if teearything else you
can learn before you go rushing off to tell.”

“I—" Lady Isolde swallowed. Then she nodded, still a bit sipdike. “You're
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right. It's just—"she looked down at the man Bevan’s facet. féels wrong. Us-
ing him like that—to gain information—when he’s dying.”

“Maybe he’d be glad. Maybe he’s sorry for turning traitordamould want to
help you to make up for what he’s done. Anyhow,” Dera added, ONe deserves
to die alone. And if someone’s got to hold his hand, it mightvadl be you.”

Lady Isolde’s face was still white, but her mouth turned ust g bit, like she
was trying to smile at that. “Thank you, Dera. I'm glad"—shepped and
squeezed Dera’s hand— “I'm so glad you're here. All rightHieSook a breath,
and Dera saw her stiffen, like she was trying to brace hers€lfen she slipped
her hand into the wounded man’s. She shivered again, butitésshe didn’t
jerk back.

After a moment, though, she shook her head. “All I'm gettiagvhat he'd
planned to do with the gold he was paid. Women and—" she sthpgénd |
can feel the pain he’s in. It's ...terrible. He’s finding itrtHar and harder to get
a breath, and”—she stopped again, and just lightly restetiémhand against his
brow— “and he’s getting colder. He can't feel his feet anyeor

She closed her eyes, and the muscles in her throat bobbed uWjpam as she
swallowed, like she was trying to keep herself from being.si€hen she looked
up.

“King Madoc is on Ynys Mon with his war band. That's only a dayide
from here. If we could send one of the men left on guard herestoangrd to
him—"

Then she stopped, eyes gone suddenly wide. “But that’stjustWle can't.
Where there’s one traitor, there may be others, as well. Tbald be what
...what Marche meant, when he said Bevan was no use to thenybevihey’d
found another warrior at Dinas Emrys willing to turn his ct@mtpayment. If that
is true, | won’t be able to see it—because Bevan doesn’t kniovgélf, and never
did. But that means—"

“Even if we can figure a way to tell someone—ask one of the mgetavord
to King Madoc—we could be handing ourselves over to a traltke turkeys
waddling straight up to the chopping block,” Dera finishedlier. Sometime,
without her noticing, the men must have ridden out, becawestortress was quiet,
now. The infirmary walls seemed like they were pressing inadcher, and Dera
wasn’t doing any too well at getting a breath herself.

“All right,” she said. She made her voice sound more certhantshe felt.
“Here’s what we've got to do.”
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111

Present day. ..

ow WATER—Tfrom the morning’s sleeting rain—was dripping off the bchas
overhead and down the back of Dera’s neck. She pushed offtfirernee
trunk, and wished she dared stamp her feet to keep warm; eégrfeti like they
were getting jabbed all over with pins.

She’d gotten herself into this—the whole plan had been hes.id Though
Lady Isolde had wanted to come in Dera’s place. She’d saie tlvas too much
danger—that she couldn’t ask Dera to take such a risk.

“That’'s good, coming from you,” Dera had said. By that timee’'sl been
feeling like they had a loaded catapult aimed straight anthed held back by
nothing more than a hair, and she’d been fairly dancing withrteed to get out
and on her way. “Aren’t you the one that stood up in front ofd.&tarche and
the whole King’s Council and said they could burn you if oritey’d let me go
free?”

“But that was—" Lady Isolde stopped. *“You've got Jory, Der&ou can't
risk leaving him without his mother.”

“Maybe not. But I'm not going to let Lord Marche’s men strall here and
kill him, either—or cart him off to be sold for some Saxon lsrdlave.” Just
saying the words made Dera flash hot, then cold, and bitterisi in her throat.
But she said, “And that’s what'll happen if you're the one aut there tonight.
Think. What if Lord Marche is there, one of the men attackiogight? He’s
not like to recognize me—not in the dark, and when he’s pribladd a hundred
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whores since last we met. But you—he’d know you, all right.d&o® would his
men. If you were the one to go, and Marche or anyone else resjgou—"

“All right.” Lady Isolde still looked pale, and a bit shakyubshe let out her
breath and moved her head in a nod. “I don't like it—but youight. Just...be
careful, Dera. Please.”

The last Dera had seen of her, Lady Isolde had still beemgitty the traitor
Bevan’s body, still holding his hand and touching his foreheshenever he groaned.
Which Dera would probably be glad about, if she ever madeduph the night
alive. Just now, though, with the icy water working its waynhoher spine and
her lips and nose long since gone numb, she was thinking Besarhaving a lot
easier time of it than he deserved.

The owl called again, sending her heart slamming so hardhetaibs Dera
wouldn’t have been surprised to hear them creak. She lockedhdnds tight
against her middle, and made herself go over the steps ofdahe p

Lord Marche’s men were camped on the shore of LIyn Dinas. lsaolgle had
Seen enough of the area where their wounded man had beenithtiterarrow to
be—almost—sure. Which meant they’d be coming towards Dimasys up the
mountain track from the river Glaslyn—the same track theamants and traders
used.

So here Dera was. Hiding in the bushes, turning her fingerst@slinto
icicles, at the top of the mountain track that led throughttées and rocky ground
to the river valley below.

And then she heard it: from far down below, a clatter of stonestone, and
then a muttered curse—like someone had tripped over a ropklasle and lost
their footing.

She’d thought her heart had been beating hard before, buitrfel like it
was trying to jump out of her chest. Dera shut her eyes and toidreathe, like
she had before—nbut this time it didn’t help. She could hearenedthem, now—
and closer. Heavy, booted footsteps and an occasional grunstle of branches
coming up the path. They’d be on her in a moment.

She took another breath, and, before she could completsé/ her nerve,
smashed her way through the scrub of bushes and dry bruskedm®tver and the
sound of the men.

“Lud’s hairy ass!”

It would have been funny, if she’d been in the mood for a laughe first man
stopped up short, swearing as she emerged onto the pattheandxt four in line
plowed straight into him like a children’s game of skittleShe first man in line,
though, grabbed hold of her wrist and hauled her towards bending down so
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close she could smell the stink of onions on his breath.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

This was the part of the plan she’d been going over and ovén agher head,
practicing what she was going to say until she knew it by he&uit practicing
on her own was one thing. Now she was standing here in the darkreezing
cold, with the man’s fingers digging into her skin and the oédtis companions
all coming up to stare at her, as well. And there must have fiigror more
of them, all armed and helmeted, stinking of sweat and alengtdeather. She
didn’t see Lord Marche anywhere among them—and surely have been at the
front if he was here—nbut that was about the only good thingcsh#d make out
about this all.

Dera swallowed, forced her mouth to open—but no sound carmeShe felt
like a giant hand was wrapped around her chest and startismguieeze.

“Well?” The man’s voice was a growl in her ear. “Answer me! &sg you
want me to slit your throat.”

He’'d do it, too. He’d got his knife out and was holding it jusider her chin.
Dera could feel the point pricking her, and a hot drip of bl@barting to trickle
down her skin.

And all of a sudden—maybe it was the blood, or the thought of asleep
in the fortress above them—or just one of those miracles ®fGhristians—all
of a sudden all the fear was burned straight out of her by a flainpeire anger
that started under her breastbone and spread until eveipshef ther fingers felt
warm. If she could have grabbed the knife away from this mahsaabbed him
in the guts with it, she would have done it.

Dera took a deep breath and then said the words she’d beditjprgc “Don’t
hurt me—please. I've got news of Bevan.”

It was fury, not fear, that made her voice shake—but the madirgp her
didn’t know that, and it must have made for a good effect, bsedis hold on her
relaxed a bit.

“Bevan’s dead.” He shook her a bit, but not as hard as before.

“Not yet. He will be, but he’s not dead yet. He made it up to Bianrys—
and then he squealed like a piglet about what you’ve got j@drin

That sent up a rumble of muttered curses from among the ringeaflistening,
and the man holding Dera—he must be the leader—swore unsiéréath then
shook her again. “So where do you come in, eh?”

Dera clenched her teeth before she could say that if he wamtget her talk-
ing, he could do better than shaking and jerking around l&kd b pair of weasels
in his drawers.
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Jory. Imagine she was trying to beg food for Jory, and thegither of them
eaten in days. She’d plenty of practice with that, thesetlastyears.

“I heard him talking—to Lady Isolde and that captain of King¥bc’s guard.”
She hoped she’d got enough of a whine into her voice. “And lwhat happened
afterward—could hardly miss it, with all the shouting andhfigg and carrying
on. Gwion and the rest of his men rounded up the traitors—amdthey’re up
there, just waiting for you all to come and hand yourselvesritolike rats walking
into atrap.”

Dera spoke quickly. Lies sounded better told in a rush—slegiched that,
too. If she spoke fast enough and didn’t give people a chanitertk, they hardly
ever noticed her story had as many holes as her traveling.cloa

It was too dark now to see much of the man’s face—but he dicikteer just
how Gwion had worked out which among his men where the traitoHe just
scowled—she could see that well enough—and said, “So yoe caminere.”

“Well, | thought you’'d be grateful, like.” Dera let up on théhme and tried a
smile—the one she gave when she was trying to get a man to p&y Ibe kind to
him for a night. “For the warning, you know?” She held out heefhand—the
one the man wasn’t holding—and rubbed the fingers together.

“Oh, did you, now?” The man bent his head and peered into leer fas teeth
bared, and Dera tried again not to gag at the stench of hishbred et me tell
you, me and my men have just dealt with a whole village full oihwen of your
kind. You want me to tell you what | did to the eyes of the girlaxk”

“For the Dagda’s sake, Glaw,” came a voice—a whispered hfssm-some-
where in the back of the group. “Just cut her throat and ledtsog!”

“Not so fast.” The man holding Dera—Glaw, she guessed hiseanst be—
answered before her heart could give more than four or fivéckad thumps.
Which she supposed she could thank him for. “She could be a dpgn—
Devlin.” Two of the crowd of men snapped to attention as theyenaddressed.
“Get out and scout the fortress. See if what she says is trhie.'tightened his
grip on Dera’s arm and dragged her backwards, away from teeed path and
towards the trees. “Until they're back, we all of us stay tigare.”

DERA WOKE TO SOMEONE POKINGher in the ribs. Sometimes when she woke,
it took her a moment to remember where she was and how she'd tere. But
this morning—more was the pity—she remembered right awayygving that
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had happened the night before. And when she opened her dyefond it
was a man’s boot that was jabbing her. And the man attachee-a tall, wild
looking man with blue eyes and a gold-brown beard—was lapkiown at her.

“Up,” he grunted.

Dera dragged herself upright, every muscle in her bodyfaicteaming after
a night on the cold hard ground. “And a good morning to you, ®anshine,”
she muttered under her breath.

The man gave her a long look, but turned away without sayigthamg more.
He was—so far as she’d been able to tell from watching him hedbther men
the night before—some sort of slave or servant here. He’d pegin charge of
cleaning the weapons, keeping the swords free of rust,ictpéine ground for a
fire and digging the privy hole. He was young—not more thamtydive or so.
And not bad looking. At least, so far as Dera could tell underlieard. He was
tall, well-built, with hair between blond and brown tied Ban a leather thong.

But he’'d a funny, vacant sort of look about his eyes, and ast@nwhen he
talked—and an awkward, jerky way of moving, like a puppet borsstrings.
And the rest of the men, the leader Glaw included, talkednolike he was some
kind of half-wit.

Took a wound to the head in some battle, maybe, and it had étdewits.
It happened, sometimes.

Now he shuffled over to a traveling pack, pulled out a hunk @fady and
tossed it into Dera’s lap, though he didn’t look at her again.

The bread was rock hard. And so coarse ground there were flogst an
it from the miller’s grindstones. And she could scarcely igetp to her mouth,
because her hands were tied together at the wrists, and gerdiwere so numb
with cold they felt ready to fall off. Not to mention a trip the privy pit would
have been nice.

But at least she was alive. Dera gnawed away on the cold, siaé The
scouts weren’t back yet, so Glaw hadn’t—yet—slit her throAnd none of the
men had even tried anything with her during the night. Glad g&en orders
that they were all to be on strict guard in case of attack, hatlift he caught any
man with his pants down, Glaw’d have his guts for dog’s meat.

“Besides.” Glaw had smacked his lips. “All this’ll be over@oenough.
There’s surely plenty of fine women inside Dinas Emrys, ripd eeady for the
picking.” He'd jerked his head in Dera’s direction. “And yoan have her, then,
too. Win the fight, and then you can all have her at once for edire. But not
tonight.”

One or two of his spearmen had looked at her like they mightin&ing about
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it, all the same. But they’'d lost interest after she’d sthitewith the cough Lady
Isolde had made her practice before she left—the one thaé hedsound like
she had the white plague.

Now Dera forced down another mouthful of the bread. She’ceHzen an
idiot to have thought that Glaw and his men would give up oackihg Dinas
Emrys on her word alone. What had she expected? That they;dGh, well,
all right then, Lord Marche’ll surely understand it can’t bene. And thanks
very much, Dera, for the tip-off’?

Apparently she was idiot enough to have expected it, thougjie’d not real-
ized it. But the solid lump of ice that had been sitting in het gince Glaw had
ordered the men to make camp for the night told her she hadedty—thought
she was going to have to fall back on any of those worst-cases@he and Lady
Isolde had made.

She touched the oilskin packet she had sewn inside her shiftat was the
only good thing about all this; the men hadn’t bothered deaccher. And why
should they? It wasn'’t like she was much threat to them.

Now all around her, the men were moving, scratching andcstireg them-
selves, chewing on their own slabs of the hard bread. Thedyad serving
man had dug out an ale skin and was carrying it round for the tméake swigs
from in turn. The gray first light of early morning was filtegiown through the
tree branches, and she could see their faces more cleanysti®gahad the night
before. Hard faces, hard eyes, skin weathered and scarrgddny of fighting
and living out of doors. Most wore Marche of Cornwall’'s badtfee Blue Boar.
But she thought some of them must be Saxons—some of Mardareigh allies.
They were dressed different from the others, in badly-cuveliskin cloaks and
fur-trimmed boots, and they kept to themselves, muttenmg harsh-sounding
language Dera didn’t understand.

The serving man had finished handing out the food and drirtknaw he was
sitting cross-legged by the fire, oiling and polishing thedd of one of the men’s
swords. Which Dera saw now was crusted and stained a rusty red

She could feel the soggy pellets of bread trying to rise uppbber stomach.
No. No no no She couldn’t think about whose blood was on that blade. d@oul
think about whatever village of women and old men and childrese men had
just come from, because if she did, she was going to turn b gne more
woman gibbering with fear in front of Glaw and the other mesvsrds.

No one was paying much attention to her. Dera felt cold afiulgh, but she
looked down at her bound hands and wondered what her oddsiveeuif she
tried making a run for it.
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About as good as a fish in a barrel. Flailing around througtktforest and
tripping over rocks and roots and branches with her hands-tghe’d be lucky if
she got fifty paces before they caught her again. Or worsepfloe band were
oiling wicked-looking crossbows. Probably the same onashiad shot Bevan.

Dera clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering andgytit@bout how
lucky it would have been if last night's anger could haveddsher through the
morning. Then she jerked her head up as a man stumbled thtbegtees. One
of the scouts Glaw had sent out the night before. At least sbeght it was
him—nhis clothes were torn, and his face was so bruised andreaevith blood
his own mother might have had to look twice.

“Patrol—King Madoc’s men, from the fortress.” His chest weeaving, and
the words came out in whispery gasps. His eyes scanned thp gntil he found
Glaw. “Caught us east of here. Near where Lord Marche and tier onen
were camped. Lord Marche heard the fighting. Came to our aiot Madoc’s
men pinned down so they can’t get back to the fort. Looks tohieewthole of
the garrison Madoc had at Dinas Emrys—or nearly all. Lorddiarsays get the
men together and come at once and we’ll end this. Kill ‘em drehttake the
fort.”

Dera heard the words—but it was like they went into her heattled around,
and then left with her thoughts scrambled like they’d beatd@up with a whisk.
She felt like she was standing and watching herself sittiege amongst a band
of fifty armed men. With her hands tied, and her mouth full dffchewed hard
bread. Just waiting for one of them to—

“You want me to kill her?” One of the band already had his kiifeer throat.
He’'d thought of it, too. That if they’d got Gwion and the rest\dadoc’s men
pinned down, she wasn'’t any use to them.

Glaw looked at her—about the same way he’d have looked atgg shuthe
mess a dog had left behind. Then he said, “Where’s King Madwésd is he
and his war band are away on Ynys Mon. Is that true?”

Dera swallowed and felt the knife bob up and down on her thrdaat she
managed to nod. “I suppose. 'S'what | heard, anyway. Bunhivslike he writes
me letters, you know.”

Glaw stared at her again, his eyes flat as metal. And for theespiaa heart-
beat, she knew this was it. She was going to die here. Nevelosg®r Cade or
Lady Isolde again.

Then Glaw said to the man holding her, “Let her go. She mallstow
something useful about the fort's defenses. If she givesttauple or slows us
down too much, we can always kill her then. But for now, she esmith us.”
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DoN'T sLow DOwWN. Don’t slow down. Dera kept saying the words over and
over to herself as she made herself keep moving, followiegleather-covered
back of the man in front of her. She’d heard what Glaw had sai&law was
leading the band east, skirting around the rocky rise in éinel that had Dinas
Emrys at the top. And if she didn’t keep up, she’d be dead is tese than it
would take one of them to spit in her face. But she felt like legis had been
turned into over-cooked porridge. Like she was stuck in driibase nightmares
where you run and run until your heart’s like to burst, butereget anywhere.
Her legs moved up and down and her nose ran and her head tdrolihé the
scenery on either side of her never changed—and the bacle ofdm in front of
her was getting further and further ahead.

Maybe she should give up. Just sit down here and die.

Dera bit down on her lip, trying to push the thought away, bwtas like a
blister on her heel or a thorn under her clothes. What didlsin& she could do,
even if she managed to keep up with the pace Glaw had set? Gwibthe rest
of the men would still be killed. Jory and Cade and Lady Isalaild still die
when Dinas Emrys fell.

The touch on her arm made her heart seize up, and she had tovsveal
scream. But it was only the servant. The blue-eyed, haliedibne. He and she
were the last in the line. And he’d just taken her arm and gavelittle push to
speed her along, helping her over the dry scrub and deadnfaiys that littered
the ground.

Dera’s throat felt dry as a donkey trail in summer. The seviran had never
made it around to her with the skin of wine. She swallowed. Me& up ahead
weren’t worried about making noise; the crashing they madbey stomped their
way through dead brush and brittle branches was enough & ttee’sound of her
voice. “What's your name?”

The bearded man looked at her blankly, face vacant, eyesusdd. She
licked her lips, glanced up at the men ahead to be sure shétvalbng too far
behind, and tried again. She gave him her best effort atadiyesmile. “Is there
a name | can call you by?”

Another blank look.

All right, she might as well get to the point. “Will you loan nyeur knife?”

If she could just get her hands free, she could take her ceamoeinning. The
half-wit wouldn’t care enough to follow. And Glaw’s men migiot either—not
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with the rush they were in. If she were free, she might be abtget up to Dinas
Emrys. Warn Lady Isolde and get Jory—

The serving man blinked. “M-mmmy knife?”

Dera squelched down an urge to take him by the shoulders ake $tm till
his teeth rattled. “Yes, that’s right.” She looked up at threnmahead of them and
then risked a quick jab with her bound hands at his belt. “Yaufe.”

The man blinked again, then looked down at the leather scdldrahis belt
like he’d never seen it before. “This knife?”

Dera shut her eyes and took a breath. At any rate, that hdedsette thing.
She was going to live. She wasn’t going to let this conveosdbe the last earthly
memory she had.

She opened her eyes again—and then almost stopped deadivgtiss, be-
cause after what felt like a year of slogging along, watctimrggman in front of
her getting further and further ahead, she saw he was nowrcl&he was catch-
ing up. And he didn’t seem to be having too easy a time of it. &hddn’t see
his face, just his back and shoulders, but he was stumblitiy\&diking hunched
over like he’d a pain in his gut.

And then, all of a sudden, he staggered, dropped to his kaerdghen pitched
forward onto the ground, retching. The man ahead of him hiéehfatoo. And
warriors all up and down the line were swaying and trippingraheir own feet,
coughing and vomiting into the dead leaves. Glaw, up at tlael loéthe line, had
fallen, too. He was bellowing something about poison in leetwheaves.

Dera stood frozen, feeling again like her arms and legs had Bsconnected
from the rest of her. Then, as she stared at all the sick artlingimen, a voice
in her head soundedhis is your chance, fool. Run!

Bound hands or no, that was true. She gulped down air, stertesn. And
the serving man’s hand clamped down on her wrist.

“Who are you, really? What are you doing here?”

The blue eyes weren’t unfocused anymore. They were clearfiarze-
looking as he stared into her face. He wasn’t stammering angneither. And
his fingers felt like some wild animal’s jaws had got hold of.he

“'m...I'm Dera.” Her thoughts felt like caged squirrelsyrfously churning
round trying to get free. But one thing was clear enough. Tas the man
who’d poisoned all Glaw’s band. Up ahead, Glaw was stilligglabout poison,
though his voice was getting raspy, and weaker, too.

Dera swallowed. “I'm from Dinas Emrys. | mean, I've been stgythere.
Me and my boy. Jory—he’s just past two. [I've been working mgrior the
wounded. When I'm not with Jory, | mean. Because Lady Isoltie—
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It was probably lucky the bearded man stopped her. She cavie gpone on
forever and not managed to make any kind of sense. But alluwddes the man’s
grip on her tightened. “Lady Isolde is here? At Dinas Emrys?”

Dera took a breath and nodded. “That’s right. She’s the oaiegdive me the
job of being her helper—because we hadn’t anywhere else.té&\gd she wanted
to come out here herself, but | said—"

The man stopped her again. “Wait a moment.” His voice wasteguiaow,
and he looked a bit less fierce. “Let’s start over again. I'mmysd | frightened
you. Just”™—he glanced at the fallen men littering the traittell me from the
beginning, as quick as you can, how you came to be here.”

Well, he hadn’t killed her—or even threatened to kill her—+y®0 that was
maybe a good sign. It put him one notch above Glaw, anywaya &k another
breath and told him everything, from Bevan’s staggering the infirmary to her
coming out and waiting at the head of the river path for the sie® and Lady
Isolde had been sure would appear.

She’d expected him to look at her like she was crazy when dbehe part
about Lady Isolde Seeing Bevan’s thoughts. But he just ndbdidlee it wasn'’t
anything he hadn't heard before. Maybe he knew the storiestdtady Isolde.
He seemed to know her name, anyway.

His face was hard, though, by the time she’d finished, his gyeships of
flint above the gold brown beard.

“Traitors at Dinas Emrys? Are you sure?”

Dera’s teeth were chattering, both with cold and with trytadlock out the
sounds of the groaning, grunting men on the ground. *“l dontivix | don’t
know anything for sure. But where there’s one, there coulhgs be more—
that’'s what Lady Isolde said.”

The man looked at her a moment, like he was trying to make umimd about
something. Then he nodded, eyes on hers. “Look, | know yontveeason to
trust me. But do you think you could just pretend to yoursadittyou do? Long
enough, say, for me to get some answers here? | swear if yphata and don’t
try to run away until I come back, I'll either get you to safeiy give you the
chance to make a run for it, whatever you'd like.”

Dera still felt like her blood had been turned to ice water.t ghe studied the
serving man’s face and then said, “l suppose if you can pdeiebe a fool, | can
pretend to trust one.”

The man'’s teeth flashed in a grin, white against his beardir &f@ugh.”

The smile had gone, though, by the time he made it to the frbthenline
where Glaw was lying on the ground. And his face was grim ehdoghave
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been carved out of stone as he hooked the toe of his boot urderaad rolled
him onto his back.

Dera dropped down onto a fallen log, hugging her knees to hestcand
blowing on her hands. She’d have expected the blue-eyed obully Glaw.
But instead he talked to him, quiet and straight. Said he wasydand it was
likely to go on for some time and hurt something fierce. Butdhgive him a
quick death and a warrior’s end if Glaw’d tell him what he wehto know.

Dera couldn’t hear what Glaw said. She was too far away fat. thand
besides, one of the men on the ground was thrashing, cryibfpoiis mam.
Dera couldn’t remember deciding anything. All of a sudddre was just there,
on the ground, holding the poisoned man’s hand. Which wdg/jucaybe. This
wasn’t the kind of thing she’d have wanted to think about éog.

He seemed like he quieted a bit, though, at her touch. So dhieephand on
his forehead the way she’d seen Lady Isolde do. And she gtartiell the story
Lady Isolde had told weeks ago, when she was stitching up.Cade

Lady Isolde was right. Dera shivered, and wiped sweat fraemtlan’s brow
with a corner of her sleeve. She didn’t know whether this nepeeially wanted
to hear about a Water Horse. But it was better than sittinglemse, all alone
with your own thoughts and a dying man—or trying to think upatvizou could
say.

She’d made it halfway through the story when the serving neanecback.
His knife was out—and even though he must have cleaned tke bialeaves or
dry grass, he’d missed a smear of blood on the hilt.

“Are you all right?” He crouched down next to her.

She rubbed her eyes and realized there were tears on heischieakgh she
didn’t know quite why. The man whose hand she’d been holdiagunconscious—
or dead.

She looked around at the bodies on the ground. Even the caldrcomask
the smell of vomit, or of the ones who’d lost control of theowels. But they'd
died quick, anyhow.

Dera stood up. Her head felt funny and light, like it was abtoutoll off
her shoulders, and her hearing buzzed. She sat down agée dallen log and
looked at the man in front of her.

“They were ...they were bad men.”

The blue-eyed man shrugged. There were tight lines arowncitimers of his
mouth. “No worse than many others.”

“Doesn’t make what they did—what they would have done to mights”

He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck, like the musdhesia “And
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if God knows whether that makes giving them all nightshadétril've yet to
hear an answer from Him.” He turned away, picking up the fragepack he’'d
dropped on the ground, re-sheathing his knife. Then he dupaek to her. “I'm
sorry.” He reached out, like he was about to put a hand on hmsldér, then
thought better of it and let his arm fall back to his side. “idskd get you to
safety—and | will. If that's what you want. And | won't try td@p you if you
want to make a run for it on your own. But | need to get word todgviadoc. It
was true what you said? He’s on Ynys Mon?”

Dera swallowed again, then nodded. Then managed to get beglhts
enough in order to say, “lI have a message for him. From Ladlgdéseit’s
stamped with her own seal and everything. Because she knewuldn’t trust a
message from just anyone. Lady Isolde said if only we could bot until he and
his warriors could get here, they’d be able to drive back Maix men.” Dera
touched her ribs, where the oilskin packet brushed agaisskin with every
movement.

The blue-eyed man stared at her. “You have this message? Fraady
Isolde.” She thought his voice changed just a bit as he saididime. But then
he said, quick-like, “Let me have it. Please.”

Maybe she was a fool to trust him. But you had to trust somesmm@agetime.
Mam had always said that, too. Dera reached down into heicbahd ripped
the few stitches that had held the packet in place. “Here iBigt you’'d still have
to get it—"

“That’s all right.” The man’s fingers closed round the packatd then he
gave a queer sort of whistle—too short trills, and then aéormane. And before
the sound of it had even died away, another man stepped o tfetes onto the
path.

Dera didn’t seem to be able to feel any more shock or surpiiisene of the
great enchanter Merlin’s dragons had stepped out onto tie glae’d probably
have just nodded and asked hiiow d’you do And now she stood, staring,
while the blue-eyed man talked to the newcomer. Thoughétdilkvasn’t quite
the word.

The second man was huge—nbroad-built and tall, with coro+eal hair that
fell to his shoulders, and a long, fair beard. A Saxon-bolainms the nose on his
face. And he didn’t talk in words. The blue-eyed man was gj\him instruc-
tions, telling him he’d got to get this packet and the letteide to King Madoc,
who was with his warriors on Ynys Mon. He wasn't to stop for tnigg—even
an hour’s delay was too long. And the big Saxon man was ansg/@risome
kind of finger-talk. Moving his hands in a way that must haveantesomething,
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because the blue-eyed one was nodding and answering lilsastwa had actually
spoken.

Then, finally, the Saxon man nodded, clasped wrists witheéhérsg man, and
turned away, vanishing into the trees.

The blue-eyed man came back to Dera. “He’ll see King Mados ¢
message. Now’—he held out a hand—"let’s get you back to Difrasys.”

Dera stared at his hand. The fingers were a bit crooked, ligg'dhbeen
broken once, years ago. And she could see a pattern of scéns back, all the
way up to the leather guard he wore on his wrist. She took alréeen she put
her hand into his and let him pull her to her feet.
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her voice from shaking while she’d told the story. Though bethat
was because it still didn’t seem quite real. Back here, inylladlde’s workroom,
with the dried herbs rustling in the rafters, and the big daip& snoring in a
corner, the whole of the night she’d spent out in the woods$dcbave been just a
bad dream.

Lady Isolde hugged her again. “And thank the goddess youexee bafe and
unharmed.”

They were all safe. That was another part of all this that’d&em quite real.
Dera had been asleep on her feet by the time the blue-eyeidgenan had left
her at the outer ramparts of Dinas Emrys. But she’d goneg$tréad where Jory
had been having his afternoon nap on the pallet in Lady I&iderkroom—and
then she’d crawled right in next to him and gone to sleep tferse

She hadn’t meant to, but she must have slept right throughi¢fne. Because
when she’d woken, morning light had been coming in throughwimdow and
Jory was already up and gone. And Lady Isolde had been thétebread and
cheese and mead, and wanting to hear the story Dera had loeetbto tell the
day before.

So she’'d started in on all that had happened—meeting Glavnisnden and
all the rest. And before she’d got halfway through with thergta rider had come
running in to say that Dinas Emrys was safe. Gwion and ther ottee had held
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against Marche’s men. And King Madoc had arrived with his lagnd in time to
drive them back—and with enough losses that Lord Marche avousoon return.

Now Lady Isolde pulled back from the hug and said, “But | demitlerstand—
this man who rescued you. You said he went to join Gwion anathers?”

Dera nodded. “The last | saw of him, that's where he said hehgaded. He
said until King Madoc got here, they’d have need of every fightman in holding
off Lord Marche.”

“But who was he?”

“I don’t know, my lady.” Dera might have a guess—but she haétdep it
to herself, since before he’d left her, the man had made hek per finger and
swear on her own life she’'d not tell Lady Isolde anything adam—not what
he looked like, nor nothing else that might give Lady Isold#uee as to who he’d
been.

A sound from the garden outside the infirmary made her look Mot that
the garden was much more than mud and plants wrapped up msdoking at
this time of year. But when Dera looked out the window, she $ary and Cade,
covered in dirt, the pair of them—and digging for worms, tineyst be, because
Jory was squealing and holding up a big, fat wriggling one.

“I'm sorry.” Lady Isolde came to stand next to Dera at the vawd “I know
you were worried about him meeting Cade. But Jory was aslongdu while
you were gone—beginning to get frightened because you Vidrere. And Cade
came in, and—"

“That’s all right.”

Cade looked a bit pale under the smears of mud, and he wasdeania
wooden walking stick. But he was grinning.

Beside Dera, Lady Isolde said, “You've made up your mind ak©ade,
haven’'t you.” She didn’t even say it like it was a question.

Dera watched Jory jump up and land with both feet in a puddiaiofvater.
“How’d you know?”

“Because you're much braver than | am—you always were.” Liadyde’s
voice sounded—not quite sad, but quieter than usual. Bupshan arm around
Dera’s shoulders and hugged her sideways. “I'll miss yout+¥buso glad.”

Jory had seen her in the window. He was waving and shoutingniM
Mam!”

Dera waved to him. But then she turned back to Lady Isolde. V{Do
...your powers. The Sight, you called it. Do you have it bawky?”

Lady Isolde looked away, down at her own hands. “l don’t kriow.

“You don’'t—"
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“I don’t know.” Lady Isolde’s mouth twisted a bit, and Deransher fingers
tighten together in a knot. She looked up. “I told you you wer@ver than | am,
Dera. | haven't tried—I haven't tried to See anything. Noitcg that man Bevan
...since he died.” She swallowed. *“I keep thinking ...whyuwdn't the Sight
come back before this? | used to try to summon it—but it neaenee  Why
now?”

“Maybe you didn’t really need it before.”

“And | do now?” Lady Isolde’s smile was a bit easier. Though fadness
hadn't left her eyes.

Dera took a breath. “Your friend—the one you were telling roewt. The
boy you knew growing up. Trystan.” Dera thought Lady Isoldecthed just a
little bit when she said the name, but she kept going. “If yad the Sight back,
maybe you could See him. See what’s happened to him, | meaneraNie is
now.”

Lady Isolde just looked at her. But then, slowly, she hoddétsuppose.
The Sight showsnay beandhas beerandwill be. And sometimes all mixed
together. But—"

She stopped. Outside, Jory was still shouting. “Mam! Mam!niNla

“You should go out,” Lady Isolde said.

Dera swallowed. And then she said, “l wish you ... happineas; Isolde.”

Dera thought for a moment Lady Isolde’s eyes looked shinp vaars. But
then she smiled. A real smile, this time. “And | wish the sameybu.”

Dera looked back just once before she got to the door of thearod.ady
Isolde was still standing by the window, leaning her headresgahe wall. But
then she turned and looked up at the high shelf with the brboré—the one with
the ancient markings on it Dera had seen before. Men withdy@mnd serpents
swallowing their own tails. Dera saw Lady Isolde take a steérd, reach out
and lift the bowl down.

And then she turned away and went out into the garden withakdyCade.

i

Thank you for reading he Witch Queen’s Seclet
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