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For Christy, Connor, and Christian—courage, compassion, and clarity… 
And for the Mole, swiftness!



* To view complete collection of maps pertaining to Blue Time, visit www.bluetimebooks.com.



“Courage is not simply one of the virtues but the form of every virtue 
at the testing point, which means at the point of highest reality.” 

—C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters
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Prologue

The Dead Tree

Cyno Dolon was careful to give the Aossí settlement known as Bogail, or 
“the Navel,” a wide berth as he slinked north and west toward the tepid waters 
of Alach Lake. The town’s name was appropriate—Bogail was a cesspool, a 
degenerate filthpit populated by violent marauders, drunken wretches and 
cutpurses. Of course, Cyno had a penchant for thievery himself, but at least 
he feigned some class when choosing a mark. Why steal from someone who 
had nothing to begin with? There was a certain artistry, he believed, in reliev-
ing a wealthy landowner of some quorins, especially when the thief was an 
Awakened coyote from the Westlands, a creature already met with universal 
suspicion and derision. It took a bit of planning, a sharper wit, some grace, to 
pull off a theft under those conditions. Anyone could hack a man down for his 
boots.

But Cyno wasn’t avoiding Bogail just because it was littered with the less 
savory characters who reminded him that he was on the scavenging side of the 
food chain as well. Thirty years of wandering a foreign land with no real des-
tination in mind had taught him that there was often no love lost between the 
Fair Folk and the Awakened—whether they shared a common moral compass 
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or not. The enmity was doubly so if that Awakened happened to be a Coyote 
with a case of mange. 

So, if he could avoid brutish confrontation, he would. He prided himself 
on subtlety, nuance, finesse. That’s why he only carried a dagger. Swords were 
too…messy. He’d choose poison over a crossbow any day of the week. 

I am thoroughly famished, he thought as he trudged along a feral swine path. 
It’s hard to view oneself as suave when one’s stomach keeps growling. What was 
he doing, wandering out here? The chances of stumbling across a lightly armed 
person with something edible would be just short of astounding. Perhaps he 
should turn back for Bogail.

But he blindly pressed on and came to the banks of Alach Lake during the 
hottest part of the afternoon. The Báilte Swamplands had reached levels of 
humidity previously unseen, and the mosquitos were overpowering. Pools of 
black mud burped up a reek that reminded Cyno of the last true feast he’d had, 
months ago, gorging on lamprey pies, greasy capon and garlic-buttered snails—
all compliments of an unwitting merchant in Tywyll. The rich food had made 
the Coyote sick for a fortnight, and it smelled eerily similar to the oil-slicked 
mud holes surrounding the lake. 

In the eastern dialect of the First Tongue, Alach meant “Dirty,” and Cyno 
was struck by how unimaginative the Aossí were when it came to naming 
places—though he had to agree, the name was fitting. 

Supposedly the brown stillwater was safe to drink, being fed by sulfurous 
mineral springs deep and deeper under the Wastelands, but Cyno reckoned 
he’d have to be near dehydration’s door to find out. If it tasted a quarter as 
bad as it smelled, he might consider dying of thirst as a happier alternative. 
Nevertheless, he had a skin half full of cheap red wine, so he wasn’t overly 
concerned. 

Just as he was raising the skin to his dry black lips, something moved down 
near the bank. Instinctively he froze, his five-fingered paw still gripping the 
wineskin mere inches from his dusty snout. His ears twitched forward, his 
yellow eyes sharpened, and he sniffed the air. Had he seen something glimmer-
ing in the heat?

Yes, it was a Man, a naked Man, swimming along the shoreline. And 
around his tanned neck was a torc. Not some typical shoddy, brassy thing. This 
was solid gold, heavy, encompassing a giant amethyst the size of a chicken egg. 
The Coyote did a double take, disbelieving his eyes. Stoppering the wineskin, 
he slinked back behind a nettled pile of scrub brush to watch. He wiped his 
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paws on the crispy pelt of his buff-colored chest and licked his lips, preparing 
for the hunt. 

Cyno spotted the Man’s clothing and armor resting haphazardly (and fool-
ishly, he thought) on a pile of rocks. He was a hedge knight, and he was horse-
less. Albeit a very stupid hedge knight for leaving his sword and spear thirty 
yards out of reach. Landless knights were arguably a small step up the social 
ladder from the Coyote himself, often little better than petty thieves and beg-
gars who sold their swords for a bit of room and board. Mercenaries who raped 
and pillaged until a better knight relieved their heads from their shoulders. 
Cyno had never found much use for them, other than for robbing blind and 
pricking a hole in their overinflated, braggadocious bellies whenever the oppor-
tunity presented itself.

Certainly this scoundrel of a knight must have stolen such a fine piece of 
jewelry off one of his betters. Cyno thus felt himself duty-bound to relieve him 
of such an ill-gotten burden. Really, he was just exacting recompense. One 
could hardly call it a crime to steal from a thief. More like cosmic justice. Yes, 
that was it. Divine retribution. Cyno didn’t know if he believed in God, and at 
best was indifferent to such a Being, but this almost seemed to be the hand of 
providence in bringing the Coyote all the way out here, just northwest of the 
middle of nowhere, to stumble across this ignorant knight and his enticing 
piece of jewelry. The odds must be astronomical. Normally Cyno would avoid 
direct confrontation at all costs, but for a prize like that, he’d make an excep-
tion. Why, the necklace could keep a litter of pups in meat for some years, not 
that Cyno had any whelps himself. Or at least, he didn’t think so.

Cyno scratched the mangy patch of grayish-yellow fur behind his left ear, 
slid the dagger at his hip silently out of its sheath, and hunkered down, sizing 
up his prey. With his free hand, he stroked his muzzle, musing on his chances 
of overpowering the knight. While Cyno was barely five feet off the ground on 
two legs, he was lithe and quick, limber and double-jointed. The knight, on the 
other hand, was at least six feet, covered with several sloppy tattoos of what 
might have been some kind of fuzzy bird. Corded muscles bunched on his neck 
and shoulders like a mountain range. His brown hair was running with brown 
water, but his dark eyes were unfocused, relishing in the coolness of the water 
through a wispy cloud of horseflies. Perhaps Cyno could catch him off guard.

Fifty yards. They were about fifty yards apart, which wasn’t close enough 
for a straight out charge. The knight would certainly reach his weapons before 
Cyno could get to him. No, best to slide closer and charge out from the shadows 
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before he could leave the waters. Cyno flicked his tail and dropped to all fours, 
virtually blending in with the scrub brush that lined the banks of Alach. He 
sidestepped burbling pools of pitch water and closed the distance between him 
and the knight in a matter of moments—silent, stalking. His Awakened mind 
was running through different scenarios of how this might play out, though the 
thought of losing didn’t occur to him. He held the advantage of surprise.

Thirty yards. Twenty yards. And then Cyno darted out of the under-
growth, pawing for traction in the soupy soil, dagger held in one hand as he 
leaped at the unwary knight. He flung himself lengthwise across the water, 
aiming for the knight’s chest, driving the point of the dagger toward his heart. 
But the knight twisted away with remarkable agility and the dagger sunk deep 
into his shoulder instead. The Man yelled with alarm and pain, grabbing Cyno 
by the scruff of the neck and hurling him farther out into the water. The Coyote 
plunged into the lake and swallowed a lungful of the metallic-tasting filth. Well, 
yes, it was drinkable. But technically so was tar.

That did not go at all as I had planned, Cyno thought, clawing for the sur-
face. He thrashed and came up coughing, scrambling for the shore, but the 
knight was already on land. With a clear ringing sound, he unsheathed his steel 
and looked down at the knife buried up to the hilt in his left shoulder blade. So 
much for the element of surprise.

Why couldn’t it have been his right shoulder blade? Cyno grumbled.
With a wince, the hedge knight yanked the blade free and flung it into the 

lake. Blood streamed down his bare chest, but his eyes smoldered with murder 
as he waited for the Coyote to stand. How chivalrous, Cyno thought. Now I have 
to fight a naked Human wielding a longsword with naught but my teeth and claws. 

“I will kill you for that, freith,” the knight swore through clenched teeth. 
“It is discourteous to mock the manner of my birth,” Cyno said, shaking 

out the water from his fur, looking very much like a sodden mutt. The knight’s 
accent was odd to the Coyote’s western ear, but they could understand one 
another, especially when weapons and insults were involved. “It’s not as if the 
Awakened marry their mates! We’re still animals, after all.” 

Cyno thought he saw a shaft of pain cut through the Man, and he won-
dered if he could simply wait out his opponent till the knight weakened from 
blood loss.

“You will die now,” the Man replied.



Verse of Valor  15

“I’d rather not,” Cyno retorted, coughing out the last of the lake water. 
“Case of mistaken identity, good knight. My apologies, I thought you were a 
rabbit.”

The knight’s face gave a wry smile, but he gripped his sword even tighter. 
Cyno tried to stall for time. He gave a sweeping bow and said, “I am Cyno 

Dolon, sneakthief and general ne’er-do-well. May I have the pleasure of learn-
ing your name, sir knight of the birds? Those are birds, right?”

The knight raised his sword in a mock salute and wiped the rivulet of 
blood from his shoulder wound, smearing crimson across the bird tattoos on 
his chest. He seemed to enjoy the banter, but the killing glint never left his dark 
eyes. “Sir Heron of Ostyn.”

Cyno gave a yip of laughter, his mind working overtime to figure a way out 
of his predicament. “Your mother actually named you Heron? Honestly? Well, 
I suppose that at least explains the awful tattoos. If I were you, I’d ask the artist 
for my money back. Those don’t wash off, you know.”

Sir Heron spat on the ground. “My mother gave me the tattoos.”
Cyno blanched. “I’m sure her artistic talents rivaled her beauty.”
The hedge knight growled and stomped forward to hack off Cyno’s head, 

but the Coyote raised his hands in supplication.
“Wait! Wait, Aossí! Maybe we can talk about this.”
“No, I’d rather not,” Sir Heron returned with a leer and charged.
As agile as the bigger Aossí appeared, Cyno was faster still, and he darted 

to the side as the longsword came down where his head had been a moment 
before. The Coyote spun around Sir Heron’s broad back and lunged for the 
spear lying next to the knight’s armor and clothes. In a blur, the knight reversed 
his blade underneath his right elbow and stabbed backward, catching the 
Coyote in the hip. The sword point slid at least four inches up and into his 
soft belly, and Cyno floundered on top of the spear with a shriek of pain. Fire 
ripped through his abdomen, and he grasped blindly for the weapon. Wedging 
the shaft into the soft dirt like a crutch, he managed to haul himself to his feet, 
staggering and panting.

Sir Heron stood a half dozen paces away, sword now raised in a defensive 
position. The dagger wound was bleeding freely, and the Man seemed to sway a 
bit, but he said, “No cowardly tricks, Coyote, we fight with honor.”

“Honor?” Cyno said through gritted teeth. He stabbed out with the ser-
rated spearhead and tried to reverse the staff to catch the knight between the 
legs.
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But Sir Heron had obviously anticipated such a shameless ruse. He swat-
ted the spearhead away with a lazy flick of the longsword and brought the blade 
down on the shaft with an arm-shuddering crack. 

The wood splintered in the Coyote’s grip, and his hands went numb from 
the jolt. He found himself holding a shattered piece of wood, as useful as a 
broomstick, except for the sharp point at the end where the shaft had split 
down the middle.

“Disgraceful mongrel!” Sir Heron’s face contorted with contempt. He 
leaped forward, closing the distance, and slammed the hilt of his sword into 
the Coyote’s snout.

Cyno felt several teeth break as he whined in pain. The force of the blow 
spun him around, but before he could collapse to the dirt, Sir Heron spun him 
around again, so he could grasp Cyno’s throat and haul him off his feet, hold-
ing him face-to-face and crushing his windpipe with his left hand. He seemed 
oblivious to the pain of his dagger wound. 

The dagger wound! Cyno choked and gasped, scratching at the knight’s 
neck with his free hand, the other still weakly clasping the broken spear. No, 
the dagger wound! He jammed his free thumb into the bleeding hole, twisting 
with his claw just as blackness collected at the corners of his vision.

Sir Heron screamed, his strength lost in a wash of pain, and Cyno found 
himself falling flat on his back among the rocks and mud. With a crazed look, 
the knight tried to impale the Coyote with his longsword, but Cyno rolled to 
the side and brought up the splintered shaft as the Man bore down. 

The knight’s eyes grew wide as his momentum carried him onto the broken 
spear, and it pierced at an awkward angle through his gut. Cyno grimaced and 
rolled again as the Man dropped his sword and lurched forward, looking at the 
piece of wood protruding from his abdomen.

Cyno began his escape, hobbling away as Sir Heron dropped to his knees.
“N-no, don’t…leave,” the knight slurred, a trail of saliva and blood running 

down the corner of his mouth. “The…gift of m-mercy. I—I beg….”
Cyno staggered a few paces, sighed, and then stopped. He clutched his own 

stomach wound, woozy from the exertion and blood loss. It was so hot. The 
sun seemed intent on killing him first. “You would try to exact revenge.”

“I….will not, I s-swear it.” Sir Heron’s voice was fading. Cyno looked over 
his shoulder to see the naked knight staring at him, his eyes pleading, one leg 
turned underneath him where he had collapsed. 
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Cyno looked down to see he was clutching the torc in his hand. He didn’t 
remember ever taking it from the knight’s neck. It must have happened when 
he was clawing blindly with the knight’s hands around his furry throat. Cyno 
grasped it tighter.

Sir Heron saw the torc and found a new rush of strength to roar, “No! I—
wherever you go…I will h—I will hu—” But he rolled on his back, staring up 
into the cloudless sky, and with a scream, pulled the wooden shaft free. The 
pain was more than his body could endure, and he collapsed senseless among 
the rushes, flies swarming around his bleeding stomach.

“I doubt it,” Cyno managed to grind out as he shuffled away, clenching his 
prize in a trembling fist.

|

It was two days later, and the Coyote’s wound had gone septic. In his delir-
ium, he had taken to reciting his name over and over. Cyno Dolon. It seemed 
important somehow that he remember, because it was easy to forget one’s name 
when one was dying from a festering gut wound; and he thought that if he 
forgot his name, perhaps he would cease to be. Just disappear in a flash, like 
startling awake from a nightmare—like he had never happened. But the pain 
had been more than any he’d ever experienced, and it made him forget himself. 
It made him want to forget everything and just curl up in a ball to die.

The Coyote stumbled and a weak groan passed his lips. He fell to one knee 
and struggled to stand, his hand clasping his hip where blood had congealed 
into a matted mess, his mind repeating over and over, My name is Cyno, my 
name is Cyno, like some kind of liturgy. In his other hand he clenched the mag-
nificent torc; the gold was filthy, the amethyst dulled by mud and blood, but it 
was still beautiful.

He would not let himself die alone in the Báilte Wetlands, not like that 
hapless knight (Cyno assumed he had finally died) surrounded by bubbling 
pools of leech-black water, unknown and unremembered. He would not. Not 
because of an infected wound some oversized Aossí had given him with an edge 
of steel. No. He would continue, though he no longer could remember why he 
was staggering through the Swamps in the first place. 

He lurched another half dozen steps until his bare foot sank into a tepid 
hole filled with muck and dead leaves. He cursed as a large brown swamp rat 
scurried with a squeak into the underbrush. Up! Get up! You will not die today. 
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Cyno. Another step. Cyno Dolon. One more step. Remember who you are! You 
mustn’t forget. But the pain had gone from fire to ice, burning through his guts. 
A foul stench oozed from the wound, and he knew all was lost. 

Still, he took another step.
After hours of trudging, collapsing, and getting back up, dusk fell, turn-

ing Báilte into a soupy wasteland. Mosquitos and flies swarmed Cyno as the 
sun set, drawn to the blood and sweat and stench. With a gasp, he collapsed 
for what seemed like the thousandth time, sure he could not rise again. The 
Swamps would claim his corpse, food for the maggots and scarabs. 

Pity, his mind thought as it wandered toward blackness. He had once been 
a proud creature, lithe and graceful, wicked and cunning. He should have died 
in a warm feather bed many years from now, surrounded by his treasures won 
from trickery and guile. But perhaps this was fair—the Swamps would take 
him just as he had taken Sir Heron. Maybe that was appropriate recompense. 
But Cyno wondered, hovering on the edge of fevered hallucination, maybe the 
knight had lived and was even now coming to finish him off. 

Even that would be welcome at this point. Anything but this. But, alas, 
surely Heron was gone. He had to be.

In either case, at least the pain seemed further away now. That was some-
thing. If he could just take a quick rest, recover his strength. What was he 
doing out in this forsaken cesspit in the first place? By the dusk, the world was 
spinning like mad! Why wouldn’t it stop?

Cyno Dolon.
Someone had called his name. It wasn’t him, this time. It was a Voice, he 

thought, a breath of cool spring wind in this stale, squalid place. It whispered 
just behind his long ears, beckoning him, and it startled him back to conscious-
ness. Had he been dreaming? Or was he dreaming still? He managed to turn 
his head to the side. It was early evening, he recognized through the haze that 
clouded his vision.

Cyno! Awaken!
This time the Voice was much stronger, and it reverberated through the 

dense fog inside his mind, shaking him awake. At least he thought he was awake. 
He groaned and struggled to sit up, but the gash wouldn’t let him. Instead, he 
lay, staring up through the gnarled cypress trees to the darkening sky above.

“H-help me,” he garbled. “Who…ever you are…help.”
Stand. I am near.
“I—I cannot.”
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Then die. I will find another, more worthy. Waste not my time.
“Where—”
I am near. Come, and I will give you rest. I will heal you of your wounds and 

cleanse you of your weaknesses. I can restore you to power. But you must come.
Whether in a dream or in a dreamlike state, Cyno summoned the last 

reserves of his strength and rolled over onto his belly, crying out in pain as the 
wound split open yet again, leaking blood and pus on the marshy dirt beneath 
him. He clenched his jaws, feeling as if his leg might tear away from his body, 
and jammed a fist into the gaping wound, putting pressure on it to keep it 
closed. He pulled himself upright, teetering, nearly blacking out again from 
the pain. But he stood, looked around, felt the world spin nauseously, and then 
retched the horrible dry heaves of an empty stomach. 

In the falling light, it was difficult to see through the blue-green fog that 
slithered along the bayous. Moss drooped lazily from the boughs of the cypress 
forest like the veils of a sneering witch-bride, ominous and evil, smelling of 
decay. 

A bat skittered among the tops of the trees, its chittering returned by the 
hooting of a great horned Owl—this Bird was among the Awakened, being at 
least four times as large as a normal owl. It fell upon the bat, snapping and tear-
ing at the poor rodent. Then, clasping the prey in its talons, the Owl alighted 
upon a branch to rip into its meal. It looked out at the Coyote with intelligent, 
glowing eyes, then cocked its head as if to listen. 

“Come,” the Owl susurrated and, taking the half-eaten bat, flew off with it 
among the cypress.

Was this real? Or was he hallucinating? He stumbled after the Owl, fight-
ing the panic and the pain. He was sure he had very little time left; the wound 
was pouring freely now; a sickening, cloying smell oozed from it.

Just when he felt he was going to collapse for the last time, the Owl flew 
into a clearing that looked like it had been struck by a hurricane. The earth, 
hard-packed and scraped clean of any undergrowth, was broken only by the 
towering humps of jagged cypress knees, like wooden wolf ’s teeth, as tall as the 
Coyote himself. Pools of rancid water swarmed with gnats and midges. 

And in the center was a singular, dead tree. Its striated trunk was easily 
thirty feet in diameter, and the tree clawed into the evening sky, barren of 
leaves, huge branches twisted like broken fingers and dotted with purple and 
black mushrooms that pulsated sickly, giving off the stench of wet, rotting bark. 
It seemed as if the fungi were devouring the tree.
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Even in his dying stupor, Cyno was horrified and recoiled from the sight. 
The air seemed thicker here, somehow, oppressive—he could suddenly sense it 
all around him, threatening to smother him, to squeeze what little life remained 
from his veins and leave his body to be consumed by the same purple-black 
mushrooms that seemed to glow with their own hideous silver light…perhaps 
some kind of chemical reaction from eating the tree. The only thing he was 
quite sure of was that he wouldn’t be the first to be thus consumed, and he most 
certainly wouldn’t be the last. 

He was sure this was all some kind of fever-induced dream, for at the base 
of the tree now stood a god. Or perhaps it was a goddess. Yes, a goddess, robed 
in silver light, as bright as the moon. Formless and indistinct, shrouded in Mist, 
wavering. Angelic, peaceful, warming. No—cold and frightening and ungodly. 
The apparition shimmered, as if having difficulty maintaining its appearance.

Come, thou great of valor. Eat of my flesh, and live.
Now he knew it was just hallucination. Valor was not a word used to 

describe Cyno Dolon.
Nevertheless, at the tree’s base, above a rivulet of blood red water, a fissure 

began to open in the trunk, like a womb filled with infection, and in his dream, 
Cyno choked back the bile that clawed up his throat. In the midst of the moist, 
black flesh, worms writhed over one another, and Cyno could barely see some-
thing hidden in the crevice. It was no bigger than a robin’s egg, but it started 
giving off a silver light that stood out like a beacon within the darkness of the 
tree’s innards.

An overwhelming compulsion seized Cyno’s wandering mind. He weakly 
tried fighting it, but the call overpowered the revulsion. Eat, Cyno son of Cuno. 
Eat of my fruit of life, and be reborn. Be Awakened anew.

In a maddened dash he splashed through the swampwater and collapsed to 
his knees, heedless of his wound, drawing out the silver egg-like fruit, for that’s 
what it was—a fruit shaped like a mushroom about the size of a marble in his 
furred hand. It gave off a slight smell of rotting apples. On second glance, it was 
repellent, shriveled and moldy. This is the fruit of life? he wondered. Why does it 
not grow from the boughs?

A cold power snaked out of the fruit and slithered up the Coyote’s arm, 
striking his heart with an icy pang, seizing its faltering beats. 

None of this matters for it is all just a dream, he told himself, and without 
another thought, Cyno bit into the disgusting fruit. Its juice was as thick as sap, 
as crimson as blood, tasting of pus and rot. A pain many times worse than the 
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stab wound sliced through his throat, down into his stomach, and the icy feel-
ing burst out of his gut, sliding down his legs, and wrenched the sword wound 
closed. He screamed in agony and collapsed on his back, thrashing in the dark 
pool, staring up into the boughs of the dead tree. Was he awake? Was this 
really happening? 

The shimmering wraith watched on impassively. He felt an invading pres-
ence rifle through his mind in the span of a moment, filtering thoughts like one 
would leaf through the pages of an old book, decades of memories in a breath’s 
space. The goddess was ephemeral, and he knew somehow she couldn’t physi-
cally touch him. But perhaps it was the fruit that was parasitizing his brain, 
relaying his pirated thoughts to her. This was the strangest, most vivid night-
mare he’d ever had!

“M-my lady,” Cyno managed to gasp. “Mother of my life, I—I am yours to 
command.”

You must be my feet and my hands, my eyes and my ears, said the Voice. You 
will bring to me the Most Evil. Serve me faithfully, and I will put nations under your 
feet. Fail me, and I will give you over to torments unspeakable—

Suddenly, the Voice let out a piercing shriek.
“What is it, my lady?” Already Cyno felt his strength returning to him, 

though he dare not rise without her bidding.
The Stone. How did it come to you? the Voice demanded.
Cyno clenched the torc in his hand. He had forgotten about it. “F-from a 

slain knight, my lady.” Well, he assumed Sir Heron was slain.
Is this possible? The spirit seemed to be speaking to herself.
“Anything is possible, it would seem, my lady.”
All was unearthly silent for several minutes. The real world blended with 

his dream, or perhaps it was a trance. Cyno had heard of monks from the east 
entering trancelike states and communing with a higher power. Not that he 
had hitherto believed in a higher power himself. But still….

He finally mustered the courage to speak. “M-my lady?”
Arise! the Voice commanded, and Cyno scrambled to his feet, feeling better 

than he had since he was a Pup. Strong, full of vigor, with the cunning of ten 
Coyotes, and that was saying something.

You will bring me the Most Evil, the Voice continued as Cyno stood before 
the tree. He couldn’t see the goddess anymore, but he felt her power all around 
him and through him. He had no idea what the Most Evil was, but it didn’t 
sound particularly appealing. He was under no delusions that the lady was a 
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benevolent being—out here in the Wastelands, shackled to a dead tree—some-
one was trying to keep her imprisoned. But if there was something out there 
she called the Most Evil, well then, at least she wasn’t the worst! 

But how in the world was he supposed to find the Most Evil?
You must guard that torc with your very life! Tell no one of it, let no one see it. 

Bring me the Most Evil, and I will give you power such as you can only imagine. 
Now go, Cyno son of Cuno.

The Coyote’s skin tingled, and he wasn’t sure if it was the fruit’s power, or 
his own trepidation, but he found himself stammering, “A-as you command, 
my lady.” With that, he wiped the torc with a less-sullied corner of his tunic, 
hung it around his neck, and turned his steps back the way he had come. 

Cyno. Yes, his name was Cyno Dolon, and he was great of valor.



Part I

Treason
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Thrones and Tigers

Onion-and-garlic sausages, sizzling over banked coals, were what the Tiger 
king smelled as he passed through Southgate and into the Citadel proper. He 
was ravenous. Seven days’ hard travel, and he’d barely stopped to eat. He cursed 
under his breath. A week lost to this foolishness of a kingsmeet—a week better 
spent looking for Alaric. They’d lost a day waiting to cross the Narrows Strait 
when a sudden squall had arisen—that was the last time he and his train had 
eaten a real meal, now that Orbo thought about it. 

If only there were more Awakened horses large enough for an eight-foot 
bipedal Great Cat, the journey from the Deep might have taken half the time. 
Even though she had been Corrupted, Orbo could have put that Nightmare, 
Arsoíche, to good use as a pack mule. Of course, that was before the She-bear, 
Tërimrush, had broken her back….

He took in a deep breath of the sausages, albeit mingled with the pungency 
of the market’s smells, many of which were not pleasant—dung and sweat and 
tobacco. The overwhelming smells upon his heightened olfactory sense threat-
ened to make him nauseous. Still, one had to eat. It wouldn’t do to collapse of 
hunger when he presented himself to the High King’s brother.
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Orbo’s skin prickled. Dubric. Even his name was a dirty word in his 
mouth, a stench more obnoxious than the market’s reeks. He hated the under-
king for his conniving, his self-serving, but most of all for his merciless pur-
suit of Prince Chadric’s life. He despised him even more after hearing young 
Quinn Taylor explain Dubric’s part in the Battle at the Sanctuary, supplying a 
host of sellswords dredged up from the pits of Tírsor, Dubric’s country to the 
south, to confront Lupír. Though, of a truth, Dubric was technically within his 
royal rights under the Accord to lend assistance to the Treefolk, even if those 
Treefolk turned out to be on the wrong side. The Aossí had had no dealings 
with the Coedaoine for the better part of a century; the epileptic king would 
only need claim he had no knowledge of Bàsisolc’s malevolent designs on the 
Love Verse, and that would be that. It seemed Dubric had a talent for manipu-
lating the political machine to further his own agenda, and it rankled Orbo 
that the Citadel was in the hands of someone like Alaric’s foul brother.

Moreover, if Dubric the Dark wasn’t rankling enough, the man’s wife was 
sinister enough to put a lackwit off his ease. She was a pale, wretched thing, 
full of bitter envy caused, in part, by a barren womb. Her conspiring far sur-
passed that of her lord husband’s, Orbo could see it in her calculating black 
eyes, looking for any way to raise herself a little higher, or knock everyone else 
a little lower. 

And these were the Aossí left in charge of the kingdom while High King 
Alaric was missing. Orbo would’ve spat on the ground in contempt if his mouth 
hadn’t been so parched.

“Morloy, find the person cooking those sausages and buy the lot,” Orbo 
grumbled to his steward.

The Lynx nodded his head and broke off from the contingent to wend his 
way through the teeming crowds of merchants, peasants and urchins pressing 
through the gate to enter the City. Morloy was small for one of the Leucis, just 
over six feet, and yet the Awakened cats were a rare enough sight in the Citadel 
commons that the Aossí made way for him, many with a look of awe, and a few 
with disdain—though they moved aside just the same. Morloy seemed not to 
care one way or the other.

“And buy anything else he has,” the Tiger king called after him. “And any-
thing else you see that looks fit for consumption. And something to drink!”

Normally Orbo would’ve entered the City from the eastern Kingsgate, a bit 
closer to the castle, where the dawn had just brushed the tops of the Alabaster 
Mountains, setting the milk-white stone alight in blushes of pinks and oranges. 
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Kingsgate was reserved for those of higher status than the commoners, but 
Orbo was exhausted and did not fancy another five mile walk through the foot-
hills without the prospect of a hot breakfast. So they entered the City through 
its main gates, which had opened scarcely fifteen minutes before Orbo and his 
train had arrived. Already the commons were packed with Aossí, and it was 
promising to be a hot day, odd for mid-autumn. The squall from the day before 
had left a muggy wetness in its wake.

The humans gawked at the blue-eyed, pure white Tiger as they parted for 
him to pass. Dressed as he was, without ornament or sigil, bespattered with 
mud and the dust of hard traveling, he was sure none of the Aossí would know 
who he was. Nevertheless, one would have to be blind not to notice the way 
Orbo carried himself, with a graceful dignity and a calmness that belied his 
ferocity. He was, after all, a Tiger. And he carried himself with the quiet pride 
known to his race.

The Citadel spread before him like a shimmering pearl, climbing nearly 
two thousand feet to the midrange of the Alabaster Mountains, from whence 
the entire City had been carved like some colossal marble diorama.

Tradition said it had taken nearly a thousand summers to shape the great 
City of the High King, and that had been a thousand summers ago. The City 
was old, and the ancient keep was as startling as the naked, porcelain mount-
ains which cradled it. The starkness of the range could be seen from a hundred 
miles away, glimmering like glass, and the sheer size of the sprawling City was 
breathtaking. That creatures as small as the Aossí could have constructed such 
a wonder without the assistance of the Coedaoine made Orbo shake his great 
head in amazement. Let it never be said the Fair Folk were not resourceful.

Though his lands—the small country known as Leucis—were barely three 
days’ travel from the Citadel, King Orbo had only visited the City on a handful 
of occasions, and the last time was more than three years prior. While there was 
quite a population of Awakened within its walls, the Great Cats kept mostly to 
themselves and were something of a spectacle here to the five-and-sixty thou-
sand souls that called the Citadel home.

Orbo’s contingent was comprised of five lords and their bannermen and 
stewards, twenty Great Cats in all. 

Lord Sardis, the jet black Panther, was the king’s right hand, though he 
had the habit of licking his paws when he thought no one could see him. Orbo 
tried not to tease him too much about it. 
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Lord Tornet was a gruff Lion of immense proportions with a wild mane 
to match; the right side of his face was shorn of whiskers, puckered from a 
scar long ago received when there had been enmity between the Tigers and 
the Lions. The last battle between the two most powerful species of Awakened 
cats had been some thirty years ago, and it was on that day that Orbo himself 
had given Tornet the mark and won his loyalty, along with his seven hundred 
brethren. The Leucis as a race had only been united under Orbo’s rule and 
subsequently acknowledged a sovereign nation by Alaric’s father, High King 
Ulric—may the Composer give him rest. Prior to that, they had been nomadic, 
warring tribes.  

Lord Forway was a silky Jaguar with a silky voice and a tail as long as his 
ego. His lands were closest to Citadel City, and the Aossí influence of trading 
with the Jaguars for silks and rich foods were well known among the other Cat 
families.  

Lord Careth was a Snow leopard, young and inexperienced; he had just 
inherited his late lord father’s lands, but he was devoted to his king and a prom-
ising warrior. The Snow leopards were the least populous of the Great Cats, 
scarcely a house of seventy. 

Lord Naro, a gangly Cheetah who could run as if a Moorhound was chas-
ing him and never lag for energy. Now, Orbo himself was known to lounge 
from time-to-time, especially after a decent meal, and just watching Naro made 
him tired.

As Orbo surveyed the controlled pandemonium around him, he couldn’t 
miss Grand Adviser Somus towering over the Aossí merchants, even though 
the Elephant’s back was turned to him. At full height, Somus would be nearly 
thirteen feet, and he was of middling size for the Loxon. Now he was stooped 
over and appeared to be haggling with a trader for a cask of fireoil—a substance 
the Loxon used in their purging rituals before Fargazing. 

In truth, fireoil was a wretched, cheap whisky that Orbo simply called “gut-
rot.” It was both fiery and oily, as its name suggested, and Orbo despised the 
liquor, but the Aossí were known to imbibe it for the hallucinations it could 
produce with sufficient quantities. To his knowledge, the Loxon didn’t actu-
ally drink the ghastly stuff, they merely bathed in it. Personally, though, he was 
unsure which was worse.

“Hail, Adviser Somus!” Orbo bellowed over the noise, and the Elephant 
turned far too swiftly for such a giant. His rich blue cloak would have made a 
pleasant-sized tent for one of the Fair Folk. It was embroidered with goldthread 
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and pearls from below the Far-Flung Islands, a treasure highly prized by the 
Loxon, for they were enamored with water and considered anything that came 
from the sea as a divine gift. At Somus’ belt hung a sheathed dagger that would 
look more like a longsword to the Aossí. His tusks cast long shadows in the 
morning sun, encircled with golden bands that spiraled down their length to 
the wicked, sharp points, but were now blunted by gold coronals, signifying 
that His Honor was not a warring Elephant.

The Loxon’s gray eyes lighted upon the Tiger king, and Somus grinned 
broadly.

“Hail, Orbo, King! You are well met,” Somus shouted back with a salute. 
The Aossí caught between them looked back and forth at the two hulking fig-
ures, flabbergasted.

“And Your Honor! What news of Loxon?”
Somus snorted. “Of a truth, wasting time at kingsmeet. Same as Leucis. 

My Queen Werin—may the Composer sustain Her Grace—has little patience 
for these political meanderings, but with His Majesty still not returned, it is a 
tedious necessity. Though you may be pleased to hear the Seer has accompa-
nied Her Grace and will speak on the morrow.”

Orbo was pleased to hear it. The Seer was the Loxon’s great Fargazer, a 
prophetess and historian of Tírcluddaithe. She was a thousand-summers-old, 
he had been told, though no one would dare ask her directly. And she seldom 
left Loxon lands due to her enormous girth, he’d also been told. But when she 
spoke, kings listened, even Aossí kings. Perhaps she would have news of King 
Alaric’s whereabouts, which could save him an awful lot of trouble.

While he wasn’t about to unload his musings on the Loxon adviser in the 
middle of the square, Orbo suspected that there was more to Dubric’s sum-
moning the other sovereigns than the premise of a simple kingsmeet. Knowing 
the truth of Prince Chadric’s disappearance from the Citadel, Orbo was under 
the persuasion that Dubric was using the High King’s absence to consolidate 
power from the other rulers—doubtless there was some self-serving scheme 
at play here. Otherwise the Dark would not have risked calling all of the most 
powerful of the Awakened to the City. It would serve him better to disperse 
the under-kings on counterfeit missions to find King Alaric. If Orbo were to 
hazard a guess, he presumed this wouldn’t be a proper kingsmeet; but rather an 
inquest into his own abilities as a ruler, since it was he who had been tasked by 
Dubric with meeting the High King at the village of Arshúil. Orbo felt certain 
that Dubric had known Alaric wouldn’t be anywhere near the Aossí settlement 
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and had sent him out there to make him look inept. More than likely, Dubric 
had plots in play for the other under-kings as well.

The Tiger pushed these thoughts from his mind; he would deal with accu-
sations in the open forum when and if they came. 

Instead, King Orbo said, “Please pay my compliments to my lady’s grace. 
And do extend my invitation to sup this evening. Your esteemed personage 
must come as well, of course. And the Seer, if so inclined. You will find King 
Dubric’s board much less pleasing to Loxon palates.” Orbo chuckled.

Somus bowed, careful to keep his trunk from touching the ground. “I am 
honored, and will pass your salutations and invitation to my queen. Until then, 
fare you well, great king.” The Elephant saluted again. He paid for his cask of 
fireoil, which was little more than a few mouthfuls (or perhaps a foot bath) for 
the Awakened.

Morloy returned moments later with an extremely fat Aossí in tow. The 
trader was flanked by three boys, whom Orbo assumed were his sons, each half 
as fat as their father and sweating as they pushed small handcarts laden with 
food. Among the couple dozen sausages were two cheese wheels, as white as 
the Citadel itself, a dozen loaves of honeybread, two casks of ale, and a collec-
tion of large red eggs.

Orbo sighed. A poor meal, hardly enough for twenty famished Great Cats. 
And here he’d just gone and invited the queen of Loxon to dinner….

“Is this all, Aossí?” Orbo frowned, looking at the meal.
The fat cook bowed. “Pardons, sire. This is our entire wares. We’ve only 

just started the morning fare, and the eggs are not even cooked.” He looked up 
at the king nervously. He seemed unsure if the Great Cats ate their food raw or 
not, or perhaps he was worried that they thought fat cooks themselves might 
be appetizing.

“It must do,” Orbo said. “My thanks, and a request.”
“Anything, Lord Cat.” The cook bowed again, looking somewhat relieved, 

and his sons followed suit, though the youngest, a lad of perhaps seven sum-
mers, simply stared up at the Tiger in unrepressed awe.

“I will to hire you and your sons to prepare a proper feast by this evening. 
Morloy, pay the man fifty quorin for his lost sales this morn and see to it he 
has enough to gather the meal for this evening. It would please me to offer—”

“Oi, make way t’ere! You’re blockin’ ’alf t’e bloomin’ road!”
Orbo looked up to see a short Aossí dressed in the blacks of the gaolers. He 

was leading three people by an iron chain down the mainway, heading toward 
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Southgate. Two more guardsmen flanked him. Orbo noticed the gaoler had a 
mouthful of wooden teeth, which were rotted themselves by copious amounts 
of kurrzha crammed in the left side of his cheek. 

Sardis growled and moved toward the gaoler. “You’ll want to spit out that 
impudence along with that rot-weed, headsman. You are addressing royalty.”

The gaoler, who was probably used to the Awakened more than the com-
monfolk were, being from the castle itself, seemed unimpressed. “Dressed like 
t’at? May’aps a royal potboy…now, move aside.”

The Panther reached for his blade, but Orbo held out a hand to stay him. 
“Peace, Lord Sardis. We are unadorned.” He looked around at the rabble of 
people who had stopped their business to watch the scene. He noted that 
Somus had already departed. “And we do seem to be interrupting the flow of 
traffic.” 

He drew himself to his full height as Careth declared in a loud voice, “His 
Grace, Orbo third of that name, king and protector of sovereign Leucis!” It 
was not Aossí custom to bend the knee to the Awakened, but there were a few 
shouts of, “Hail, Lord Leucis!” mingled among the masses. 

“Now, gaoler, what is this sad procession?” Orbo motioned toward the 
three wretches chained together.

The short man was startled, now realizing he’d misspoken. Genuflecting, 
he slobbered around a mouthful of sweetroot. “A ’undred t’ousand apologies, 
m’lord. I saw no sigil, and your bannermen were eatin’, not ’eraldin’. Forgive 
me.”

“I bear no offense…yet,” Orbo replied graciously, covering his annoyance. 
“Answer the question.” 

The gaoler looked up at the towering Tiger and pointed with his chin 
toward the only woman among the three prisoners. She was dressed in rags 
with shorn hair, which had probably been cut, at least in part, due to lice. Her 
teeth were as rotten as the gaoler’s. 

“As Your Grace well knows, ’arlotry is outlawed. T’ose caught are banished, 
which is t’e same as death, only it takes little longer and’s a bit more amusin’.” 
He gave a small black smile.

Orbo shook his head. “And the others? What is their crime?”
The gaoler spat a stream of licorice-colored juice. “’Im is what’s a deserter 

from t’e Green Guard, Sire, and t’e sentence is a stretched neck. T’e gibbet 
awaits at Crow’s ’ill. T’other is a trader in manflesh, t’was caught in t’e midst of 
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t’e act, but t’e purchaser took ’is own life, to save us t’e trouble. As Your Grace 
knows, slavery is outlawed, and t’e punishment—”

“Is banishment,” the Tiger king finished with a suppressed sigh. “Yes, I 
know the Old Laws. But His Majesty has not instituted capital punishment in 
nigh on ten summers, to my recollection.”

The gaoler nodded. “Indeed, m’lord. T’ere was scarce need. ’Is Majesty is 
what’s called the Gracious, and not for naught. But t’e Dark ’ad to be stricter to 
answer need for t’e king’s peace.” 

Orbo snorted. “For the king’s peace, eh?” He gave a long, slow look at the 
motley bunch in chains and sighed. “Carry on then, hangman. Long live the 
king’s peace.”

The gaoler bowed again and gave the chain a jerk, this time stepping around 
the Tiger’s contingent. As the prisoners started shuffling toward Southgate, 
the woman shouted, “Leniency, my lord! Leniency, I beg!”

“’Tis not mine to give, dristáill; you are no Leucis,” Orbo replied with a 
slow, sad voice, and turned his back on the doomed. He said to Morloy, “See 
the cook to our chambers. I’ve lost my appetite.”

|

The High King’s throne was named Adhmaid. It was a work of art, a gift 
to the first king of Men, old Hynfel, from the mightiest of the Coedaoine, 
Crannhyn, the Shepherd of the Forest. The throne was millennia old, pre-
sented at the end of the Woods’ War, a token of remembrance to lasting peace 
between Man and the Treefolk and of mankind’s right to rule. Back when the 
world was open to all races, before Crannhyn made the Veil that sequestered 
Tírcluddaithe from the rest of the earth.

The throne was carved—or rather Sung—from a solid oak trunk six feet 
in diameter; it was the symbol of authority, righteousness, justice, and power 
known throughout all the Hidden Lands. The back of the throne was seven 
feet tall, displaying a rich heraldry of glyphs in the chéad teanga. The glyphs 
told the story of how the Treepeople came to the Fair Folk in antiquity past and 
taught them how to rule their own people with dignity and kindness. 

The glyphs also told of the Master Song, the seven Verses of virtue: Love, 
Wisdom, Valor, Might, Kindheartedness, Devotion and Meekness. But after 
thousands of years, mankind had forgotten what the glyphs meant, and most 
people had begun to think perhaps the Master Song was only a legend after 
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all, a nice tale to remind kings and queens that they were only as good as their 
subjects were content. 

King Dubric knew differently. The Master Song was a reality, and the most 
powerful of the Verses, Love, was now in the keeping of a thirteen-year-old girl 
from the Otherworld. He shook his head, thinking of the debacle that whole 
enterprise with Bàsisolc at the Sanctuary had turned out to be. 

He ran his fingers along one of the throne’s arms. The wood was stained 
through the grain in brilliant colors that never seemed to fade: a setting sun 
overlaid in red and orange gold; a blue sky from dark turquoise; the first twin-
kling stars, real diamonds studding the high back; and Talaf, the tallest tree 
in the world with sprawling branches and a maze of roots in warm browns, 
yellows and greens. Sumptuous red velvet cradled the strong arms and cushion 
of the seat—after all these years, as bright as the day it was created; the throne 
seemed to reject dust, gleaming on the dais of High King Alaric’s Great Hall 
in the Citadel City.

The legs of the throne were giant eagle’s claws; the story went that Crannhyn 
the Mighty had a thing for Awakened eagles, like his brother Bàsisolc had a 
thing for Awakened pigs. 

Dubric knew that both stories were true. While he hadn’t seen with his 
own eyes Crannhyn’s Eagle destroy Lupír, the demeglwys guardian, accounts 
from the few Aossí survivors of the Battle at the Sanctuary were enough to 
convince him. 

And that wretched creature, Agenor, had definitely been a Swine before 
he’d lost his head. That information had also come secondhand, but Dubric 
saw no reason to doubt its veracity. Good riddance, he thought. Why Bàsisolc 
had raised that effeminate buffoon to his right hand, Dubric would never 
understand. The second eldest Treeman in the world didn’t seem to have much 
discernment when it came to his underlings.

Dubric dispatched the court attendants, and once they had retired, he 
left his own chair and eased himself into his brother’s throne with a sigh. 
“Magnificent, isn’t it, lady wife?” he whispered, reverently stroking Adhmaid’s 
velveteen arms. 

Basillia nodded her agreement, stifling the jealousy that seared through 
her bosom. Her husband hadn’t caressed her like that in months. She beheld 
him sitting in splendor and tried not to scoff. A petulant younger brother play-
ing at “ruler of creation” whilst his lords and servants whispered behind his 
back. The arrogant curve to his red lips turned her stomach, as did the blue ink 
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that whirled along his arms, signifying his royal majesty—though a majesty 
inferior to that of his brother, Alaric the Gracious. 

The Gracious. This time a small scoff did escape the queen’s lips unbidden. 
Her lord husband’s title was much less grandiose.

 He was called Dubric the Dark. Not the Benevolent. Not the Mighty. 
Not the Terrible. Just the Dark. Supposedly due to his complexion, the black 
hair and beard and eyes, but it was an unspoken jape amongst the royal houses 
of Tírcluddaithe that he was thus called because of his brooding, depressive 
countenance.

And why shouldn’t he be? Basillia thought. An epileptic, relegated to a tiny 
parcel of plains far south from Citadel City—excepting the Far-Flung and 
scarcely a stone’s throw across the stormy waters from that accursed Morsden 
Forest. What a worthless fringe of foolhardy pioneers, madmen and Corrupted 
beasts! Hundreds of miles of waste in Basillia’s opinion. Gnarled, ugly trees; 
snow-crowned mountains harboring nothing but cannibals and blizzards; and 
those fetid swamps teeming with insects the size of small children. The queen 
shuddered, though it was unclear if it was because of the insects or the children. 
She hated both equally. 

Only the northern lands surrounding the Citadel were worth anything. If—
no, when—Dubric ruled as High King, she’d have him hew the whole Forest to 
the dirt, no matter if it took a century—fury of the Treefolk be hanged! Why, 
think of the cities that wood could build! And she wouldn’t mind having some 
fancy table legs or lantern stands fashioned out of Awakened trees, either.

“Something distracts your mind, Queen?” Dubric brought her out of her 
reverie.

“Forgive me, my lord husband,” Basillia inclined her head. “I was overcome 
by how fitting that throne becomes you.”

“It is said that flattery will get you everywhere, my love.” Dubric gave a 
crooked smile and stood with a longing sigh. “Rather droll, being forced to 
return to one’s own meager throne—but alas, the dream thrives.” 

He glanced at his own mahogany throne, brought up from Tírsor, regal 
and opulent by anyone else’s standard. Nevertheless, he flopped into it with 
dissatisfaction, struggling to get comfortable. He clapped his hands, calling 
back the aides into his brother’s hall.

“We have rested,” he told an attendant. “Bring him in.” In truth, he had 
sent the court out only to keep the Tiger waiting.
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“Humbly, m’lord,” the heralder said as he disappeared into the foyer of the 
Great Hall, his soft shoes making a swishing sound on the polished alabaster 
floor stained with gold, green, red and blue. Dubric thought the floor so bright, 
it hurt his head. It would serve Alaric right if his only brother were to drop 
dead from a seizure due to a gleaming floor.

Dubric motioned for his wife to be seated in her own throne, a smaller 
match to his. She obeyed her sovereign, even though she had no relish for 
receiving these odious beasts in the High King’s absence. Kingsmeet was a 
tedious formality that put her into too-close proximity to the Awakened. She 
loathed them almost as much as insects and children.

The heralder returned momentarily with more swishing and announced, 
“His Grace, King Leucis, Orbo the Third.”

No matter how many dealings Dubric had with the Awakened, he found 
it thoroughly unnatural and unnerving being confronted by a walking, talk-
ing eight-foot Tiger. He resented the Treefolk that they ever thought it a good 
idea to Sing these brutes into consciousness, no matter what ridiculous treaties 
were struck between them and the Aossí.

“Welcome, Orbo, welcome! We are honored by your presence! I am thank-
ful word reached to you in time for kingsmeet.” Dubric rose and greeted the 
creature warmly, though he didn’t begrudge his guards gripping their halberds 
a little tighter as the Awakened king entered. The Tiger’s sword was shaped 
like a bloody butcher’s knife, of all things, and could easily impale three knights 
with a single thrust. It must have weighed a hundred pounds.

“Hail, Dubric, king of the South, and champion of His Majesty’s peace! 
You are well met!” the Tiger said.

There was a tinge of sarcasm in “His Majesty’s peace” that Dubric and his 
wife couldn’t help but notice.

Orbo had refreshed himself and dressed in clothing suitable to his royalty, 
but his startling blue eyes with their vertical pupils showed no warmth behind 
his courtesies. He had discarded his traveling clothes and was now arrayed in a 
cashmere cloak of purple, drawn over one shoulder, with black linen breeches 
and knee-high, soft leather boots. His thighs were as thick as Dubric’s torso, 
and Dubric was no small man. Each of the five fingers on his giant hands bore 
rings studded with emeralds and rubies, which were plentiful stones in his 
kingdom. But an unassuming circlet of pale gold rested at an angle over his 
ears. His white fur had been brushed until it gleamed and a waft of perfume 
was carried to the Queen’s nostrils, smelling of amber and musk.
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Behind him followed his entourage, lords of the five predominant families 
in Leucis, each a different species of Great Cat. Basillia could not remember 
their names, but she thought perhaps the Royal Zoo could make better use of 
such fine specimens.

Orbo bowed. “And Queen Basillia, jewel of humanity, perfection of wom-
anly refinement, your very presence sends a command of obeisance through my 
breast.” His long tail swished back and forth as he bowed.

Basillia fought back a smile. Well, these beasts certainly did know how 
to talk. “Your Grace is most welcome, and we thank you for your courteous 
remarks—befitting a sovereign of your stature and couth. How fares the 
mighty land of the Leucis?”

“Well, Queen, most well; though of a truth I have been away from mine 
own hearth nigh these three moons past, on the sad business that I make bold 
to assume predicates the need for the kingsmeet your lord husband has called. 
It was only by the grace of the Composer we were found by the messenger 
Birds, so far were we in eastern Deep.”

“And what news do you bear, my friend?” Dubric asked.
Orbo grimaced. “None so good as we seek, unfortunately. We have found 

no trace of His Majesty Alaric in any of the Aossí settlements of the Covering. 
We have heard rumors, however, of your brother traveling West, though even 
the Coedaoine cannot confirm this.”

“You have been to Suas?” Dubric asked, growing uncomfortable. This 
could have been from surprise that someone had approached the Treefolk on 
their own soil, but Orbo knew it was fear that Dubric’s machinations with the 
Corrupted would be discovered.

Orbo permitted a small smile. “The Awakened have no qualms visiting the 
Coedaoine city; the Treefolk are our fathers after all. The Corrupted, how-
ever….” He let the sentence hang.

The Aossí gentry knew of the Treefolk, but ignored them, whereas many 
of the commoners debated their existence altogether, as it had been nearly a 
century since the Shepherds of Morsden last set foot inside the Citadel. 

Of course, Dubric didn’t know that even now at least one Coeduine was in 
the castle somewhere, the one named Lorne, who had been tasked with watch-
ing over Queen Gayle, Alaric’s wife. Though how he remained hidden was a 
mystery to the Cat as well, seeing as how most of the Coedaoine were eleven 
feet tall. 
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Orbo permitted another small smile, showing his sharp, gleaming teeth. 
There was a lot Dubric didn’t know, and the Tiger was disinclined to enlighten 
him as of yet.

“And news of our dear prince?” Basillia asked.
Orbo’s smile faltered. Here was the tricky part; it was dishonorable to out-

and-out lie to the acting king, but it couldn’t be helped. “Nay, great lady, I am 
saddened to say that we have found no trace of Prince Chadric.”

Which, of course, was utterly untrue. Orbo had left him in the Deep with 
Rhydderch and the weaponsmith, Cadfan, a week prior when the Raven had 
delivered the Dark’s command to kingsmeet. The group had just managed to 
hide Chadric at the Bird’s approach, for if it had recognized His Highness, all 
they had been working toward might have been lost.

At least Dubric had the decency to feign concern. “Though these words 
are never to be uttered beyond this hall, I convince myself now that he did not 
depart on his own, but was rather coerced. I fear for our cherished prince’s 
safety.”

Orbo thought, No doubt you fear you will be unable to find him and kill him 
yourself. But he said, “While my heart warms to see you, great king and queen, 
I had hoped to see the High King returned to his royal throne with the heir 
apparent. The Leucis again pledge their fealty to King Alaric and all his true 
family. We disavow any prior knowledge of this nefarious deed—the kidnap-
ping of Prince Chadric—nor who might be behind it. Furthermore, we will 
continue to aid in the search for the missing sovereigns. We humbly request 
from Your Grace a hand in the swift, dreadful retribution against the perpe-
trators of such heinousness. Mine own sword shall fall upon the necks of those 
villains involved, be they of mean or royal birth. It will be as I have said.”

It was a subtle jab. Orbo knew he must tread carefully, and yet his own 
sense of righteous anger waxed hot, for here before his very eyes were those self-
same villains, though he had no other proof than the word of an Otherworlder 
girl—and what he heard from his own heart. At that moment, the feral part 
of his Tiger’s personality wanted to declare himself and plunge his sword into 
the Corrupted king’s chest. The royal part of his personality told him that fool-
hardiness would yield nothing, and after all—he did not wish to taint his new 
sword, a twenty-times-folded work of skill and true artistry, with the blood of 
a traitor. (He had been in need of a new sword after setting the last one on fire 
to fight off an onslaught of Mistfolk, though as much as he wanted to, he could 
hardly credit those misdeeds to the Dark.)
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Dubric feigned a sad countenance. Orbo couldn’t tell if he’d picked up on 
the threat or not. “Alas, I had hoped you would have seen better success in 
returning the prince home safely—if not also his royal father. But of course, I 
am sure you are doing all that is within your power, so know then, King Orbo, I 
accept your leal service on behalf of my dear brother, whilst I despondently rule 
in his stead. For the nonce, I am sure your travels have left you tired. Would 
you care to retire until this evening and deign to join us for dinner?”

Orbo bowed. “If I may beg Your Grace’s pardon, the Loxon queen is to 
join me for a banquet this evening. It is a rare opportunity for the leaders of the 
Awakened to meet.” He was skirting the realm of discourtesy here, not offering 
to have the Aossí under-king and his wife join them—especially while under 
his own hospitality; but of a truth, Orbo didn’t think he could stomach sharing 
a meal with this quisling.

Dubric seemed about to protest, but his wife did not attempt to conceal 
her relief overmuch. “Of course, dear Orbo. We understand that it would be 
proper for you to sup with your own kind. I am sure you have much to discuss.”

Which meant she’ll have a spy listen in on their conversation, Orbo knew.
The Dark cleared his throat. “Yes. Yes, of course, we understand. But you 

will do us the courtesy of dining tomorrow after kingsmeet, we trust.”
Orbo bowed again. “It is my pleasure to await your summons. I thank you.” 

He pulled up to his full height, about to ask leave to retire, when he said, “Of 
Queen Gayle, how fares she? Her anguish must be overwhelming, not knowing 
the situation of her lord husband and royal son.”

Basillia sighed theatrically, adding a downcast mien. “Her Majesty has 
taken to her chambers and will brook no visitors, and I no longer lament mine 
own barrenness quite so much. The thought of one’s beloved offspring possibly 
being in such peril….” She shuddered. “Of a truth, though, it is the lack of 
knowledge that must be tormenting Her Majesty so.”

The queen took a breath, as if debating what to say. “In your private ear, 
we know His young Highness is headstrong and adverse to the responsibilities 
concerning his future kingdom; I am not sure what the conspirators hope to 
accomplish taking the prince captive. His lady mother pines in his absence, 
and she positively makes herself sick over her missing lord husband, as do all 
the subjects of Tírcluddaithe, naturally. But King Alaric has thrown himself 
with every fiber of his being into seeing his son’s safe return, neglecting even the 
daily requirements of his sworn duty, entrusting such matters to my capable 
lord husband. If I may make bold, when we arrived to Citadel City, we felt a 
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trifle overwhelmed—the state of the kingdom bordering lawlessness—but we 
are rising to the challenge of ruling so far-stretched a united kingdom in my 
lord brother-in-law’s absence.” 

And relishing every moment of it, Orbo thought, reflecting on the three con-
demned wretches at Southgate this morning.

“One last thing, King Orbo,” Dubric added. “For the now, we are with-
holding any details—such as we have them—from the citizenry. I trust you 
understand the need for keeping this close to the chest.”

The Tiger nodded. “Of course, my lord.” Orbo bowed and took his leave, 
eager to be away from the Dark and his leech of a wife. His entourage withdrew 
with him, leaving Dubric and Basillia in the Great Hall with only the herald 
and the kingsguard. 

The under-king dismissed them then and, taking a deep breath, eased him-
self back into his brother’s throne. “Do you think this will work, Basillia?” he 
asked quietly. “This could turn back upon us, if the Leucis rise up.”

She seemed pensive for a moment, though in her mind she was already 
resolved. “It will work. We need a scapegoat, a pawn, one might say. That over-
grown housecat commands great respect from all the Awakened rulers; his 
power must be contained first, and civil war would give you reason for declaring 
martial law and consolidating the kingdoms under one rule…your rule, my lord 
husband. Of a truth, I half hope the Great Cats do rise up; it would hasten our 
plans. I do not foresee a downside.”

Dubric thought on this and then nodded. He stretched out in the giant 
throne, trailing his finger along the rich velvet, dreaming of the day it would 
be his.

He looked almost happy there, and Basillia almost wanted to smile. Instead, 
she gave the slightest of winks. “The throne suits you, my love.”


