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Ankarette’s wrists were bound, as were her legs, and a little splash of water came over the edge of the canoe as it hurtled along the river. She heard the roar of the falls coming as she gritted her teeth and fought against her bonds. The ropes on her wrists were beginning to give, loosening under the strain and pressure of her movements. She’d been trained at the poisoner school to escape bonds. But never had she needed to do so against the urgent rush of dwindling time. The canoe was heading toward the falls. The king’s brother wanted her dead and had arranged a midnight arrest, a false trial, and now had taken on the role of executioner himself as well. The image of his face leering at her helplessness was scalded into her mind.

“My wife is dead because of you,” he’d rasped with vengeance in his voice. “You failed, Ankarette. Now embrace my revenge.” She could still remember the sour smell of wine on his breath. It had made her want to vomit.

Jerking hard one last time, she freed her wrists and quickly unraveled the ropes. The confinement of the canoe hedged her in, but she managed to sit up, just enough to see the stunning sanctuary of Our Lady, its tall spires lit by torches in the night. It sat on an island in the midst of a churning river, at the head of the falls. The palace was on her left—dark, foreboding. The king was visiting the fortress of Dundrennan in the North. He was days away, too far away to learn about her plight. Too far to save her.

The river was ink black, the sky devoid of moon but straddled with stars. There were no cheering crowds lining the bridge, watching in macabre fascination as another victim of justice was thrown into the waters, a life paid in tribute to the Fountain.

She started working on her legs, realizing the futility of escaping. She had a minute left, at the most. Even if she had oars and paddles, it would be an impossible labor to steer toward the sanctuary in time. Her heart was pounding in her chest with the dread anticipation of coming death. The plunge was just beyond the sound of the roar.

Still she fought to untie her legs. The need to survive, at any cost, drove her. Soon the bonds were loose. But it was too late. The boat began to shake as the violent surge of waters nearly upended her. A childhood memory of jumping off a massive boulder into a river came spurting into her mind. And then the void opened up before her, the waves acting as a catapult as they shoved the canoe into open air.

Falling, falling, falling.
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She awoke with a gasp, as she always did at that part of the dream. It was too terrible even for sleep. The room was predominantly dark, save for the fat stub of a candle she’d left burning on the table. The curtains on the bed blocked most of the light, and she sat up, damp with sweat, her heart still pounding at the memory. She’d dreamed it a dozen times since it had happened. And yet, each time, she felt the terror anew.

The night King Eredur’s brother had tried to murder her.

Then she heard the footsteps marching up the stairs to the tower where her room lay. The person made no attempt to hide the sound of their approach. The poisoner’s tower in the palace of Kingfountain was her private lair, her peaceful domain. There were no servants who came to light the brazier for warmth or to clean her linens. All the ways leading up to it had been secured long ago, and only the Espion tunnels led there now.

The person approaching was making noise deliberately. They were probably afraid she might kill them.

Ankarette parted the curtain and slid her legs off the bed. Her stomach cramped painfully, and it took a moment for it to subside. At the top of the bedstead were some small shelves that held some of her little treasures of memory. From one she removed a vial with a screwed-on cap and quickly twisted it. She took a little swallow of the ichor, cringing at its awful flavor before it slithered down her throat. It would ease the pain in her stomach. She rested a moment, clutching the bottle to her middle, and then put the cap back on and returned it to its place.

The newcomer arrived at the door. She saw the light from his lantern at the base and saw the marks of shadow. There was a hesitation. She rose, fetching the dagger she kept near her pillow, and waited.

A timid knock sounded.

Ankarette rose from the bed and came forward, her bare feet silent on the rug. She waited to respond, drawing closer.

Another knock sounded.

Ankarette reached it, watching the handle to see if it would move. It didn’t.

“Yes?” she asked, whispering just loud enough to be heard.

“The . . . uh . . . the king,” said the muffled voice. “Wishes to see you.”

Eredur never summoned her during the night. Not anymore. The news must be dire. She shifted her grip on the dagger. “Very well,” she answered. She said no more. Whoever the messenger was, probably some Espion lackey, he waited a moment longer and then started back down the tower steps. She rested her forehead on the door, feeling the grain of wood against her brow. A knot of dread entered her heart.

Who would the king want her to kill next?
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Coming down from the tower was an agony. Ankarette’s insides were still ravaged by the poison she’d been given years before by the Occitanian poisoner, Lord Hux. He’d also provided the vial, and several others, with her name engraved in beautiful letters, containing not the antidote, but a serum that would forestall its effects. She’d spent years trying to unmask a cure and had failed. Whatever plant his poison came from remained a secret to the best apothecaries in Ceredigion, Brugia, and even, on her secret trips, in Occitania. But she had a suspicion that the poison came from farther afield. The East Kingdoms, perhaps? After so many journeys, Eredur had finally forbidden her to leave court in search of the cure. Perhaps her absence was just what Lord Hux wanted before he struck at Eredur. The treaty between Ceredigion and Occitania that had been signed years before was still in force, but Ankarette felt the Occitanian king was only biding his time, waiting for Eredur’s power to wane.

She reached the royal bedchamber through the Espion tunnels and opened the secret latch to the room. There was plenty of light beyond, and she found the king standing before the remains of the nightly fire. He wore his breeches and a comfortable robe, which was open, revealing his massive chest and unwanted girth. He was no longer the soldier of his youth, the young man who had fought in brutal wars to become the wearer of the hollow crown. He did not look ready for war.

Queen Elyse sat at the edge of the bed, also wearing a night robe. Her flaxen hair had some silver in it now, but she was a stately woman, and her eyes were full of concern as she stared at her husband. She was the first to notice Ankarette’s arrival.

“She’s here,” Elyse said and rose from the bed to come and embrace her. The two were friends, having shared many adventures as well as many tragedies together. Ankarette’s nickname among the Espion was the Queen’s Poisoner. The two embraced, and Elyse pressed a kiss to Ankarette’s cheek. “You look pained.”

Ankarette smiled sadly. “It will pass soon.”

The king turned away from the hearth and faced her, his eyes containing the secret. Some of his chest hairs were silver now. He looked weary, weighed down, depressed.

“You summoned me?” Ankarette asked, tilting her head. After the king’s brother Dunsdworth had sent her over the falls, her survival had been a closely guarded secret. She did not walk the corridors of the palace now, keeping to the shadows where she could advise the king and queen in secret. Sometimes her recommendation went counter to the king’s privy council. And more often than not, he heeded her advice over theirs.

“A messenger from the North just arrived,” Eredur said. “From Tom.” Ankarette’s eyes narrowed. Even after so many years, hearing his name made her flinch inside, made the ache flare anew. They had loved one another. But that had ended when he’d married Duke Horwath’s daughter. They had a little girl, Ankarette knew. Lord Thomas Mortimer believed Ankarette was dead, that she’d been killed at the falls in an act of treason by Dunsdworth. She wanted to keep it that way. His marriage had not been an overtly happy one. But there was no doubt he doted on his daughter.

“What did it say?” Ankarette asked. She gave an air of unconcern, which she knew didn’t deceive Elyse. Their hearts were knit too close for such deceptions.

It was Elyse who answered the question. “Morvared is dead.”

Ankarette turned, gazing sharply at the queen. That was unexpected news. “When did this happen?”

“King Lewis has kept it a secret for the most part,” Eredur said, his look turning darker. “The Espion didn’t know. But Tom has friends in many distant ports. Someone who thought he would want to know that Morvared hated him as well. He sent me word right away.”

“Ankarette,” Elyse said warily, shaking her head. “We don’t know for certain if it is true. The old queen’s health may have been failing. Or perhaps she was . . . poisoned.”

A feeling of dizziness had come over Ankarette. She felt like she needed to sit down. Lord Hux had told her that as long as Eredur spared Queen Morvared’s life, that Ankarette’s own would be spared. He had provided, in ways mysterious, replenishment vials to replace hers. Ankarette had used them sparingly, trying to keep extra in reserve. At least twice a year the replacement would arrive. She had an entire vial that had not been opened yet.

Eredur folded his arms. “Why the Occitanian king has kept it secret, I don’t know. But I don’t trust Lewis. He may have replaced Hux as his herald, but I don’t believe he means to keep the terms of the treaty. We’ve been collecting the tributes he’s paid. But I knew they might come to an end eventually. He wants his daughter to marry our eldest son. To keep the peace between our realms. To unite Occitania and Ceredigion once again. Or is that a pretext as well? They’re both children.”

Elyse nodded in agreement. “Has he been intending to call it off all along? We don’t know. But Morvared’s death comes at a suspicious time. And we couldn’t help but remember the warning Lord Hux gave you, in particular, Ankarette.”

She mastered her feelings and gripped the queen’s hand in return. “You didn’t summon me in the dead of night simply to share the news with me. You want me to go to Occitania and find out if she’s truly dead.”

Eredur smirked and let out a low chuckle. “Yes, that was our exact intent, Ankarette. Tom’s message said she died at the castle in Dompier.”

Ankarette nodded. “Then that is where I will go. Do you know where Lord Hux is? Has there been any word from him?”

Eredur shook his head. “Unfortunately no. Lewis chose a new herald years ago, and so Hux’s movements are a mystery. He’s probably still at Shynom.” The king looked at her pointedly. “Are you going to seek him out, Ankarette?”

The queen also looked at her worriedly.

Ankarette and Hux’s rivalry had lasted for years. He was the master poisoner. The most powerful one serving any kingdom. Yes, she’d managed to outsmart him on occasion. But it seemed like conflict between them was inevitable now. It was impossible to guess his actions or his reasons.

“It may be best if I did,” Ankarette said. “If I could get him to breathe a little nightshade, I could force him to tell me the secret of the cure.”

The king’s lips were pressed together worriedly, and he stepped forward. “I can’t afford to lose you, Ankarette Tryneowy. Not when my children are so young. I’m feeling my age more every day. In ten years, my sons will be ready to rule in my stead, and I can relinquish more power to them. For now, I have to rely on my brother, Severn.”

The queen’s look darkened at that statement. Yes, there was bad blood between the Duke of Glosstyr and the queen. Severn was Eredur’s right hand, the leader of his armies and keeper of peace of the realm. Eredur relied on him, but Severn’s biting sarcasm and inability to forgive had earned him many enemies, including members of Elyse’s family. It was strange, but Eredur and Elyse’s oldest child, the queen’s namesake, had a great fondness for her uncle. The boys, on the other hand, preferred their mother’s family.

“You don’t think I should seek out Lord Hux, then,” Ankarette said.

“I won’t forbid you to,” he replied. “I trust you too much. I know you won’t act out of spite or without reason. Go where the trail leads you. If it leads you to Hux . . .” He paused, shrugging. Then his eyes turned deadly earnest. “Then ensure he cannot interfere in our realm any more than he already has in the past.”

“I will,” Ankarette said, nodding. “I will take a ship at first light. Dompier is west of Averanche in the heart of Occitania.”

“If you need anything, send word to Duke Kiskaddon in Tatton Hall,” Eredur said.

Ankarette tilted her head. “Does he know I’m still alive?” She had fond feelings for the duke and his family. She’d helped their youngest son at his birth. It was the first and only time she’d used her Fountain magic to bring a stillborn back to life. As a young woman, she’d been trained as a midwife. That was how she saw herself—a bringer of life, not of death.

Eredur shook his head. “None of them know, Ankarette. That is how you wanted it.”

She wondered how the duke’s little boy was doing. But saw no reason to break free of her self-imposed concealment. She especially didn’t trust the king’s other brother not to attempt to continue what Dunsdworth had begun. Killing Dunsdworth still caused her pain. But Eredur had ordered it. She hoped he would never order her to kill his other brother too.

She was about to leave when the door handle turned and the door to the hall opened. All three turned, trying to see who was entering their room in the middle of the night without knocking. Ankarette had reached for her dagger, but it turned out to be their eldest daughter, named after her mother. Another child Ankarette had helped save during childbirth.

“What is it darling?” the queen asked, coming to meet her.

“I heard voices . . . one I didn’t know,” said the young woman who was sixteen and looked so much like her mother. She studied Ankarette with open curiosity. “Who is she?”

“I will tell you later, Daughter. Go back to bed,” Elyse said to the girl, who eyed Ankarette with interest and curiosity.
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The fortress of Averanche was illuminated by torchlight as the ship approached from the north with the tide. The ramparts were set in rows of jagged teeth, and it was clear there were sentries patrolling them by the glow of the flames that moved along the upper walls. Ankarette had purchased passage on a Genevese trading ship with a cargo of green olives and mackerels. The pain in her stomach had subsided with the dose she’d taken the day before. She stared at the walls of the fortress, which was built on a cliff above the harbor. This fortress was part of the Occitanian lands, and she knew that once she stepped foot on the docks, she was in enemy territory. No doubt King Lewis had spies in all the major port cities. Her cloak concealed much of her features, but she would take no chances. She’d prepared the implements of her trade—poisoned rings, daggers, hairpins, along with small cylinders containing other devices that would disable or kill. Occitania was the land of Lord Hux, her nemesis, who could smile with charm while stabbing someone in the back. It had been years since they’d faced each other. Years since he’d defeated her and forced her to drink the poison that was slowly killing her.

She had trained more rigorously since then. She was older, more experienced. He’d be approaching fifty now, so she had some natural advantages this time. When she next brought out her dagger against him, she did not expect to lose.

Within the hour, the ship had reached the docks, and the captain began shouting orders to prepare the vessel to be inspected. He gave her a curt nod as the gangway was lowered, and she swiftly descended and entered the town. She was fluent in Occitanian and knew how to disguise her voice to change her age just by the inflection she used.

The first thing she did was determine if she was being followed. She went to a nearby tavern, which was loud and rowdy, and ducked inside. Immediately she went to the kitchen, walked past a bewildered cook, and then exited out the back. In the shadows of the alley, she made her way past a chicken coop, through a short gate with squeaky hinges, and then walked a little distance to the next street and turned the corner. There, she waited, listening, opening the hood of her cloak to hear better.

After several minutes, where all she heard was the scrape of leaves being dragged by the breeze and the nearby bluster of the tavern, she heard the squeak of the gate. She carefully looked around the corner, spying two men. They looked confused, unsure of which way she had gone. They obviously decided to split up, because one went the other way while one came in her direction. She twisted her poisoner’s ring, exposing the needle. Divide your opponents’ forces. Remove the lesser pieces one by one. Just like the game Wizr.

Ankarette pressed her back against the wall, listening for the sound of advancing footsteps. The man was being especially careful, but she did make out the subtle scuffing sounds that increased in volume as he approached the corner. He was walking quickly, which meant he was trying to catch up, believing her to be much farther ahead than she was.

His shadow suddenly appeared around the corner. He had a knife in his hand, the blade pointed forward.

He saw her.

Too late.

Ankarette gripped his wrist to control the dagger and jabbed her hand against the side of his neck, where the needle pricked his skin and caused a little rivulet of blood when he jerked in surprise. Suddenly his elbow jutted at her face, but she dodged it, keeping his wrist gripped firmly. He grunted at the pain and tried to call out in warning. She twisted and covered his mouth with her hand, the ring slashing part of his lip in the process. He was strong, vigorous, and terrified, which added to his strength. He tried to twist the dagger around to stab her in the stomach, and it took all her effort to keep the blade pointed away.

Then the poison finally worked, and he slumped in a heap on the cobblestones, but she still held his wrist and neck and gently laid him down. Although her heart was racing at the sudden violence, she listened keenly for the sound of his partner pursuing her. Nothing.

She quickly disarmed him, taking his weapons for herself, as well as his pouch of coins. Then touching his throat, she ensured he was still living. The poison would last for hours, and he’d have no knowledge of where she’d gone. She dragged his body deeper into the shadows to make it more difficult to find in the dark. They might not discover him until morning, by which time she’d be well away. Twisting her ring again, she concealed the tip. Then she left the alley.

Each kingdom had a network of courier horses. Messages were dispatched and returned at all hours of the day and night, depending on the severity. The king had his own royal couriers to use, but messengers could be dispatched for the right amount of coin. She had no intention of waiting until day to buy a horse, which would be conspicuous. Her goal was to steal a horse and ride to Dompier directly, in the disguise of a courier. She had perused the Espion maps of Averanche in the Star Chamber of the palace before leaving and knew where the porter doors were. These doors were locked during the night, but guards were stationed there in case riders appeared. A watchword was required to gain access.

When she reached the porter door, she saw two men sitting on chairs and dicing, chuckling and laughing one with another. They shared a wineskin between them. The evening was cool.

Waiting in the shadows, she watched the two dice and steal each other’s coins. Patience was one of her specialties. She watched them, listening to their banter, studying the wineskin they continued to pass to each other. It was still full, which meant they intended it to last through the night. Soon enough, one of them rose from his chair and went to relieve himself in the garderobe inside the small gatehouse. There was a brazier by the chairs to keep them both warm, and the other rose and stood over it, rubbing his hands above the coals. Ankarette approached from behind swiftly. The light of the fire kept her shadow behind her. She took the flagon dangling from the back of the chair and then pulled the chair back slightly. Twisting open the cap, she dumped a small packet of powder into the wineskin. The man sniffed, rubbing his hands continually over the brazier, unaware that she was standing just behind him. She set down the leather bladder and stepped back into the shadows again. The man came back to sit down, but the chair had been moved, so he fell on his rump and let out a bark of confusion and pain. She pressed her back to the wall, her dark cloak absorbing light. The other fellow returned, tying up his pants, and started to laugh at his friend who was still sitting confused on the ground.

They shared more wine. Within the hour, both men were sound asleep, one of them snoring obnoxiously loud.

Ankarette borrowed the key from one of their belts and unlocked the porter door. She returned the key to his belt and went out into the darkness, shutting the heavy door behind her. She’d left no trace of leaving Averanche. It would take days before news of her arrival reached King Lewis or Lord Hux.

That was all the time she needed.
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The courier thundered down the road well past midnight, and she heard him coming from a distance. She’d chosen the spot of ambush along the road from Averanche to Pree, choosing a small area with dry scrub and some thick yew trees. It was a great place to conceal herself, and the yew had provided branches and leaves to help in her plot. She’d broken off several large branches and dragged them into the middle of the road, making it seem like they’d fallen naturally. A horse would sense the obstruction and halt. That would give her time to subdue the rider.

The sound of the galloping hooves grew louder, and she waited behind the trunk of the largest yew where she could watch the approach and attack from behind the rider. Although she was weary, she kept her senses alert and focused. It was just a single rider, a courier. She didn’t know if was a royal one or not but would find out soon enough.

The pounding hooves came up the road swiftly, and she waited, eyeing the road until she saw the smudge of black silhouetted in the moonlight. The rider reached the road in front of her hiding place, and the horse suddenly snorted and banked in.

“What is this?” growled the rider, trying to see in the darkness. The branches and leaves appeared a much more formidable barrier than they really were. Ankarette slipped out from behind the yew and stabbed a needle into the rider’s leg with a quick-acting paralytic. He would remain conscious, but wouldn’t be able to move his body.

“Ouch!” he gasped, turning in shock at the source of the pain. He tottered off the saddle, and she caught him, grunting herself at his weight. The horse became even more agitated, but she knew how to handle animals and had grown up riding with the Duke of Warrewik’s daughter. She tethered the reins to one of the branches of the yew she’d hidden behind, and then dragged the man to the scrub. He was blinking rapidly, his face worried. He wore the uniform of King Lewis and the royal badge of the fleur-de-lis.

Even better.

“Who are you?” he said, his voice quavering. His whole body trembled under the effects of the poison.

Ankarette withdrew a small packet of nightshade and judged his weight by having dragged him over. She dumped a dose into her gloved palm and then approached him.

“Who are you!” he said, panicking.

She didn’t answer and blew the dust into his face. Almost immediately, his body relaxed as the toxin took effect. Too much would have killed him. The right amount made a victim particularly pliable to answering questions.

“What is the watchword for the gates?” she asked him, leaning closer. She touched his throat and felt his heartbeat racing.

“Alys. The king’s mistress,” he said in a slightly giddy voice.

“What does she look like? Is she pretty?”

“I don’t know,” he babbled. “I’ve never seen her. The king has seen no one in weeks.”

Ankarette knitted her brow. “Is the king at the palace in Pree?”

“No, he’s hidden himself at his estate in Plessis.”

“What do you mean?” Ankarette pressed. “Hidden himself?”

“He’s made a prison for himself. No one can see him. He’s fearful.”

“What is he afraid of?” Ankarette asked, growing even more concerned.

“He’s afraid of being poisoned,” said the man, laughing. “There is a fence around the chateau. An iron fence. Four hundred archers patrol it. And sixty crossbowmen. No one comes in unless summoned. Or they are killed.”

Ankarette blinked in surprise. The Espion had not been told of this. Then again, it was difficult keeping able people in Lewis’s court. This was troubling news. Why was Lewis so afraid? Or had he had a falling out with Lord Hux? Was he afraid for his life from his one-time poisoner?

“Where is Lord Hux?” she asked.

“Who?”

“Lord Hux.”

“I don’t know that name. Lord Hux? I don’t know Lord Hux.”

She jostled his to keep him coherent. “Where is the king?”

“I told you that,” he said. “He’s at his chateau in Plessis.”

“Where is Plessis? What city is it near?”

“It is by Vierzon. But you cannot go there. If you are not invited, the archers will slay you.”

She did know the name of that city. It was deep in Occitania, far from the machinations of the court of Pree. What was going on? Had Lord Hux turned renegade against his master? Had another king managed to win Lord Hux’s loyalty?

The man started to snore.

“Wake up,” Ankarette said, jostling him again.

“Wha—what?” he groaned.

“Queen Morvared. Where is she?”

“The Queen of Ceredigion . . . is dead,” the man said, mumbling.

A spasm of dread went through Ankarette’s heart. Yes, Morvared had once been the Queen of Ceredigion. She probably considered herself the queen still, even though she’d lost the crown years before. Thanks to Ankarette’s help, Eredur’s queen wore the crown. But the thought of something happening to Elyse made Ankarette dread the words.

“What is your name?” she asked him.

“Marion, but they call me La Fleche. I ride like an arrow.” He sniffed, and Ankarette could sense the change in his voice, the sound of someone rousing from the thrall of nightshade. It was like someone realizing they were talking in their sleep. Another dose, so soon, would kill him. There was much she still wanted to know. But she’d learned much so far.

King Lewis was afraid. Morvared was indeed dead.

But could Ankarette be sure? Could she trust the report of a courier?

No. She needed to know for herself. Because if Morvared was dead, it meant Lord Hux would stop providing the cure.

And then Ankarette would die.
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The town of Dompier was on the Orle River, which had acted as a natural moat against the invading armies of prior decades. The castle was on a hillside above the town, behind a vast fortified wall interspersed with small guard towers. The fortress itself was beautiful, constructed in the Occitanian style that was different from the palaces of Ceredigion. Dompier was a square chateau with four large towers at each corner with tall angled roofs made of adjoining panels that rose to a central peak. The shingles were made of dark slate, all uniform in color, while the blanched gray walls were a similar, lighter patina. The towers weren’t rounded but hard edged. At the top of each tower was a spike of bronze. The front façade, which faced Ankarette from across the river, had a beautifully constructed gatehouse behind massive stone walls. It was the kind of castle that could withstand a siege for years. While the townsfolk below might be compromised, the keep itself was highly defensible.

It was late afternoon by the time Ankarette had arrived. She wore the uniform she’d stolen off La Fleche and had practiced all day speaking in his tone of voice and accent. She’d bound up her hair in twisting braids and concealed it against the broad hat he’d been wearing. No one had bothered her along the journey, nor asked where she was going.

She rested on the horse, gazing up at the fortress, wondering whether she should keep her disguise or trade it for another. Yet, it was probably the best way to enter the castle without being questioned. No one knew she was coming. Messengers were not always the best informed of people either, although they relished gossip. She hoped to confirm the rider’s news, but she’d need to be careful. The castle looked truly formidable. There was no ivy growing on its walls, no trees to use to climb to one of the upper windows. Even the chimneys, which the structure abounded in, seemed too narrow to squeeze through. She continued to study it, watching it for signs of activity. It was quiet and still. No bustling servants. What was happening on the inside, it was impossible to know.

Darkness was a friend, so she waited until near sunset to approach the river. A ferryman was loitering below, and when he saw her approach and noticed the badge, he directed her to bring the horse on the ferry, where she dismounted.

“Good news, sir?” the ferryman asked her inquisitively.

She frowned at him and turned away, adopting a haughty pose.

The man, chagrined, continued about his work, and soon they were launched in the river. There was a guide rope that helped the barge against the current, and in a half hour they’d crossed and darkness had settled over the town. It was smaller than Averanche, and she bought some food from the sole street vendor before riding up the slope to the walls.

The outer gate didn’t even ask for a watchword. They just let her in, and she wondered at the lax standards in the realm. Though it was not a time of war. Or was trouble on the horizon? 

She’d already read the courier’s message, which he’d been taking to Averanche. It was orders to the mayor to prepare for an inspection of the city defenses by one of the dukes. She’d then forged another document, using the same handwriting style, requesting in similar language an inspection of the fortress of Dompier, and she’d pried loose the seal and reaffixed it to her note. She rode with the bearing of a man, giving the illusion that she was La Fleche. The real man she’d tied up and left back in the yew trees. She’d chosen not to gag him so that he could, eventually, be discovered and freed. But he’d not remember her or know where she was going. By the time Lord Hux discovered she’d been in Occitania, she’d be back at the palace of Kingfountain.

The horse’s hooves clopped up the ramp heading to the fortress. The torches were not lit yet, and the walls looked like bleached bones in the sunset. Looking back, she saw the glimmer of the waters of the Orle River. She was tempted to use her Fountain magic to discern danger, but if she did and Lord Hux was there, he would know it—just as she could sense his power when he used it.

As she neared the doors, they opened, and two guards came out holding pikes.

“Welcome to Dompier,” one of them said. “We didn’t know you were coming.”

“You weren’t supposed to know,” Ankarette replied, making her voice more husky. She handed the message to the guard. “But it will be clear soon enough.”

The guard looked at the seal and then up at her. “What’s the watchword?”

“Alys,” she answered, sounding bored.

The other guard nodded, and the first handed the note back to her. “Bring your horse inside the courtyard. The castellan is eating dinner. We’ll take you straightaway.”

Ankarette nodded and urged the horse forward. Once inside, they shut the doors as she dismounted. There were two other guards inside. Four total watching the front doors. Hardly a strong defense. She imagined the entire castle had fifty men assigned to it. Formidable—but not impossible. Not that she’d try to fight them all at once, but she felt confident she could escape if she needed to.

After they took her horse, she was brought into the castle of Dompier. The inner corridors were lit by burning torches. Tapestries with colorful Occitanian fashions adorned the walls. The interior had been decorated with the subtle touches of a woman’s hand. It was not a military garrison. No, it was more like a castle had been transformed into a manor house fit for a queen.

What if Morvared was still alive? Would she recognize Ankarette after all these years? The last time they’d met, Ankarette had thrown a dagger and impaled the old queen’s wrist. But people saw what they expected to see. A rider, a courier. Someone of no importance. If Morvared were dead, Ankarette would inspect the corpse for the scar. That would be the evidence she’d trust. And why she had needed to come quickly before more decay happened.

But Ankarette did not suspect the old queen was alive. The news would not have traveled so quickly to Eredur otherwise. No, this was just a confirmation.

The castellan did not have a family or even a wife. He was a thickset man with wavy hair combed forward in the Occitanian style. His doublet was fine, his fingers greasy from the dinner, and he chewed rapidly before mopping his lips with the napkin. He glanced at Ankarette and then held out his hand for the note.

She delivered it and stood back again, hands clasped behind her back, studying the chamber, looking for the various doors.

He broke the seal and quickly scanned the note.

“An inspection? What for?” he said, sounding angered. “This makes no sense.”

Ankarette shrugged mildly, continuing to gaze around the chamber.

“Why would Duke Brabant be coming again so soon after the funeral? The king isn’t coming here. He’s not going anywhere.”

Ankarette sniffed. “I don’t know, my lord.”

“Of course you don’t know. You don’t know anything.” He threw down the message. “Go to the servants’ quarters and get a meal. The duke is paranoid, that’s all.”

Ankarette bowed and then slipped out. She was led to the kitchen where the cook pulled together some food for her and where she quickly learned that a funeral for Queen Morvared had been held recently. Not many dignitaries had attended, but the Duke of Brabant was one of them, and so it did seem odd that he’d be coming again so soon. Ankarette listened and applied some subtle questioning to learn that the queen had been interred in the crypt below the castle. A stone sarcophagus had been carved for her, depicting the queen in tranquil repose. Some visitors had already come to pay respects to it, some leaving flowers for the dead queen that needed to be cleaned up later.

That was all she needed to know.

Ankarette found out how to get to the crypt to pay her respects, and since the castle was so quiet and the guards had already eaten, she was able to visit it alone without anyone accompanying her.

The crypt was at the bottom of some stairs, and torches had been set in wall sconces to illuminate the way. The steps were made of stone, and it would be easy to hear if anyone followed her. Still, she waited after going down, listening for the sound of pursuers. No one bothered with her.

So Ankarette followed the pathway, past stone columns into a vault-like room. The ceiling was low, but not enough to make her duck. The sarcophagus was plain to see, set in the middle of the room. There was a stone lip around it, with kneeling cushions for those wanting to come pay their respects. Ankarette saw some dried flowers as well and a small stone decorative fountain, which had two dozen coins shimmering in the bottom of it. The final respect paid to the dead.

Yes, all appeared to confirm the news that Sir Thomas bore. Everything, except seeing the corpse for herself. Ankarette could not turn back now, not after coming this far. She felt a sense of dread staring at the carving of the queen. It resembled the woman, and the visage brought back memories from Shynom palace and a command pavilion that she’d sooner forget. Memories of a voice that sounded almost childlike but was full of vengeance and pride. The woman had lost her only son in that final battle against Eredur. And Ankarette had helped in that defeat.

She stood for several moments, trying to quell the memories of the past that haunted her. Sir Thomas, she’d thought, had declared himself to her . . . only to forsake her for Duke Horwath’s daughter. Pain clenched in her heart.

Now was not the time to be maudlin. She cocked her head, listening again for the sound of anyone coming. The little decorative fountain was still, causing no interference in her ability to hear. If she tried dragging the stone lid away, it would make a sound. She bit her lip.

She had to do this. She had to know for certain.

If Morvared were laid out in the same manner as her effigy, then the wounded wrist would be on one side. Ankarette let out her breath and then pressed her hands against the stone. It should be able to slide off. If it was set in, then she’d have to lift it up. Ankarette tried pushing against it. It didn’t budge.

Why would it be easy?

She sighed and then stood at the head of the lid, bending her knees, and then hefted against it. She felt it giving, scraping softly stone to stone. She held her breath, prepared for the odor of decay. Surely they’d have embalmed her. But no one relished the smell of death.

Ankarette’s muscles strained, but the lid moved up. There was a torch nearby, offering light on the shadowed crevice. Higher it went, higher. Then she saw the bleached face of the dead woman, the sunken cheeks, the grayish skin. The dark cushion of hair. It was horrible and mesmerizing to look at.

Then she heard the sound of a strand breaking.

And an iron gate crashed down against the stone at the bottom of the stairs. There were locking noises, the click and snap of machinery. The torches wavered as the realization struck her in the pit of her stomach.

She was trapped in the crypt with a corpse.
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The sound of boots came down the steps hours later. The castellan carried a lantern in his hand and approached the bars warily. Ankarette had realized the trap had been set, and she was caught in it. Gears had locked the gate from above, and she’d tried everything she knew in order to budge the iron bars, but they were immovable.

The castellan approached and looked at her suspiciously, then shook his head. “I’ll admit, you surprised me,” he said, cocking his head. “I really thought you were a royal courier and that your message was real. Thankfully, Lord Hux isn’t such a fool.” He shone the light on her face, but she didn’t flinch from it.

The gnawing feeling of desperation wriggled inside her. She had to escape. She had to find a way out.

“If you release me, you will be a very wealthy man,” Ankarette said. “The King of Ceredigion—”

He laughed at her face. “Now you’re mocking my intelligence. Hux designed this trap himself, and only he has the key. Even if I wanted to help you—and I don’t—I couldn’t. Besides, your king will not be king for much longer.” His eyes flashed malevolently, his tone revealing the depth of his hatred. “The queen gets her revenge on you at last. She’s been here for years, Poisoner. Plotting it. Planning it. Waiting for your guard to go down to strike. I’ll say no more, my dear. You can remove your disguise whenever you wish. I’ll have a chamber pot and food brought to you. Hux said he’d come for you himself. Eventually.”

Her feelings roiled with intensity. She had to get free! She stared at the castellan, wanting to hurl a poisoned dagger into his belly. But what good would that do? One man with a crossbow could end her life just as easily. Maybe death would be preferred.

Ankarette came to the bars, clenching them with her hands. The castellan flinched and backed away. He might be angry, but he was still afraid.

“You could batter down these bars,” she said. “If you wanted to. But I swear to you, if you do not release me, you will suffer. I won’t kill you, sir. I’ll make you wish you were dead. You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

He smirked, staying well out of reach. “Oh, I think I do. I’ve a friend named Vauclair who was tricked by you years ago, when you were a young thing.” He gave her a nasty smile. “I know who you are. You’re good at betraying your friends as well as your enemies. I have one more thing to tell you. A message from Lord Hux. ‘Threat. And mate.’”
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The only time Ankarette had been imprisoned was when Lord Dunsdworth had arrested her and then sentenced her to death for the murder of his wife. She’d hated the helpless feeling then, but this was much worse. There was no sun to reveal the passage of time. New torches were brought daily, along with a meager set of rations, brought twice a day. They’d gone through the saddle bag from the courier’s horse and brought her gown down to her, which she’d changed into. But her poisoner bag, which she always kept at hand, held nothing that would solve her problem in time.

And time was something she had now in abundance. Time to pace. Time to think. She wished she had her needles and thread, and although she’d ask for a set, she’d been denied. She’d used her Fountain magic to try to find a way to escape. But she may as well have been buried with the corpse of Queen Morvared. There was no way out of the confinement. She’d examined the gears and locking mechanism. The keyhole was on the other side of the bars, higher than she could reach. Her cage had been designed by someone who knew the poisoner’s arts.

Days passed. Each one making her agony grow. After a week, the effects of the vial she’d drunk before leaving Kingfountain began to ebb, and the pain started again. It was an acute form of torture, trapping her in her agony, with no way to find relief. After the second week, her frantic feelings had grown worse. Eredur knew where she was. Had he sent Espion to try to find her? Surely King Lewis and Lord Hux were expecting it. And by doing so, her king had deprived himself of those who could best protect him.

There was no doubt in Ankarette’s mind that Lord Hux was going to try to kill Eredur. He would have to get past the Espion, of course. But without Ankarette there to warn him, he would be vulnerable. She ate her rations, feeling the oppression of her confinement.

After a month, while her insides chafed with pain, the temperature began to cool. Winter was coming soon. Guards brought two braziers to the bottom of the steps, leaving her some degree of warmth. And then another month passed. She took small sips from her near-empty vial, to prolong her life. She’d bent her hairpin into a needle and had used the courier’s uniform as her canvas. Sewing had been her passion, a skill she’d adopted from her mother. Needlework strengthened her Fountain magic, gave her insights. She came to realize how trapped she truly was. But the worst part was the torture of suspense. Not knowing what was happening in Ceredigion. Being helpless.

The Espion tried to rescue her on midwinter’s eve. She only knew it was that day because one of her jailors had mentioned it.

She heard the noises of alarm coming from the castle above. There were shouts, even the clash of arms. She was so sick and weak, but still she rose and went to the bars, listening to the sounds, trying to understand what was happening. Her mind quickened with hope. She’d been a prisoner for several months, her vial almost empty of the syrupy ichor that sustained her life. Hux hadn’t provided anything new.

There was a crashing noise above, which startled her. The noises of conflict made her pulse race. Eredur had sent people to rescue her. She was certain of it. A battering ram would open the gate. Even metal would give to the use of force.

The door at the top of the steps opened, and a figure came rushing down. He was bleeding from a wound on his scalp, but she recognized his face. Bennet—one of the Espion who was her friend.

“Ankarette!” he said, seeing her at the bars.

Her heart swelled with gratitude. “Bennet,” she said, reaching for him through the bars.

He was smiling, overjoyed to see her. “We found you at last. The king ordered this rescue a month ago, but it’s taken time to slip into the country unawares.”

“Bennet,” Ankarette said, shaking her head. “The king lives?”

“Yes,” he said, nodding vigorously. “We need to get you out of there.”

“Lord Hux has the key,” Ankarette said. “But the bars can be broken with enough strength.”

“You look so weak,” Bennet said. “Here . . . the king said to give you—”

The twang of a crossbow sounded, and the bolt struck Bennet in the back. Pain contorted his face, and he slumped against the bars. He gasped, trying to breathe. His legs crumpled as his broken spine lost its ability to support him. She cried out in anguish, trying to clutch him through the bars. He had something in his hand, something he was about to give her.

Another vial of the serum. The one she’d kept in reserve at the palace in her tower.

“Ankarette,” Bennet wheezed, then his eyes rolled back in his head.

Two guards, each holding a crossbow, came down the steps. She managed to slip the vial into her pocket, but the tears she shed were very real.

Within the hour, the noises had faded. The castellan came down, mopping the sweat from his brow. “Well, my dear,” he said grimly. “Your king fancies you for certain. I lost twelve men tonight. But we killed them all, I think. Some fled into the snow. They’ll be easy to hunt. I’ve sent the dogs to go after them. One by one, they’ll be slain. Like this one.” He nudged Bennet’s body with the toe of his boot. Then he spat on him.

Ankarette lunged against the bars, trying to grab the castellan. But he’d wisely stayed out of her reach.

“Still some fire left in you,” he said with a smile. “Good. Hux said you had spirit. And he wanted to see it crushed.”
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Although she could not see the sun, she kept track of days by carving into the stone sarcophagus. Meals were brought twice a day, so she had a way to measure it. By her estimation, she had been confined for four more months since the attempted break-out.

There was no way to escape the prison. She’d examined it from every angle. She’d used her magic on it again and again, then replenished her stores by stitching with the courier’s uniform. She’d worked over the cloak, the tunic, using threads from other parts to stitch with. In the cell, she’d even made friends with a little gray spider who spun a web in the corner to catch moths that were attracted to the lights. Ankarette liked watching the spider at work, and studied its elegant legs as it spun and wove its silk-threaded net.

The day Eredur died, she felt it. A ripple within her Fountain magic announced it to her. Maybe it was his ghost whispering to her before departing to the Deep Fathoms. She had the nightmare about the falls again that night. The speeding canoe as it rushed to the edge of the waters. Only, she didn’t awaken on the fall. The canoe smashed on the churning water. Ankarette had survived the attempt to kill her, but it had broken her body. It had taken months to heal, and the injuries added pain to her life daily.

The death of her king was a new pain. It was a deep sadness that evoked her darkest thoughts, one that drained her spirit. The king’s brother, Severn, would be chosen as the protector of the realm. And while she did not like the duke, she knew he was loyal to his brother. Queen Elyse didn’t like him either, nor did she trust him as much as Eredur did. Ankarette wished she was back at the palace to advise the queen. But it wasn’t possible. Morvared would have her revenge from beyond the Deep Fathoms. To make Ankarette suffer in confinement.

The castellan brought the news the next day, a smug look on his face. But she’d already known.

“King Eredur has died,” he said. His smile broadened. “I received the message from Lord Hux just now. He’s enjoying his stay in your city. It’s a beautiful spring day. He may return soon. Or he may not. He wanted you to know.”

Ankarette gave him a listless look and then turned away. She’d known it would happen eventually. There was nothing she could have done to prevent it.

“I’m having a lamprey pie for supper,” said the castellan. “I’ll have one made for you. I think that was the dish, if I’m not mistaken, which killed your king. We can both celebrate . . . in our own way. No Eredur . . . no threat of war.”

Ankarette sighed. “You don’t know the king’s brother like I do,” she said.

The castellan snorted. “Oh, I’m convinced Lord Hux has plans for him as well.”

That night, or what she thought was night, Ankarette poured her ration of water into the small dry fountain at the head of the sepulcher. And she tossed a coin into the waters, listening to the sound of it splash. And then she wept.
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In all, she had six months in which to plan her revenge. She knew Lord Hux would come to gloat when his mischief was over. Would he try to woo her into his service? She doubted that. There could be no trust between them after this. He would know without doubt that she would get revenge on his king. Which was why, she had come to realize, King Lewis was hiding at his estate in Plessis. He’d hidden there to prevent being abducted by the Espion. Or killed, in case Ankarette escaped. Yes, Hux had thought of everything. Including how he would face her at the end. Was this his final act as poisoner before he retired? His grand drama? She imagined so. He would protect his king’s interests and provide years of security for himself by causing instability—and probably civil war—within Ceredigion.

So Ankarette had made her plan, woven together night after night, day after day, in the solemn drudgery of her prison. Little snips of hair. Food rations withheld and preserved. Same with her water rations. She was biding her time. Preparing for the confrontation she knew was coming. Hux didn’t want to fight her. He wanted to prove he didn’t need to.

Ankarette was determined that it wouldn’t happen on his terms. She would make him come to Dompier the only way she knew how.

By making him think she was dead.

She set her trap with care. Refusing to eat the food brought to her. Sitting listless and sullen, wrapped in her cloak. Moaning when the servants came with her meals. Then she lay still, exposed to the light of the torches, letting her shoulders rise and fall slowly. Her actions unsettled the guards. The castellan came to speak to her, asking if she needed anything, and she refused to respond to him, only moaning.

Then, on the third day of not eating or drinking, she set the trap.

She knew the castellan was in communication with Lord Hux. Her strange behavior would be reported. And he would respond.

When he arrived at Dompier, she sensed his Fountain magic as just a faint ripple. He had no reason to disguise it. She waited patiently, like the little gray spider that spun its web in the corner. Sounds came, the door opened, and Hux and the castellan came down the steps. She felt his magic probing, reaching, trying to find her. She’d used up her reserves already, giving herself nothing left for him to find.

“How long has she been dead?” Lord Hux asked. She recognized his voice. She’d heard it many times. He didn’t sound confident now. He sounded worried. From her concealment, she saw his face. His goatee, which was new, was well streaked with gray.

“Four days, Lord Hux,” said the castellan. “She stopped eating and drinking. Look, she’s not even moving. Not breathing.”

“I can see that,” Hux said. He sounded disappointed. He hadn’t gotten the full dose of revenge he’d wanted. Or that Morvared had wanted.

“She’s not moved in days. She was moaning in pain. And the smell. She smells like she’s dead.”

“She had more serum,” Hux said with suspicion. “One of the Espion smuggled it to her. It can’t be gone yet.”

“What if she drank it all at once?” the castellan said. “I think she killed herself in despair. That’s blood on the floor.”

“There is only one way to find out,” Hux answered. “Fetch a guard with a crossbow. I want to make sure she’s dead.”

“At once, my lord,” said the castellan.

Ankarette watched Lord Hux’s face. He was gazing intently at the floor, not at her. He could see the blond hair coming out of her cloak.

Soon a guard appeared, holding a dreaded crossbow.

“Aim at the corpse’s back,” said Hux dispassionately. “Even if she’s feigning death, she couldn’t help but flinch in pain.” He changed his voice. “If this is a trick, my dear, you’d best reveal yourself now. I have no hesitation killing you.”

Ankarette smiled and waited.

The guard hefted the crossbow and brought the front to the bars. He wouldn’t miss, not at that range. The crossbow twanged, and the bolt went true. The sickening crunch of bone sounded. The corpse was rigid.

She waited, breathing slowly.

“She’s dead,” Hux said, frowning. “I thought she would have lasted longer. Years even. But when hope is stolen away . . . it breaks the spirit.”

“What do we do, my lord?” the castellan asked.

“Throw the body in the moat. She can feed the trout. I’m going back to Kingfountain.”

“Very well. Where’s the key? You have it?”

Hux produced it from his belt and handed it over. Then he departed up the stairs.

The castellan ordered the man to fetch a ladder, which he did, but it took a quarter hour for him to return, and then the castellan, grumbling in impatience, climbed up to the keyhole that was well beyond Ankarette’s reach. He inserted the key, and the locking mechanism clicked once, then twice. On the third time, the castellan climbed back down.

“Grab the bars. It will take two of us to lift it,” he said to the guard.

The two men grunted and heaved at the bars, and the gate lifted up. It was heavy for two men, but they were strong enough now that the locking mechanism had been disabled. When it reached the height, another clicking noise sounded, fixing the gate to where it had been concealed before.

“There,” the castellan said, rubbing his hands together. “Now, you grab her legs, and I’ll grab her arms.”

The two men started toward the body.

And that was when Ankarette sprung her trap.

From her concealment inside the sarcophagus, which she’d wedged open just enough to see out of, she shoved the lid up. The trigger inside had already been reset, and the gate came slamming down on both men, pinning them to the floor. As she had known, they were both larger than her, providing enough room to wriggle out.

Ankarette shoved the lid off completely, letting it crash to the floor, and then vaulted out of the tomb. The corpse on the floor, which had been facing her all the time, showed Morvared’s grinning skull, the head cushioned by Ankarette’s own hair.

The castellan was groaning, blood streaming from a gash in his head. The gate had landed on him first. The other guard, in a panic, was squirming to get free of the bars. He was a smaller man and desperate to get away. Ankarette struck him in the neck hard enough to break it. He went rigid and then still.

The castellan, blood streaming into his head, looked up and saw her looming over him, wearing the dead queen’s gown. By the expression of fear on his face, he knew he was a dead man.

She didn’t disappoint him.
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The village of Aynan in Occitania was a humble one, but it had a comfortable inn called the Speery, and it was there that Lord Hux had chosen to spend the night after leaving Dompier. Ankarette hadn’t followed his horse. No, that would have revealed her. But after poisoning one of the guards, she’d learned what Hux’s stallion looked like and had asked those she’d passed on the way about it until arriving at Aynan.

The Speery had a warm fire and many guests. Lord Hux was clearly well known throughout the realm, and she saw the delight in the faces of the patrons as he regaled them with stories of Ceredigion. She’d joined the crowd, concealing herself, and listened to him speak.

“How King Eredur died, I’ll never know,” Hux said disingenuously. “He was rather fat at the end. Apoplexy, I should think.”

“You knew the king, though,” said the innkeeper. “You were once the herald, Lord Hux!”

“Yes, I knew him,” Hux said. “A handsome man. A valiant warrior, to be sure. But too greedy, as all those from Ceredigion are. And foolish to sign that peace treaty. But he’s gone to the Deep Fathoms now. And the kingdom is roiling because of it. They will not seek to fight us again. Not for many, many years.”

“Not while the boar rules Ceredigion!” someone said with a sneer.

“Indeed not,” said Hux slyly. “He murdered his own nephews to seize the throne. I’m shocked, truly. Eredur trusted him so much.”

Ankarette listened in silence as the patrons laughed. There was a stab of pain in her heart. A small ember still lived on apparently. Now it was truly dead. Eredur and Elyse’s sons were murdered as well. She regretted that she hadn’t been there to stop it.

“Here’s another round to peace with our enemies!” said the innkeeper. A cheer went up among the group. Ankarette had already noticed which young woman had been serving Lord Hux. She’d followed the girl with her eyes as she went to go get another bottle of wine.

Ankarette rose from the table and crossed over behind the girl, brushing against her, and dropped a coin on the floor by her foot. The girl, hearing the sound, bent down and retrieved this.

“Is this yours, madame?” the girl asked, seeing Ankarette.

“Yes, I dropped it,” she replied. “Thank you. But you keep it. I needed to pay for my meal anyway. You can save the rest for your honesty.”

“Why thank you, madame!” The girl pocketed it with a smile, and then carried the wine bottle and the goblet over to the table.

Ankarette chose another table, one closer to Lord Hux, who was busying himself with the wine cork and popped the lid off. Of course he’d open the bottle himself. He still couldn’t trust people. Nor should he.

“Let us have another drink, then!” said Lord Hux. “To the future king of Ceredigion!”

“And who is that?” chuckled the innkeeper. “You don’t think the boar will live long, Lord Hux? Are you a Wizr to make such a prediction?”

“I am not a Wizr,” said Lord Hux. “I’m just a retired herald who will live the remainder of his days in peace and solitude.” He poured himself some wine and took a sip and smiled broadly. “Excellent! No, I think the boar will not rule long. A rival has been seeking an army from His Majesty, King Lewis. A rival who will invade Ceredigion and claim the throne himself. Then, my friends, we shall all live in peace. Let’s drink to it!”

“To peace!” everyone shouted, raising their cups.

Lord Hux drank his down and leaned back in his chair, a wistful look on his face. He rubbed his mouth thoughtfully, watching the patrons. He had such a kindly face, an agreeable air. It was what made him so deadly, Ankarette realized.

She watched and waited, arms folded, studying him.

He smelled something off. His nostrils flared. His eyes darted around the room. Then he pulled his hand away from his face. His brow wrinkled in concern. Holding his fingertips near his nose, he smelled them.

The serving girl was walking toward the kitchen, clutching her stomach. She disappeared behind the doors. The coin dusted in poison was doing its work.

Hux’s brow began to dot with sweat. Ankarette kept watching his face, realizing the symptoms he was now feeling had alerted him to the poison running through his system. Poison that hadn’t been in the drink. Poison he’d touched on the goblet.

“Are you well, Lord Hux?” asked the innkeeper. His smile was fading, becoming worried.

Tremors began to seize Lord Hux’s muscles. He tried to reach for something across the table, but he couldn’t coordinate himself, and his arm jostled the plate and overturned the wine goblet, spilling the red liquid on the table. It looked like blood.

Ankarette had just a little Fountain magic now. It was seeping into her pores now that she was free. Just a hint of it. She’d need to find some needlework to recuperate the rest. But she invoked it, letting the power exude from her.

Lord Hux turned his head in astonishment, seeing her at a nearby table. Ankarette inclined her head to him, as if asking a silent question. What’s wrong, Lord Hux? Do you not feel well?

The tremors began to convulse through him. It was a powerful dose. Enough to kill him. More than enough.

“Someone fetch the apothecary!” the innkeeper shouted in concern. “He’s sick!”

Ankarette rose from the table and approached. “I’m a midwife,” she told him.

“Help him! Help him!” the innkeeper said, looking relieved.

“Carry him to a room,” Ankarette said.

While Hux trembled and shook, several of the men lifted him and carried him to one of the nearby rooms in the inn. They laid him on the bed.

“I need a basin of water. Go!” she told the innkeeper, and he hurriedly left.

Hux was choking. He stared at her in terror, especially after they were alone. She removed the packet of nightshade and poured plenty into her palm. She blew the powder into his face, and he was unable to stop her. She waited until his tremors began to subside. A dizzy look came into his eyes. It was a powerful dose.

A fatal dose.

“What is the cure for the poison you gave me?” she asked him in a whisper, bending near his ear. “Do you have it with you?”

He blinked several times, his body relaxing despite the poison raging inside his body. “There is none,” he said. “Only the serum to halt its progress. You were always going to die.”

His answer didn’t surprise her. He’d controlled her life for years, ruining any chance of having children, having a life outside her deadly trade.

“I thought that might be the case,” she answered. “I did look hard for one.”

“Are you killing me, Ankarette Tryneowy?” he asked her calmly. His face had become pale. The poison worked quickly.

“Yes, dear Lord Hux,” she answered. “And then I will kill your king. We both lose this game. I will leave a note with your body. To warn him I’m coming.”
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Coming back to the city of Kingfountain felt like a dream—or more appropriately, a nightmare. Ankarette had purchased fare on an Atabyrion trading vessel, which delivered her to Kingfountain just after noon at high tide at the end of summer. It was less than a year since she’d left, but felt more like a lifetime. She had been to the city so many times, but it felt otherworldly to her now. The roaring of the falls gave her a premonition of dread, but what was even worse was not seeing Eredur’s banner anywhere. It had been replaced with the black banner of the White Boar, the standard of King Severn Argentine. She’d loved to embroider things with Eredur’s banner, the Sun and Rose. She didn’t have a fancy for dark thread, though.

She walked the streets of Kingfountain, picking up clues of the events she’d missed out on during her imprisonment. News used to invigorate her, stimulate her mind, even replenish her Fountain magic. But she was a woman with a death sentence, one that had been secured by Lord Hux years before. There was no cure for the poison he’d given her. Only a delay. She’d come to terms with her possible death years ago. She would never become an old woman. Instead, she would stay alive until the last sips of the vial were gone. She’d last another year perhaps, if she used it sparingly. Not enough time. But then, life was full of vagaries anyway.

It did not take long to reach the bridge that straddled the river over the falls and connected to the island of the sanctuary of Our Lady. All the reports suggested that Queen Elyse had sought sanctuary there—one last time. Memories from the past flittered through her mind. The Duke of Warrewik. Eredur, when he was younger. Sir Thomas arresting her from the inn across the street. A sad smile came to her. She’d lived an interesting life, even if it would be short.

She watched the gates of the sanctuary, observing the sanctuary men—the rogues of the city—going in and out, passing news and stolen goods amongst themselves. Although she wanted to see Elyse again, she dreaded the interview. But, not one to flinch from duty, Ankarette rose after finishing her meal and raised her hood, crossing the road and entering the sanctuary grounds.

There were many families there, people coming to toss in coins. There was no shortage of prayers to the Fountain these days. Ankarette stopped at one of the pools, pausing to gaze up at the monumental structure. Her faith in the Fountain felt diminished. She’d been shattered by her experiences. For so much of her life, she’d had success. Until now. She’d fallen for Hux’s trap and been unable to prevent her king’s demise. Failure was a bitter thing. No one enjoyed its flavor.

There was a man sitting against the rail of the fountain, a very fat man whom she noticed because he stomped and frightened away the pigeons. Then he chuckled and started sending out crumbs again to lure them back. He had a foreign look to him—Genevese perhaps. Something about him felt off, and so she reached out with her Fountain magic, trying to discern something about him. He didn’t turn his head at her intrusion of magic. But it was revealed to her that he was part of the Espion, trying to infiltrate the sanctuary men.

Knowing this, she remained out of his view and approached the sanctuary steps and mounted them. When she reached the doors, she was about to lower her hood, but she felt a premonition not to. Walking inside, she felt the solemnity of the place. The windows in the upper walls let in the streaming sun, but it still was darker than the courtyard outside, and it took time for eyes to adjust.

She was about to lower her cowl again, to show respect for the Fountain and those assembled to honor it, when she saw a little girl, probably six years old, with a braid in her dark hair, gripping her father’s hand. The little girl talked in a gush.

“But why can’t we take the coins from the fountain, Papa? It’s not like anyone uses them. Don’t they just get rusty?”

The man who held the little girl’s hand was Sir Thomas, and it made Ankarette stop dead in her tracks. They were heading right for her. She turned, ducking around a nearby column, her heart panging in alarm of being recognized.

Sir Thomas’s voice was full of humor. It made her ache to hear it again. “What? You don’t think the coins disappear in answer to the prayers?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Papa,” the little girl said. “That doesn’t happen.”

From her secret vantage point, she watched the two of them banter as they left the sanctuary. Sir Thomas had some gray in his hair, but not much. He was still hale, strong, a warrior born for the saddle and the battlefield. Ankarette brought news of the pretender’s intention of invading Ceredigion. A challenger to Severn’s newly won throne. Sir Thomas would be called on again for his experience and loyalty to the Argentines. She watched him and his daughter descend the steps, hand in hand. She remembered the little girl’s name suddenly. Elizabeth Victoria Mortimer. She smiled at them in secret, then continued deeper into the sanctuary.

When she reached the deconeus’s chamber, she didn’t pause to knock. After twisting the door handle, she cracked it open and found an aging man sitting there, alone, reading from a book. She pushed the door open and then shut it.

When he looked up, he stiffened. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

“Where is John Tunmore?” Ankarette asked in surprise.

The man snorted. “The Deconeus of Ely? He’s in Brakenbury Dungeon in Westmarch. Who are you? Why are you here?”

“I’m a servant of Queen Elyse,” Ankarette said. “I have news she must hear. Can you bring me to her? I need to see her alone.”

He gazed at her, his expression dumbfounded. He leaned back in his chair, looking perturbed. “She doesn’t get many visitors these days. But you knew my predecessor?”

“I did. The queen knows me. She will vouch for me.”

The man sniffed. “She’s with her daughter right now. I’ll ask the princess to come and see me. I have another letter for her anyway, which arrived this morning. The queen has some visitors, on occasion. Well, those that do come want her daughter’s hand. The sanctuary has been busy of late.”

“Thank you, Deconeus.”
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Elyse’s private chamber in the sanctuary paled in comparison to her regal apartments at the palace of Kingfountain. The official queen of Ceredigion was Severn’s wife, Nanette. But in Ankarette’s eyes, it would always be her friend, her confidante.

“Blessed be the Fountain, you’re alive!” Elyse said in wonder, rising from her writing table and hurrying across the room.

The two women embraced, the tears flowing freely. Their friendship had been born of years, had survived childbirth and wars, and now even death.

“You cut your hair,” the queen finally said after wiping her nose and lowering Ankarette’s cowl.

“I didn’t want to, but it was necessary,” Ankarette said, smiling. “I am glad to see you again. But my heart aches that I was not here to stop Eredur’s death.”

The queen sighed, nodding firmly. “You were imprisoned,” she said. “I think my husband would have invaded Occitania to rescue you. If it weren’t for the winter storms, he might have.”

“That was part of Lord Hux’s plan,” Ankarette said. “There is much we must speak of.”

“Come, sit with me,” the queen said, bringing her over to a humble couch.

Ankarette did, and they held each other’s hands. “News should be arriving soon. I wanted you to be the first to hear it. King Lewis is dead.”

Elyse’s eyes widened. “That is news. I’ve heard he’s spent much of the last year hidden at his estate in Plessis under heavy guard. He wouldn’t see our heralds, refused to outright. He wouldn’t even see most of his own nobles. Some feared he died during the winter, but he would summon some of them, randomly, and disinherit them. Just to prove that he was alive . . . and still the king.”

Ankarette nodded. “He died in Plessis.”

The queen couldn’t help but smile. “How did you . . . how did you do it?”

Ankarette stroked the queen’s hand. “I’ll share this one secret with you, but I ask you to keep it to yourself. Some secrets should remain so. One thing I learned in Pisan is the power of believing. If someone believes they are sick, they can become sick. When I finally broke free of my prison, after hearing about the death of your husband . . . your sons”—Ankarette’s throat caught, but she persisted—“I wanted to be sure that our enemies who planned this were brought to justice. After I killed Lord Hux, I put a message on his body, one that I knew would be found and brought to Lewis. It was a warning that I was coming for him.”

Elyse nodded eagerly. “I’m sure he was racked with worry, then.”

Ankarette smiled. “I never tried to break in to his manor. Instead, I broke in to his mind. I made him worry that every meal might be his last. I injured his guards. I made him doubt everyone he trusted. He was already agitated enough, with enemies to spare, that he quickly went mad. The last message I sent him was that he’d already been poisoned. He died yesterday morning after being awake all night jumping at shadows. I watched from outside the bars. The prince came to take his body back to Pree for internment. He wasn’t killed by poison. He only believed he’d been.”

Elyse stared at her somberly. “And Morvared is truly dead as well?”

Ankarette nodded and then quickly told her about her imprisonment and how she’d finally escaped. She also told her the news she’d learned from Lord Hux, that there wasn’t a cure. There had never been one. Once her vial was empty, Ankarette would die.

The queen embraced her, and the two friends held one another, mourning for the losses they’d endured.

“But you are not dead yet,” Elyse said, sniffling. “There is one more thing you can do for me.”

“I cannot bring your sons back,” Ankarette said, grieving.

“No, you cannot. Severn has asked to see me, here in the sanctuary. He even sent his young son to try to convince me. The poor dear is so upset that his cousins . . . are not here. Not that Severn would trust the truth to his child. It pains me so much. The anguish of losing a child. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Not even Severn. So I have continually refused. He says he wishes to tell me what he knows of my sons’ deaths. But I . . . I just cannot bring myself . . . to trust myself to believe him. My mother’s heart wants to believe he didn’t murder my sons. But I feel too vulnerable to deceit. He has a way when speaking,” she said, shaking her head. “He’s powerful. And persuasive. If I see him, I would like you to be there, in secret, of course. That way, I may know whether he speaks the truth or not. I don’t believe you, with your Fountain magic, would be deceived.”

“I can do that,” Ankarette agreed. “Have the deconeus invite him to the sanctuary.”

“I will,” Elyse said, squeezing her hands firmly. “I want you to stay with me . . . here at the sanctuary. Let us spend your time together. I will take care of you.”

Ankarette shook her head. “I can’t,” she said, staring at the walls, at the prison they were. “I couldn’t bear to live here, listening to the roar of the falls day and night.” She pursed her lips. “I think it would drive me mad.”

“Where will you go? I need your near me, Ankarette.”

“I will always be near you,” she said. “I was going to return to my tower. Who is running the Espion now? Whom did Severn choose?”

Elyse frowned. “Dickon Ratcliffe. Utterly ambitious. Utterly incompetent. But not like Bletchley. That man . . . he was a knave. Eredur never trusted him. But Severn did. To his downfall.”

“Bletchley was in league with Lord Hux, I think,” Ankarette said, nodding. “It wouldn’t surprise me. But he’s dead now, isn’t he?”

Elyse nodded. “Be careful, Ankarette. Severn knows about you. Not your name. Many times I heard him plead with Eredur to reveal your identity to him. He doesn’t know all that you’ve done for us. He would try to kill you. He’s . . . changed so much since Eredur died.”

“We all have,” Ankarette said.
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It was the same nightmare again. Ankarette thrashed against her bonds, trying to escape the canoe as it hurtled toward the falls. She felt the rushing river beneath her, the splashes of water that kicked up over the rim of the boat. Could smell the river. The power of it, churning, carrying her relentlessly toward death.

But this time, she awoke before plummeting over the edge. The feeling of the river had roused her. The tingling of power, the ripple of magic coursing through her. Ankarette sat up in bed, looking at the stubby candle that was still halfway down, the flame strong and bright. She was in her room again, at the poisoner’s tower. The smells of dried herbs were familiar, friendly. She saw her works, the needlecraft she’d done since returning to the palace.

The magic was racing inside her, filling her with alarm. She blinked, summoning the power that was already there. People were coming up the tower steps to do her harm. Ratcliffe’s men. Liona, the cook, had warned her the day before that the Espion had discovered Ankarette’s presence in the palace. And the king had ordered them to hunt her down.

Ankarette rose from the bed, grabbing the knife under her pillow. The men on the stairs didn’t make any noise. But she knew they were coming all the same. The magic of the Fountain had warned her.

Why?

She didn’t understand, but she accepted its help. They would try to murder her as she slept. Perhaps she’d need to start sleeping during the day instead.

Three men.

Ratcliffe had no idea what he was up against. She’d defeated an entire garrison at Dompier.

Ankarette leaned over and blew out the candle.







AUTHOR’S NOTE




I’ve said many times that the events of the Kingfountain series were inspired by real circumstances during the War of the Roses. This story was no exception. Queen Margaret of Anjou, wife of the mad king, died unexpectedly on August 25, 1482. The cause of her death was unknown. Edward IV, king of England, died a few months later in the spring of 1483. Some historians believe he was poisoned. His premature death triggered the power grab and conflict between his brother Richard and the queen’s family. In June, Richard declared his brother’s children illegitimate due to a prior marriage and assumed the throne as Richard III. The sons were later put to death, although there are claims one of the brothers survived and was hidden in another country. Edward’s and Richard’s enemy, King Louis XI of France, died on August 30, 1483, hiding in his estate, surrounded by archers and crossbowmen as if he feared for his life. Some say he died of a hemorrhagic stroke. Some believe he was poisoned.

I’ll leave that to your imagination.
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