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Chapter 1

 
 
Sithral Tyr had been trapped in a long, dreamless slumber. He knew as he started to awaken that something was terribly wrong. Before he even opened his eyes, his body was besieged by a pain so intense as to drive him to the brink of madness. It centered in his spine and pulsed with every frenzied beat of his heart and, mercifully, faded to numbness as it spread from his hips towards his feet. He couldn’t move. The lack of feeling in his legs left him with no sense of where they were. 
Tyr opened his eyes for a moment and was horrified by what he saw: a monster— no, a demon. Half again as tall as a man but black as night and glossy with a triangular head, it stood over him, blood dripping from its six-inch claws. He shut his eyes again, hoping to be mistaken for dead. This was impossible. Such a creature didn’t truly exist, but the foul stench of decay and the muffled screams coming from below were real. An alien memory came to him of its black eyes glittering with anticipation as it sank its claws into him.
“Stop,” a man cried in a voice shrill with fear. He sounded close, but Tyr didn’t dare open his eyes again to see. “I’m your summoner. I called you forth as my champion. You’re bound to me.”
Familiarity danced around Tyr’s mind. A man he knew perhaps, but the pain in his back made his thoughts sluggish and put recognition out of reach.
“You are mistaken,” it said. Its tri-tonal voice felt like knives slicing Tyr’s ears to ribbons. “I am bound to Crigoth Sevae. You do not command me.”
Then he heard the man choking, followed by a sharp intake of breath and the thud of something heavy hitting the floor.
The screaming below started anew but faded to silence as Tyr’s mind lost the battle with pain. He slipped into comfortable nothingness. 
 
When he next awoke, all was quiet, and a merciful, heavenly warmth was flowing into his body, washing away the pain as water did blood from a wound. He willed it to continue, nearly coming to tears with relief. The sensation of pinpricks moved down his legs and dissipated as the agony in his back faded to a dull ache. After a moment, he could feel his feet and even wiggle his toes. With his mind no longer clenched in pain, a memory began to take shape: being stabbed in the belly by the sword of Daia Saberheart and sinking to his knees in the weeds beside the road while blood and entrails filled his hands. Distantly he wondered why the pain was in his back rather than in his gut.
When he opened his eyes, he saw the warrant knight Gavin Kinshield kneeling beside him, looking at him curiously. “You!” Tyr said. Then he caught sight of his surroundings. This wasn’t the road where he and his friend Toren had battled Kinshield and Saberheart but a cottage upon whose wooden floor he lay, unarmed and defenseless. 
Tyr blinked, confused, unsure how he’d gotten here. Images of an otherworldly demon plagued his thoughts. Not far away, his former associate Brodas Ravenkind lay unmoving. He must have been the man Tyr had heard begging for his life. Then that would have meant the demon was real. Ravenkind’s guard Red and two women battlers were also dead. Then he saw what was left of his token, a green cat figurine made of porcelain. He had chosen it to house his soul when the clan elders condemned him for saving the children of his village several years earlier. Now it lay shattered on the floor.
Kinshield took him by the arm and hauled him to his feet. Pain flared in Tyr’s hip and shoulder, not completely healed. “You can thank me later,“ Kinshield said. ”Now you’re going to gaol.” 
Gaol? Before Tyr had a chance to understand what was happening, Kinshield pulled him roughly outside. Tyr blinked hard in the bright sunshine while his eyes struggled to adjust. “What are the charges?” he asked. His voice was higher in pitch than usual but not high enough to sound effeminate.
Two women battlers bound his wrists with a leather strap. That was when he first saw that his hands were much paler than they should have been and lacked the tattooed ward lines he’d had since he was born. Seeing his unwarded hands was shocking, but when he saw breasts jutting from his chest, he cried out in alarm.
A woman? How is this possible?
He thought of the soulcele token shattered on the floor, his memory of being stabbed on the road and subsequent dreamless slumber, this new body. By the gods! He hadn’t been asleep. He’d been dead.
Things were starting to make sense. The previous owner of this body must have died at the hands of the monster he’d seen, and Tyr’s soul, released from the token, had taken up residence, submitting him to the excruciating pain of the injury that had caused her death. “Where’s the demon?” he asked his captors. “It killed— tried to kill me. It killed Ravenkind.”
“King Gavin saved you,” one of the battlers told him, a woman who looked vaguely familiar. “He saved us all.”
King Gavin? he wondered. How long have I been dead?
The next couple of hours passed quickly. Tyr was taken to the Lordover Tern’s gaol and walked forcibly down a corridor while prisoners on both sides hooted and whistled and propositioned him. He was put in a cell that measured roughly one and a half paces by two with stained brick walls. The bed was a canvas hammock whose four corners were tied to a stiff iron bed frame. Dark, wet filth had gathered in the corners of the cell where the floor met the walls. The smell of old human waste and sweat permeated the gaol, causing Tyr and the other prisoners to cough, sometimes in uncontrollable fits. 
He was given a dented, tin cup and two buckets, one filled with water and the other empty. He looked down into the water bucket at his reflection. For all his thirty-three years, the only reflection he’d ever known was Sithral Tyr’s narrow, angular face with the black lines and swirls around his eyes, nose, mouth and ears. The face looking back at him now was not only more feminine but wider of jaw, thicker of lips, and rounder of eye. The button nose had a bump at the bridge. The chin was flat and smooth, lacking his whiskers and cleft. He touched the soft, black hair that hung forward and pushed it back over his ears as he gazed into the dark eyes. Who was this woman and how had she died, leaving a body that, with a bit of magic healing, was perfectly serviceable? She hadn’t even been dead long enough to soil her clothes before Tyr’s soul took it over.
He lay on the bed and tentatively explored his new body with slender fingers, trying to force his mind to grasp what his hands were telling him. He was a woman now, and judging from the thickness of his forearms and the hardness of his biceps and legs, a battler. The Tyr he’d always been was male. Could he learn to think of himself as a she? He’d always considered the women of Thendylath pathetic, foolish seductresses. Now he was one of them, but he didn’t feel any less dignified or wise. The notion both disturbed and intrigued him. At least he was alive, by the grace of the gods he thought had forsaken him and, he thought grudgingly, Gavin Kinshield. 
He looked up and saw someone peering at him through the little window in the door, a man with black hair and beard and decisive eyes.
“Who’s there?” Tyr asked, sitting up. “What do you want?”
“You’ll find out soon enough,” the visitor said. He chuckled and walked away.
 



Chapter 2 

 
 
Some hours later, after the sun had set and the gaol was lighted only by a few lamps on the walls in the corridor, roaches and centipedes crawled boldly across the floor and up the walls. Several pairs of footsteps approached, but the bugs didn’t bother to hide. Tyr stood against his cell door, looking out through the square opening. The black-beard returned with two guards and a squat, well-dressed man, who wore his long, white hair braided and tied back into a single tail, and another braid in his gray beard. The old man’s eyebrows were so bushy, he ought to have braided them as well. The guards each held an oil lamp. This new visitor put on a pair of spectacles.
“Who’re you?” Tyr asked. 
The black-beard struck the iron door with the underside of his fist hard enough to make it clang. He was dressed in the red and black livery of the Lordover Tern. “Shut your mouth, wench, or I’ll shut it for you. Continue, Chancellor.”
The white-hair unrolled a scroll, and began to read aloud. “I, Feelic Durras, Chancellor to the Lordover Tern, hereby proclaim, by the power granted to me by His Lordship, that the following charges are brought against Cirang Deathsblade...”
Cirang Deathsblade. The name was unfamiliar to him yet fit comfortably in his mind like well worn boots. Yes, he thought as a memory surfaced. That had been her name, the woman whose body he now owned.
“... formerly of the Viragon Sisterhood, in the name of the King of Thendylath. Charge one: murder of the man Rogan Kinshield, a husband, father and brother.”
“Wait,” Tyr said. “I’m innocent of this charge.”
“Quiet, wench,” the black-beard barked. 
“You’ll have your chance to address these charges during your hearing before the lordover,” the chancellor said. He looked back down at his paper. “Charges two through eleven: kidnapping of the woman Liera Kinshield and her three sons, kidnapping of the woman Feanna Vetrin and her three daughters, and kidnapping of two Viragon Sisters, Nasharla and Dona. Charge twelve: treason against the King and the Kingdom of Thendylath.”
“Is that all?” Tyr asked. He yawned.
The chancellor huffed and blustered, rolling up the scroll hastily. “I suggest, young lady, that you more carefully consider the attitude you display in the face of such serious charges. Cockiness is unflattering in a woman. Perhaps you require extra time to consider your manner before the lordover hears your response.”
Tyr listened to the men’s footsteps fade down the hall. He had no memory of kidnapping anyone or doing anything treasonous, and had only learned there was a king earlier that day. These allegations were false, though proving his innocence might be challenging.
As soon as the door shut at the end of the corridor, his fellow prisoners broke their silence.
“Who’s the new king, Cirang?” his neighbor asked. “Tell us his name.”
If the knowledge was uncommon, then that must have meant Gavin Kinshield had only recently claimed his place on the throne. There Tyr was, in gaol, and already he had something to bargain with. “What’s that information worth to you?” he asked.
“Even if I had coins to pay for it, you’ll never be able to spend it.”
“You’ll be lucky if you don’t lose your head,” someone else said. “Tell us who the king is.”
“If I tell you, then you will each owe me a favor, payable at my request.”
“Yeh, sure.”
Other prisoners agreed to the terms, probably thinking that Tyr would never be able to collect. “All right, we owe you one favor each,” the first fellow said. “Who is he?”
“The new king of Thendylath,” Tyr said, “is the warrant knight Gavin Kinshield.” 
Some of the prisoners cursed or groaned in despair. Others expressed outrage that a ’ranter could rule a country. Tyr lay back down on the bed with his hands clasped behind his head, smiling into the darkness.
 
 
Of all the predicaments Sithral Tyr had ever found himself in, the most annoying was being a woman. The first time he squatted over the piss bucket, he messed his trousers. The menses came after a few days, and it embarrassed him to have to constantly ask the guards for rags to wear between his legs. They made him rinse the bloody ones himself and drape them over the posts of his bed to dry. The cramp in his lower belly was terribly uncomfortable, and his request for pain tea went ignored. He found no relief aside from the passage of time when the menses ended their course.
Eventually, Tyr learned to remember bits of Cirang’s life as a girl, a woman and a sword fighter, yet he also remembered his own life as a Nilmarion man, husband and father. He remembered traveling to Thendylath aboard a ship pulled through the water by two huge sea snakes, committing his first murder, and feeling his soul darken with the foulness of evil. Over the following few years, he’d stolen things and murdered people and sold orphans to slavers, whose ships docked in Lavene — things he’d never have done before his descent. He had no use for remorse or sorrow. Even in this body he was unburdened by female sensibilities. Thinking back on the crimes he’d committed as the man Sithral Tyr, he regretted nothing except the clues he’d left behind that had gotten one pesky ’ranter closer to arresting him than he’d have liked. 
Cirang Deathsblade was not without her own dark past. Though he felt no shame or remorse for her murder of a Viragon Sister and the framing of Daia Saberheart for it, he was clever enough not to boast. It was a crime for which he’d never face justice as long as he kept it to himself.
Days stretched into weeks while he waited for the new king to judge him for Cirang’s crimes. He went hungry at times because some of the guards claimed to have run out of food by the time they reached his cell with the slop bucket. In truth, they were afraid of him. He was certain of it, for he’d heard them arguing in whispers outside his door over whose turn it was to enter her cell to feed her or take her waste pail or fill her water bucket. His memory of Cirang’s life shed no light on the reason for their wariness, but he saw it in their eyes when they approached and in their haste in performing their tasks before locking the door and scurrying back up the corridor.
During the days, he spent his time staring at his pale, unwarded hands. Sewn into the skin of every newborn Nilmarion by the village shaman, the natal ward kept him safe from the evils through childhood. Its purpose was to protect him until he was old enough for the ward of readiness. While Tyr had become accustomed to seeing the unwarded faces and hands of the people of Thendylath, the lines on his own hands, and the reflection of those on his face, had always provided a comfort that resonated with the deepest, oldest part of himself. Although the ward lines hadn’t ultimately protected him from the evils as he’d been raised to believe, seeing his hands without them disturbed him greatly.
Nights were the worst. Time and again, he dreamed of bloody claws sinking into his skin, twisting his body and breaking his back with a snap. He awoke gasping for air and clutching at the muscle spasms in his back. He relived the demon’s brutal attack so many times over those weeks that he feared falling asleep. The injury that had caused Cirang’s death had only hurt for an instant, while the memory of it would be eternal. One night after another, he lay on the bed late into the mirknight, too tired to stay awake but too fearful of that awful pain to let his mind relax without jerking awake in anticipation every few minutes. 
Some nights weren’t as bad. Those were the ones in which the horror of the demon, reaching for him with its black-clawed hands, made him scream aloud, waking with a start before the worst part came. Those nights, his fellow prisoners cursed him unsympathetically and promised to punish him in the most unpleasant of ways once they were freed.
One night, he dreamed the demon had him by the throat in its vice-like grip, just as it had done to Ravenkind. Tyr awoke gasping, unable to breathe. Something covered his mouth and pinched his nose shut. He tried slapping it away and felt what seemed like dozens of arms and hands pushing him down, wrestling his arms to his sides and spreading his legs apart. A candle cast shadows of his multi-armed attacker onto the wall above his bed. Trying to climb on top of him was the dreaded black-beard — the new gaol warden, appointed after the old warden was promoted to lordover’s captain. Tyr fought harder, realizing the warden had brought a friend.
Then Tyr realized he’d been stripped of his trousers. He managed to shake off the hand over his mouth. “No! Get off me, you ugly bas—” he said before he was muzzled once again.
“What’s happenin’ over there?” asked the prisoner in the adjacent cell.
“Shut up and mind your own business,” black-beard snapped. 
Tyr got his right leg free and tried to slam his knee into black-beard’s groin, but the man was already on top of him. The blow did little to deter his attacker.
“Hold her legs, damn it.”
The guard got a hold of Tyr’s ankle and pushed it down onto the bed. Tyr bucked as hard as he could under the warden’s weight. He slammed his forehead into black-beard’s face. Black-beard reeled, freeing Tyr’s right hand. He drove his thumb into black-beard’s left eye. The warden rolled off him, screaming, and fell onto the floor. Now, with his hands free, Tyr sat up, grabbed the guard’s head, and jammed both thumbs into his eyes too. The guard screamed and let go, flailing with his arms and stumbling backwards. Other prisoners demanded to know what was happening.
Now free, Tyr leaped to his feet and into a fighting stance. “The warden and his guard are trying to ravish me,” he said. 
“Who the hell cares?” said one prisoner. “Just shut up and take it.”
“The lordover’ll hear about this,” said another.
“Extra meal rations for a week might keep us quiet about it, though,” said a third.
Such a mixed reaction from his fellow inmates reminded Tyr that he hadn’t made much of an effort to win friends here, but at least the attack was halted. For now. He hated to think he would have to call in his favors to corroborate this assault.
Black-beard got to his feet and yanked his trousers up. “You gotta go to sleep sometime,” he said with a sneer.
The guard picked up his candle. In its flickering light, Tyr could see his eyes were bloody. He smirked, certain he could use this proof to get the warden and guard fired for their attack or at least branded.
He was wrong. He had only the guards to hear his complaint the next morning, and it went unreported, as did his demands to see the lordover. Over the next few weeks, he slept as he could during the day and remained watchful at night.
One afternoon, he was awakened by the bells in the temple tolling. He counted twenty times, though it may have been twenty-one. The other prisoners speculated and bet each other on the reason for it, but Tyr had no guess as to why they would be ringing. Later that day, a new guard with puppy eyes and a boyish smile arrived with the slop bucket and spilled the news: dignitaries across Thendylath, as well as a few visiting from friendly nations, had come to watch Kinshield receive his crown in a huge ceremony.
So it was official, Tyr thought. He wasn’t surprised. The warrant knight had taken the gems from the rune tablet — a feat Tyr had attempted many times over the years — and that was proof enough to the people Gavin Kinshield deserved to rule Thendylath.
It started raining the next day. It rained for one week, then another, then another. Tyr couldn’t help but wonder whether the gods were drowning Thendylath in retribution for putting a ’ranter on the throne. It seemed fitting somehow.
Late one morning, roughly three weeks after the coronation, the clang of the door being unlocked echoed down the narrow corridor, followed by two pairs of boots clomping rhythmically on the stone floor. With every approaching footstep, keys on an iron ring jingled a tune that made Tyr’s grumbling stomach sing in anticipation. The other prisoners began to complain loudly when the guards didn’t stop at their cell doors. Not feeding time. Perhaps someone would be freed. Or put to death.
The warden’s ugly bearded face filled the small window of his cell door and Tyr’s heart with apprehension. 
 



Chapter 3 

 
 
Water ran down the slopes of the mountains that embraced the capitol city of Tern, streaming from every direction to converge and rush down the main road. It covered the street, gushing downhill and threatening to carry with it anything or anyone not heavy enough or tied down strongly enough to resist its force. Those whose homes sat at higher elevations used bags of sand and gravel to direct the water around their houses instead of through them. Others weren’t so lucky and had to abandon their homes and seek refuge with relatives or friends whose houses had not yet flooded.
The River Athra, swollen to the tops of its banks, roared through the city like an angry beast. The river that provided the citizens of Tern its drinking water now threatened their lives with its crumbling banks and overflow.
Gavin Kinshield called for a halt where the water had started to spill over the eroded bank and form a rivulet that, if left unchecked, would damage the homes and businesses in its path. “Let’s build this bank up here,” he shouted over the roar of the river. He swung down from the back of his warhorse and joined the dozen others with him in unloading sandbags from their wagon. The people working alongside him, men and women who served as battlers and carpenters and cooks and acolytes of the church, formed a line and began passing sandbags from the wagon to where Gavin received and stacked them on the bank. With his great height, every time he bent down to place a bag, the cloak on his back shifted forward and got in the way. It wasn’t keeping him dry anyway, and so he pulled it off and tossed it over Golam’s gray rump, then turned back to the task at hand. He’d lost his hat at the last spot upstream, and now rain dripped into his eyes and mouth and soaked his tunic and trousers, making them cling heavily to his body.
“My liege,” one of the men said. “We can handle it from here. Why don’t you go inside and dry off? We wouldn’t want you catching your death.”
Gavin grinned and shook his head. “And let you have all the fun?” 
He preferred any sort of physical labor to sitting on his arse listening to people bicker over whose idea had the most merit or whose fault this or that problem was. Becoming king hadn’t been his choice. Not truly. He’d gotten trapped into the job when his ancestor Ronor Kinshield made a promise to King Arek two hundred years earlier, but that wasn’t where the story started. It hadn’t even started when the king’s trusted mage, Crigoth Sevae, summoned the beyonder champion Ritol to kill King Arek. It had begun when Sevae decided to take the throne for himself, begging the question that tapped Gavin’s shoulder: why? He didn’t have the answers, not yet, though he awoke every morning with the question on his mind. Hauling and stacking sandbags in the pouring rain was a pleasant diversion.
After he’d closed the rift between the realms to stop the constant invasion of beyonders upon Thendylath, clearing the palace of debris had provided Gavin a means to keep his body strong, but that task was finished. Now, his most pressing concern — more urgent than satisfying his curiosity about the country’s history — was keeping his people safe.
He took another bag from the woman beside him and stacked it on the ground to build up the eroded riverbank. If the residents of Tern were in danger of losing their homes or livelihood from the flooding, the people living in towns downstream could be worse off. If the levees held, they might escape disaster, but many of those levees were old and in need of repair. His mind continued to churn as he arranged bags until the rivulet disappeared. How was the rest of Thendylath faring in this torrential rain? Crops would be under water, livestock would be going hungry. A hard winter was in store for his people. 
Gavin paused with a bag in his hands, uncertain whether the sound he heard was a rumble of thunder or something else. There was no lightning flashing among the dark clouds.
“Anyone hear thunder?” he asked.
“No, my liege,” came several replies.
Aldras Gar, his sword whispered in his mind. He didn’t think he would ever hear the enchantment’s warning again, after the beyonders had been vanquished.
Gavin dropped the bag of sand and looked around for an enemy while he reached over his left shoulder for the hilt of his sword.
Small rocks tumbled down the face of the mountain slope on the opposite bank, and then what looked like a sheet of earth started to slide. “Get back!” he yelled, waving his arms to the people working beside him. “Everyone, get back.” He gathered them up with arms spread wide and pushed them towards the street. From behind him came a deep rumble. Rocks and bits of dirt began to rain down on the river from bank to bank and beyond. A few large rocks fell with a hard thud and spit debris and water in all directions, spattering the wary onlookers. A boulder came loose and first slid, then bounced down the slope, its leaps getting bigger as it picked up speed. 
Aldras Gar.
It took an angled bounce and veered towards Gavin and his team. People screamed and turned to run. One hand grabbed Gavin’s arm and another his shirt to try to pull him out of the boulder’s path. 
And then everything slowed. A couple men yelled, “Save the king!” as they leaped towards him to shield him from the brunt of the force. Gavin’s mind went immediately to the hilt of his sword. With his will, he focused through its gems as if they were spectacles for his magic. He swung the sword and at the same time pushed from his gut. The hands pulled him off balance, and he started to fall. In a brilliant flash of light, Aldras Gar sliced the boulder in two. The force of the blow sent the boulder halves hurtling through the air. One landed in the raging river, and the other slammed into the mountain, burying half of its mass in the wet dirt. The impact sent a spray of water, pebbles and mud outward. The onlookers shielded their faces with their arms just as the gush of water drenched them. The onslaught ended as quickly as it had started. Mud and rocks settled, and all was still again on the mountain slope.
Everyone cheered. Hands patted Gavin’s shoulder and back, and grasped his arm to help him stand. 
“By the gods, did you see that?” someone exclaimed.
“You saved our lives,” said another.
“That was the most excitement I’ve had in three months,” Gavin said. He grinned broadly, standing there wet from head to toe and speckled with bits of earth. In his hand, Aldras Gar vibrated like the fading gong of a bell. He missed times like this — working hard, saving people, and showing off for the ladies.
“I’ve never seen such a thing!” one woman said.
“My first glimpse at your magic. It was a marvel!” another exclaimed.
“My liege,” a man said, “are you injured?”
Gavin snorted. Falling on his arse in the mud wasn’t quite enough to hurt him, though he understood their concern. He was the first king in more than two hundred years, and nobody wanted to bury him before he sired an heir. “I’m fine. Anyone get hurt?”
Assured that all had returned to normal, Gavin resheathed his sword and went to inspect their work. A few of the sandbags had taken a beating and spilled their guts into the river, but for the most part, the bank was holding. “Let’s patch this up and move on to the next spot.”
“Your Grace,” someone called.
Gavin flinched, realizing that meant him. It was going to take him a while to get used to answering to the various titles people gave him, though he supposed he preferred majesty and grace to ’ranter. If he heard that denigration ever again, he would be wearing someone’s teeth around his wrist.
A rider, hunched under his cloak, trotted towards him, splashing through the mud and puddles and waving an arm. “Your Grace, Lord Dawnpiper asked me to find you. He requests you return to the palace straight away.”
 



Chapter 4 

 
 
“Cirang Deathsblade. Get up. The lordover wants to see you,” the warden said. He unlocked and opened the cell door. Over his red and black uniform, he wore a dripping wet, leather cloak. Behind him stood a guard, similarly dressed, his hand resting on the hilt of his blade as if Tyr had the strength to attack and flee. 
“So soon? And I was just getting comfortable.” Tyr’d been in this gaol cell for nearly three months without being questioned as the chancellor’d promised, but the warden just stared at him blankly. There was no sport in taunting a man too stupid to know he was being taunted. 
Though the rain’s incessant drumming on the roof irritated the ears and made him long for a single moment of silence, the worst part was when it had started soaking into the rear wall of his cell. A puddle had appeared at the junction of the floor and wall and had grown to cover almost a third of the cell. 
Tyr avoided stepping in it when he stood. Though he’d be walking in the rain shortly, he took care to keep the dry area dry, in case he had to come back after his hearing. Of course, it wouldn’t be long before the entire gaol was flooded and he’d have no dry spot to stand on.
The warden had told him he was the king’s prisoner, yet every time Tyr asked for an audience with Kinshield, he was told the king was busy with important matters and couldn’t be bothered with the likes of her. “Is he taking me to the king?”
“You can ask him yourself.” The warden tossed Tyr a wet cloth, followed by a bundle of white fabric. “Clean yourself up, and then put that on.”
Tyr dropped the gown to the ground, where it began to soak up water. “I’m not wearing that. Not for the lordover, not for the king, not for anyone.” Despite the body having female parts, Sithral Tyr had always been a man, and he would dress as one. Even she wouldn’t have submitted to it. The last time she’d worn a gown was before she’d joined the Viragon Sisterhood when she was fourteen.
“The Lordover Tern has more traditional values,” he said. “The meeting’ll go better for you if you do.”
Cirang had met the man before, and Tyr knew from her memories the warden spoke truly, but he stood defiantly silent. He wouldn’t wear a dress, and they couldn’t force him into one.
“Suit yourself. At least clean up so you don’t offend him with your stench.”
Tyr started to unlace his trousers and stopped, mindful of the men’s blatant stares. He’d never been modest before, but in this body, he was vulnerable to the disreputable longings of a man. Could he best the warden a second time? The question wasn’t one Tyr wanted to put to a test, and so he turned around. “Close the door and step away from the window. I won’t have you gawking while I make myself presentable.”
The warden licked his lips and grinned but stepped back into the corridor and shut the door.
Tyr used the cloth to wipe his face and hands clean and then let his trousers slide down to his ankles. Three puncture scars puckered the skin on the front of his left hip, a permanent reminder of how Cirang Deathsblade had met her end. If he twisted his torso and craned his neck, he could see the other two in the back, but he didn’t need to. Even the gentlest swipe of the cloth told him the injury hadn’t fully healed. Marring his chest, shoulder and back on the left, a similar wound made him wince when it came time to wash his upper body. He ran the cloth under his arms and between his legs, reminded again the body wasn’t the one he was born in. 
He paused, unsure whether he’d imagined the hot breath on his neck or it was real. He turned to find the warden standing only inches away with one hand down the front of his trousers. He grabbed Tyr by the hair and yanked him up close. “Don’t fight and it won’t hurt as bad.” 
Something poked his belly. Something Tyr didn’t want to think about. “Don’t. I’ll tell the lordover,” he said.
“I’ll tell the lordover,” the warden said in a mocking voice. “You think Celónd cares about a dirty wench like you?” His breath was hot in Tyr’s ear. He shoved Tyr away with a laugh. “Soon, bitch, but not today.”
With the trousers bunched around his ankles, Tyr stumbled and barely caught himself. He yanked his trousers up and laced them, then smoothed the tunic’s hem into place. “Not any day, if you value your life.” 
 The guard snapped iron shackles onto Tyr’s wrists, tossed a cloak over his shoulders, and gripped his upper arm as they walked past the other cells filled with hooting, lustful men and outside into the rain. The injury to his hip made his step uneven, though the pain wasn’t as bad now as it had been at first. Tyr squeezed his eyes shut against the rain and trusted his escort to lead him.
They entered a building in which the foyer was clean and stylish, decorated by a statue of a breaching whale. A handsome man in a trim, red and black suit met them at the door. “Wipe your boots,” he said. “I won’t have you tracking mud across the lordover’s floor.” Satisfied Tyr and his guards had wiped their feet sufficiently on the small rug, he led them down the hallway, knocked twice on a closed dark oak door and opened it. Inside, Dashel Celónd, the wiry, redheaded Lordover Tern, sat at a wide desk, writing.
From his pinched expression and stiff shoulders, the lordover struck Tyr as a churlish and resentful man who made snap judgments. This wasn’t the kind of person Tyr could easily manipulate, nor was he in the position of doing favors for Celónd to win his loyalty, as had been his favored business strategy when he’d been a man. Without his resources, reputation, and exotic look, he needed a new approach, and he had what men wanted. 
It was time for Sithral Tyr to abandon his identity as a Nilmarion man and start thinking of himself as the swordswoman, Cirang Deathsblade. He didn’t need to adopt her weaknesses, but he was stranded in her body, perhaps forever. It was time to explore her strengths.
“The king’s prisoner, my lord,” the guard said.
Cirang smiled seductively and stepped in.
 



Chapter 5 

 
 
“They’re already assembled in the council chamber, my liege,” the boy said.
“Aw, hell,” Gavin muttered. The meeting. He was expected to name a new Supreme Councilor of the Militia, with three people hoping to be appointed. Someone was going to be unhappy but hopefully not disgruntled enough to leave his service. He rode back to the rear door of the palace, where a stable hand took Golam to be wiped down, and serving staff awaited with towels and dry slippers. Two women followed him, wiping the trail of water from the polished marble floor as he walked to the residence wing, where he continued to dry off and dress for the day. 
The clothes made for him were styled like the loose-fitting tunic and trousers he’d preferred as a warrant knight, though they were adorned with elaborate stitching that seemed to him a waste of thread. His adviser and longtime friend, Edan Dawnpiper, had insisted he dress more like a king than a battler, and so Gavin offered the compromise. The high-collared jacket with narrow cuffs he couldn’t abide for anything but formal occasions, not only because during the late summer it was too hot, but because it was too snugly tailored. Despite having a contingent of ever-present guards, his years as a battler had developed and reinforced certain habits, and dressing in clothing that didn’t hinder his movement was one of the strongest — and one he wasn’t willing to change. This occasion, however, warranted the jacket, and so he let Quint hold it while he shoved his arms into the sleeves.
Dressed in clean, dry clothes and with his hair toweled and combed, he slid his sword into its ceremonial scabbard, the only dry one he had left, and went downstairs to the meeting room where the new councilors gathered, argued, and occasionally agreed on the topic of the day. He apologized for his tardiness and then took his seat at the head of the table. 
Halfway down on the left sat Jophet Renaun, formerly Captain of the Guard for the Lordover Tern. Lilalian Whisperblade of the Viragon Sisterhood sat across from him, her hard, blue eyes unwavering beneath a pale-blond brow while she waited for him to begin. Beside Lila was Tennara, an experienced battler with wisdom lines beside her eyes and thin mouth. Edan sat on Gavin’s right, quill in hand and paper and ink before him. He’d taken it upon himself to record meetings until he could interview and hire a suitable scribe. The ever-watchful Daia Saberheart was present as well, sitting in her customary seat to his left. Her eyes were so pale a shade of blue that nearly everyone who found themselves a target of her steady gaze couldn’t help but squirm. The candidates kept their eyes on Gavin, conspicuously not looking at each other, or at Daia.
“We’re here to form the new Council o’the Militia,” Gavin said, “starting with me naming the new Supreme Councilor. Afore we start, does anyone have anything to say?” No one spoke. “Awright. We have three people interested in the job: Jophet Renoun, Lilalian Whisperblade, and Tennara Sikuaral. Let’s start with Jophet.”
He looked at Jophet, a man he’d first met when attempting to free Daia from wrongful imprisonment by her father, the Lordover Tern. Though his brown hair had grayed at the temples, and his blue eyes were framed with wrinkles, he exuded strength and competence.
Jophet cleared his throat and stood. He talked about receiving instruction in swordsmanship from his father, who’d been an armsman for the Lordover Lavene. He’d been a warrant knight in his youth, giving aid to people on the hope of payment by valour-gild. After taking a bride, he pledged service to the Lordover Tern and was promoted through the ranks, eventually earning the title Captain of the Guard thirteen years earlier. “In my eighteen years of loyal service, I’ve trained many armsmen, some of whom were happy to join the royal army, and some who preferred to remain warrant knights. I believe I’m most qualified for the position because of my many years serving in a similar capacity for the lordover.” He nodded and took his seat.
Next, Gavin looked at Lilalian, a stern blonde whose unwavering stare matched the sort of intensity and perseverance he looked for in a leader. She’d inherited command of the Viragon Sisterhood when its previous leader had been murdered by Brodas Ravenkind, but she’d also turned the Sisterhood against Gavin and his allies under Ravenkind’s influence. She’d recently begun cropping her hair very close to her head, probably to eliminate the need to braid it or otherwise keep it out of her way. Though Gavin could understand the practicality of it, he found himself hoping Daia wouldn’t do that to her hair. “Lilalian,” Gavin said, “you’re next. Tell us why you’re the right person for Supreme Councilor o’the Militia.”
Lilalian stood and bowed to Gavin, thanking him for his consideration. She spoke of co-founding the Viragon Sisterhood with Aminda Battlehard and serving as second-in-command for twelve years, of developing the training program, sash hierarchy, and the trials to determine promotion readiness. “In my capacity as captain, I was personally responsible for training most of your guards as well as your champion. Anyone can see they’re impressively strong, skilled battlers.” She hesitated as if she were about to say something else and then sat down.
Finally, Gavin lifted his chin at Tennara. He liked the calmness he saw in her haze, admired her strength and maturity, and appreciated her skill as a fighter on the mornings he watched from a window while his battlers exercised and practiced in the courtyard. “Go ahead, Tennara.”
The elder battler stood. Like Lilalian, she bowed to the king, and then also nodded at Daia and Edan. “I have a great deal of respect for both Jophet and Lila for their accomplishments. As for myself, I have no experience leading groups of battlers, nor training them in swordplay. I was the first woman ever to serve as a warrant knight in Thendylath, and I did so for eleven years. When I heard about the formation of a guild of women battlers in Sohan, I relinquished my warrant and joined the Viragon Sisterhood. I was the third battler to join the guild, and I was witness to many of the problems Aminda faced. I became her confidant and sounding board, though in an unofficial capacity, and helped to make most of the policies and choose some of the officers.”
“That’s a lie!” Lilalian blurted.
All eyes turned to Lilalian. The hush of shock settled over the room. Even Edan’s quill stilled for a moment before it took up its scritch-scritch across the paper once again.
“May I continue?” Tennara asked calmly. 
“Go on,” Gavin said. “Try to control yourself, Lila.” He meant it as a jest, but no one even smiled.
“Though I don’t have the experience of group leadership in an official capacity, I believe I have the qualities you’re looking for: perseverance, integrity, and the understanding of what it takes to be an exceptional battler.” With that, Tennara looked directly at Daia and gave a slight nod. “I’ve identified such individuals whom others wanted to dismiss, and advocated for the dismissal of women our trainer promoted — women who, when faced with difficult circumstances, embarrassed the Sisterhood with their cowardice or lack of expertise.” She sat back down, and all eyes turned to Gavin.
“That’s unfair,” Lilalian said, standing. “Biela was accepted into the Sisterhood on a trial basis, and paid for her training with no guarantee that she’d ever be accepted. She was on her first mission — with two other, more experienced battlers — when that incident happened. She ran off, ending her provisional membership.”
“Lila, the details don’t matter right now,” Gavin said.
“She just attacked my credibility and suitability for this position. The other woman—”
“Sit down.”
Lilalian took her seat but shot Tennara a glare first. “I beg your pardon for my outburst, Your Majesty. I stand behind my decisions as captain.”
“Including the decision that led to Aminda’s death?” Tennara asked. “You’ve never had to account for your actions that day.”
Gavin looked at Daia. “Is that true? Have you ever heard the story o’how the guild leader died?”
“No,” she said. “Cirang named me a murderer, and the Sisterhood was hunting me, remember? By the time you released Lila from Ravenkind’s influence, I’d already left the Sisterhood and pledged fealty to you.”
“Shall we get back to the matter at hand?” Edan asked. “If King Gavin sees the need for a hearing, we should schedule it for another day.”
“Yeh, you’re right,” Gavin said. “This is going to be a tough decision. I have three excellent candidates here. Is anyone present willing to speak on their behalf?”
Daia stood. “I am. I have personal experience with all three. Jophet served the Lordover Tern with honor and dignity for many years. In the last three weeks, he’s been invaluable in coordinating assignments for the battlers who’ve come to join the king’s service, providing structure to a somewhat chaotic environment. 
“Lilalian served as captain at the Sisterhood during the eight years I was a member. She has provided exceptional training, discipline and guidance to me and dozens of battlers and prospective battlers.
“Tennara is an excellent battler, and she stood up for me when other officers in the guild were inclined to dismiss me solely on the basis of my family name. She’s calm and rational, able to quickly evaluate any situation and respond appropriately to get it under control.”
Gavin nodded as he stood, and Daia retook her seat. Each had qualities he valued and needed, but one stood out from the others as the best choice. “Jophet, you got a lot o’experience leading and training men as the lordover’s captain. You gave me your loyalty the first time we met, risking imprisonment for defying the Lordover Tern’s order, without any guarantee o’support from me. You’re a natural leader, and when you see something needs doing, you do it.
“Lila, you have many years of experience that would be very useful, but I have concerns about your judgment. We don’t know the facts o’what happened to Aminda, but we know she was murdered in your presence. 
“Tennara, your experience, skill and calm head make you invaluable to me, but you’re more suited to serve as my wife’s champion. I’ll be considering battlers for the role soon. I hope you submit your name.
“My choice for the Supreme Councilor o’the Militia is Jophet Renaun.”
Gavin offered Jophet his hand, which the new Supreme Councilor shook firmly and enthusiastically, while maintaining an optimistically stern expression. “Congratulations, Jophet.”
“I’ll serve you to the best of my ability for as long as you would have my service, my king,” Jophet said, pumping Gavin’s hand firmly.
Lilalian reached across the table and offered her hand as well. “I respect the king’s decision, and I offer my service in whatever capacity would suit you.”
Once everyone had offered his congratulations to Jophet and took their seats, Gavin said, “As Supreme Councilor o’the Militia, you’ll report directly to me. You’ll attend the cabinet meetings every week and be ready to report your status. You can say a few words now if you want.”
Jophet stood and bowed to Gavin before beginning. “I humbly thank you, Your Majesty, for this tremendous honor. And for the rest, thank you for your support. The first thing I have in mind for the militia is to appoint two council members to aid me in developing and implementing a training program, so that all our soldiers will be not only skilled battlers, but men and women who unite around a set of rules of engagement and conduct both on the field of battle and off. I believe experienced battlers with leadership skills will be most appropriate for these positions, and I’ll increase their number as our militia grows.”
He went on for a while, talking about his strategies for training people and promising to judge all battlers on their skills and not their gender. 
Gavin watched Lilalian with his hidden eye the way the mage Jennalia had taught him. He hoped Lilalian would put the decision behind her and work to make herself invaluable to Jophet in his new role, perhaps as one of his new councilors. While on the outside, she appeared to accept and even support Jophet, her haze, the mystical bubble around her body, said differently. It was white, like most human hazes were, but with sparks of red like bloody lightning in the clouds. 
 



Chapter 6 

 
 
The lordover’s office was tidy, almost to the point of being stark. He had neither paintings of his family on the walls nor honors he’d received in his youth for bravery or intellect or skill with a weapon. The deep red cherry desk was wide and heavy, possibly built or assembled in the sizable room, for it looked too big to carry through the doorway. In fact, everything looked bigger than usual — the chairs, the bookcase, even the oil lamp on the desk looked large compared to similar items in other homes and offices.
“Couldn’t you have cleaned her up before bringing her into my office?” the lordover asked. He wiped the dark ink from the tip of his quill and set the pen on a wooden plate as he looked Cirang over. 
Dashel Celónd was a lean redhead with light-blue eyes under highly-arched brows. His finely chiseled features made him a handsome man by any standard, but his age showed plainly in the deep-set squint lines, the worry lines on his forehead, and frown lines framing his chin. He had an admirable set of square shoulders that added to the determined look of him. Cirang wondered whether he could be seduced. 
The notion of willingly lying with a man shocked her. As the Nilmarion man Sithral Tyr, she’d never thought of men in an intimate way, yet as Cirang, the thought had come naturally. She didn’t know whether she could bring herself to lie with one now.
“I did, my lord,” the guard said. “She refused to wear the dress, and so the stink in her clothes follows her.”
Then again, seducing him could give her the advantage of extortion to win back her freedom. It was an idea worth considering further, though now she wished she’d worn the dress. He was apparently one of those men who believed a woman had no business in men’s clothing or carrying a sword, and so, regardless of her smell, he’d surely find her entirely unappealing dressed as she was.
The lordover scrunched his face in disgust. “Next time, put it on her yourself or bring her naked.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his belly. “So the mighty Viragon Sister falls from grace. I remember you. You’re the sharp-tongued shrew who wanted my guard towers for free. You should have let your companion do the talking.”
Cirang remembered it differently. She and fellow Sister JiNese had tried to negotiate a lease on behalf of the Sisterhood for the guard towers at the city gate, which he wasn’t even using at the time. He’d been rude and arrogant, refusing to hear their proposal. She’d lost her temper, it was true, but by then, he wasn’t going to listen to reason anyway. An apology now would sound disingenuous.
“Now, Cirang,” he said, “it’s to your advantage to tell the truth. I’ve brought in someone who can discern your lies.” Celónd gestured to a man standing behind her. 
He was a wisp of a fellow without a single hair on his head or face, not even eyebrows or lashes. Drab beige clothes hung on his frame like rags over a line. Even from where she stood a full two paces away, she could smell the man’s foul breath. She didn’t know any diseases that caused loss of hair and flesh or sour breath, but she inched closer to the lordover’s desk, not wanting to chance catching it.
“If you lie, I’ll tell the king,” Celónd said, “and that will only serve to harshen your sentence.” 
Cirang was unconcerned. She had two sets of memories, and both were real and accurate. She considered using only Cirang’s memory because she was in Cirang’s body, but those recollections were just as false for Sithral Tyr as his were for Cirang, and, in truth, she wasn’t Cirang Deathsblade, despite appearances. The best approach, she reasoned, was to choose the truth that made her look less culpable for whatever crime he accused her of committing. No matter which she chose, the shadow reader shouldn’t take her words for a lie because they would be true. Cirang spread her hands. “Ask your questions. I’ll tell the truth. With the help of your shadow reader, you’ll see I’m innocent of the charges against me. Before we begin, however, I have a complaint.” 
The lordover sighed. “What is your complaint?”
“Your warden tried to ravish me,” she said. “I want charges brought against him and his puppet there. The two of them attacked me while I was asleep and overpowered me. If they were real men, they would take me on one at a time and see how well they managed against a woman in a fair fight.”
Celónd looked at black-beard. “Is this true?”
The warden feigned shock. “No, my lord. I would never. She’s either mad or a liar.”
“It’s the truth.” She raised her shackled hands and pointed at the man behind her. “Ask your shadow reader.”
The scowl on the lordover’s face deepened, and a red flush entered his cheeks. “Do not presume to instruct me on how to investigate my own men. I’ll look into the matter. Now mind your tongue or I’ll send you back to the gaol.”
“It’s the truth,” Cirang said again under her breath, shooting the warden a dark glare. “If you dare touch me again, don’t doubt you’ll be the one to pay.” He couldn’t very well do his job if he were blinded. If she were to be taken, it would be on her own terms and by the man of her choosing.
“Don’t threaten me, wench,” the black-beard said with a growl in his voice.
“Now,” the lordover said, “we’ll start with a simple question.” Celónd deftly rolled a gold coin over the tops of his fingers back and forth across his hand as he studied Cirang with his icy blue eyes. “Who are you?”
Cirang scrunched her brow for a moment while she thought. The answer to his question was more complicated than he expected, and she didn’t care to explain. “I’m Cirang Deathsblade, of the— formerly of the Viragon Sisterhood.” 
She expected to feel a prickling sensation on the back of her neck, but she felt nothing. As Tyr, she’d had the ability to sense when a mage was reading her shadow. Apparently, as Cirang she didn’t — yet another inconvenience of living in this female body.
“State your real name, not your epithet.”
Cirang sighed. “Cirana Delusiol.” She’d changed her given name when she joined the Sisterhood because it sounded too girlish to her ear.
The lordover’s eyes darted to the man behind her. He knitted his brow momentarily and flicked his eyes back to her. “What part did you play in the murder of Rogan Kinshield?”
“Pardon, who?”
“King Gavin’s brother.”
Although the original Cirang had been present for the beheading, she hadn’t helped kill him. In fact, she’d tried to reason with Ravenkind to spare the man’s life. Still, she chanced telling Tyr’s tale so as not to be implicated at all. “I wasn’t present, and therefore I didn’t witness the murder.”
When Celónd’s eyes went to the shadow reader, Cirang started to turn in order to see him, curious whether he sensed a lie. 
“Ah-ah!” Celónd said. “Face forward and don’t look back. When did you first meet Brodas Ravenkind?”
Because both Tyr and Cirang had known Ravenkind, she thought it best to relate the story of Tyr’s first meeting because it occurred first. “It was seven years ago when I sought a cure for the illness to save my son and the other children of my village.”
“Which village is that?”
Inwardly, she cringed, wishing she could take back her previous answer. If Celónd was going to dig that far into her past, he might find out Cirang had no children, but to name a Nilmarion village would be confusing and suspicious. Instead, she named Cirang’s birthplace of Ivarr Ness and hoped he left it at that.
“I’m not familiar with Ivarr Ness. Where’s it located?”
“It’s a paltry, fetid fishing village on the coast south of Delam. Is that what you wanted to talk about? Where I was born? If that’s so, I’d rather rot in my cell. Gnawing my own arm off would be more interesting.”
“What was that you just did?” Celónd asked.
“Hmm?”
“The accent with which you’d been speaking just vanished. How do you explain that?”
Cirang’s mouth dropped open. It hadn’t occurred to her she’d been using Tyr’s accent and speech habits when answering questions from his perspective, and Cirang’s when answering from hers. She supposed it would be wiser to speak like a swordswoman of Thendylath rather than a carver from Nilmaria. “I’ve been trying to sound more highbrow like your daughter, Daia— oh, sorry. Dashielle, is it?” In the Nilmarion accent, she added, “Am I not doing it properly?”
His face turned redder than his hair. “You’re a contemptible, common-born wench with no understanding of noble society. Keep to what you know.”
“The king’s a commoner,” Cirang said. “Maybe he’d understand me better. Because I’m his prisoner, shouldn’t I be answering his questions and not yours?”
“The king has better things to do than to listen to you prattle. Mind your tongue, or I’ll conclude this hearing now and recommend you be kept in gaol indefinitely. Let’s talk about the kidnappings. You brought Liera Kinshield and her three sons as well as Feanna Kinshield and her three daughters, and two Viragon Sisters against their will to...” He referred back to the paper on his desk. “...be fed to a demon. How do you justify that?”
Cirang was, indeed, guilty of those kidnappings, and all of them would speak against her if she denied it. Well, all but the two Sisters who were slain by Ravenkind’s henchman and fed to the demon. “Brodas Ravenkind had given magical necklaces to the Viragon Sisters under his control. They compelled us to obey him. To remove them was to commit suicide. If he commanded me to do something, I was powerless against him.”
“I understand King Gavin severed the magical tie that held your will captive, yet you still followed Ravenkind. Why?”
Cirang knew she was on unsteady ground here, but when she’d first awoken in this body, she was wearing the necklace that had bound her to him. “I don’t understand it, but I believed the tie to my necklace was somehow still intact. All I can tell you is the compulsion to obey Ravenkind was too strong to resist. Every day, I tried to sever my ties with him and get away.” While that wasn’t true for Cirang, it was true for Tyr. During the years Ravenkind had kept Tyr’s soulcele token, the porcelain cat figurine housing his soul, Tyr had worked tirelessly as the wizard’s indentured servant, trying to earn his freedom back through thefts, murders, kidnappings, and anything else Ravenkind asked of him. If his soul hadn’t already been irreparably fouled by the first murder he’d committed at Ravenkind’s behest, the one that rewarded him with the cure for his son’s illness, it surely would have been by all the other crimes. 
Celónd looked past her at the shadow reader. His face reddened again, and his eyes narrowed. “How did Ravenkind die?” He went around to the front of his desk, leaned against it with his backside and crossed his arms.
She had to draw upon Cirang’s memories of the day, as Tyr had none. “I knew he had a secret and a plan, but I didn’t know what it was until that day. Ravenkind used some kind of rune to summon a demon. When the demon killed Red, it became clear he didn’t have it under control as he pretended to. He yelled at it, tried to command it, but it turned on him. I tried to escape, but it caught me...” Her throat swelled with the memory of Cirang’s horrible death, choking off her words. The muscles in her back cramped in response, and the pain in her hip and shoulder flared. She coughed. “I must have got knocked out. The next thing I knew, King Gavin was squatting beside me, healing my injuries.”
What she didn’t mention was the smashed soulcele token on the floor, the only explanation for why Sithral Tyr’s spirit now occupied Cirang Deathsblade’s body.
Celónd looked back at the shadow reader. Every muscle in his face and neck tensed. “How in the hell can you not know if she’s lying?” he hollered. “What kind of worthless mage are you, anyway?” 
Unable to resist, Cirang turned to look at the little man. On his face was an apologetic wariness. “I’m sorry, Your Grace. Her shadow is... different from any other I’ve seen. I cannot read it for good or bad. It’s just dark. I’m sorry.”
Cirang smirked. How interesting. All this time, she could have said anything, and he wouldn’t have been able to discern a lie. If only the lordover had tipped his hand earlier.
“You,” Celónd said, pointing to the shadow reader. “Out.”
“My fee—”
“You’ll receive no payment for no work. Out.” Celónd returned to his desk chair, picked up a quill and opened a jar of ink.
“What about my complaint?” Cirang asked. “You have to ask him about the warden attacking me.”
“I don’t take orders from prisoners,” Celónd spat. He made a brushing-off gesture in Cirang’s direction. “Get her out of here. Take her back to the cell.”
 “Let me go before the king now,” she said. “I have the right to face my accuser.”
The warden latched his iron grip onto her upper arm and started to pull her towards the door.
Celónd didn’t even look up from his writing. “I have every confidence he’ll impose a fair sentence based on my findings. I’ll communicate it to you after he makes a decision.”
She started to argue and struggle, to stay and convince him to set her free, but the guard held fast. “Wait,” she cried at the door. It swung shut, and the only sounds remaining were her boots dragging across the polished floor as the guard hauled her back outside. Back to the wet, lonely cell and those terrible nightmares of claws and pain.
 



Chapter 7 

 
 
Mornings, before the doors were opened, were Gavin’s favorite part of the day. The room was quiet enough he could hear himself think, and the clouds that darkened the morning sky left the room too bright to use lamps but dim enough to ease his tired eyes.
Above him, the sculpted ceiling had escaped virtually unscathed from the two hundred years the Chatworyth Palace had been Ritol’s prison. The beyonder Ritol — what many called a demon — had smashed every piece of glass and furniture, ripped long furrows into valuable paintings, torn doors from hinges, and broken them into splinters. Though there were still some deep scratches and gouges in the once-beautiful marble floors beneath Gavin’s stiff, new boots, they bothered him less than the starkness of the room. Without rugs or furniture, every footstep, voice, and rustle of clothing echoed. 
Once the room filled with people, the constant noise would wear on him, making every problem the people brought before him that much heavier upon his shoulders. He knew he couldn’t fix everyone’s problems, but his goal was to make life a little easier for the ones suffering the most. Some came not to ask for aid, but to hear the hope in his voice as he took his first unsteady steps towards rebuilding his kingdom. 
His personal attendant brought a cup of the hot, brown drink his wife had introduced him to and set it on the heavy writing table before him. Its aroma tickled his brain and beckoned his tongue. The chair creaked under his weight, unusually loud in the large, empty room, as he leaned forward to bring the steaming cup to his lips.
“May I bring you a fruit pastry, my liege? Perhaps a bit of duck or pork?”
“No, thanks, Quint. Just the coffee is fine for now.” His kitchen servants were going to make him plump with all the food they cooked for him, and he hadn’t had a real battle since he fought the last beyonder almost three months earlier. Without the daily travel, fighting or labor he was used to, he would grow weak and soft at twenty-six years old, a notion that saddened him. Though he felt good from yesterday’s work along the riverbank, he needed more to keep his body firm and his reactions sharp. Maybe he’d start doing drills with the guards at dawn. 
He sipped his coffee and leaned back to let his mind drift back to the things that needed doing.
The door in the back of the room creaked open. Edan came in and sat down, setting his writing supplies on the table before him. His blond hair was combed, his face freshly shaven but for the mustache that framed his ever-smiling mouth. “Good morning, Gav. I hope you don’t catch your death from working in the rain yesterday. How did you sleep last night?”
The relentless rain had turned the city into a dreary, muddy mess, and its constant patter on the roof and against the newly glazed windows reminded him of the destruction it brought, the lives that were lost, and his inability to do a damned thing about it. The work building up the riverbank had brought sleep more quickly than usual. “Well,” he said. “You?”
“Not badly.” Edan nodded to Daia Saberheart as she strode in and took her seat to Gavin’s left. “Though I stayed up too late reading.”
“Again,” Daia added with a grin. Her hair, tied in a long braid that perpetually trailed down her back, was still damp from her morning practice in the training yard. She wore the loose-fitting trousers and half-sleeved tunic that had become the customary uniform of his guards since he’d adopted blue and gold as the royal colors. They hid her bulging muscles well, though one could plainly see by the thickness of her neck and her corded forearms she was lean and strong, despite her natural beauty. She flashed her remarkably pale-blue eyes at Gavin. “Good morning, my king. Edan.”
“And to you,” Edan said. “I’ve been making good progress getting through the pile of messages.” Starting almost the very day the palace was unlocked, messages had begun to pour in — requests for aid, congratulations from people he’d saved or helped over the years, offers from parents for infant daughters to wed any princes Gavin might soon father. 
 At first, Edan had tried to read them all as they arrived, but the king’s demands on his time required him to hire an assistant, who’d separated the messages into two stacks, one marked urgent and the other trivial. Though the rate of their arrival had slowed somewhat, new messages arrived every day, along with invitations and gifts as gestures of goodwill from the leaders of foreign lands, some of which Gavin had never heard of. One day, he would need to begin inviting them to visit or accepting their invitations to travel, but he had many problems to solve and people to care for before he could entertain or enjoy a vacation. For now, all he could manage was a polite reply, penned with Edan’s help, of course.
“Anything I should know about?” Gavin asked.
“The Master Scholar from the Tern Institute of Science reports he has men who specialize in studying weather, and they’ve determined that the cloud patterns and continuous rain are unlikely to be naturally caused.”
Gavin turned to him with a scowl. “Are you saying this rain is caused by magic?”
“That’s what they’re suggesting. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Have you?”
Gavin shook his head, troubled by the notion. If it were caused by someone, then whom? And why? Did Thendylath have a foreign enemy that planned an attack? Flooding rains would be one way to wear down its target. “We got to find out who’s doing it.”
“Do you have ears in the city?” Daia asked.
“What do you mean?” Gavin asked.
“My father has people all over Thendylath — merchants, craftsmen, even whores — agents who report rumors they hear. He pays them depending on how valuable the information is.”
“Might the Lordover Tern be willing to share his information?” Edan asked.
Daia snorted. “That depends on what he can get in return, aside from the king’s goodwill.”
“Let’s send a message,” Gavin said. “Ask him.”
Edan pulled out a clean sheet of paper from his stack. “Consider it done.”
In the distance, the bell in the temple tower clanged nine times, marking the beginning of another long day. Two guards, women who had trained and served in the now-disbanded Viragon Sisterhood, went to the double doors and waited for Gavin’s nod. The metal locks clanged, the bars were lifted, and the doors scraped open on squeaky hinges. A sense of dread settled on his already weary shoulders.
People who had been waiting in the rain for hours, perhaps overnight, bustled into the room, eager for a chance to plead their need to the king. Most were poor, judging from their lack of a rain cloak and the stained and threadbare clothing that clung wetly to their thin frames. 
The wealthy tended to send a message asking for a private appointment, as if they were above standing in line with the common people. They failed to remember the king was himself common born and had no tolerance for the haughty attitudes of the wealthy. Although Edan or his assistant brought him these messages, they went mostly ignored, though from time to time when Gavin was in a foul mood, he sent back a reply stating simply, “The king receives petitioners every morning between nine o’clock and noon.”
The first petitioner of the day was a frail boy no older than ten. He shuffled forward, leaving a wet trail on the floor behind him. Water dripped from his dark hair onto his already soaked clothes. Without sufficient flesh on his frame, he shivered uncontrollably and clutched his arms to himself. He wore a shirt meant for a smaller child, and his mismatched shoes were not only different colors but different sizes as well. A rope around his waist held up his sagging trousers.
He bowed to the king and smiled. Already three of his teeth had rotted out, and the black spots visible on the remaining front teeth indicated they would be next. What got Gavin’s attention most of all was the indentation on the side of the boy’s skull. It looked like he’d been hit in the head with something very heavy, or maybe kicked by a horse or ox. That might explain why his right eye was turned so far to the right, only a portion of his iris showed. 
Inwardly, Gavin cringed and wondered if his magic could fix this old injury. He suspected not. All the healing had already taken place. “How can I help you, young man?”
 The boy’s teeth chattered as he said, “Me an’ my brother… I was wonderin’ if mayhap… M’Lord King, some chil’ren on the street says our Lady Queen oft helps us who ha’n’t any parents.” 
Feanna had always had a special passion for helping orphaned children, as evidenced by her adoption of four of them before Gavin had met her. That passion had grown since she became queen. With the power and means to help orphaned children, she had a narrow focus every day that sometimes left her own adopted children wondering when they would see her. Every child deserved a loving home, enough food to eat, and clothes to wear. 
Gavin himself had been orphaned at the age of twelve, but he’d been lucky enough to have an older brother who was willing and able to take him in and feed him. 
For all the others, there was the orphanage, but rumor had it the children were barely better off there than they were living on the street. In some cases, they were worse off. Stories of abuse and neglect were too numerous to discount. In fact, she was visiting the orphanage in Tern this morning to see firsthand the conditions there.
“I know it’s a kindness an’ I don’t ask fer my own sake,” the boy said. “I can take care o’myself, but my brother… He’s only five years old. Our papa died afore last harvest, an’ my brother wasn’t even old enough to lace his boots.” He hung his head and lowered his eyes. “I promised Papa I’d look after him, but I can’t get us enough to eat with just my sling. He ha’n’t grown any in the last year, an’ his belly hurts all the time. Papa always said stealin’ is wrong, but not many people throws out food.”
Gavin cringed. This boy was hunting rats in the street for his food. “You’re right,” he said. “My wife has a passion for looking after children like you and your brother. She’s away this morning though, visiting the orphanage. Did you take your brother there?”
“Yeh, m’lord— uh, Lord King, but they said they was full an’ couldn’t take nobody else.”
What would a king do? he thought. A king would help his people, especially those who couldn’t help themselves. “Awright, listen. Go get your brother and bring him here. You can wait for the queen in the dining hall, and I’ll have my cook fix you a plate.” He beckoned one of the guards and instructed her to keep an eye out for this boy returning with another.
The boy’s mouth dropped open in disbelief at first and then widened into a smile. He bowed deeply several times, thanking Gavin profusely as he did.
“Off you go then.” Gavin smiled, wishing all the people were as easy to please and help.
The morning brought one request for aid after another, most having to do with problems caused by the rain. Businesses were suffering, people weren’t getting enough to eat, cesspits were overflowing into the street, the river water was too dirty to drink, and there wasn’t enough dry wood to burn to boil water. Gavin asked himself, what would a king do? But he had no answers, only a question: why was this happening?
A messenger, dressed in the Lordover Tern’s red and black livery, entered at the back of the hall. His face was familiar enough that the guards checked him quickly for weapons and let him through without an escort. 
“Good morning, my lord king,” he said, handing the message to Gavin.
“Hail, Hanik. How’s the little one?” Gavin broke the seal and handed the folded note to Edan without looking at it.
“Much better, sire, thank you. She can’t stop talking about how you healed her arm.”
Gavin smiled. “Give your wife my best.”
Hanik nodded with a crooked smile. “Thank you, sire. I will.”
Edan, looking at the note, said, “The Lordover Tern writes he’s questioned Cirang Deathsblade extensively with the aid of a well-respected shadow reader. He concludes she is blameless for the crimes with which she is charged, and requests you hear her for yourself within a week’s time or he’ll exonerate her and set her free.” He tossed the message onto the table dismissively.
“Can he do that?” Gavin asked. 
“According to current law, the limit on her time in gaol without a formal hearing is three months, and she’s been in gaol for nearly that,” Edan said. “You should question her yourself. Your magic will tell you if she’s lying.”
“If her lips are moving,” Daia said, “she’s lying. She was well known at the Sisterhood for her ability to sell rubbish no matter its stench.”
 Edan raised his brows in encouragement. “She helped Ravenkind escape justice. If she’s truly blameless in Rogan’s death, you’ll know.”
Gavin sighed heavily and rubbed his brow.
“I know you don’t want to do this,” Edan said, “but you need to make a judgment. Once you get this task done, it won’t be tapping your shoulder every other day.”
Gavin nodded. “Write a reply to tell him we’ll send someone to get her tomorrow morning.”
 



Chapter 8 

 
 
Rain beat relentlessly on Adro Fiendsbane’s cloaked head and shoulders as he rode beside the queen’s carriage on their return to Chatworyth Palace. Their visit to the orphanage had been eye-opening and disturbing. 
From inside the kitchen had come the sounds of feet stomping on the wooden floor. When they’d opened the door, a rotund woman of perhaps forty and a teenage girl had paused their stomping and looked up in shock, their faces flushed. On the floor were dozens of roaches in various states of squash, white goo oozing from their bodies, and many more as yet unsquashed that went about their business with tiny clicks of their feet on the floor. 
Queen Feanna had managed to keep her head, even when the bugs started climbing onto her boots and up her skirt, but her poor handmaiden had started screeching and couldn’t be calmed. The queen had cut the visit short, and even now, she sat with her arm around Eriska’s shoulders, offering comfort to the distraught girl as they rode through the wet streets of Tern. 
Adro had never been a squeamish man, but the sight of all those roaches had started a fit of shudders he still hadn’t gotten over.
Astride his warhorse, he tried to calm himself by watching for danger, overeager citizens and drunks — problems he could better manage with the skills he had. 
Everyone knew the king and queen required an army and a personal guard. Every day, warrant knights from across the country came to offer their services, but women battlers still outnumbered men by a ratio of about six to one. In fact, so many women from the Viragon Sisterhood had volunteered, the guild itself had collapsed. The former Sisterhood’s senior battlers and officers vied for the chance to lead the effort to build the king’s army. They could fight for that position if they wanted. Adro had something else in mind.
As an advocate of orphaned children, Queen Feanna spent almost as much time outside the palace as inside, looking for homeless children to minister, even in the pouring rain. Although no attempts had been made on the queen’s life or well-being, Feanna needed a strong, skilled battler to protect her from anyone with ill intentions. A few Viragon Sisters accompanied her beyond the palace gates, usually different women every day, but in Adro’s mind, that wasn’t enough. The queen needed a dedicated champion whose sole responsibility was her safety. He wanted to be that champion, but so did Tennara, a senior battler from the Sisterhood. 
He’d proven himself once before. The warrant tag hanging from his neck he owed to Gavin Kinshield, a man he was proud to call friend. Though he was no longer a warrant knight, he wore the tag as a reminder of the disreputable man he’d been and the honorable man he’d become. Anyone who claimed people never truly changed hadn’t met Adro Fiendsbane. He’d once been a malefactor, but he wasn’t that man anymore and would never be again. In his heart, he was already the queen’s champion. He just needed a chance to prove it.
They crossed the newly repaired stone and wood bridge over the swollen River Athra. At their approach, the two battlers standing guard at the palace gate snapped to attention. They saluted the queen with open palms against chests as her carriage passed. Water dripped from their noses and chins. Adro imagined they were miserable, but someone had to guard the gate, and he had a queen to protect.
The carriage circled the palace and stopped at the awning-covered back door. He dismounted, and the footman helped Queen Feanna and her handmaiden alight. Tennara continued on to the stable with the horses and carriage. Inside, Feanna, Eriska and Adro were met by servants with towels and dry slippers. Adro accepted a towel to dry his face and head, but he refused the offer of silken slippers. Instead, he took his boots off and wrung the water out as best he could. He’d rather annoy the servants by leaving wet footprints to wipe up than become the victim of endless teasing for walking around the palace with dainty, women’s footwear.
He escorted Feanna upstairs to the rooms she shared with her husband and took a stance to wait outside the door while she changed into dry clothing.
“You needn’t wait for me, Adro. I don’t require protection here at home, with all the guards around the building.”
 He bowed deeply. “If you need me, My Queen, I’ll be in the king’s court.” 
The day after Gavin’s coronation, he made the mistake of calling her Feanna as he’d done before she became the queen. After all, the king didn’t seem to mind being addressed by his friends as simply Gavin in informal settings. She’d rebuked him and instructed him not to be so familiar. She was right, of course, but the reprimand had still stung. Had he not behaved like a complete cad three months earlier while escorting her from Saliria to Tern, she might have been more accepting of his friendship as well as his protection. 
Adro didn’t blame her for being wary of him. She’d seen the brand on his forearm, and Gavin had undoubtedly told her how he’d earned it. He did whatever she asked without complaint, hoping to eventually earn back her trust.
His boots squeaked and dripped through the halls as he made his way back outside to the barracks. Of the four wings, two were being used — one by the males on staff, and one by the females. Barely a quarter of the beds in the male ward were taken, and nearly all the beds in the female. Soon the women battlers would begin to fill a second ward unless Gavin recruited more men or assigned a captain who would. If the new militia head appointed a former Viragon Sister as captain, she’d be more likely to fill the ranks of the king’s guard with women battlers, which Adro didn’t think was a wise choice. He’d seen Sisters fight and marveled at their prowess, but women were supposed to be protected, not do the protecting. It just wasn’t right.
He opened the chest situated at the foot of his bed, withdrew a dry pair of trousers, and rolled them into a towel. He took his only spare boots as well. Once he was back inside the palace, he sat on a bench and did his best to wring the rest of the water from his boots and set them against the wall to dry. He ducked into a closet to change out of his wet trousers and into the dry, shook his head hard to fling the water out of his hair, and combed through it with his fingers. Considering the weather, this was about as presentable as he could manage. 
He tucked his wet clothes into a corner, pulled on his spare boots, and walked through the grand halls of the palace. He didn’t think he would ever tire of the beauty of the building. Even the simple things — the carved mouldings, the buttery wood paneling, the dark, marble floors — were marvels to behold, especially for a man like himself, who’d grown up poor and spent his adult years on the back of a horse. The palace smelled beautiful, too, with cedar wood candles in the wall sconces. 
He rounded a corner and nearly plowed into a pair of women. They looked up at him with mouths agape, as surprised as he was. He started to apologize, but realized something was wrong. Their identical faces were too wrinkled and their builds too frail for them to be battlers. They were dressed in flowing robes, one rust and yellow, the other green — not the blue uniform of palace workers — yet they were wandering around the palace unaccompanied by a guard or supreme councilor.
“Who are you?” he asked. “You shouldn’t be here without—”
One of the women waved her hand and whispered something unintelligible. Then, they vanished.
Adro drew his sword and spun around. “Hey. Hey!” He ran up and down both corridors. “Guard!”
One of the former Sisters, Taria, ran to his aid, sword drawn. “What’s wrong?”
“Two women. They were right here, and then they vanished.”
“I saw no one.” She grinned crookedly as she resheathed her weapon. “You haven’t been drinking that swill Pryan makes, have you?”
“No, damn it. They were here. I swear I saw them.” He had to alert the king, yet he couldn’t help but worry Feanna was vulnerable. As her would-be champion, it was his job to protect her, but Taria hadn’t seen the women and wouldn’t be able to accurately describe them or their surprising disappearance to Gavin.
“Maybe you need more sleep.” Taria clapped his shoulder.
“Taria, listen. What if I didn’t imagine it? What if two mages with ill intent have breached the palace? If I did imagine it, I’ll welcome all the teasing you can heap upon me, but until we get it sorted out, we must ensure the king and queen’s safety.”
“All right, Adro. Calm yourself. What do you want to do?”
“I’ll alert King Gavin. You go to Queen Feanna’s room and stay with her. We need to organize a search for those two women. If they’re in the palace, we have to find them.”
 She nodded and took off at a jog in the direction Adro had come from, and he continued on towards what was undoubtedly the ball room in centuries past, though Gavin was currently using it to hear petitioners. 
Requests for funds had begun pouring in almost the very minute Gavin had taken his vows as king. People who’d managed to get by on what they had were suddenly destitute, even the lordovers, whose families had been collecting taxes in the name of the king and pocketing the money for more than two hundred years. Everyone wanted something, especially the battlers of the former Viragon Sisterhood. Every day, he made time for people to beg for aid, and in most cases, he gave it to them. Today seemed to be no different. Dozens lined up, waiting for a chance to speak to the king. If they didn’t get their turn that day, they would return the next day, and the next, until the king heard their request. 
Adro went to the wide oak table near the back of the room where the king sat, talking to a middle-aged couple. Books and scrolls and bottles of ink and quills lay scattered across the table’s smooth top. On Gavin’s right sat the king’s adviser, Edan Dawnpiper, who as a lordover’s son, guided Gavin well through his new life. On his left was his champion, Daia Saberheart, ever present and watchful. Though she sat in a velvet-covered, high-backed chair, her right hand lay on the hilt of her sword as though it had been lashed there. Had there been imminent danger from the two mysterious, disappearing women, Adro would have interrupted the king’s business with the two petitioners, but Taria’s words had eaten away at his confidence. 
He had to admit, they were there for but a moment before disappearing. They hadn’t left a single trace of their presence — no whiff of perfume nor water droplets on the floor, and they hadn’t even been wearing rain cloaks. How could they have gotten here without getting wet? Unless they truly were a figment of his imagination.
When the petitioners bowed and left, Adro cleared his throat and stepped up behind the king, bent and whispered into his ear. “My liege, I must speak with you a moment about two unexpected visitors I found wandering alone in the palace.”
Gavin turned in his chair, alarm plain on his scarred face. “What visitors? What did they want?”
Adro noticed the next petitioner had stepped up to the table and was watching and listening with interest. “We should talk more privately.”
“Your pardon, everyone. I’ll be with you in a minute,” Gavin said to the waiting petitioners. He stood, as did Daia and Edan, and followed Adro to the room’s rear door through which he’d just entered. When they were out of the crowd’s earshot, they turned to him with expectant interest.
Adro told the king what he’d witnessed. “I started to ask who they were and why they were in the palace without an escort, but then they disappeared. Vanished. It was as though they’d never been there.” He expected Gavin and Daia to laugh it off or tease him as Taria had, but instead they cast a wary glance at each other.
Gavin’s brow dipped. “Describe them.”
“Well, their faces looked identical — twins, I guess — and they had black hair with streaks of white. They were middle-aged, wrinkled but not withered. Blue eyes — more brilliant blue than mine are. They wore flowing robes and no rain cloaks, yet they didn’t drip water on the floor.”
“Did they say anything?” Gavin asked.
“No,” Adro said, relieved the king believed him. “I called for a guard, and Taria came running. She must’ve been close by, but she hadn’t seen them. I sent her to guard Queen Feanna while I came to tell you what I saw.”
“Do they sound familiar?” Edan asked Gavin.
Gavin shook his head. He’d only known one pair of twins in his life, and they were brothers.
“By your leave, I’d like to organize a search of the palace,” Adro said, eager to demonstrate his worthiness.
“No need. Daia, I’ll just borrow you for a moment.”
Adro didn’t truly understand what he meant by that, but it was rumored Daia had been chosen as the king’s champion partly because she had some kind of mystical power that enabled Gavin to use his own magic more effectively. Everyone watched the king’s eyes flutter back and forth as though he were dreaming with his eyelids open. It was a disturbing sight, and Adro was glad he hadn’t stumbled upon Gavin alone doing that. He’d have thought the man was having a seizure. Edan and Daia appeared to be unconcerned by his strange eye movements and tense expression and simply waited.
 At last, Gavin blinked and shook his head. “I didn’t see anyone out o’the ordinary. Guess they aren’t in the palace anymore, or even on the island.”
“It’s worrisome that two strangers could have simply walked in without being noticed,” Daia said. “I’ll ask Jophet to have a few battlers patrol the palace anyway.”
Gavin nodded his agreement. “I’ll look into putting up some kind o’magical barrier or spell at the bridge to detect them if they try to come here again.” He gripped Adro’s shoulder. “Thanks for bringing this to me. Because there’s no immediate danger, let’s get back to the task at hand and talk later about a plan to keep those women from entering without an invitation.”
The king and his two friends returned to the table and took their seats. Adro was sure Gavin’s magic would have revealed the women’s presence if they were still in the palace, but he couldn’t help feeling anxious. He made his way down the line of dripping wet people, checking each of them for weapons, vials of poison, or magic gems hidden in sleeves or pockets. A battler could never be too cautious when it came to the lives of his king and queen.
“I been waitin’ three days,” one woman said to him. “Am I goin’ to get my chance today?”
“That’s not for me to say,” he replied. “If you don’t, then come earlier tomorrow.”
“Been standin’ in the pourin’ rain, waitin’ for the doors to open since the roosters crowed,” she said with a disgusted look. “If they was crowin’. Even the roosters are too savvy to stand about in this weather, but here we are. Could you take me to the front o’the line?”
Adro held up one hand. He wasn’t about to suffer the wrath of those who were closer to their turn. “Wait your turn like everyone else.”
One of the guards escorted an older man past the line of waiting citizens towards Adro. The man wore long silvery robes that, while finely stitched, were dingy from age. A white beard hung to his breastbone, and he wore a satchel with a long strap that hung over his shoulder. Every plodding step taken with the help of a cane prompted a raspy, wheezing breath. With a handkerchief, he dabbled at the few raindrops that had found their way to his face and neck.
“His Excellence, Latif Risley, the Lordover Keyes, is here to see King Gavin,” the guard said.
“Looks like everyone else don’t include nobles,” the woman in line grumbled.
Adro ignored the comment, though he understood her frustration. He nodded at the guard, signaling he would take it from here. “My Lord, please come with me.” He took the aged lordover by the elbow and led him to King Gavin’s table, where he stopped, waiting politely for the king to acknowledge him. When the citizen standing before the table bowed and backed away, Gavin motioned Adro forward.
“Your Majesty, may I present His Lordship, Latif Risley, the Lordover Keyes.” Adro bowed and helped the lordover approach.
The lordover’s bloodshot eyes, yellowed with age, drooped sadly as he shuffled up to the table. He greeted the king with a deep bow and a flurry of pretty words. With shaking hands, he dug into his satchel and pulled out a thick book. It landed with a thud on the table in front of Gavin.
“It’s a long journey from Keyes,” Gavin said. “How were the roads?”
“Passable, my liege. We had no trouble getting here. Creeks and rivers are overflowing, but the rain hasn’t washed out any of the roads or bridges between here and Keyes. We did stop once to remove a fallen tree, but it was a nuisance more than a danger.”
“Good. Have you found suitable accommodations in Tern?”
“Ah, yes, my liege,” Risley said in a warbling voice. “Thank you. I’m sure you’ll find everything in order.”
“Have you and the Lordovers Keyes before you collected taxes on behalf of the crown?”
“Yes, my liege, as the law permits.”
“If that money was used to repair roads and bridges, to clear fallen trees, dispose of waste, bury the dead, maintain public wells, and care for orphans, then everything’s in order.”
 “It was, my liege. It’s all there in the ledger.”
“Good,” Gavin said. He pushed the tome towards Edan, who began to flip through the pages. “How many guards do you have in your garrison?”
“Twenty-two, my liege, though my captain is aging and has plans to retire and take up residence with his nephew’s family. His eyesight isn’t as sharp as it used to be, nor his sword hand as steady.”
“How old is he?”
Risley stuttered. “Ah, well, he is sixty-eight, my liege. An erstwhile man, yes, but still able to train the young ones. He’s given me and my family fifty-two years of service. I couldn’t simply put him out before he could make his arrangements.”
Adro cringed inside. A man that old would be unable to defend his lord against a younger battler with ill intentions. There should be an age limit on guardian positions, making room for men like Adro who were more capable and more ambitious.
“Give him leave to retire and promote your strongest fighter,” Gavin said. “Honor his loyal service with a pension o’half his wage. I’ll cover the cost.”
Adro’s admiration for his friend and king soared. A pension. What a fine and honorable thing to do.
The old lordover’s eyes widened, and a smile appeared in the beard. “Thank you, my liege. He will be overjoyed. Thank you.” 
“If you’ve no other plans,” he said, “join my wife and me for supper tonight.”
“Oh. Uh, the Lordover Tern has graciously invited me to dine with his family. I’ll cancel of course, my liege.”
“No, don’t cancel if you’ve other plans. Another time.”
“Please make yourself comfortable in His Majesty’s receiving room,” Edan said, “and enjoy some refreshment before you go back out into the rain.”
Risley bowed deeply and shuffled away.
Edan shot Gavin a disapproving glance. “A pension, Gavin?”
Gavin grinned like a boy getting away with mischief. “If I hadn’t claimed the throne, I might’ve found myself in the old soldier’s position one day, outliving my usefulness and begging one o’my nephews for a pallet and piece o’bread. We got to honor our most loyal soldiers, not kick them in the arse as we shove them out the door.”
Adro’s heart swelled with pride in the king as he turned to the waiting crowd, but Gavin called him back.
“I nearly forgot. Tell my wife there’s a couple orphan boys in the dining hall waiting to talk to her.”
Adro nodded. “Right away.”
 



Chapter 9 

 
 
When the clock in the temple tower struck twelve o’clock, the guards ushered the remaining petitioners out of the grand hall. As usual, many of them grumbled and complained about how long they’d been waiting, especially those standing near the front of the line. Gavin felt bad, but he would be back here again tomorrow. In the meantime, he had plans to make and problems to ponder, not the least of which was how to deal with the rain, but knowing why Crigoth Sevae had summoned Ritol to kill King Arek was the question that kept him awake well into the mirknight. Maybe one of the books they’d salvaged in the wrecked palace would give him a clue.
The last petitioner had come to complain that the Lordover Tern’s waste collection wagon only visited some areas every other day, and when the wagon was fully loaded, the driver accepted no more. People were throwing the contents of their chamber pots into the street. Even though the rain cleaned it away, the excrement was being washed into the River Athra. People living upstream were soiling the water for those downstream. “That’s people’s drinkin’ water,” he said, stabbing the table with his gnarled forefinger. “It ain’t right.”
“I’ll look into it,” Gavin said. “Thanks for bringing it to me.”
Edan and Daia began to gather up the papers and books and writing supplies. “It’s been a productive day,” Daia said. “You heard eighty-seven people today. That’s three more than yesterday.”
A blonde-haired woman, comely with large blue eyes, walked slowly towards the table, her hands on the shoulders of a dark-haired girl she steered in front of her. The woman held Gavin’s eyes with a curious expression of recognition mixed with doubt and confusion. One of the guards tried to get the woman’s attention and direct her outside with the others, but she seemed not to notice. “You’re King Gavin? Gavin Kinshield?”
“I am,” he answered. Looking at the child, he was struck by her eyes – dark-brown and deeply set, hooded beneath a prominent brow. If he didn’t know better, he’d have taken her for a Kinshield. 
“The king sees no more petitioners after noon,” the guard said as she approached. She started to take the woman by the arm, but Gavin stopped her with a raised hand.
“It’s awright. I’ll see one more.” To the woman, he said, “How can I help you?”
“I— I’m confused. My daughter’s father told me his name is Gavin Kinshield. You look like him, but you aren’t him. He has no scars on his face, he has all his teeth in front, and I’m fairly certain he’s older than you. Not by much, I’d imagine, but a few years. ”
He looked the child over again more carefully. He guessed her to be about eight years old. Her eyes looked strikingly similar to his own, as did the shape of her jaw and the gentle waves in her dark hair, though he and his brother had both been blond until about ten years of age. Even her mouth resembled his, but she couldn’t be his bastard. She was too old to have been conceived in the five years since Talisha’s death, and from the day he’d met Talisha until the day she died, he’d been with no one else. Unless this girl was much older than she looked and small for her age, she simply couldn’t be his child. “Well, I’m Gavin Kinshield, but she can’t be my daughter. Besides, I’d remember you.”
“For eight years, her father’s been giving me a monthly stipend to feed and clothe my girl. Three months ago, the money stopped, and no word followed.” 
Gavin broke into a sweat. The man she described, a buck who looked like him and who had disappeared three months earlier, had to be Rogan. 
“I came here thinkin’ I’d find him. Have you a brother, perchance?”
Edan and Daia had stopped what they were doing and were staring at the girl. Edan cleared his throat. “Perhaps Daia and I should take these things to your library and meet you there later.”
Gavin nodded absently, dumbfounded. Rogan had a bastard daughter about the same age as GJ. Could it be true?
Daia shot Edan a glance and shook her head desperately, but he gripped her arm and ushered her away. She whispered fiercely about needing to stay to hear what this woman had to say, but Edan shushed her and quickened his pace. Their footsteps faded towards the back of the room. 
 When the back door opened and shut again, Gavin walked around the table and squatted down before the child. Her eyes were like his own, like Rogan’s. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”
“Keturah,” she replied in a soft voice. “Kinshield. Please don’t hate me.” Keturah started to cry.
Gavin’s heart sputtered. “Why would I hate you? You’re just a little girl. You’ve done me no wrong.”
She bowed her head. “My papa’s ashamed o’me. That’s why he left.”
Gavin put his hands on the girl’s shoulders. “It’s hard sometimes to think there might be other reasons for a man’s behavior when you feel hurt, but let’s see if we can untie the mystery o’who he is and what’s happened to him. There’s probably a good explanation for why he disappeared.” He looked up at Keturah’s mother as he stood. “What’s your name, my lady?”
“It’s Nicholia Sparrohs, my liege,” she said with a curtsy.
Gavin sat one cheek of his arse on the table. “Nicholia, tell me what you know about this man. When was the last time you saw him?”
“It must’ve been the first of Junis, around noon. He was regular, like the sun rising in the east, always coming the first day of the month. He would wrap coins and some small gift for Keturah in a piece of cloth and leave it under a loose rock near my doorstep. Mostly he’d knock and then leave before I could get to the door, but I recognized him from behind as he rode away. Now and then he would wait until I answered and ask how Keturah fared. He always had a kind word for her, though I could tell it pained him to see her.”
“Where does he live?”
She wrung her hands. “I don’t know. He said he’s a warrant knight and travels all over Thendylath, but I seen him taking a bunch of arrows into the bowyer’s shop in Saliria once or twice, so I think he might also be a fletcher. Over the years I grew to suspect he had another family. A couple of years ago, I asked him, and he admitted he has a wife and three sons.”
A fletcher in Saliria who looked like Gavin and had three sons could only be one man. Rogan, what the hell did you do? He rubbed his temples with the thumb and middle finger of one hand. This girl was his niece. The question was: what was he going to do about it? What would a king do? 
“Is he a relative?” Nicholia asked. “You look like him. Brother perhaps?”
Gavin patted Keturah’s shoulder. “Wait here for a moment. I need a word with your mama.” He gestured for Nicholia to walk with him. When they were out of the girl’s earshot, he said, “Tell me how you met.”
“We met in the Old Oak Tavern in Saliria. I work there as a barmaid, and it was slow that night. He seemed angry or upset about something, and so I flirted a little to try to lift his spirits. He was such a nice man, handsome. Anyway, he flirted back, and I shared a drink with him. The next thing we knew, we were in the back storeroom…” A flush rose in her cheeks. “It was only one time, but he came back to the tavern several times over the next few weeks to apologize. One day, he noticed my belly was growing. I was betrothed at the time, but...” She hung her head. “...he broke it off, with good reason. He didn’t want to raise another man’s baby.”
Gavin nodded pensively. He didn’t know the details of Rogan’s relationship with Liera, but he remembered there was a time when the two weren’t getting along as well as usual. When he’d gone to see his newborn nephew, GJ, the two hardly spoke to each other. Did Liera know about her husband’s infidelity and the resulting child?
“I don’t want to make trouble for him with his family,” Nicholia said. “I never meant to come between them. I’m fond of him — I won’t lie. He’s the father of my child. We need to know what’s become of him. What’s his true name?”
He looked into Nicholia’s eyes. “The man you’re describing sounds like my brother, Rogan. He died three months ago.”
She slapped a hand over her mouth, and her eyes welled with tears. “By the Savior! How did it happen?”
He knew she would ask this, but the words caught in his throat like a piece of meat he couldn’t swallow. The image of his brother’s severed head flared in his mind as it had in nightmares over the last three months. She didn’t need the details, and he didn’t want to speak of it. “He was murdered.” 
Nicholia burst into tears. Keturah ran to her and threw her arms around her mother’s waist. “Mama, what’s wrong? Is Papa dead? Is that why he quit coming?”
 “Yeh, love. That’s why. May the Savior welcome him into His loving embrace,” she said. The words came out ragged and soft. “Have you caught the killer?”
“The killer was slain. Let’s leave it at that,” Gavin said. If Keturah wanted to know more when she was older, he would tell her. For now, this was enough. “Sorry I had to give you the bad news. Keturah, he was a good man and would’ve made sure you and your mama got what you need.” To Nicholia, he said, “You don’t have to worry about money. Tell me how much he was giving you, and I’ll send triple.”
“Bless your generous soul,” she said.
“Do we still have to live at grandmother’s house?” Keturah asked her mother. 
“Hush now,” Nicholia said.
Gavin thought this day couldn’t get any worse, but he had a feeling it was about to. “Is your home in Saliria flooded?”
Nicholia nodded. “My mother’s home in Tern hasn’t flooded yet. We’ll be fine there for a time.”
He exhaled in relief. The last thing he needed was to have to explain to Liera that Rogan’s bastard daughter and the woman who’d borne her were staying as guests in the palace. “If that changes, I want to know about it.”
 



Chapter 10 

 
 
Gavin sat alone in the downstairs library with his head in his hands, wrestling with his thoughts. In the two hundred years since the palace had been abandoned, the demon Ritol had destroyed the furniture and artwork and most of the books, but Feanna and his sister-in-law Liera had painstakingly arranged to have this room restored. They’d followed Gavin’s description of the way it had been when he’d met king Arek face to face during his first back-traveling excursion and had done an extraordinary job, though the style of furniture was updated and the colors were slightly brighter. This had easily become his favorite room in the palace.
His thoughts returned again to the brown-eyed girl, Keturah Kinshield. He couldn’t get her face out of his head. Why, if Rogan was this girl’s father, would he have named Gavin? It didn’t make sense. Had he been trying to protect himself or his family?
He sensed Feanna’s approach and turned to watch her appreciatively as she entered the room and closed the door. Her curvaceous figure was accentuated by the buttery yellow dress, scooped just low enough in front to draw his eye. The lace-accented gown brought out the golden hue in her hair flowing over her shoulders in gentle curls. Though she wore dresses fancier and more befitting a queen than the simple ones she’d owned when they first met, she was still the demure and humble yet determined woman he fell in love with. He rose and placed a kiss on her lips and, inspired by their softness, another. 
“Now that you’ve chosen Jophet as Supreme Councillor of the Militia,” she said, taking a seat across from his desk, “I want you to name Lilalian as my champion.”
He raised his brow in surprise as he sat beside her. “Why?”
“She was so heartbroken over not being chosen, and she’s a good leader and battler. I don’t want her to leave us.”
“Feeling sorry for someone ain’t a good reason for giving them an important job. I was planning to name Tennara.”
She scowled. “But I prefer Lila.”
“Tennara’s the better choice, but I’ll take more time to consider. I didn’t expect you home so early today,” he said. “How was your visit to the orphanage?”
He saw something in her gray eyes that he had never seen before. It worried him, and he took her hand and asked what was the matter. Her eyes welled with tears, and she bowed her head before sobs overtook her. “Oh, sweetheart,” he said, kneeling before her and drawing her into his arms. “It’ll be awright.” He held her for several long minutes while she cried, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Finally, when she regained control, she pulled back and dabbed at her eyes with the handkerchief she’d made a part of her wardrobe.
“It was awful, Gavin. Some of those children were sleeping with mice in their pallets, and probably rats too, and bugs. The kitchen…” A strong shudder shook her shoulders. “There were roaches everywhere, running across the floor, climbing on the tables and over the food. It was disgusting.”
“What was their excuse?”
She let out a growl of frustration and anger. “His excuse was arrogance and denial. He had the children hidden away somewhere, but I saw some of them, and they looked underfed. There was a chair, Gavin. He tied children into the chair when they misbehaved, and he kept a variety of switches in the same wardrobe where he kept their toys.”
“So what’d you tell him? How’s he going to fix it?” He took his seat again but held onto her hands.
A smile brightened her face. “You’d have been proud of me. I threatened to shut the place down and move the children. I would have – I was ready to proceed – but he convinced me to let him fix things.” She outlined her agreement with the orphanage overseer, and Gavin nodded his agreement as she spoke. 
He was proud of her. After hearing her express doubts almost constantly about her ability to fulfill the role of queen, it lifted his spirits to see her confidence building. She made a wonderful queen, but he couldn’t convince her of that. She needed to learn it herself, and it appeared she was on her way.
Excitement quickened her tongue as she said, “I’d like to also provide books and hire people to teach the children to read. It’s a skill that can come in handy when they’re older. Aside from learning to read and count, I think they ought to be taught a trade – carpentry or tailoring or cobbling or cooking – something they can use when they’re old enough to leave the orphanage. Something their parents might’ve taught them had they not been taken so early.”
 “That’s a good idea.” He often wished he’d spent more time learning to read, as Edan’s father, the Lordover Lalorian, had urged. “Maybe we can give tradesmen some kind o’payment to take these children under their wing.”
“Oh, Gavin! That would be wonderful, but won’t Edan object to the expenditure?” 
“When people are happy, they’re productive, and when every citizen is productive, the whole country’ll thrive. I don’t think he agrees, but we won’t know unless we try it.”
“I wholeheartedly agree.” Her enthusiasm didn’t stop there. “I want to go to Ambryce and visit the orphanage there. If it’s as wonderful as I’ve heard, it could be a model for the orphanage in Tern and elsewhere.”
“Sure, once the rain stops,” Gavin said. At her scowl, he explained, “The rain makes travel dangerous. There’s no telling when the sky’ll clear.” Especially if the rain was magically caused, as the weather scientists believed.
“The children’s welfare can’t wait until it’s convenient for me. They need my help now, rain or not.”
“I didn’t say wait until it’s convenient. I said wait until it’s safe. You’re the queen. I won’t let you take unnecessary risks.”
“It’s not a risk if there’s no danger. The Lordover Keyes traveled all this way without incident, and he’s an old man. He told me the roads were passable. I’ll have Lila and Tennara with me, plus your choice of guards and my usual attendants. They won’t let anything happen to me.”
He grunted in response, unappreciative of the skill with which she countered his argument. 
She smoothed his hair with a calming, loving hand. “I would ask you to come with me, but you have other pressing concerns. I can do this. You believe in me, don’t you?”
He felt peaceful, less concerned about her proposed journey than he had a moment earlier, and wondered whether she was using her empathic skill to influence him. Unlike others with a gift of empathy, she could also push her own feelings into her target. It was how they had all survived the demon Ritol’s attack. No, she wouldn’t do that. She’s not a devious woman. He stood, just in case, and moved out of her reach. “O’course I do. That’s not a fair question. There’s no reason for you to travel now. The trip’ll be miserable even if the road is good. You won’t be able to stop as often to stretch.”
She cocked her head. “Have you forgotten I was on my own, caring for four children by myself, before I met you? I’m no stranger to discomfort. I’ll be fine.”
“You’re strong. You’re tough. I know that. I just don’t want you traveling in the rain.”
She stood stiffly and glared up into his eyes. “You aren’t my father, Gavin Kinshield. You can’t control me as if you were.”
“I’m not—” He realized he’d started to holler and lowered his voice. “I’m not trying to control you. I’m trying to ensure your safety.”
Feanna glared at him before storming out.
“Feanna, don’t...” He sighed at the door as it swung shut behind her. “...leave.”
 



Chapter 11 

 
 
Gavin stood at the window in the downstairs library where he usually went to read or ponder the problems people were faced with, most notably the rain. It tapped against the glass in the darkness, sometimes softly, sometimes heavily, but never letting up. It hadn’t just swollen the River Athra and the lake that fed it. It had flooded fields, making the upcoming autumn harvest impossible. How many people would be without grain or vegetables this winter? How many farmers would be unable to feed their livestock? Unless the rain stopped immediately, he would need to look to foreign merchants to feed his people and their livestock. Even if it stopped now, the ground was saturated. It would take weeks to evaporate the standing water, and in the meantime, the crops would rot. 
Edan knocked and entered. “Sorry to interrupt. I found something you need to read.” He handed a piece of paper to Gavin. “This was among the messages I’ve been reading through.”
Though Gavin had been working on his reading skill the last three months, he often struggled with cursive writing. The message, however, had been written in a plain style and, although it took time to sound out some of the words, he managed to read it himself.
 
1 Julis 1624
To the warrant knight Gavin Kinshield:
 
Your claim to the throne is false. Thendylath has an heir to the crown, and his name is Brodas Canton, epithet Ravenkind. He is descended from King Ivam, and we have proof of it. It was Ronor Kinshield and the former Lordover Tern who conspired to keep our ancestor, the infant Oriann, from claiming her right to rule. It was they who wrote the law, proclaiming “whoever claims the king’s bloodstone shall rule as king.” 
We demand you cancel this fraudulent coronation and restore the crown to its rightful heir. Do not, and this land shall be flooded by unceasing rain until you submit and acknowledge your wrongdoing.
 
Fabrice Canton, mother to the true King of Thendylath
 
“Today’s what?” Gavin asked. “The sixteenth of Renovare? This letter was written two and a half months ago. Why haven’t I seen this afore now?”
“Pryan took that message for the ranting of a madwoman and not a real threat,” Edan said. He’d hired the young man to help sort through the hundreds of messages that had begun poring in as soon as Gavin started cleaning out the palace in preparation for taking up residence. “He put it with the other messages deemed trivial. It was an understandable mistake. Do you know anything about this girl Oriann? Could she have passed down a legitimate claim to the throne?”
“No,” Gavin said. “She couldn’t pass down what she didn’t have. Her mother and father were siblings.”
“Ah, yes,” Edan said, “I remember reading about that in Mr. Surraent’s encyclopaedia, though he listed her name as Orlan.”
Gavin snapped his fingers, recalling a task he’d promised to see to. “Did you send the original encyclopaedia back to Ambryce?” He’d enlisted a team of scriveners working in shifts to copy the entire book in a plain script that he could read with his unpracticed eye. The museum curator would be glad to have his prized possession back in his arms.
“I did, a few days ago. He should have it soon.” Edan relaxed in the chair beside him. “Are the scribes finished writing the index?” 
“Not yet, but they’re making good progress.” 
Gavin’s blood stilled in his veins when a thought came to him. Magic ability was inherited, and Brodas Ravenkind had been a powerful mage with black hair and brilliant blue eyes, like the two women Adro had seen. Had Ravenkind’s mother been in his home? For what purpose? Looking for Brodas? For Gavin? “Those two women Adro saw — I wonder if this Fabrice Canton is one o’them.”
 Edan blanched. “Perhaps she came to challenge you for the crown.”
“Then why wait until three weeks after the coronation?” Gavin asked. “She could have contested it at the time, in front of thousands.”
“What else could she want here?”
“Maybe she thinks we’re holding her son. Hell, if I’d seen this letter two months ago, I could’ve told her about Ravenkind’s death then and saved us all this rain.”
“If she brought it, maybe you could stop it.”
“If I knew how. Would you look for mentions o’rain brought by magic in the encyclopaedia? You’d find it faster than me.”
“You’d find it more quickly than I.”
“Huh? No, I wouldn’t.”
Edan smiled. “You said—”
“Awright, I get it.” Edan had recently picked up Daia’s habit of correcting his speech habits, as if talking with perfect grammar was as important as what he was saying. They understood what he meant, so their constant badgering to talk right was growing more annoying by the day. “If we don’t stop her, we’ll lose the crops.”
“You’ve already appointed a Supreme Councilor of Agriculture. Kollie’s ambitious and determined, and he knows plants. Let him worry about the crops.”
“I know, but it’s not a problem one person can manage. With all the rain, the fields are probably flooded. If there’s no harvest, there’s no grain or food crops for the winter. If there’s no grass, there’s nothing to feed our livestock. If our livestock starves, we have no meat. If we have no meat, grain or vegetables—”
“I get the idea,” Edan said. “What can you do that Kollie can’t?”
Gavin threw up his hands. “I don’t know, Edan. That’s why I’m asking the Supreme Councilor o’State. You’re my adviser. Tell me what I can do.”
“All right, calm yourself. Give me the book. I’ll start searching for magical rain tonight. In the morning, I’ll send some people out to find this Canton woman and arrange a meeting between Kollie and the scholars at the Institute of Science. Maybe they’ll have some ideas about how to evaporate the water more quickly. In the meantime, why don’t you try it?”
“Try it? How?”
“Start with a dish of water or something. I don’t know. You’re the mage. In a matter of a few months, you learned to read shadows, find people, back-travel, visit other realms of existence, summon a demon, move objects, shoot lightning out of your sword... Try it, Gavin. You might surprise yourself. If you can do it, surely other mages can, too. We can send teams of them to farms across the country to dry them out.”
Gavin felt foolish. Of course, his friend was right. He’d learned to use much of the magic King Arek had left him. If it were possible, he would learn to do it and teach others the skill. “They’re hazes, not shadows,” he grumbled.
“How’re you coming with a detection spell for the bridge?” Edan asked.
“It wasn’t difficult.” Gavin had found a reference to such a spell in the encyclopaedia, which gave him an idea for storing the spell in one of the gems he’d found in King Arek’s vault in the basement. He didn’t know how to make himself invisible as Ravenkind had done, but he’d borrowed the stable dog, cast a spell to double its size, and had the stable hand walk it over the bridge. The magic he’d put in the gem removed the size spell, and the dog had set feet on the island at its normal size. “I don’t know if it’ll reveal invisible women, but it’s a start.” 
 



Chapter 12 

 
 
Aldras Gar, the sword whispered in his mind.
Hands grabbed him. Claws snapped the rings of his mail and dug painfully into his flesh. He screamed. Ritol lifted him over its head and hurled him again into the rocks.
He landed so hard, he heard something crack. Pain exploded in his side. “Daia,” he whispered. The pain lasted only an instant before blackness engulfed him.
 
Gavin awakened with a start and found himself in his own bed. His sword, the finely crafted and enchanted blade he’d received as valour-gild for saving the drowning wife of a blacksmith, leaned against the wall to his left. The gems in its hilt were dark. He heaved a sigh and relaxed back into the mattress and pillow to still his pounding heart. Ritol was gone. He’d banished it from this land, and everyone was safe.
“You’re awake,” Feanna said.
With elbow bent, Gavin propped his head on his palm and watched his wife from their wide, four-poster bed as she stepped into the tub. Her robe dropped to the floor. Though rain pattered softly on the windows, the morning sunlight kissed her silky, bronzed skin with a radiant glow. She was a lovely figure of a woman with curves in the right places, and a delicate, womanly muscle tone — not like the battlers he kept as guards, but like a woman who’d spent her life working for what she needed. He appreciated that she wasn’t overly modest about her nudity and didn’t try to cover herself while she bathed. 
Something had changed in her. It wasn’t so significant a change that others would notice, but over the three months since they were wedded he’d become intimately familiar with every inch of her, and he knew something was different. He unfocused his eyes and looked at her with his hidden eye.
The mystical, hidden eye was roughly between his eyebrows over the bridge of his nose. Everyone had one, but few ever learned to use it. With the help of the mage who’d enchanted his sword, he’d learned to find people at great distances, identifying them by what he called their haze — the unique, egg-shaped bubble every living being had.
Feanna’s haze had an unusual ring of white hovering around the brilliant golden-yellow bubble, which he suspected had something to do with her empathic gift. In the center of her haze, he glimpsed something new — a tiny bubble so pale-white it looked almost clear. It was so small and fleeting, he immediately lost sight of it. Unsure whether he’d imagined it, he rose, still naked, and knelt by the side of the tub. Her handmaiden, Eriska, averted her eyes and blushed, but Gavin barely noticed her embarrassment. He put his hand over the spot where he’d seen the peculiar bubble, just above her navel and beneath the surface of her bath water. 
“Gavin, what are you doing?” Feanna asked, a laugh in her voice. She scooped the scented water in a cupped palm and lifted it to her shoulder to let it wash down her arm.
He shut his eyes and examined her with his hidden eye again while he felt for the tiny bubble with his haze. Almost indistinct from Feanna’s haze, it had a delicate softness to it, like eider down. “Your haze — it’s different. There’s something—-” He gasped when he realized what it was. “You’re pregnant!”
Her smile fell away, and she stilled. “Don’t trifle with me, Gavin. I couldn’t take it. I skipped my last menses, but that’s happened before.”
“I’m not trifling with you.” With his haze, he tentatively touched it again, so gently. Yes, this had to be the newly formed haze of a baby. He grinned as the realization sank in. “I’m going to be a papa.” Exhilaration and joy threatened to burst through his skin. Leaping to his feet, he thrust his fists into the air. “I’m going to be a papa,” he shouted.
Feanna began to cry, covering her face with her hands.
Gavin fell to his knees beside her once again and took her wrists to gently pull her hands away. “Aw, sweetheart. What’s wrong? Don’t you want this?”
She nodded and cried harder. “More than anything. I’m so happy,” she managed to say between sobs. She put her wet arms around his neck and held him tightly, desperately.
 He laughed again and kissed her cheek soundly several times. She released him, laughing and crying in the tub. He couldn’t remember the last time he was so happy. “A papa.” He leaped to his feet again and shouted, “Papaaaaaaaa!” By now, he was fairly sure the news was spreading through the palace, starting with his own manservant, Quint, waiting outside with the clothes and boots he would wear that day, or the battler standing guard at the door. No doubt the whispers were at this very moment igniting excitement and relief throughout the palace and soon the city — an heir would be born to ensure the kingdom didn’t go another two hundred years without a monarch.
“Are you sure, Gavin?” she asked, standing. “We can’t announce this news if you’re not absolutely certain.” Her grinning handmaiden handed her a towel and helped her step out of the tub, and she began to dry herself.
“I am. Completely, utterly,” he said, unwilling to admit to that sliver of doubt in his mind. He’d never sensed a woman’s pregnancy this way before. It could have been something else, he supposed, but what? An illness? A tumor? No. No. Those possibilities he pushed from his mind. A baby it was, and that was that. His baby. 
He took his wife, mostly wet and wrapped in a towel, into his arms and spun her around so that she squealed with both fear and joy. They laughed together and kissed, and after Eriska had stepped out of the room and shut the door behind her, he took Feanna to the bed and made love to her.
“Can you tell whether it’s a boy or a girl?” she asked later, lying in his arms.
He shifted, moving her gently aside. “Let me try again. Hazes aren’t male or female, but when I use the healing magic, I can feel if the person’s a man or woman.” Sitting cross-legged beside her, he placed his hands on her belly and shut his eyes. His hands began to warm, but they didn’t heat up the way they did when he was healing an injury. There was movement under her skin, like the flow of a river, but it went in both directions — her blood, maybe. He identified the female nature of her body, which permeated every drop of blood, every speck of tissue and bone, and focused on what it felt like and how different it was from his maleness. There was more he could sense if only he had more strength in his magic. 
Excited, he used his hidden eye to find Daia and the orange, swirling tendril in the center of her egg-shaped haze — a conduit with which he could access his full potential for power. As usual when she sensed him trying to connect with her gift, she extended her tendril and strengthened his magic.
Returning his concentration to Feanna and the life within her, he let the sensation envelop his hands, felt it carry his awareness, his thoughts, through her body to the center where it fed this new life. It was so small, no larger than his thumbnail, but big enough that he could sense the life flow within it. “It’s a boy,” he whispered, unsure how he knew but certain it was the truth. His son. He was feeling his son, connecting to him. 
Something changed. Something shifted within the tiny baby forming within her, and he knew. His son had reached with his own tiny haze to touch Gavin’s. “Feanna,” he said in a whisper. “He’s aware. He knows me.”
A surge of emotion swept through his body, his arms, and his hands. It was too powerful to contain, and he let it flow into her belly. Gavin knew at that moment he had never loved anyone more than he loved his son. His vision blurred, and he blinked it clear, feeling water trickle down his face. His son, so tiny yet so powerful, able to bring a grown man to tears with the intensity of his own love. Slowly, gently, he pulled back, spent yet fueled by what he’d just experienced.
“What is it?” she asked, touching his arm.
Gavin could only shake his head while he grappled with the notion of what had just happened. Now he understood the bond between mother and child. It started with the connection of their hazes early in the pregnancy and grew stronger over time. He was both jealous of what Feanna would develop with their son, and terrified he would never again experience what he had today. “I— I love him so much,” he said in a whisper, laying his hand gently on her belly. “I can’t describe it. My heart aches not to touch him.”
She pulled him back down with her, and they lay together for another hour, whispering of their happiness and awe in the wonderment of such beauty and love.
 



Chapter 13 

 
 
After the noon meal, Gavin hunched over his desk in the downstairs library, skimming his copy of Laemyr Surraent’s encyclopedia. Though his nephews often teased him about moving his lips as he read, he didn’t let that embarrassment keep him from his task. No one was present to see him guide his eye across each line with his index finger as he scanned the pages.
He was looking for the word “rain,” hoping some mention of rain brought about by magic was mentioned. Edan had checked the first two-thirds, and Gavin picked up where he left off. So far, there was little to get excited about. Perhaps talking to King Arek was the best approach. He was startled by a knock on the door. “Come in.”
Quint entered with a bow, carrying a tray and a glass of red wine. He was a slender, clean-shaven man of average height, about forty years old, who tended to blend into the background. “I thought you might like a refreshment, sire. Would you care instead for water?”
“The wine is fine, thanks.”
Quint set the glass on the desk, bowed and started towards the door but stopped before opening it. “My liege, if I may have one moment of your time?”
Gavin looked back up at him, wondering at the worry lines wrinkling his attendant’s forehead. “O’course, Quint. What is it?”
“Sire, the rumor about Queen Feanna’s condition has spread quickly, and I wanted to assure you I neither started it nor repeated it. Whatever I accidentally overhear of your conversations with others are held in the strictest of confidence.”
Gavin did wonder whether Quint had helped to spread the news. “I’m glad to hear it. You have my leave to confirm the rumor if anyone comes to you to ask.”
Quint pressed his lips into a smile. “Thank you for understanding, sire. It pained me to think you might not trust me to keep your confidences.”
“There’s no one I’d rather have attending me.”
“Thank you, my liege. And may I offer my most hearty congratulations.” Quint bowed once more and started to close the door behind him.
“Wait,” Gavin said. “Would you find Daia and ask her to come see me?”
“Right away, sire.”
Gavin smiled at the closed door. He’d resisted the notion of having his own personal attendant at first, but Quint had proven invaluable for simple things like when to wear his formal jacket, which utensils and glasses to use at the dining table, and seeing that Gavin didn’t walk around with muck in his teeth after a meal. 
A few minutes later, Daia opened the door and poked her head in. “Did you need me?”
“Yeh, come in. I want to try some magic I’ve never done before.”
“Of course.” She sat in a chair across from his desk, arranging the sword on her hip. “What magic?”
“If I can evaporate water, I might be able to save crops.”
She tapped her chin with one finger. “In a field? That’s an awful lot of water. Even if you manage to evaporate some standing water, that doesn’t solve the problem. It’s still raining. Fields will fill up again.”
“That’s no reason not to try.”
She nodded and gripped the arms of the chair. “I’m here to help you. Pull what you need from me. I’ll let you know if it’s too much.” 
He’d never known anyone with the gift she had. She’d explained it to him shortly after they first met, while sitting in a tavern — she was a mystical conduit. Using her will, she could connect with and empower people, even without their knowledge, helping them to reach their highest potential. His first experience with it had been more than enlightening — it had taken him to what he could only describe as a different level of consciousness. He’d found himself on the floor, empty tankards and tipped furniture all around him, and tavern patrons staring in stunned silence. Since then, Gavin had learned to use her gift to help him with difficult tasks, and in fact, he couldn’t have defeated Ritol without her.
 “Thanks.” He closed the encyclopaedia and went around the desk to sit beside her. Closing his eyes, he used his hidden eye to see her haze, clear blue with a yellow ring near the top. A swirling tendril of orange, the source of her gift, reached towards him from her abdomen. With his own haze, he grasped it. 
He never failed to be astonished at how tapping into this conduit made him feel stronger, sharpened his hearing and vision, cleared his head and made his thoughts crisp and fast. Along with the gems in Aldras Gar, her power also honed his magic ability. It felt like drawing on everything within him — his past, his future, every bit of his strength and spirit and will — and focusing it on one task.
When he opened his eyes, he set his gaze upon the glass of wine on his desk and concentrated on watching the volume of liquid go down. Nothing happened.
“Are you heating it up?” Daia asked.
Heat. Right. He thought of his gaze as a flame shooting at the glass, like a fire breather at the fair. After a moment, the wine began to bubble, and a fine red vapor rose from its surface. 
“It’s working,” Daia said.
The wine boiled for several minutes, and when the level of liquid in the goblet was visibly lower, he stopped, letting the bubbles dissipate.
Edan knocked twice and poked his head into the room. “May I interrupt?”
Gavin beckoned him in with a hand gesture. “If I’m not taking a shit or tumbling my wife, don’t bother asking, Edan. Just come in.”
“One doesn’t simply barge in on the king, Gav. Get used to it.” Edan entered carrying a rolled paper in his hand. 
“I’m learning how to evaporate water. If I can dry the fields, maybe we can save the crops. Watch this.” He repeated his experiment, boiling the wine in the glass.
Edan nodded approvingly. “Well done, but perhaps you should consult the weather scientists.”
“Why bother? I can see there’s less wine in the glass now than when I started.”
“Well, notice the steam rises. What if the steam you create returns to the clouds, only to fall down again as rain?”
“Oh hell,” Gavin said, slumping into his chair.
Edan shrugged. “I’m just guessing. I’ve only studied two science texts in my entire life, so don’t be discouraged until you talk with the experts. The magic is worth practicing, even if you only use it to dry out your boots. While your heart is in the right place, you can’t very well boil the water in a field. That would kill the crops.” 
“You’re just a ray o’sunshine, aren’t you?”
Edan grinned, patting Gavin’s shoulder. “Be of good cheer, Gav. I promised I’d be nothing but honest with you. You get what you ask for.”
“What do you have there?” Daia asked.
“Celónd has replied to your query.” Edan unrolled the message and scanned it. “He heard about two women spreading rumors that you aren’t the rightful king, that someone named Brodas Canton is.”
“We need to apprehend those women,” Daia said. “I’ll have our First Royal Guards and the city watch search Tern for her.”
“I don’t think we should bother,” Edan said. “The lordover writes that he, too, tried to find them and detain them for questioning, but they haven’t been heard from since the day of the coronation. It appears they’ve either stopped talking about it or left the city.”
“Well, we know they haven’t left the city,” Daia said.
“If Adro saw what he claims to have seen,” Edan said, “and if those two women were the Cantons. What do you want to do about it?”
Gavin put his head into his hands. What would a king do? At this moment, with the problems weighing on his shoulders, he didn’t feel kingly enough to answer that question.
 
 





Chapter 14 

 
 
Adro was sitting on his bed, lacing his boots in preparation for his mission. The king had asked him to retrieve the prisoner from the Lordover Tern’s gaol, which, in Adro’s mind, was one more way to prove his loyalty and worthiness. He imagined himself standing before the king and queen, being named Queen’s Champion. Perhaps the position would come with a new sword, for his current blade was one he’d pried from the cold grip of a dead warrant knight killed by beyonders several years earlier.
His reverie was interrupted when one of the kitchen boys stuck his head into the barracks. “The queen’s with child!” He was gone again before Adro was even sure he’d heard it right.
With child? His hands continued to work his laces while his mind whirled. It was joyous news. He was glad. That was what he would tell anyone who brought the matter up. A part of him was numb with shock and something else. Maybe a little jealousy, maybe disappointment. He’d never actually believed Feanna would leave Gavin to be with him, but he realized he’d dared to dream, and now that dream was all but destroyed. She was having Gavin’s baby.
That was how it should be, he reminded himself as he donned his mail shirt, a gift from the king for Adro’s pledge of service. He grabbed his cloak from the hook on the wall, hung it across his shoulders and pulled the hood up, and then tramped through the rain, head down, to the stable. This was good news. Great news. If the king somehow met his end, an heir would take his place. The two hundred years Thendylath had gone without a king wouldn’t be in vain. It was up to the king and queen to ensure that never happened again. Adro spat the bitter taste of disappointment from his mouth into the wet straw and mounted his steed, glad he could spend some time away from the palace before having to offer his congratulations to the joyous couple.
As he rode through the wet, dismal streets of Tern with a second mount in tow, he set his jaw, determined to reset his dreams, to be happy about this new prince or princess, and vow to protect this child for as long as he could hold a sword. No one must know he felt anything but gladness, for his loyalty to Gavin was deep and true, and coveting the wife of his friend and king was a crime against not only the crown but his own soul.
Adro finally arrived at the Lordover Tern’s complex and left the two horses hitched to the post outside the gaol. He shook the rain off his cloak before following the warden and a guard through the door to the cell ward. The stench of human waste and mildew hit him so hard, he staggered back a step. The two other men seemed not to notice as they led the way down a narrow corridor, past iron doors lining the hall on both sides. Each had a small window in which ugly, dirty faces appeared. The prisoners shouted at him as he passed, some begging to be released, others begging for something to eat or drink and claiming cruel treatment by the guards. Adro had delivered his share of brigands to the gaols of lordovers during his years as a warrant knight, but never had he smelled one this rank. He tried to breathe through his mouth.
“The lordover held a hearing already,” the warden said as he led the way to the cell. He had to speak loudly to be heard over the beating of rain on the roof. “He was ready to set her free, but me? I don’t believe a word she says. It’s a good thing she’s King Gavin’s prisoner and not Lord Celónd’s.”
“Lord Celónd found her innocent of the charges?”
“‘Not responsible,’ he said. Not the same as innocent in my mind, but he’s the lordover.” The warden unlocked and opened a door on the right. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
A woman with shoulder-length, black hair and brown eyes exited the cell wearing a sleeveless beige tunic and trousers that were patchy with brown grime and old sweat. Her face and hands were dirty, and she stank like a privy. She looked up at Adro with a curious expression. “Who are you?”
“Name’s Adro Fiendsbane, soldier for King Gavin. The king’s agreed to grant you an audience.”
“Finally,” she said. “I started to think he’d leave me in there to rot.” She presented her wrists to the guard, who affixed the shackles and handed Adro the key.
“She’s crafty,” the warden said as they marched her down the corridor. “Beware.”
 “Do you have a rain cloak she can borrow?” Adro asked as he put his cloak over his shoulders.
“No. Be glad. The rain’ll wash away her stench.”
This prisoner was possibly the filthiest person Adro had ever seen. Her odor made his eyes water. He’d have preferred to let her walk a step or two ahead, but he thought she might try to run, and so he kept a firm grip on her upper arm as he guided her to the horses. If she hadn’t been so dirty, he’d have let her wear his rain cloak, but he worried that her smell would linger for weeks to come if he put it on her. Taking the captain’s warning to heart, he made Cirang ride facing backwards. He held onto the reins of her horse and started back across Tern towards the palace. 
Adro had gone a week without bathing at times, but he’d always kept a couple changes of clothes to keep from knocking himself out, or those around him. Cirang’s clothes were filthy, stained with sweat and needed washing as badly as she did. He wondered whether she’d been denied rags or water for bathing during her menses. Even her breath was foul. He imagined her trailing her stench through the palace after everyone had worked so hard to clean and repair it from the demon’s abuse. He didn’t want to shame her, but he had to do something. 
“Can’t bring you to the king like this,” he said, breaking the silence. “How long since you last bathed?”
She tossed him a scowl over her shoulder. “You think I’m this filthy by choice?” 
“Not at all. All the lordover’s prisoners reeked. It wasn’t just you.”
She lowered her head and said softly, “Three months. I haven’t been given so much as a comb for my hair, let alone enough clean rags for—” She cleared her throat. “My feminine needs. I had to tear the sleeves off my own tunic and rinse the bloody rags in my drinking water.”
“That’s despicable,” Adro said. With all the rain, the lordover wouldn’t lack for water, and judging from the well manicured grounds, he had plenty of hired help to tend the plants and flowers, but he spared his purse the expense of ensuring his prisoners’ basic needs were met. 
Cirang barked a laugh. “You think that’s despicable? I haven’t even told you about the warden and his guard. They ravished me during the night. Held me down, tried to choke me. When I complained to the lordover, he came to my cell and made it hurt even worse.” 
Adro couldn’t believe it. “Do you have proof?”
She moved her hair to show him a bruise in the shape of fingers on the side of her neck. “The lordover refused to even question him about it.”
His thoughts were pulled in two directions. He resisted the notion that the lordover would refuse to investigate any accusation of wrong-doing in his own gaol. Yet, he knew some men abused their power to prey on women. He knew it first hand. With a shake of his head, he cleared his throat and swallowed down the shame and self-loathing the memory brought up. “The king should know about this. About everything. It isn’t right. At the very least, maybe he’ll make the lordover clean up your cell before you go back.”
“I’m not going back,” Cirang said. “I’m innocent of the charges, and once I convince the king, he’ll release me.”
“Well, King Gavin’s nothing if not fair. I know it for a fact.”
“And how do you know this?”
Adro rolled up the sleeve on his left arm, revealing the scar on the tender side of his forearm, and held it out for her to see. It shamed him, which was why he kept the brand covered, but Queen Feanna insisted he reveal it to any who had need to trust him. 
“He branded you, and you think him fair?”
“I was young, foolish, and on the wrong path. He set me right. Gave me a second chance.”
“So now you’re loyal to him. How touching,” she said drily with a roll of her eyes.
“If he gave you a second chance, wouldn’t you be?”
“The king wouldn’t give me anything I wasn’t due.”
He rolled his eyes at her. As a former Viragon Sister, she was used to the support of a guild full of like-minded fighters. Adro’s mother had been a drunk and a whore, doing things in front of him that his young eyes should never have seen. At seventeen, he’d been fighting hunger and the darkness inside him when he met Gavin Kinshield. Having someone care enough to take him by the shoulders and turn him about had been a sobering, life-changing experience. Cirang had a lot to learn about being on her own. She could use an ally like King Gavin, but she was too proud to see it.
 “Besides,” Cirang went on, “Kinshield believes me guilty of crimes I had no part in. If anything, he’ll judge me unfairly when I’m no more guilty of his brother’s murder than I am of his first wife’s and child’s.”
“You don’t know him like I do,” Adro said. 
“Perhaps you don’t know him as well as you think you do. He extorted a priceless necklace from me. Does that sound like an honorable buck to you?”
Adro lifted his lip in a snarl. Telling lies would be her undoing. “Shut up. Gavin Kinshield’s the most honorable man I’ve ever known. I won’t listen to your lies.” He urged the horses faster, wanting to deliver her before he did something he would regret.
Many of the roads were empty of people, none wanting to spend a minute longer in the rain than they needed to. The run-off from the mountains flowed so quickly down some streets that even walking down them on horseback was worrisome. Adro took the same route back as the one he’d used. 
At last, they arrived at the palace. He led her across the bridge, saluted the guards at the gate, and headed to the stable. After they dismounted and saw the horses into the care of the stable hands, Adro took Cirang to the women’s barracks.
“I doubt the king’s in here,” Cirang said, a challenge in her voice. “You’re not thinking to ravish me, are you?”
“Of course not. There’s a wash tub here. You can’t stand before the king smelling and looking the way you do.” He asked one of the attendants to bring a woman to help clean the prisoner up. Three women attended the former Viragon Sisters who now served as the king’s guard. 
Adro was one of only three male battlers in the garrison so far, including the new Minister of the Militia, who had a room in the palace proper. Somehow, that just seemed wrong, but since the coronation, few warrant knights had come willing to relinquish their warrants and serve the king. The warrant knight life had its appeal, Adro knew, but loyalty to the new king should have been more important to more men.
He guarded the doorway, while the serving women came and went with buckets of steaming water, gradually filling the tub. Cirang stood at the window, looking out at the rain on the lake that fed the River Athra. He couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Three months in a gaol cell would have driven him mad, especially in the conditions she was forced to live in. At least the bath would help her feel more dignified, less like a caged animal.
Adro stopped one of the serving women. “Can you find her something clean to wear?”
“I can bring her a servant’s uniform,” she said.
“No skirts,” Cirang said without turning around. “I don’t wear skirts.”
A redheaded battler with a stern, angular face walked into the barracks. Her eyes went immediately to Adro, and she put a hand on her sword. “What are you doing here? These are the women’s barracks.”
“I know,” he said. “I’m seeing to my prisoner’s needs. Maybe you can help. She could use some clean clothes for her meeting with King Gavin. Can you spare something for her to wear?”
“I have only trousers and tunics,” she said, “no dresses or skirts.”
“Don’t give her the king’s colors,” Adro said, “but old battler clothing’s fine. She was a Viragon Sister, after all.”
“What?” The battler looked past him into the bathing room. “Cirang, what’re you doing here? What’s going on?”
“Mirrah, thank Yrys,” Cirang said, turning around, “someone with some sense. Tell this addlebrained meat puppet I’m no malefactor.” She held up her shackled wrists.
Adro shifted to block Mirrah from entering. “She’s here to answer the king’s questions, not yours. May she borrow your clothing or not?”
Mirrah shot him a cold glare. “Does Daia know about this?”
“She was present when the king told me to bring her.”
“We’ll see about that.” Mirrah marched out of the barracks.
 Adro and Cirang shrugged at each other, and then shared a smile. She wasn’t bad looking — full lips, square jaw and calm, brown eyes. If she was acquitted as she expected, he would invite her for a tumble, or two if it went well.
A few minutes later, Mirrah returned with Daia, who gave Adro a nod. “Is everything all right?”
“She hasn’t had a bath in three months,” Adro said. “Thought she wouldn’t want to go before the king smelling like sewage. She just needs something clean and dry to wear.”
Daia turned to Mirrah. “What’s the problem?”
“I didn’t know— I mean, I have nothing to give her.”
Daia went around the barracks opening satchels and chests, rummaging through other battlers’ belongings until she found a clean set of beige clothing, which she shoved into Adro’s arms. With a wordless glare at Mirrah, Daia stormed out.
“How about taking the shackles off while I bathe?” Cirang asked.
Adro unlocked and removed them. “Don’t try anything you’ll regret.”
He waited in the doorway, his back to Cirang, while she bathed with the assistance of two serving girls. The temptation to turn and look at her, to see her lean, muscular and completely nude body was strong. The fact that she sang to herself and chattered at him made resisting even harder. The muscles in his neck twitched, and every time she asked him a question, like was he married or wasn’t it difficult to get a warrant tag with a brand on his arm, he felt the overwhelming need to clear his throat before answering. Old urges bubbled to the surface, and he tamped them back down as best he could. A visit to the brothel later would help.
Finally, the sounds of water splashing stopped. “Give me the clothes,” she said.
“Please?” Adro prompted.
“Give me the clothes now, or I’ll go before the king naked.”
Adro sighed and tossed the clothes onto the floor behind him. “It wouldn’t hurt you to be polite.” 
Cirang snorted. “On the contrary. It would wound me deeply.”
The sumptuous sound of cloth rustling made sweat break out in his armpits. It had been years since he’d been with a woman who wasn’t being paid for her company. 
“All right,” she said. “I suppose you’ll want to put the shackles back on me.”
When he turned around and saw his prisoner, clean and dressed with her wet hair combed back, he breathed a sigh of relief. His eyes went to her full lips, now pink and alluring. He didn’t know what it was about her, but she tempted him in ways he hadn’t been tempted in many years. Not since Gavin Kinshield had carved his initials into Adro’s forearm, branding him as a malefactor for his crimes of seduction and debauchery.
 



Chapter 15 

 
 
Cirang limped ahead of her escort with iron shackles binding her wrists. Her feet beat a crooked rhythm on the floor compared to Adro’s steady one, while the chain between her hands jingled. 
She suspected he was watching her backside as he followed, directing her through the palace. She could tell he wanted her, and perhaps she’d let him have her in exchange for a favor of her choosing. He was fairly handsome with his blond hair and blue eyes, but she suspected he knew his dimples made women swoon. He used them like they were a weapon.
On any other day, she might have better enjoyed the palace’s wide hallways, high, sculpted ceilings and ornamental mouldings, the wood-paneled walls, marble floors and lofty bearing. Powerful men and women had walked these halls, leaving behind a palpable sense of significance. Today, though, she thought forward to the king’s pronouncement. He alone would decide her fate. Convincing him to release her would be her life’s biggest challenge. 
Lilalian Whisperblade rounded a corner and stopped short on seeing her. Cirang gave her a half-smile. The last time she’d seen Lila was when the two of them had served Brodas Ravenkind in his quest for the throne. 
Over the years, they’d at times been intimate, though for Cirang’s part more out of a desire for advancement within the Sisterhood than any kind of attraction to or preference for women. She would do it again if she thought it might help her cause. Lila had put in a good word to the former guild master on Cirang’s behalf on more than one occasion and had a fondness for Cirang that had seemed to run deeper than friendship or the typical camaraderie of belonging to the only guild of women battlers.
“Lila, is that you?” she asked, pausing. “You changed your hair.” For years, Lila had worn her long, blond hair so tightly braided, it pulled the sides of her face taut. Now her hair was cropped short, almost to her skull, making the blue of her eyes more prominent. “You’re looking well.”
“Cirang,” Lila said with a pained expression. “I wish I could say the same. You look haggard. Gaol doesn’t agree with you.”
“Your treason has been forgiven, and you walk freely in the palace, whereas mine has not, and I walk in shackles with a guard. Perhaps a word from you to our king would help convince him what a loyal and obedient servant-of-the-sword I am.”
“No,” Lila said flatly, her face reddening. “Even after being freed from Ravenkind’s influence, you made your choice to stand by him. I can’t help you.”
“I wasn’t freed until he was dead. You must believe me. My necklace was made from a different gem than yours was.”
“It doesn’t matter if I believe you,” Lila said, “but I wish you luck convincing King Gavin.”
“It matters to me.” Looking up seductively through her lashes, Cirang reached out with her shackled hands to caress Lila’s arm.
“The king’s waiting,” Adro said, pushing her lightly from behind.
Cirang was surprised at how easily playing the seductress came to her and wondered whether Adro could be plied with her charms. “I miss you, Lila,” she threw back over her shoulder, though she couldn’t see the blonde’s reaction. She could only hope whatever affection Lila still felt for her would be useful someday.
“Listen,” Adro said quietly as he gripped her upper arm, “when you meet King Gavin, don’t bother plying him with flattery. He won’t be softened by pretty words.”
“Do I strike you as the flattering sort?” Cirang shot back.
“You could stand to be more polite. Contrite, even.”
“I did nothing wrong, and I won’t apologize for the misdeeds of others. Keep your inane opinions to yourself.” She wondered if this man ever shut up.
“Fine. I’m only trying to help.” 
A guard standing outside a door crossed her arms at their approach. “Well, if it isn’t the traitor. I’ll bet Brawna would like to see you now, maybe hawk up a wet one right in your face as you did to her.” 
 Cirang recognized the round face and curly, brown hair of Ragetha, a weak-minded girl who couldn’t hold her liquor. She’d fallen off a three-stair stoop after a couple of ales last winter. “How’s the knee?” Cirang asked with a smirk.
“It’s fine.” There was a snarl in her voice. “How’s the shoulder?” She clapped Cirang hard on the left shoulder. 
Pain shot through her shoulder and chest, buckling her knees with its intensity. She let out a groan.
Adro, his hand still gripping her arm, kept her on her feet. “Whoa. Careful.”
“Godless trull,” Cirang said under her breath before remembering the insult was distinctly Nilmarion. She had to be more careful.
“Wait here,” Ragetha said. “I’ll see if the king is ready to receive you.” She knocked lightly on the door, slipped in, and shut the door behind her.
Excitement replaced the pain, racing through Cirang’s arms to her fingers, which wiggled uncontrollably while she waited. Her ability to convincingly portray herself as Cirang Deathsblade would be put to the test because Daia had known Cirang, and Kinshield had met Sithral Tyr. With the memories of both at her command, she was confident that, without his shadow reading ability, Kinshield would soon realize he couldn’t prove she had committed any crime and would be forced to let her go free.
The door opened, and Ragetha exited. “Go in. He’ll see you now.” She stepped aside to let them pass.
Cirang entered a room lined with bookshelves and comfortably furnished with a desk and four chairs facing it. Gavin Kinshield stood beside the desk, leaning against the mantle of a grand fireplace with his arms crossed. He was the same man Tyr had known – enormous in both height and build, and imposing with a long scar disfiguring one side of his face his two-day beard couldn’t cover. The sword on his back, its gemmed hilt rising above his left shoulder, added to his impressive figure. 
The last time she had seen him, whether as Cirang or as Sithral Tyr, Kinshield had been wearing stained beige and brown cotton, with scuffed boots and a single leather glove on his left hand as he faced first Tyr’s associate, Toren Meobryn, and later Ravenkind at the rune cave. Now the former ’ranter wore crisp, black trousers and shiny boots, and a blue tunic embroidered with white. Although the shirt was of typical battler fashion with loose sleeves and a V-shaped neckline, it was expertly tailored to fit his muscular physique. Still, there was something different about him, something that went deeper than fancy clothes and a jeweled sword.
When she walked in, he was standing with his shoulders square, one knee bent and a boot turned onto its tip in a comfortable, confident pose, but when he turned his eyes on her, his face went dark. His body tensed, and he clenched his fists as if he were trying to restrain himself.
On the other side of the desk and similarly clothed stood the swordswoman Daia Saberheart, hands clasped before her. Cirang had known her from the Viragon Sisterhood, where they both learned and honed their skills as battlers, but Sithral Tyr knew her as his executioner. The memory of those impossibly light-blue eyes, hard with concentration and intent as she plunged her sword into Tyr’s gut, plagued Cirang’s darkest dreams. Sweat formed under her arms, but she clenched her teeth and gripped her will, determined not to show weakness.
Kinshield gestured to a chair a couple feet in front of him. “Sit.” He positively seethed, every vein in his neck and forehead standing erect almost to bursting. 
Cirang bowed low before him before sitting as instructed, with her knees together and her shackled wrists lying in her lap. Adro stood behind her. She was confident she could put on a convincing show, but she wanted to give the appearance of being demure and respectful.
At the desk sat a striking blond man with a mustache, a quill in his hand ready to write. “Good afternoon, Cirang,” he said. He had a refined look about him — chiseled features, well-dressed, and obviously learned enough to be skilled with a pen. “I’m Edan Naredus, epithet Dawnpiper, and I’ll be writing the questions and your answers for the record. Please speak clearly and don’t nod or shake your head or use any hand gestures in reply. All answers must be verbal.”
On the desk before Edan were two books, one of whose cover was familiar — a journal Tyr had once owned.
The fact that Crigoth Sevae’s journal was within reach meant something. The most valuable information in it had to do with the Rune of Summoning, but Kinshield already knew about that. According to the stories she’d heard in gaol, he’d used the rune to rid the realm of the demon Ritol and end the beyonder invasion. Was he looking for something else?
 “I understand,” Cirang said. “It’s my life’s greatest honor to make your acquaintance, my liege. Daia, you’re looking prim as usual.” She smirked, knowing Daia would expect her to be insulting rather than congenial. “Before we begin, I want to lodge a complaint about the Lordover Tern.”
“What complaint?” Daia said with a scowl. Her feud with her father had been well known at the Sisterhood, and so it surprised Cirang that she would leap so quickly to the lordover’s defense.
“His warden ravished me, yet the lordover did nothing to punish the abuser or keep me safe in his gaol. Surely the king would find him complicit in the attack.” 
“She’s lying,” Daia said to the king, pointing.
“Not only that,” Cirang said, “he doesn’t give me enough to eat or clean rags for my menses. I’m treated like an animal, though the charges against me will be proven untrue. I haven’t had a bath in three months.”
“You look clean to me,” Edan said.
“She was filthy when I retrieved her,” Adro said. “I let her bathe in the barracks before I brought her here.”
Kinshield narrowed his eyes at her, though he didn’t seem to be looking so much at her as through her. “Something’s wrong with her haze.”
“My what?” Cirang asked.
“What’s wrong with it?” Daia asked.
He continued to stare. “She’s completely kho-bent, like a beyonder. All the zhi’s been removed.”
“What do you mean?” Daia asked.
“I’ll explain later. Adro, when you take her back, tell the warden I want to talk to him about these accusations.” 
Adro nodded.
Kinshield studied her for several heartbeats. “Who are you?” 
“I was born Cirana Delusiol, but I answer to the name Cirang Deathsblade.”
“Maybe, but that’s not who you are, is it?”
Cirang smirked. He could try to reason it out, but he was just a stupid ’ranter. Chances were good he knew nothing of soulcele tokens and the mystical practices of Nilmaria.
Edan asked, “Is she not Cirang Deathsblade?”
Kinshield glanced at Daia. “Is she?”
Daia crossed her arms. “She looks and sounds like Cirang.” 
Kinshield nodded as he continued to study Cirang. “I remember her face from the rune cave, helping Ravenkind escape. She’s different now.”
Daia tapped her chin with one finger, the same gesture her father, the Lordover Tern, had used. “You’re right. Could three months in gaol have taught her some humility?”
“That’s not it,” he said. “She’s not even the same person.”
From the way Kinshield’s eyes sparkled, Cirang could tell he was toying with her. Did he know? How could he?
“Remember what Jennalia told you?” Kinshield asked.
“I remember, but I can’t say I fully believed it.”
“Who’s Jennalia?” Edan asked, scribbling furiously. “And what did she say?”
Daia narrowed her eyes at Cirang. “Jennalia’s the mage who enchanted Gavin’s sword. When I showed her the ugly, green cat figurine I found in the dead Nilmarion’s satchel, she warned me to bury it. Cirang knows what I mean, don’t you?”
Before Ravenkind had summoned the demon Ritol, she’d found the figurine in Daia’s saddle bag and was curious about its surprising weight. It was heavier than its size suggested, but she didn’t know what was inside. Sithral Tyr did. It was the soulcele token immuring his tainted soul, and it had fallen to the ground and shattered when the demon killed Cirang. Tyr’s spirit had then moved from one broken vessel to another.
 Kinshield studied her a moment longer. “What part did you play in the death of my brother, Rogan Kinshield?”
She decided this time to tell Cirang’s story, because Kinshield’s new wife and sister-in-law had been witnesses to Cirang’s presence at the beheading. They had undoubtedly told him what they’d seen and heard. “I tried to stop him. I tried to convince Ravenkind that showing mercy would be in his own best interest, but he was bent on revenge.”
Daia looked at Gavin. “Ask her about JiNese. The story she told Lilalian was that I killed her during a fight with beyonders, but I wasn’t even there. Ask her what happened.”
“Awright,” Kinshield said, “tell us how JiNese died.”
She cursed under her breath. This was the one murder Cirang had committed that she had no plausible excuse for. Sithral Tyr had not been present, and Daia knew Cirang and JiNese had been traveling together, returning to Sohan from Tern. She opened her mouth, intending to weave an elaborate, impromptu lie, but before she could utter a single word, Kinshield held up a hand to stop her.
“Don’t lie to me,” he said. “I’ll know when you’re lying. If you lie to me, this’ll go worse for you.”
Judging from the inability of the lordover’s shadow reader to separate truth from fiction in Cirang’s words, she doubted Kinshield could do any better. “What I told Lilalian was mostly true. We were attacked by beyonders on the way back to Sohan, only it was I who threw the knife – Daia’s knife – and accidentally hit JiNese in the back. I altered the story to blame Daia.”
He crossed his arms. “I warned you. Lying at your hearing is a crime. It’ll be added to your list of offenses.”
She gaped at him, shocked he could discern the lie where the other shadow reader couldn’t. She set her jaw angrily. “We had an argument, all right? An argument about Daia. She was going to ruin my chances for the promotion the guild master had promised me. Harsh words turned to pushing, and pushing turned to fists. The next thing I knew, she was lying in the dirt, and I was pulling my knife out of her back. I panicked. I didn’t know what to do, and so I took the knife I’d stolen from Daia, and put it into the wound.” She looked up, willing tears to flood her eyes. She pinched the skin between her thumb and forefinger to help. “I didn’t intend to kill her. I was overcome with anger and lost my senses. After that, I swore that I would never hit someone in anger again.”
“I knew it,” Daia muttered. “Murderous traitor.”
Kinshield ignored her. “Tell me about Brawna Beliril. How did she end up with Sithral Tyr?”
Cirang had to tread lightly here. She was innocent in this, but Tyr was not. “Brawna was given explicit instructions to bring the rune solver back with her from the rune cave, but instead she returned with her fellow Sister’s dead body draped over her saddle. Ravenkind questioned her about the rune solver — you as it turns out — and later gave her to Sithral Tyr for safekeeping.”
“And the stab wounds in her leg and abdomen? Were you responsible for those?”
Cirang shook her head vehemently. “I may have spat on her and encouraged the other Sisters to do the same because we thought her a traitor, but I didn’t hurt her, nor did Ravenkind. If she was stabbed, then that was Sithral Tyr’s doing.”
“What was your relationship with Sithral Tyr?”
“I had none,” Cirang said. “I met him for the first time that day and only spent an hour or so in his presence.”
“Was Toren Meobryn with him then?”
“If you mean the stony-faced blond battler, yes. The two of them took Brawna away in Tyr’s carriage.”
“What do you know about the green cat figurine Daia mentioned?”
“It belonged to Sithral Tyr. Ravenkind was keeping it as a tool of influence, and when Tyr gave him that sword you’re wearing, Ravenkind returned the figurine. It was very dear to Tyr.” 
“Let’s talk about the kidnappings,” Kinshield said.
Cirang held up her hands, palms out. “As I told the lordover, Ravenkind’s magic gave me no choice. He commanded me to bring those women and children. I had no power to resist.”
The king studied her for a moment. “Are you saying you regret your actions?”
She sighed and let her hands drop into her lap. “I just told you I didn’t do it freely.”
 “That’s not what I asked you.”
He was trying to get her to admit to weakness. To express remorse. She felt none, but she knew what words he wanted to hear. “Yes,” she said, making no effort to hide her contempt. “I regret it. I’m sorry for my actions. I wish I could have saved your brother, but I couldn’t. Seeing him beheaded made me puke, and for that display of weakness, Ravenkind fed me to his pet monster.”
Kinshield raised his eyebrows. “How did you survive, when Ravenkind didn’t?”
“I— I don’t know. Maybe some ’ranter-mage showed up just in time and healed me.”
To her surprise, he laughed. “Think back,” he said, “to the first time me and you met.”
Her first memory of Gavin Kinshield the warrant knight was in a tavern in Saliria. He was big and sweaty with an old, battered sword on his back, not the gemmed one he wore now. But that had been Tyr’s experience, not Cirang’s.
“You had a necklace,” he said. “Where’d you get it?”
“Ravenkind gave it to me. He gave one to Lila and two dozen of the most loyal Sisters. He used it to control us. You know that.”
“What about the other necklace?” Adro asked.
“No,” Cirang snapped. “There was only one.” She realized she’d made a serious mistake by telling Adro that story. He needed to shut the hell up.
“What other necklace?” Kinshield asked.
“On the way here,” Adro explained, “she told me you extorted a priceless necklace from her. Those were the words she used.”
Kinshield smiled, showing the gap between his teeth and looking more like the peasant he was than a king. “Now I understand,” he said. “She’s not Cirang anymore.”
“She must be,” Daia said. “No one else would know about JiNese.”
“And nobody but Sithral Tyr would know about the necklace stolen from Queen Calewyn’s tomb.”
 



Chapter 16 

 
 
“I’ve heard enough,” Kinshield said. He beckoned Edan to join him at the window at the far end of the room while Daia and Adro guarded Cirang. They whispered for a minute, seeming to debate some point until Kinshield cut short the discussion with a sharp hand gesture. They returned to their previous places, though now Kinshield stood erect, hands clasped together.
Edan bent over the desk and scribbled on the papers for a moment, and then set his quill down. He held the paper before him and began to read. “On the matter of Rogan Kinshield’s death, you’ve satisfied His Majesty of your innocence.”
Cirang couldn’t have stopped her lips from curling if she’d had her head in the jaws of a beyonder. Soon she would be walking out of the palace a free woman, ready to carve out a new life as a mercenary. She thought perhaps she would go first to Lavene, where merchant ships brought exotic supplies from other lands.
“On the matter of the remaining crimes, aiding the escape of the murderer Brodas Ravenkind, kidnapping ten people that resulted in the deaths of two, and murdering the Viragon Sister JiNese, His Majesty finds you guilty. The sentence for those crimes is death.”
Cirang gaped at Kinshield. “What? No. No, you can’t.” 
“The sentence will be carried out one month from today,” Edan continued, “at which time you’ll choose whether to be executed by hanging or beheading. You will have time to reflect on your crimes and be given the opportunity to compose a letter of apology to the victims and their families. Should you fail to choose a manner of death, one will be chosen for you. Do you have any final words before you’re returned to your gaol cell to await your sentence?”
“Yes!” Cirang said. She lapsed into Tyr’s Nilmarion accent, trying to distance herself from the battler being judged. “Now that you know who I truly am, you know those crimes weren’t my own. As you yourself have discovered through your adept questioning, I’m not Cirang Deathsblade. She died at the claws of the demon you so expertly defeated. I’m merely a pilgrim of sorts — a traveler, who found himself marooned upon this...” She gestured at her body. “...foreign shore. In a manner of speaking, I’m another unfortunate victim of the crimes she committed before she died. In fact, Your Majesty, her death sentence has already been carried out. To execute me for her crimes simply because I happen to look like her would be the ultimate injustice.” She stood and took a step towards him, intending to use her female charms to sway him, but Daia and Adro both drew swords.
“Keep your distance,” Daia said.
“Sit down,” Adro said.
She sat back down, annoyed. Perhaps it would be better to appeal to his sense of fairness. “You’re a just man. Don’t condemn me to die for someone else’s sins.”
Kinshield crossed his arms and tipped his chin back to regard her through lowered lids. “Awright,” he said, “if you’d rather face justice for the crimes of Sithral Tyr, let’s list them instead. As Tyr, you assaulted the museum curator Laemyr Surraent, tried to kill Daia, kidnapped the blacksmith Risan Stronghammer, stole my sword, and tortured Brawna Beliril for information about me. Are those the crimes you’d rather be judged for?”
Cirang swallowed. They weren’t trivial crimes, but at least Kinshield didn’t know about the murders Tyr had committed.
“Let’s see,” he went on, “the kidnapping would’ve got you a brand on one arm, the attempted murder another, and the assault would’ve been the third. Those three crimes alone would have been grounds for execution, and that doesn’t even count the theft or the torture of the Viragon Sister. A warrant knight friend o’mine’s been hunting you for selling children into slavery. I’m betting he’ll have plenty o’proof o’those offenses, too. So you can die for the crimes o’Cirang Deathsblade, or you can die for the crimes o’Sithral Tyr.”
Neither choice was especially appealing. She’d heard of Kinshield’s history with Ravenkind. Perhaps he would soften towards someone with a similar experience. “Surely you can find it in your heart to offer leniency. I know I’ve done some unpleasant things, but you knew Brodas Ravenkind as I did. You know the kind of powerful influence he had on a man. Not only with his magic – he was a powerful wizard as you know – but with his threats. The things he would hold over you – the safety and well-being of the people you most care about. I have a son, my liege. A son who needs me.”
 Daia looked at Kinshield. “In all the years I’ve known Cirang, she has never mentioned a son.”
“He’s not Cirang’s son,” she said. “He’s the last of four sons I fathered with my wife in Nilmaria. The others have all died.” Sithral Brae would have been eleven years old then, if her recollection was true. Until that moment, she hadn’t given the boy or his mother much thought. They belonged to another life, one in which Sithral Tyr had been a different man. A weaker man. 
“That’s the strangest thing I’ve ever heard,” Edan said.
“Listen, Cirang or Tyr or whatever you want to be called,” Kinshield said, “I don’t know what happened to you, but there’s a darkness in you that makes you dangerous to everyone you meet. Normal people have a balance o’light and dark, soft and hard. Normal people can be redeemed. They can change their behavior if they want to. Your nature is purely kho — the dark, hard, cold nature — with no softness, no compassion, no warmth. You’re like a beyonder inside but with the intellect of a human. I can’t let you walk free. Every citizen o’Thendylath is a potential victim to you.”
Because compassion was a quality Kinshield valued, she tried to appeal to his. “What would you have done to save your daughter?” A pained expression crossed his face, and she knew she’d hit the right spot. “I wouldn’t be before you today if it weren’t for my son, Brae. He’d fallen ill, and I was willing to do anything to save him. Ravenkind made me do things in exchange for the magic to cure Brae’s illness. I had to save the children of my village. They would’ve perished without that cure. Have you never done something you regretted for the greater good?” 
“What we do reflects who we are, but people change. You aren’t that... person anymore. You’re the worst kind of malefactor — the kind that can’t be brought around by reason or magic or the threat of death.”
Cirang was desperate for an argument that would change his mind. She grasped angrily for his sense of fairness once more. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to judge me fairly. You despise me. It’s obvious your loathing of me has unfairly influenced your judgment. Admit you couldn’t be impartial because you hated me from the moment I walked in. How can you render a fair verdict under those conditions? I demand the Lordover’s judgment be honored.”
He scowled and turned his eyes to Adro. “How’d she know about that?”
“One of the lordover’s soldiers told me of it when I went to retrieve her. She must’ve overheard it.”
Cirang seized the momentum. “In exchange for sparing my life, I can offer something you’ll find very valuable. Something that would be worth thousands of aurum were I to sell it. To you, it would be priceless.”
Kinshield looked tired. “What is it?”
“It’s the journal written by none other than Crigoth Sevae, King Arek’s royal mage.”
She expected to see excitement and disbelief on the king’s face, but there was only impatience or perhaps boredom. He leaned over and picked up the journal from the desk and tapped it with the backs of his fingertips. “You mean this journal?”
She smiled slightly. “That’s the one you found among Brodas Ravenkind’s belongings in the cottage, is it not? The one describing the use of the summoning rune. I gave him that journal, but there’s another. The one I’m offering you has information about the wellspring that inspired Crigoth Sevae’s disloyalty to King Arek.” 
Judging from the looks on the faces of all three of them, Cirang knew it was the wellspring they were after. Did they know why Sevae had been so passionate to control it? Did they believe the stories about the magical properties of the water? 
She’d hooked them. Now she only had to pull them to her net. “The journal in your hands has a few references to the wellspring, but the one I’ve kept hidden away contains specific details: where it’s located, and what its true power is — why he thought it was important enough to murder the king for.”
In the king’s eyes, Cirang saw a lust for knowledge. “What wellspring?”
 “Why, the Well of the Enlightened, of course. The journal talks about its magical properties.”
“Have you read it?” he asked.
“I have,” she said, “though my memory improves when my belly is full. The lordover has let me languish in that cell. Surely you can spare a bit of—”
“Awright, I’ve heard enough,” Kinshield said.
Cirang blinked in surprise at his dismissive tone. “Do we have an agreement? The journal for my life?”
He stared at her wordlessly for a moment. “I’ll think on it. Adro, take her back to the gaol.”
“Wait. What’s there to think over?” she asked. “Get the horses ready. I’ll lead you there now.” 
Adro clamped his hand onto her upper arm and started to escort her out of the room.
“King Gavin, listen,” she called over her shoulder. “You must read that journal. You won’t find it without me. If I die before you get it, two hundred years of Thendylath’s history dies with me.”
 



Chapter 17 

 
 
As soon as Cirang was gone, Gavin let loose the shudder he’d been reigning in. The vileness of her presence renewed his memories of beyonders. His instinct was to run his sword through her then and there, as though she weren’t human, but he couldn’t. He was the king, and kings had to do the right thing always. 
The others in the room didn’t seem to be as sensitive to the khoness of her haze. Perhaps it was because, even when he wasn’t actively looking at her haze, he felt it. It brought back the memory of his near death while he was in the beyonders’ realm, fighting for his life against Ritol.
He went to the window of his library to gaze out at the water of Lake Athra in the distance and the walls of the cliff face beyond that. A hawk swooped down and snatched a fish in its talons, then beat its wings furiously to carry off its meal. The hawk was like Cirang, preying on society. Every day he delayed carrying out her sentence was another day she could escape from gaol or talk someone into letting her go. Had she been Cirang Deathsblade in spirit, he might have thought she could be redeemed somehow, or at least put to work in a limited way to contribute to society rather than feed from it. But she wasn’t. Her haze was as dark and tumultuous as a beyonder’s, and just as repulsive. What confused him was why. 
He’d met Sithral Tyr once before, and his haze hadn’t been like this. Neither had Cirang’s, judging from the glimpse of her he’d gotten when she rode in to save Ravenkind at the rune cave. He remembered the vileness that emanated from the green cat figurine Daia found in Tyr’s satchel after she’d killed him. It had made him uncomfortable, but she wanted to know what it was. The mage Jennalia had said it housed the befouled soul of a Nilmarion, and it must never be broken. Only it was. It was broken at the cottage where he’d found Cirang, barely alive. The fact that Cirang knew about his meeting with Sithral Tyr could only mean one thing: Tyr’s soul had taken over Cirang’s body.
“What is it about her haze that concerns you?” Daia asked. 
“She’s kho-bent, not evil,” he said. When he’d journeyed to the mid-realm, the Elyle, Bahn, had explained the nature of khozhi and why Gavin had disliked Bahn’s complement, Bahnna, so intensely. Bahn had been completely zhi-bent — soft, warm — and Bahnna had been like Cirang was now — hard, cold. Like the beyonders were.
Edan turned in his chair and hooked his elbow over its back. “So explain it to me.”
Gavin paced the length of the library as he talked. Moving helped him gather his thoughts. “The khozhi is the balance between two opposites, like order and chaos, hot and cold, soft and hard, love and hate. Kho is the cold, hard, rigid side. Zhi is the hot, soft, yielding side.”
“Good and bad?” Daia asked.
“Good versus evil,” Edan said at the same time.
“No. I thought the same, but the Elyle told me good and evil are judgments based on our morality or preference. Sweet and bitter are zhi and kho, but whether something sweet is good or bad depends on who’s tasting it. We all have kho inside us, but our realm tends towards order, so we mostly act from the zhi side.”
Edan scrunched his brow as he nodded. “So you’re saying Cirang is purely kho?”
“Yeh. That must be why I can see her haze, but I can’t read it the way I can others.” 
“Can that be undone?” Edan asked. “Can she be redeemed somehow?”
Gavin shook his head. “Doubtful. To be honest, I don’t want to kill her, but she’s dangerous. The people would be safer with her dead.”
“Ravenkind believed he had a legitimate claim to the throne,” Edan said. “Yes, she helped him escape, but did she know of his crimes? She thought he was the rightful king. That alone is no crime.”
“She wasn’t an exemplary citizen before then, either,” Daia said. “Remember, Cirang killed JiNese and framed me for it.” She paused, tapping her chin. “Gavin, if you can’t read her haze, how did you know she was lying about how JiNese died?”
“I didn’t. Before I got King Arek’s magic, I had to judge people’s truthfulness not only from what they said but from the way they talked. She looked up as if she was fishing for some stray story on the ceiling. People telling the truth don’t do that.”
 “You have a good eye. Cirang’s always been known for her agile tongue.”
“Yeh, but she’s more than just Cirang or Tyr. She has both o’their memories and a kho-bent haze, which makes her more dangerous than any criminal I’ve ever encountered.” He went back to the window and looked out. The mage Jennalia had told her about that figurine and urged her to bury it. Gavin admittedly hadn’t seen the danger in it either, but in hindsight, they should have heeded her warning.
“How did the statue get to the cottage in the first place?” Edan asked. “Cirang said Ravenkind gave it to Tyr.”
“Remember when we brought Brawna to your house?” Daia asked him.
Edan chuckled. “Of course. A man doesn’t soon forget being woken during the night by a beautiful woman, an old friend, and a girl covered in blood.”
She reminded him of the sword fight between Gavin and Toren Meobryn, and Sithral Tyr and Daia. “We were looking for a necklace Gavin was supposed to recover and found the ugly cat figurine in Tyr’s satchel. I carried it around for a while. The mage Jennalia in Ambryce told me what it was. She called it a soulcele token and said the Nilmarions use them to protect or imprison souls. She said it contained a blackened soul and warned me not to break it. It was in my saddle bag when Ravenkind’s henchman caught me. Cirang must’ve found it.”
“Then it got broken during Ravenkind’s fight with Ritol,” Gavin said. “It seems Tyr’s spirit jumped into Cirang’s body and brought it back to life.”
Edan shook his head. “Wasn’t his soul in the statue before Daia killed him? How could a man walk around with his soul imprisoned in a figurine? The Book of Ancients says the soul lives inside the body and leaves when the body dies.”
Gavin wasn’t a believer in the Spirit of Asti-nayas as the one true god like his wife was, but he remembered the lessons from his childhood visits to the temple in Lalorian. “A lot o’followers of Asti-nayas also believe the soul can travel while the body’s asleep. It’s not such a leap to imagine it could get trapped somewhere.”
“But then the body would stay asleep, wouldn’t it?” Edan asked.
Gavin shrugged. How the hell would he know? He wasn’t a spiritual scholar. 
“The Viragon Sisterhood followed the teachings of the ancient Farthan sage, Yrys,” Daia said. “Farthans believe the body can function without the soul, but it acts only with thought, and not with heart. It can talk and work like a normal person, but it can’t love or feel compassion. We might never understand the thread connecting the soul and the haze, as Gavin calls it. All he can do is decide what to do about Cirang based on what she has done.”
Gavin ran his tongue over the gap where his right eyetooth used to be. He’d always considered his strengths to be in his shoulders, arms and legs, not in philosophy. He might never understand why or how she’d become kho-bent. The question was: what was he going to do about her proposition. “Well I can’t forgive her crimes and free her, and she’s too crafty to leave in gaol, so I guess I got to execute her.”
Edan picked up the journal they’d identified as Sevae’s. “Are you saying you don’t want to see the other journal? 
“We don’t know if there is another journal,” Daia said. “Remember, this is Cirang we’re talking about. She lies.”
Anything that might explain why Sevae had summoned Ritol made Gavin’s muscles quiver with excitement. Ravenkind had believed there to be a second journal, so chances were good Tyr had held onto it, trying to negotiate a better price. “Whether it still exists, we won’t know unless we let her take us to it.”
Edan said, “I remember seeing a reference to the wellspring in this one, but it didn’t say what it was.”
“Think you can find it again?” Gavin asked.
Edan opened the book and flipped its pages. “I believe it had to do with King Arek’s son. Let me see if I can— ah, here it is.” He began to read aloud.
 
Although King Arek interrogated every member of his staff about the whereabouts of the rune, he was unable to determine who took it or who has it now. Had he simply asked the right questions, I would not have been able to hide the truth. He would have known how I obtained it. For someone who uses magic as adeptly as he does, it’s quite comical that he never recovered it. Comical and pathetic. 
Then there was the matter of his poor son, drowning in the rear courtyard fountain because Arek was too distracted to notice the boy had slipped outside unattended. He all but forgot about the rune after that. I acknowledge I had a part in the child’s death, for it was I who left the door ajar, and I regret that most sincerely. But the fact of the matter is many more people will die before this is all said and done. Every one of those deaths could have been avoided had King Arek followed my counsel on the matter of the wellspring.
 
The room fell silent. Crigoth Sevae must have been mad to sacrifice the king’s child in his dogged pursuit of the wellspring. Gavin had to know more. He had to know why, in the hopes his progeny would never repeat this tragedy.
“What was so important about the wellspring?” Daia asked.
“They called it the Well of the Enlightened,” Edan said. “Perhaps it has some spiritual significance.”
Gavin pointed his finger at him. “There’s one man who can answer that.”
“You aren’t going to back-travel to talk to Sevae!” Edan said.
“No, no,” Gavin said, though the idea had merit. “King Arek.”
 



Chapter 18 

 
 
The clothes Gavin had been wearing the first time he visited King Arek had since been torn into rags and used to clean the palace, and so he hoped his new wardrobe wouldn’t be too much of a shock. His boots, too, had been taken apart and used in the tack room of the stable, and his new boots were shiny and black, kept that way by his attendant, Quint. 
“Lend me your gift once more,” he said to Daia. “I want to talk to King Arek about the wellspring, to see if Sevae’s journal is even worth pursuing.” 
He went to the bookcase opposite the fireplace. On a middle shelf was a wooden chest, which he carried to his desk. Atop the chest sat a wooden gargoyle figurine with onyxes for eyes, protecting its contents. Anyone who touched the gargoyle received a nasty shock, and according to the merchant who sold the magical locks, anyone attempting to open the box by cutting it with a saw would suffer the same punishment. Gavin couldn’t find any volunteers willing to try it, but he had no reason to doubt the merchant’s word. 
He lifted the gargoyle, set it on his desk and opened the chest. Inside, he kept the two runes of summoning, the rune of time, and two rings bearing equal halves of the blue moonstone he’d removed from the rune tablet. He handed the smaller ring to Daia, put the larger one on the middle finger of his right hand, and withdrew the rune of time before closing the chest and replacing the gargoyle on its lid. The rune he would need to back-travel, and the rings he would need to find Daia and tap into her gift from King Arek’s time.
Daia put the ring on her left ring finger and sat down. “I’m ready. Do you remember how to do this? It’s been three months.”
“I remember.” He went to the door and combed through his hair with his fingers, feeling a little nervous about meeting with the king he’d so long revered. They were friends, he reminded himself. Arek would help him. King Arek was the only person who knew Gavin’s secret: that he was Arek’s champion, Ronor Kinshield, reborn.
For years, Gavin had carried the burden of thinking he was forgetting something — something important. Certain sounds would trigger distant memories and images that made no sense to him. It wasn’t until Daia had read to him the letter written by his ancestor, Ronor Kinshield, that Gavin began to realize he was Ronor’s re-embodied spirit. He’d reneged on a promise to his king, locking him in a cycle of dying and returning, a cycle he hoped had finally been broken by Gavin fulfilling that promise and accepting the crown. Along with the reign, he’d inherited the magic of Wayfarer, which he used to travel from realm to realm, and with the rune, from time to time.
Nine forty-five in the morning o’the eighth o’Nevebria, in the year fourteen thirty-one. 
With the date and time in the forefront of his mind, Gavin whispered the name of the rune: “Taendat.” With his hidden eye, he saw what looked like a small cyclone of red, about his own height. It changed color every few seconds, going from red to orange to yellow, through the colors of the rainbow. He waited until it turned to blue, the color of the human realm, and moved into it, traveling two hundred fourteen years into the past. His stomach lurched and somersaulted.
He put a hand against the wall to steady himself. When the room finally stilled, the furniture was styled and positioned differently than in his own library, and the color of the walls was yellower, but it was just as he remembered. Daia was gone, and a man of about thirty years with raven-black hair stood at the window, looking out. He was even wearing the same black long-sleeved shirt and trousers and golden belt he’d been wearing when last Gavin visited.
Gavin cleared his throat. “Sorry to bother you again, Arek.”
Arek turned with a smile on his face. “Gavin, I was hoping you’d return. You left rather abruptly, and so I thought you might need time to recover. Remember my warning this time.”
Gavin smiled. The last time he visited, he’d started to say something that could have changed Arek’s future, which, from Gavin’s perspective, was Thendylath’s past. For his efforts, he was slammed back to his own time with a headache so severe, he passed out and had to be carried up the inn’s stairs by three of his battlers. “I should’ve listened to my instinct.”
 Chuckling, Arek took a seat. “You’re looking well — more relaxed than you were last time I saw you. That was only a few minutes ago from my perspective. How long from yours?” 
“A few months have passed for me, and my biggest challenge was faced and conquered. All I got to worry about now is a wet crop from too much rain.”
Arek gestured to the chair beside him. “Please make yourself at home— though I suppose this is your home as much as it is mine, yes?”
Gavin nodded. “My library is furnished like this. I come here to think and ponder questions.”
“Which question has brought you—” Arek blinked hard, as though a thought had startled him. He held up a finger and stared for a moment into Gavin’s eyes, his brow knitted. “You returned to this particular time. I would like to know why, but I suppose I can guess. It has to do with my plan to take Ronor with me to Ritol’s realm, doesn’t it? Wait. Don’t try to answer that.” 
Gavin fidgeted. He didn’t want to tell Arek he had only a few days left to live, nor could he if he’d wanted to. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway — the plan Arek had intended would have been no more effective than the one he’d carried out. He didn’t have what he needed to defeat Ritol. He didn’t have Daia. 
At last, Arek leaned back into his chair, more relaxed. “I’ll contemplate that later. Now, back to my original question. What has brought you back to see me?”
“The matter of the Well of the Enlightened has risen. Can you tell me about it?”
Arek’s eyes hardened, and his jaw clenched as he shook his head fervently. “Leave it be, Gavin. I beg of you. Leave it be. Nothing good will come of meddling there.”
Arek’s words served only to intensify Gavin’s curiosity. “Why? What is it?”
With his lips pressed together, the older king stared at Gavin for a moment, still shaking his head. “It’s a source of destructive magic that cannot be reversed, guarded by a being that cannot be killed. As you know, my own royal apothecary, the man I trusted to mix herbs for myself and my family, betrayed me, betrayed all the people of Thendylath, in an effort to control the spring for its magical properties.” 
“Crigoth Sevae,” Gavin said, nodding. “But wasn’t he a mage?”
“Yes, he is, but his duties here were primarily to mix herbs, not perform magic. He doesn’t understand how dangerous the wellspring’s waters are. He thinks he can use them to heal people.”
Gavin knitted his brow in confusion. “Can it heal? It’s just water, isn’t it?”
“Listen to me carefully, Gavin. Let me tell you in no uncertain terms the Well of the Enlightened is misnamed. It has caused the deaths of thousands of people and has razed an entire city. I tried to tell Sevae that, but he’s convinced those are nothing but fairy tales. He’s so convinced, in fact, that he would commit regicide for his chance to prove me wrong. Or right, as the case may be.” Arek leaned forward and gripped Gavin’s forearm painfully hard. “I implore you to leave it be.”
Though his curiosity wasn’t sated, he trusted Arek’s wisdom. The last thing he wanted was for someone sharing Sevae’s passion to reach it and use its power against the people of Thendylath. “It’s well-guarded then? Tell me about its guardian.”
“Damn it, Gavin!” Arek’s entire body shook with anger. “If you don’t trust me when I tell you to stay away from the wellspring, if you don’t believe what I just told you about its destructive power, then you’re alone in this.” 
Gavin tried to interject, to reassure Arek that wasn’t his intent, but the king seemed not to hear him. 
“I won’t help you get closer to it. I won’t help you destroy yourself and the country I love.” Arek stood, his body rigid, his eyes alight with fury. “I’ve got a demon hunting me, and no time to waste on this foolishness. I hope to see you again sometime, Gavin, and when I do, I hope you don’t try to kill me.” He went to the door and opened it. 
“Arek, wait.” Gavin stood, opening his hands helplessly. “I believe you. I trust you to my bones. I know you, remember, and you know me. The well is dangerous – I understand – but I need to make sure it’s well protected.” 
Arek turned. “It is, damn it. I’ve told you that. Now leave me. I must focus on my upcoming battle.”
 Gavin stared at the library door, stunned at Arek’s staunch refusal to give him the information he needed. He understood Arek wanting to protect people from whatever was wrong with the water in the wellspring, but Gavin’s desire to protect his people was equally strong. He would be better off knowing and understanding the nature of the infamous wellspring than to accept on faith that the people were safe from its dangers.
He used his hidden eye to inspect the ring on his right hand. Its gem, spelled with what was ultimately a lover’s bind, had a haze that connected to the gem in Daia’s ring by a thin thread disappearing into nothingness. He felt along the thread with his intent, past the boundary of time and space, to her conduit, then focused on opening a vortex back home. He stepped through it once again and found her sitting in the chair, tapping its arms nervously.
“You’re back,” she said, standing. “How was your meeting?”
Gavin shook his head. “When I asked about the wellspring, he got defensive and warned me to leave it alone.”
“Perhaps it’s sound advice.”
He had every intention of leaving the wellspring alone. Going there was never in his plan. “Well, if I’m going to find out what’s so special about it, I’ll have to let Cirang take me to the journal.”
She had a doubtful look on her face. “Are you sure you want to know? What if someone gets a hold of the journal and becomes obsessed the way Sevae did?”
“Well, we don’t have to worry about him summoning Ritol to eat my soul,” Gavin said with a snort. To be sure, he would destroy those runes. They were the only two ever created, and the knowledge of how to create them was forever lost.
“There are other ways to kill a king, you know.”
He winked at her. “With a vusar as my champion?” he asked, using the Farthan word for the mystical conduit. “I’m practically invincible. Look, if we leave the journal wherever Cirang has it hidden, someone might find it anyway. It’d be safer here, locked away.”
She nodded her agreement. “You’re right. So when are we leaving?”
“Tomorrow. We’ll stop at the gaol and get Cirang on our way out of Tern.”
“Who do you want with us?”
Gavin looked at the list Jophet had given him of the battlers accompanying Feanna to Ambryce and those remaining behind. He chose Brawna and Vandra to guard Cirang, along with himself and Daia. Edan would stay here to take care of official business in his stead.
She shook her head with a wary expression. “He’s not going to be happy about that.”
“I’ll convince him.”
 



Chapter 19 

 
 
Gavin tasked Quint with packing his saddle bag and gave Vandra the responsibility for seeing to the rest of their travel arrangements, including choosing the mount that would carry Cirang. As Daia had suspected, Edan wasn’t pleased about being left behind, mostly because he enjoyed adventure as much as the next battler, and tried to argue that his skill with a bow would be invaluable for hunting. Gavin waved off his objections. His knife throwing skill was sufficient, and besides, there were still hundreds of messages to sort and respond to. He would feel better leaving someone at the palace who knew how to handle a crisis, should one arise, and as son of a lordover, Edan was that man.
Feanna whisked past him in the corridor, no doubt seeing to her own travel. She touched his chest as she passed, and he tried to grab her hand to slow her down. “Where are you going so fast? You’ll jar the baby loose.”
She paused and turned with a funny smile. “By walking? Gavin, don’t be daft.”
“I need to talk to you before you leave. Come see me in my library when you can spare a minute.”
She approached and slipped one arm around his waist. “I’m never too busy for you, darling. Let’s talk now.” He leaned down and covered her lips with his own, enjoying their softness and the passion with which she returned his kiss. When she pulled back, her eyes glittered. “Did you say library or bed chamber?”
Gavin grinned. “Library now, bed chamber later.”
“You truly are an adventurous man.”
He took her hand and started towards the library, noting her two soft footsteps on the marble floor to every one of his heavy ones. “Jophet gave me the list of battlers going with you. I want Tennara acting as your champion for now. She’s not to leave your side. Eriska is going?”
“And Jana and Nila, and Vorner will serve as my footman. I’ll have everything I need, Gavin. You really mustn’t worry.”
He followed her into the library and closed the door behind him. 
“We’re taking both carriages and a wagon for the supplies.” Feanna arranged her skirts as she took a seat in the chair nearest the cold fireplace. “I’ll ride in one, and I’m bringing a few books, though I suspect I’ll beg one of the ladies to ride with me at times for someone to talk to. I invited Liera to come with me, but she didn’t want to leave GJ. He’s been awfully despondent recently, missing his papa, you know.”
Gavin nodded as he sat beside her. He’d noticed his young nephew’s demeanor at supper the last few nights, though he had no comfort to offer aside from a kind word and loving embrace. “What about the girls and Trevick?”
“They’ve been begging to come, but that’s too long a ride for the girls, and Trevick would miss his lessons. I prefer them to stay behind, though that’ll just stir up more rumors.”
“What rumors?”
She looked at her hands in her lap. “About how I care more for the orphans than I do my own children. It isn’t true. The orphans need me. My— Our children are safe in a loving home. They want for nothing. When every orphaned child has what he needs, then my work will be done.”
Gavin was glad she had such an important mission. He just wished it didn’t require her to travel all across Thendylath.
“The rumors still wound me, though. I wish people weren’t so cruel.”
“Listen,” he said, “rumors’ll spread about us, our children, our friends, and anything else that entertains people. We’re large in the public’s eye. As long as we’re honest with each other, no rumors can harm us.” He was reminded about Keturah Kinshield. This was a good time to bring the matter up to his wife. He wouldn’t want her to learn about him having an illegitimate child through rumors. He took her hands in his. “I have something to talk to you about. It’s not a rumor, but it could become one, and I wanted you to hear the truth from me first.”
“What is it, dear?” 
“I need you to promise you won’t speak of this to anyone but me,” Gavin said. He looked deeply into her eyes to make it plain that what he had to say was serious and private.
 “Of course, love. What’s on your mind? You can trust me.”
“And I do.” Gavin took a deep breath before continuing. She wouldn’t take this news well. “A woman came here with a daughter she claimed was sired by me.”
Feanna’s right hand flew to her mouth, but she said nothing.
“Except she didn’t know me. She said the man looked like me but without the scars. For eight years, this man gave her a stipend every month to pay for food and clothing for his daughter, all the while claiming to be me. Three months ago, the money stopped coming.”
“It can’t be,” Feanna said. “He wouldn’t. I knew him. He loved his wife. He wouldn’t have done such a thing.”
“I thought I knew him too. He was my brother!” As he spoke, Gavin realized he was angry not just at Rogan for using his name, but at himself for Rogan’s death. There was so much Rogan had left undone, and now this. Worst of all, people could make up lies about him, and he was unable to defend himself or explain how the hell this woman could have such a credible claim.
“Do you have a cousin, perchance?” Feanna said. “Another Kinshield man who looks enough like you or Rogan to make a convincing claim?”
“My father’s brother had two daughters, and his sister had a son who died in childhood. Papa had a cousin who had a son, but he’s been dead for over ten years. Distant cousins, maybe, but her eyes— She looks like a Kinshield. She looks like she could be my daughter.”
“Is it possible she is, and you’ve simply—”
“No,” Gavin said firmly. “The girl was conceived while I was married to Talisha. I was never unfaithful. Never.” To even think about being unfaithful to his first wife made his stomach turn. 
“What if it’s true? Oh, Gavin, this is terrible.”
Gavin hung his head. “I know. I still got to acknowledge her as mine.”
Feanna gasped, her eyes open wide. “And give her a claim to the throne? What about our baby, Gavin?” She put her hand on her growing belly. “He’s your legitimate son.”
“I’m not talking about naming this girl as my heiress, only acknowledging her as a Kinshield.” He looked pleadingly into her eyes. “And as my daughter. To protect Rogan’s family.”
Feanna pulled her hand out of his. “To protect the reputation of a dead man, what will that do to your own? You would sacrifice your honor for his? He’s the one who stepped out on his wife, not you. What does that do to Talisha’s name? You would dishonor her too?”
“No, but what am I supposed to do? Destroy my nephews’ memory o’their father as an honorable man? And Liera’s? He was a good man, and he provided for all his children. He died because o’me, and so it’s up to me to continue providing for them. If that means I got to acknowledge his bastard as mine, then that’s what I got to do.”
Feanna gripped his forearm. “But Gavin, you don’t have to do that. You can provide for her the same way Rogan did – secretly. Send her money, ensure she has enough to eat, clothes to wear, and a roof over her head. That’s all you owe her, and no more.”
“Doesn’t she deserve to know her family or who her father was? Doesn’t she deserve the kind o’life his sons have now?”
“That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it. I’m begging you not to destroy our family to protect Rogan. It was his mistake, not yours.”
“I understand, but Rogan’s dead and beyond my protection. I’m trying to protect his widow and the three boys he left behind.”
Feanna threw up her hands dramatically and stood. Gavin stood too. “Do whatever you think is best. Obviously, I’m not going to change your mind.” She started towards the door, and when Gavin reached for her and begged her to wait, she jerked her arm away and stormed out.
His eldest nephew, twelve-year-old Jaesh, tall for his age like Gavin and Rogan had been, was standing outside the door with a startled expression, following Feanna with his gaze. He turned to offer Gavin a shallow smile as he approached. 
 Gavin exhaled his tension and smiled back. How much of that had his nephew heard? “How now, Jaesh. You finished your lessons for today?”
Jaesh nodded. “Can you spare a minute? I’m sure you’re busy. I could come back later.”
“Never too busy for you.” Gavin sat back down. “Take a seat.”
Jaesh sat in the chair Feanna had just vacated and fidgeted his hands. “I wanted to ask you something. Mama said you have magic that lets you talk to people in times gone by.”
“Yeh. I call it back-traveling. I can travel to any day that’s already happened as if it were a place. That’s how I met King Arek.”
Jaesh leaned forward expectantly. “Could you talk to my papa?”
Gavin should have anticipated this, but he hadn’t, and now he was left with an empty mind and a heavy tongue. He cleared his throat and rubbed his brow, trying to think of a way to let the boy down gently. “It’s possible,” he admitted, “but there are certain things I can’t tell him.”
“What kinds o’things? Could you tell him I miss him?” Jaesh’s eyes moistened.
Gavin put a meaty paw on Jaesh’s shoulder. “I can’t tell him anything that could change the future. If I told him you miss him, he would ask me why. From his point o’view, you’re within shouting distance — he’d wonder why you missed him. If he figured out he’d be dead soon, he might be tempted to do something different.”
“But that would be good, right?”
“As much as I want to change the past, I can’t.”
Jaesh’s face fell. “So you can’t save him?”
Gavin shook his head sadly. “If I could, I would’ve done it already. The magic doesn’t work that way.”
The boy hung his head, and Gavin’s heart sank. He missed his brother too. There was, of course, the matter of Keturah, and Gavin planned to question Rogan about her. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “If I get a chance to talk to Rogan, I’ll remind him how much you love him.”
The boy looked up at him with an odd expression. “I wonder… There was a time when he came to me while I was cutting duck feathers – he sat down in front o’me looking as if he was going to cry, and said, ‘I know, son.’ He said he loved me too, no matter what.” He looked as though he wanted to say something else, but his face clouded, and in that moment he became more a child and less a boy on the edge of manhood.
Gavin stood and pulled him into an embrace. The boy’s shoulders shook, his arms around Gavin’s waist tightened, and his hands gripped Gavin’s shirt. Gavin felt his own eyes burn with unshed tears. He’d wept for his murdered brother once, but he hadn’t let himself cry again since. In the back of his mind, he knew he could visit Rogan anytime he wanted to. Jaesh, Asia, GJ and Liera didn’t have that luxury. “Listen, I’m leaving for Calsojourn tomorrow. I’ll stop in Saliria and pay a visit to your papa. I’ll do my best to let him know.” 
Jaesh pulled back and wiped his face before letting Gavin see it. “May I come with you?”
“I can’t bring you with me back-traveling, if that’s what you’re thinking,” he said. “Besides, I got to take a criminal with me, so it’s best if you stay here.”
“I won’t get in the way. Please, Uncle Gavin. Life is dull here. There’s only so much learning a boy can do in a week.”
Gavin chuckled and squeezed Jaesh’s shoulder. “Let me think on it, but don’t get your hopes up. My answer’ll probably still be no. Feanna’s going to Ambryce tomorrow. If you want, I’ll ask her to take you with her.”
Jaesh made a face. “I love Aunt Feanna, but traveling on a woman’s journey wasn’t what I had in mind.”
Gavin returned to his chair behind the desk. “I understand, believe me.”
That put a smile on his nephew’s face. He went to the door. “My thanks, Uncle Gavin. Until supper, my liege.” He bowed more gracefully than Gavin thought a common-born boy could. Apparently he was receiving lessons in more than just reading and numbers.
“Until then.”
 



Chapter 20 

 
 
They’d had a dining table crafted that was large enough to seat Gavin, Feanna and their four adopted children, Edan and Daia, Liera and her three sons, plus four guests who varied from one meal to the next. Sometimes guards joined them, or a visiting lordover and his wife, or Gavin’s warrant knight friends who’d come to remind the king of their friendship. From time to time they dined just the twelve of them. Gavin sat at the table’s head, and Feanna always sat on his right so they could hold hands beneath the table while they ate. 
Generally the children gathered at the far end and the adults grouped nearest to Gavin, but that evening eight-year-old GJ claimed the seat to Gavin’s left. He ate quietly, neither listening to the conversation going on around him nor participating or starting one. Several times, he set down his spoon and gently touched Gavin’s hand or arm as if to reassure himself his uncle was really there.
After supper, the extended Kinshield family gathered in a room in which two sofas, and several chairs and stools lined the four walls, and pillows were piled in the middle of the floor for the children to lie or sit on as they pleased. Gavin thought of it as the Family Room, because it was where his family spent time together talking or telling stories to the children to prepare them for bed-time. The boys often asked for stories about battling beyonders, never noticing the way Jilly would shrink into a corner at the mere mention of the monsters, even though Gavin had put an end to their threat forever more. This evening in particular, GJ wanted a story about his father, and he moved from his own seat to climb into Gavin’s lap.
Gavin supposed he provided them a special connection to their father because, except for Gavin’s facial scars and missing eyetooth, they’d looked so much alike. GJ closed his eyes and clutched Gavin with all his might. “I miss you, Papa,” he whispered.
Gavin felt like a boulder was sitting on his chest, crushing his heart. He squeezed GJ closer, bent his mouth to his young nephew’s ear, and whispered, “I miss you too, son.” When he lifted his head once again, he caught Liera’s tear-filled eyes watching them. 
They took cues from the two youngest girls, Jilly and Tansa. When they fell asleep on the floor pillows, it was time to send them to their beds. With his magic, Gavin made each of them a softly glowing light ball to carry to their rooms. As light as a feather, they emitted no heat, and so they were safe to hold, though they weren’t sturdy enough to stand up to poking and pulling. The older children, Jaesh, Trevick and Asiawyth, made a game of racing each other while carrying their light ball carefully enough that it didn’t fall from their open palms. GJ joined in, but he tried to walk too fast and had to stop to scoop his light ball back into his hand.
After the children were tucked into bed, Gavin, Feanna, and Liera relaxed in the family room with a glass of wine. Rogan’s bastard daughter weighed more heavily on his mind every time he looked at Liera or heard her speak or caught a sniff of her perfume. Feanna stared at him, her body stiff and her brow furrowed. He knew she wanted him to tell his sister-in-law about her husband’s infidelity, but would Liera want to know? If he were in her shoes, he wouldn’t. Not with Rogan dead.
“Liera,” Gavin said hesitantly. “Let me ask you something as a woman. If you knew a secret about me that would hurt Feanna to know, would you tell her?” If she agreed with Feanna that a wife had a right to know everything about her husband, then he would tell her about Rogan’s bastard child.
Liera looked at Feanna. “No, I wouldn’t. What would be the purpose in it?”
“To be honest,” Feanna said. “A husband should share everything, good or bad, with his wife.”
Liera shook her head firmly. “You’re happy together now, aren’t you? If you learned something about Gavin that he was ashamed of and didn’t want you to know, what would that do to your relationship? In the years to come, you’ll disagree, you’ll argue, you might even stop speaking to him or sharing yourself with him in the bedroom for a time, but why dampen the happiness you have now? It’s not my business to tell Gavin’s secrets. I might try to convince him to tell you, but I wouldn’t do it.”
 “I see,” Feanna said. She stood and smoothed the front of her skirt. “I guess you win, Gavin.” She bid Liera goodnight, and without offering him a kiss or another word, she left.
Gavin put his head in his hands. She’d been so difficult lately, which was both frustrating and maddening. It was as if she was incapable of seeing reason. Feanna was a good person, though, with a pure heart. He loved her for who she was, not what she did. 
“Oh, dear,” Liera said, surprised guilt on her face. “Did I say the wrong thing?”
“We had an argument earlier. I told her the secret would stay secret but she thinks it’s dishonest to withhold the truth. If telling it does no good and possibly does harm, there’s no good reason to. And so I won’t. I’m at least as stubborn as she is. She won’t budge me on the matter.”
“Well, don’t worry about Feanna. Her mood will change a lot during the coming months because of her condition. She loves you, and she’ll come to accept your decision not to tell her what you’re hiding.”
He exhaled hard, glad she hadn’t guessed it wasn’t his own secret they were discussing. “I hope you’re right. I don’t want to keep feuding about it.” 
“But Gavin,” she said, “if it’s what I think it is, perhaps you should reconsider. Withholding the reason for your missing tooth is one thing, and I know it amuses you to make up stories about it. Keeping secret a bastard child is something else entirely.”
Gavin’s mouth dropped open in surprise.
“Don’t be angry. Rogan told me about her a few years ago, and he told me about your arrangement.”
“Our arrangement,” Gavin said, not knowing what the hell she was talking about. “Right.”
Liera laughed and patted his leg. “Don’t feel bad. I agreed with him. Your nomadic lifestyle made it difficult to visit regularly, but now that you’ve settled down in one place...” She raised her eyebrows encouragingly. “I’m sure you’re sending money to keep the child fed and clothed, but don’t you think you should tell your wife? Should you die before your son is born and named as your heir, Savior forbid it, Keturah has an equal claim to the throne.”
“How much did Rogan tell you about our arrangement?”
“Well, he told me he took money and gifts to the child’s mother every month, and that you pay him back whenever you visit. He didn’t think it was fair for Keturah to grow up not knowing any of her family, and so he was glad to do it. I begged him to bring her to the house to meet her cousins, but he thought the boys would let it slip and get you upset. He’d promised to keep your secret, and in telling me he broke that promise. I hope you’re not angry.”
Gavin chewed the inside of his cheek. “Maybe you’re right. What’s done is done, and I hate arguing about it.”
“She might be upset at first, but she’ll understand. You weren’t married when Keturah was conceived, so she won’t think ill of you for being unfaithful. It was a mistake, that’s all.”
Gavin’s head spun. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about the girl’s existence slipping in front of Liera. “I never saw you and Rogan argue, even in all the years you were together.” He hoped she would confide some marital secret that might explain why Rogan fathered a bastard child.
Liera waved that notion away with one hand. “You didn’t see a lot of things. Our marriage wasn’t perfect, but we had love.” She gave a little snort. “Did Rogan ever tell you I left him?”
His eyebrows shot up. “No. When was this?”
“Before GJ was born. We’d been feuding a lot, mostly over how to raise our sons. I thought he was too stern, he thought I was coddling them. We couldn’t come to an agreement over discipline, and that disagreement spilled into other areas. Soon, neither of us could do anything right in the eyes of the other, and so I packed up my sons and went to my mother’s house. She lived in Saliria at the time, so I was just going down the road a piece.” She chuckled, staring at her hands cupping her wine goblet.
“I had no idea. How’d you remedy it?”
She took a deep breath. “I didn’t. Rogan did. He showed up on my mother’s doorstep and apologized for his mistakes and his flaws as a man, begged me to forgive him, and said no matter our disagreements, we belong together. He said he could never love another woman the way he loved me. I was ashamed at myself for running out on such a fine husband, and so we went back home with him. I think GJ was made that night.” Liera giggled. “And soon I came to see he was right — about the boys, about the farm, about a lot of things.”
 Gavin nodded. They both fell silent for a few moments.
“Gavin,” she said quietly, “I appreciate and understand your wanting to comfort GJ when he’s missing his father, but pretending you’re him won’t help him adjust to the fact that Rogan’s dead.”
“Maybe not,” Gavin said. “He’s just a boy, and he’ll live the rest o’his life with only the memories he has, which’ll fade as he gets older. If he needs an embrace or a whispered word to get through a tough day, the ones who support him and help him will earn and keep his trust. I can’t be their papa, but they look to me they way they would’ve looked to him. I resemble Rogan enough to remind them every day o’what they lost.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Liera snapped. “Whenever I glimpse you walking past, my heart pounds with the hope my dead husband’s miraculously returned to life. My loss is renewed the very next moment when I realize it’s you.” She burst into tears and covered her face with her hands.
He sat there helplessly, unsure what words to use to comfort her. He missed Rogan too, and accepted the responsibility for all the pain his death caused. He put his arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Liera.” He could think of nothing else to say. The ache in her heart wouldn’t be cured by words. He knew that. “I’m going to Calsojourn tomorrow. At least you’ll have a respite from my face for a bit.”
Despite her red nose and tear-filled eyes, Liera laughed. “I don’t know whether to be glad or sad.” She stood, leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Go up and talk to your wife.”
 



Chapter 21 

 
 
Their last night together didn’t go quite as Gavin had hoped it would. Feanna was cold, shrugging off his touch, and tugged the bed covers tighter around herself. He knew what she wanted to hear — an admission that he’d manipulated Liera into supporting his argument without knowing it was Rogan’s secret and not Gavin’s they were talking about. He wouldn’t do it. The principle was the same, and Liera stated what her preference was. For Gavin to disregard it to satisfy Feanna’s sensibilities was to do an injustice to Liera. The matter was between Rogan and his wife, and not between Feanna and anyone else. Lying beside her in the dark, Gavin tried to explain it. He even told her Liera knew about Keturah but believed her to be Gavin’s daughter, but Feanna just pulled the covers over her head and made no reply.
When he awoke in the morning, her side of the bed was empty and cold. He bathed and dressed and found her outside the stable, directing the packing of her bags, while her footman chased after her with a rainshade.
“I want my books in the carriage with me,” she said. “And perhaps some bread and cheese.”
“Yes, Your Majesty, but we can stop for a meal whenever you’d like,” the footman said.
Their three daughters were sitting in one carriage, giggling and waving and blowing kisses through the open window. Their son, Trevick, was on the wagon, arranging crates and baggage and strapping them down. Gavin’s nephews Jaesh and Asiawyth were standing with Liera, watching with sadness, while Rogan’s youngest son, named after Gavin, was hunting for stones and skipping them across the larger puddles.
Gavin went up behind Feanna and put his arms around her and nuzzled her honey-colored hair where it fell softly across her shoulders and back. She turned around to face him. “Gavin, I’m glad you’re here. I tried to wake you, but you wouldn’t stir. I was hoping to say good-bye before I left.”
Hoping to? The idea that she would have left without saying good-bye if he hadn’t awoken in time didn’t sit well with him. Once she was back from Ambryce, they would need to sit down and talk, to resolve the tension that seemed to be building between them. He hoped it was just her pregnancy making her more difficult and emotional. That would pass. He didn’t want to consider the possibility that he’d chosen his bride too hastily, before knowing her true temperament.
The horses were hitched, the supplies were loaded and the battlers and attendants were ready to mount. Feanna bent down to kiss and embrace each of the children. She entreated them to behave themselves and do their lessons. By the time she reached Trevick, who’d hung back shyly, tears were streaming freely down her cheeks, and the three girls were bawling.
“Oh, don’t cry, my loves,” Feanna said, wiping her eyes. “You’ll have Papa to keep you company, and I’ll be home before you know it.”
Oh hell, Gavin thought. He’d forgotten to tell her he was taking Cirang to Calsojourn. He wondered whether he should tell her now or just explain to the children after she left. No, she would find out from them when she got home, and he would be under her shoe for days, maybe even weeks.
“Um,” he said, scratching his temple, “I meant to tell you yesterday — I got to go to Calsojourn. I’m planning to leave shortly myself.”
She looked at him with a mixture of anger and disbelief. “You were going to let me leave without telling me that? Who’s going to stay with the children?”
“Edan will be here, and Liera. Hell, we got a whole palace full o’people to look after them.”
She opened her hands dramatically. “But neither of their parents. Couldn’t you have timed your journey for after I returned? By the Savior, Gavin!”
The three girls quieted, looking at them both with wide eyes.
He didn’t want to do this in front of the children and her attendants and guards. If he just apologized, maybe she would drop the matter until they could talk. Alone. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you yesterday.” 
 “Yes, Gavin. You should have. Why didn’t you? Why couldn’t you just tell me you were going away? It’s such a simple thing. I could have delayed my own journey if yours is so important.”
“You kept storming out o’the room every time we had a conversation.” He knew as soon as he said it that it was the wrong thing, but he’d never been very good at stilling his tongue when he had something to say.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Edan approach, followed closely by Eriska, who must have gone to fetch him.
“So it’s my fault?” Feanna screeched. 
Now all the battlers and attendants were inspecting their boots, their saddles, anything to hide their embarrassment.
“No,” Gavin said with a sigh, wishing he could unsay what he’d said. “It’s not. I should’ve made a better effort, but you didn’t make it easy. I said I’m sorry.”
“Children,” Edan said, “say your good-byes and go inside. Your mother will be home in no time.”
The three girls quietly embraced Feanna once more, no doubt sensing the tension and not wanting to add to it with more tears. Jilly ran to Adro and embraced him tightly, and then the girls went with Edan back inside. Trevick gave Feanna a shy embrace and stepped back with blush in his face.
Gavin brushed away his wife’s tears with his thumbs and kissed her forehead. “We’ll talk when you get home. I’ll be back afore you are. Just be safe, awright? Don’t go anywhere without Tennara, Lila or Adro.”
She nodded, embraced him quickly, and climbed into her carriage with the help of her footman. Her caravan started off.
Gavin watched them ride off, then patted Trevick on the shoulder and headed back inside. “While I’m gone, I’d like you to lend Edan a hand with whatever he needs. It’ll be good for you to see how things are run around here.”
The boy bobbed his blond head. “I will. When will you be home, sire?”
“If all goes well, in about eight days.”
He found Edan squatting in the hall, explaining to the three girls that because their parents were the king and queen, they needed to get used to them traveling from time to time to take care of important matters.
The girls noticed Gavin and ran to him. He scooped Jilly up and tucked her in the crook of one arm while he joined Edan with a knee on the floor. “You girls will be awright for a few days without me, won’t you?”
They nodded, though they didn’t appear enthusiastic.
“Focus on your lessons and the time will go by faster than you know.”
“Yeh, but our lessons are stupid,” Iriel said. “I don’t need to learn letters and numbers. I want to learn swordplay.”
“I know you wanted to be a Viragon Sister, but the Sisterhood has been disbanded and the beyonders are gone. Maybe it’s time to make a new goal, and until you do, reading, writing, and figuring numbers are good skills to have, even if your goal is to become a battler. I prefer battlers who can read and understand battle plans to those who can’t.”
Iriel looked up eagerly. “So can I learn reading by studying battle plans?”
Gavin and Edan looked at each other and chuckled. “See why I love this girl?” Gavin asked him. “No, sweetheart. You got to start with more basic lessons.” 
Edan said, “Another important quality of a battler is perseverance. Do you know what that is?”
Iriel shook her head.
He explained the meaning of the word for her. “King Gavin’s perseverance is why we’re here today. You’re only nine years old. If you develop perseverance now, by the time you’re old enough to serve as a soldier, you’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”
Iriel looked to Gavin for confirmation, and he nodded. “May I go with you to Calsojourn, Papa? I’ll bring my book and do my lessons while we ride. Please?”
It had charmed Gavin that Iriel was the first of Feanna’s adopted children to start calling him Papa. The other girls soon followed her lead, but Trevick still called him by his title, no matter how fatherly he tried to be. “No, we’ll have a dangerous malefactor with us. I need you to stay here and help watch over your sisters.”
Daia approached, dressed to ride with a knapsack over her shoulder. “Are you ready to leave?”
Gavin hugged the girls one last time, and tried to hug Trevick but settled for a handshake. The stable hands had Golam and the other horses saddled and ready, and his two guards were waiting. Quint met them there with a bundle of warm bread, cheese and ham to eat on the way. “You’re good to me, Quint. My thanks.”
 “I’ll be glad to come along,” Quint said. “I’ve packed a bag, in the event His Majesty has changed his mind.”
Gavin clapped his shoulder. “He hasn’t. I’ll be counting on you to have bath water ready when I get back, though.”
“Of course, sire. And a shave.”
Edan surveyed his companions. “Only three battlers? Gavin...”
He’d chosen Vandra and Brawna to guard Cirang. Although Brawna hadn’t completed her training with the Viragon Sisterhood, she was a dedicated battler to whom Gavin had once promised a job. She had reason to distrust both Cirang and Sithral Tyr, and Gavin thought her a good choice to watch his prisoner. “You worry about keeping things running smoothly here. Daia’ll worry about me. I’m not in any danger just traveling from here to Calsojourn.”
“Let’s at least take Galiveth instead of Brawna,” Daia said. “She’s callow.”
Brawna hung her head.
“I have my reasons for choosing Brawna. We’ll be fine.”
Edan launched into a lecture about assassins and unresolved grievances between Thendylath and its former enemy, Cyprindia. “The fear of beyonders kept them from our shores. Now that the beyonders are gone, there’s nothing to keep them from coming to settle old scores.”
“Scores that got nothing to do with me.”
“Sons repay their fathers’ debts,” Edan said.
Gavin cast him a sharp glance, wondering whether Edan had guessed Gavin’s debt, the one he’d handed down to himself from his life as his own ancestor, Ronor Kinshield. Gavin had kept that secret closely guarded. Even Feanna didn’t know who he truly was.
“We’ll be fine. I’ll send word if we’re delayed for any reason. Fear not, Edan. Everything’ll go as planned.” As soon as he said those words, Gavin got an odd feeling that something would go wrong.
 



Chapter 22 

 
 
Gavin’s team consisted of Vandra, Brawna and Daia, each dressed in the blue tunic and trousers uniform of the First Royal Guard, mail shirt with blue and gold ribbons woven into the elbow-length sleeves, a new sword, a dagger strapped to her calf, and an oiled, full-length leather cloak to keep the rain off. Daia’s mail was further distinguished by a round, flat medallion, stamped with a wolf’s paw in the center of the chest. 
Also dressed in mail, Gavin had Aldras Gar in its customary scabbard on his back which stuck out from under his cloak through a slit. Though a few drops of rain found their way down his back, he preferred getting wet to wearing the sword on his hip. 
“Can you make a magical rainshade?” Vandra asked as they started across the bridge. “I saw a mage using one the other day.”
It was a good idea. After a couple of tries, Gavin constructed a large, clear canopy that hovered a few feet over their heads like a giant rainshade. Though gusts of wind blew the rain sideways and sprinkled them, the canopy kept most of the rain off the riders and their horses. Satisfied, he stored the spell in one of the gems in Aldras Gar’s hilt so he wouldn’t need to constantly think about keeping the canopy up.
Equipped with knapsacks and satchels of dried food, waterskins, bedrolls and tarps, they stopped at the Lordover Tern’s gaol to get Cirang. Because Gavin hadn’t sent prior word they were coming, the warden refused to release her to Vandra and Brawna, even dressed in the mail of the First Royal Guard, and so Gavin had to go inside the gaol’s office himself. 
“What’s the problem?” he asked. The last time he was here, he’d beaten Jophet, his new Supreme Councilor of the Militia, unconscious.
The gaol warden, a pudgy buck with a thick, black beard, broke into a sweat. “Oh! There’s no problem, sire. No problem at all.” He fumbled with the keyring, dropped it, hit his head on the edge of the desk when he bent to pick it up, and staggered into the wall. “Sorry, sire. Sorry. I’ll bring her right out.” 
Gavin and his battlers followed him, taking note of the stench, the dirty faces ogling him from the cells, the water leaking onto the floor. Prisoners begged to be fed, to have a bath, to plead their case to him and win back their freedom. While some wardens believed prisoners should receive minimal comfort and care while in gaol, these conditions were worse than any he’d seen. Maybe Gavin needed to establish some formal requirements all the gaol wardens would have to adhere to.
“Clean up this gaol and feed these people,” he told the warden. “I’ll be back to inspect it in a week. I don’t want to smell this stench or see dirty faces looking back at me. You hear?”
“Yes, sire. O’course. I just— o’course, sire.” The warden stumbled over his own feet, caught himself, and then fiddled with a few keys before opening one of the cell doors. 
Cirang smiled when she saw Gavin. “Well, well, Your Royal Highness. What a surprise. I guess you couldn’t refuse my offer after all.”
Vandra put a set of shackles on Cirang’s wrists and shoved her down the corridor. The other prisoners watched with envy from the little window in the door of their cell, and Cirang looked at each of them as she walked past, a superior smirk on her face. “I know your faces,” she told them. “Don’t forget the debt you owe me. I’ll be calling on you to repay it someday.” 
“We’ll be waitin’,” one prisoner said. He flicked his tongue at her and cackled, and the other men hooted and jeered. 
After draping a cloak over Cirang’s shoulders and pulling the hood up over her head, Vandra put Cirang on a mule, facing backwards. Its reins were tied to Vandra’s saddle, and Brawna took up the rear. It occurred to Gavin he was the only male in the party, and he was the one being protected rather than doing the protecting. How different his life had become from only a few months earlier.
Outside Tern, the road sloped gradually downhill. Although wet, it was made of well packed dirt and rocks and repelled much of the rainwater, which ran along the sides of the road, forming rivulets in the weeds. 
 Though they stayed mostly dry beneath the canopy, the constant ping of rain hitting it was unpleasant. Lack of conversation made the ride even drearier. As a warrant knight, he’d spent too many days riding alone and passed the time by talking or singing to Golam. He didn’t necessarily want to do the talking, but someone should. For a while, Vandra and Brawna made fun of Cirang and the rude and audacious things she’d gotten away with while she was a Viragon Sister, but soon they ran out of stories to tell.
“Tell me one thing about yourself I didn’t know,” Gavin said, “and then tell me one thing about the person before you. Daia you start.”
“Me? All right. You probably didn’t know I refused to wear a dress until I was eight years old. My father’s men-at-arms thought I was a boy with a funny name.”
Amidst the chuckles, Cirang said, “And then she lifted her skirt for every one of them.”
“Shut up, Cirang,” Daia spat.
“So tell us one thing about King Gavin,” Vandra said. She had a lisp when she spoke due to the absence of two front teeth, but it didn’t seem to make her self-conscious, despite Cirang’s mockery.
Gavin was glad Edan hadn’t come. He knew nearly all of Gavin’s secrets, but he could be trusted not to give any away that Gavin wouldn’t want told. Chances were good his companions would want to know how he’d lost his eyetooth, and that was a story he’d never tell again. “Daia doesn’t know my secrets.”
“King Gavin has a tender heart,” she said with a teasing lilt. “I saw him comfort a little girl who’d been knocked down in the street by a drunk.”
As if on cue, everyone answered with a drawn out, “Aw.” 
Cirang followed it with, “What a milksop.”
Gavin tried harder to resist Cirang’s taunts, knowing she was only doing it to goad him into acting from the kho side of himself. “How ’bout you, Vandra?”
“Where to start? My life has been one enigma and misadventure after the next.”
“Tell us how you came to join the Sisterhood,” Brawna suggested.
Vandra exhaled loudly. “I’d been training as a dancer and had hopes of dancing in the Sohan Theatre Company. One day when I was sixteen, I had an audition that went so well, they hired me right then. I ran home with the news, full of excitement, and walked in on my mama being ravished. I don’t know what came over me, but my vision was painted with red. I flew at the man in a rage. He had a knife and fought back. It’s how I got the scar in my upper lip and lost my front teeth, but I managed to take it from him, and then I, um, castrated him with it.”
Gavin cringed. Of all the ways to die... He shuddered and gave in to the urge to cover his private parts with one hand. “He bled to death?”
“No,” Vandra said, “not exactly. He, um, choked to death.”
“Seemly,” Cirang said gleefully.
Daia hissed in a breath. “I think we get the idea. So you joined the Sisterhood after that?”
“Yeh. I got such a thrill out of saving my mama from this buck, I decided I’d rather save people and mete out justice than dance.”
“I can’t say he didn’t deserve what he got,” Gavin said, “but damn! I’m going to have nightmares now.”
She paused to let the laughter die down. “The only thing I can tell you about Daia that you might not know is she sings like an angel.”
Daia gaped at her and flushed.
Vandra smiled sweetly. “I heard her once in the stable when she thought she was alone with the horses.”
“Oh lord, here it comes,” Cirang said. “The pristine high-born shows us all how perfect she is.”
“You told me you can’t sing,” Gavin said, ignoring Cirang’s comment.
“I never said that.”
“Sing us a song.”
 “No,” Daia said.
“Thank King Arek’s ghost,” Cirang breathed.
“Awright, Brawna, you’re next.” The young battler blushed, warming Gavin’s heart. She was so pure and good, as he imagined a younger sister would be. Ever since her brother, Domach, died defending Gavin, he felt a need to look after her, even though she was a decent fighter, from what he’d observed in the training yard.
“Well, um, I still have the doll my brother made for me after our parents were killed.”
Everyone was respectfully quiet, knowing how Domach had died. Everyone except Cirang. “Aw, that’s so sweet it makes me want to vomit.”
“If you don’t shut up,” Daia said, “I’m going to gag you.”
“I kept it under my pillow,” Brawna said. “I’m lucky Cirang didn’t find it after she named me a traitor. It was still there when I returned to the Sisterhood.”
“Tell us something about Vandra,” Gavin said.
“She has a memory unlike anyone else I’ve ever known. She never forgets a face, and she can recite a book from memory weeks after she reads it.”
“What a handy skill,” Gavin said. “Wish I could do that.”
“Don’t we all?” Daia asked.
“But on payday,” Cirang said, “she can’t remember who she borrowed money from.”
“I paid you back every pielar, and you know it,” Vandra said.
Cirang snickered. “My turn.”
“No one wants to hear about you, mutton breath.”
“King Gavin does, don’t you? He wants to know who’s been forging warrant tags and using them to swindle people.” 
“Your friend Toren Meobryn was wearing one of them,” Daia said, “so we already know who was at the heart of it.”
Cirang’s eyes widened innocently. “Oh, it wasn’t me. I’ve been in gaol, remember, and dead before that, but I know which one of King Gavin’s longtime friends it is.”
“Who?” Gavin asked.
Cirang smirked. “If I tell you, you’ll have to give me something in return. Something to be named at a later date.”
Gavin was well aware of Sithral Tyr’s habit of changing the terms of negotiations, and he wouldn’t fall victim to a practiced manipulator. “Tell me, and I’ll execute you quickly when your time comes.”
“When my time comes to die, Gavin Kinshield, you’ll be cold in your grave.”
 



Chapter 23 

 
 
The first farm they came to outside of Saliria was well drained and gave Gavin hope the problem wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. The soil was saturated, but the rainwater mostly ran towards the creek beds. 
“Why don’t you four go to the Rusty Duck tavern and rest. I got some business to attend to.”
“I’ll come with you,” Daia said.
“You can’t. This I got to do alone. Put on your ring, though. I’ll need you in a little while.”
The town of Saliria was small enough that, though the streets were narrow, they were sparsely populated. A large, armed man on a horse drew little attention. He found space between two buildings on an alley where he could work without being seen. Nicholia had said Rogan’s last visit was about noon on the first day of Junis, and so Gavin, with his fingers curled around the rune of time, held that day and time in his mind. He relaxed his normal vision and, with Daia’s help, used his hidden eye to see the vortex. It cycled through the colors of the rainbow in the same order every time, making it easy to anticipate when it would turn blue. “Taendat,” he said, and then stepped into it.
The loopy feeling in his belly caught him off balance, but a hand against the wall steadied him. Everything looked the same as it had only a moment ago. He wasn’t sure he’d traveled back in time. There was one way to find out.
Gavin waited on the street not far from where the road branched off to go towards Rogan’s house. If it was close to noon on the first day of Junis, and if Nicholia had been telling the truth, Rogan would be delivering his last payment soon. 
Gavin paced while he waited, wondering what he would say. Rogan didn’t know he’d be dead within a month. He didn’t know how little time he had left. Liera and their sons missed Rogan deeply, which helped to intensify the guilt he was feeling. He had the power to come back and see his brother anytime he wanted, and yet, he’d waited three months to do it. If Liera had this power, she wouldn’t have waited, nor would Rogan’s boys. Of course, they hadn’t been the reason Rogan was dead, either.
There he was, approaching from the north on his brown gelding. Gavin hid around the corner of the building and waited for Rogan to ride past. Gavin’s palms grew sweaty and his eyes burned. All the grief, guilt, longing and sadness threatened to overpower him. He was chastising himself for becoming foolishly emotional when he realized Rogan was getting away. He broke into a run, desperate not to lose sight of the brother he’d already lost once. He followed Rogan through the narrow streets of Saliria. Soon, Rogan dismounted in front of a cottage. 
Gavin’s chest heaved from the run, and he stopped in the street, watching as Rogan placed a bundle underneath a rock on the stoop, just as Nicholia had claimed he did. It was true, then. Rogan Kinshield was the father of her child. By the time Rogan climbed back into the saddle and started back the way he’d come, Gavin was standing in the middle of the street with his arms crossed.
“Little Brother? What are you doing here?” Rogan asked. He looked around nervously, as though he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have.
“We need to talk,” Gavin said quietly.
Rogan dismounted and walked up to embrace his brother. Gavin hugged him fiercely, reluctant to let go. He felt his eyes burning as if he might weep, and he held Rogan even tighter. Rogan patted his back and started to pull away, but Gavin held a moment longer.
“You awright, Little Brother?” Rogan asked.
Gavin released him but kept an arm around Rogan’s shoulder. “I ain’t here to judge you. I just need to know the truth.”
Rogan’s forehead wrinkled. “The truth about what? What’s wrong?”
“I met a girl. She said her name is Keturah Kinshield, and she said I’m her father. Is that where she lives?”
Rogan’s eyes flew wide. He turned away, perhaps in shame, with his head hung low. “You’re not,” he said. “You don’t need to worry. I’m taking care of her, though I wish I could do more.”
 “Liera doesn’t know?”
Rogan shook his head. “She’d never forgive me for that, and I couldn’t live seein’ disgust or disrespect in her eyes every day. That’s why I had to lie. I’m sorry, Little Brother. I never meant to hurt you. You don’t spend much time in Saliria, and people don’t know you here. I didn’t think this would come back to you.”
Gavin put a hand on Rogan’s shoulder and squeezed it. He knew he had to be careful what he said because he couldn’t attempt to alter the future. He also had to let Rogan know his secret was safe. “I understand. I ain’t asking you to change anything. I just needed to know the truth, and I didn’t know whether I could trust the word o’the woman Nicholia. I needed to hear it from you.”
“It didn’t mean anything, Gavin,” Rogan said. “You got to believe me. I love my wife. I love my family, but I also got a duty to this girl. It wasn’t her fault I lost my honor. She shouldn’t have to pay for my mistakes.”
Gavin nodded. “I know. You’re doing the right thing. That’s proof enough you didn’t lose your honor. You still got it.”
Rogan didn’t say anything, nor did he meet his brother’s eyes. “I’ll never stop regretting what I did, but I got to make sure all my children get what they need.”
“It was a mistake, no doubt, but there’s no other choice. If Liera ever hears about this, it’ll break her heart. You keep doing what you’re doing. You hear me, Rogan?” Gavin pulled on Rogan’s shoulder to turn him around. “Look at me. You don’t change a thing, awright? Don’t tell her you’re not Gavin Kinshield. If anyone asks me, I’ll acknowledge her as my daughter.”
Rogan put an arm around Gavin. “Thanks, Little Brother. I owe you big.”
Gavin nearly broke down and wept. Rogan would be dead in a matter of weeks because of Gavin, and now he felt he owed a debt. That was just wrong. “No, you don’t owe me anything. Just… Go home to your family, and let them know you love them. Do that for me, will you?”
Rogan looked him in the eye. “You sure everything’s awright? You ain’t sick, are you?”
Gavin snorted regretfully. “No, I’m fine. I got some business to attend, but I’ll stop by for a visit in a little while.”
The brothers bid each other a fond farewell with a hearty embrace. Again, Gavin held Rogan for just a moment longer, relishing the warmth of his body, and the beating of his heart against his own. Knowing he could return and visit Rogan anytime was both bitter and sweet.
He stroked the horse’s muzzle while Rogan climbed into the saddle. “We won’t speak o’this again,” Gavin said. “If you bring it up, I’ll pretend I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Rogan nodded. “I understand.”
“Your boys love you,” Gavin said. His voice caught in his throat, and he coughed to clear it. “Jaesh isn’t sure you know that.”
“O’course I know it. Why would he doubt it?” Rogan asked, looking down with a scowl.
Gavin shrugged. “Ask him.”
Rogan reached down and gripped Gavin’s shoulder. “Stop by afore you leave town. Liera’ll want to feed you.” He waved as he headed back to his home. 
Gavin watched him ride away, hesitant to take his eyes off his brother’s living form. “I love you too, Rogan,” he said quietly. 
 



Chapter 24 

 
 
For four days, Cirang rode facing backwards with her wrists shackled and her mount’s lead tied to Vandra’s saddle, and a longer second rope around Cirang’s waist like the leash on a dog, with Brawna holding the other end. 
It wasn’t Cirang’s horse they’d given her, the one she’d left at the cottage where Ravenkind had died, but a pack mule that didn’t seem happy about having a human rider, especially one seated the wrong way. The beast periodically stopped on the road and brayed when the slack came out of its lead rope. Brawna, riding behind, had to tap its rump with a branch to get it to start walking again. She occasionally let the ends of the branch brush Cirang’s leg or hands. 
The worst part of the journey was having to look at Brawna’s perpetually bewildered expression. She looked like a dull-witted buffoon and stuck her tongue out or smirked from time to time, probably for the spitting and taunting incident a few months ago. Of course, Tyr had instructed Toren Meobryn to stab her a few times in the thigh and once in the belly, and so Brawna had reason to dislike Cirang. Once they reached the farmhouse, Cirang would watch the little trollop closely, in case she tried to get upscores.
She’d hoped for a chance to escape, but they kept a close eye on her, even through the nights. Though they spent each night at an inn, they shackled one wrist to Brawna and the other to Vandra, and she had to lie still between them, which gave her aching back no respite. The one time Brawna had caught her sifting quietly through Vandra’s pack, searching for the shackle key as they prepared to leave the second morning, they’d bound her hands behind her back, and she had to ride like that for the remainder of the day. Mounting the mule that way was next to impossible without Kinshield lifting her inelegantly into the saddle, and so they acquiesced and moved her wrists to the front on her promise not to try to escape again. She would’ve promised to swallow all the water in the Quirjan Sea if they’d taken the shackles off. They were rubbing her skin raw.
They arrived at mid-day on the fourth day of travel. Sithral Tyr had found the cellar by chance three years earlier when his horse’s hooves thumped the wooden hatch as he rode across it. The hollow sound and whine of rotting wood had stopped him. The original farmhouse, situated nearby, had burned to the ground long ago, leaving only its brick foundation and a few scattered remnants of rotted wood and broken glass. Apparently no one had discovered the hidden cellar about twenty paces away. 
It had taken Tyr a couple of hours to cut back the overgrowth and scrape away enough soil to find the unhinged end. Once he had the hatch open, he’d tied a rope to his saddle and lowered himself down to discover a trove of ancient treasures. After a few days of sorting through the books and papers and weeks of inquiring about the names mentioned within, he came to realize some of these items might have value. Unfortunately, he’d sold the first journal to Ravenkind before he understood just how valuable it was.
The battler Toren Meobryn, indebted to Tyr for helping to divert blame for a murder onto another man, had helped him build this shack. Tyr hadn’t spent much time here, but he’d squatted long enough to claim legal ownership of the abandoned land. 
Though Cirang hadn’t legally inherited the property upon Tyr’s corporeal death, she was probably the only one alive who knew what treasures lay hidden beneath it. As far as she knew, Ravenkind had been the last visitor, and Toren’s body was undoubtedly rotting in the weeds beside Tyr’s.
Cirang swung her foot over the saddle and slid to the ground. The animals were tied to the nearby trees, and the entire contingent of travelers, five people including herself, crowded inside. 
The shack was nothing to boast about, consisting of a single room about two paces by three. Tyr had built it large enough to hide the cellar hatch, which was its only real value.
“Where’s the damned journal?” Kinshield asked. “This had better not’ve been a trick.”
“Patience, patience.” Cirang lifted her chin towards the pallet. “Move that aside. The cellar opening is underneath.”
Brawna dragged the pallet to the adjacent corner, and Vandra pulled up the small rug that covered the cellar hatch. Kinshield squatted, grabbed the iron ring, and pulled the hatch open.
 “I have a candle in my pack, my liege,” Brawna said. 
Kinshield winked at her. “Who needs a candle?” He opened his palm, and on it appeared a glowing ball of light.
“Let me go down first,” Daia said. “There’s no telling what’s down there or how sturdy the ladder is.”
Kinshield nodded, and Daia climbed down. He squatted beside the top of the ladder and let the light ball drift down to her.
After Daia signaled it was safe, Kinshield descended. When Cirang started down the ladder, he told her to wait. Anger and apprehension knotted her shoulders. They were down there meddling in her things, things Tyr had collected over many years. When she heard something fall to the ground, she nearly burst through her own skin.
“There’s a lot of crap down here,” he said. “Where’s the journal?”
“It’s locked in the chest. You’ll need me to open it for you.”
“A gargoyle lock,” Daia said. “Did you put this on the chest, or did Tyr?”
The magic of the lock enabled only the person who placed the gargoyle to remove it. “Tyr did.” She hoped that didn’t mean the chest was locked forever. 
“Then I should be able to remove the gargoyle,” Daia said. “Tyr’s dead.”
The tone of her voice, the pride and superiority, made Cirang’s blood run hot. When Daia let out a yelp, she laughed loudly. It served her right. “Guess I’m not as dead as you think.”
“Awright, come down,” Kinshield said. “Vandra, you come too.”
She wasn’t sure the ladder would hold up after Gavin’s use, but she and Vandra made it down without incident. Brawna stayed up top. 
The cellar was about four paces square — larger than the shack above, and far more interesting. Shelves lined the left and rear walls, containing some of the original items she’d found there — mostly books and papers and a few gems and trinkets. Over the years, Tyr had added to the already rich collection of old treasures whenever he happened upon something interesting. The chest containing the more precious items sat on a few pieces of lumber on the right, raised off the moist dirt floor. 
She went to her knees beside the wooden chest. On its lid sat a medium brown wooden gargoyle about five inches tall. Though she knew it was made from a different piece of wood placed there long after the chest was built, there was no line separating it from the chest’s lid. They appeared to be made from the same log. 
Doubt stilled her hand as she reached for it, her hands still bound. If it didn’t recognize her and Tyr as being the same person — possessing the same spirit — she would receive a painful shock, as Daia had. She tapped it with one finger. Nothing happened. More confidently, she took hold of it and pulled. It came away as easily as though it had merely been resting on top.
“Give me the gargoyle,” Kinshield said. “You won’t be coming back here.”
“I agreed to give you the book. The rest of these things are mine by rights.” 
Daia snatched the gargoyle from her hand and gave it to Kinshield. 
“I’ll lock it,” he said.
Vandra reached into the chest and picked up a wooden box. “These carvings are spectacular,” she said. “Did you make them?”
As a carver, Tyr’d had a fondness for wooden sculptures, ornate utensils and knife handles, decorative onlays, puzzles and toys, and often spent time carving something whimsical during his travels across Thendylath. Sometimes he sold them, other times he gave them to the children of his unsuspecting dupes. His specialty, though, was a type of box that had a hidden compartment only he knew how to open. He wondered whether his skill with a chisel was lost forever in these untrained hands.
“Don’t touch what doesn’t belong to you,” Cirang snapped as she took the box from Vandra. Inside the hidden compartment of this particular box was a small, silk bag of serragan powder Tyr had brought from Nilmaria. The serragan weed didn’t grow in Thendylath, and so the powder was practically unknown.
“None o’this belongs to you either,” Kinshield said, “Cirang.”
 Cirang narrowed her eyes at him and lifted one side of her lip. “Shall we quit the pretense? We all know I’m not truly Cirang. Yes, I created these items. I was apprenticed to a carver very young and had earned my indicia.”
“What’s indicia?” Vandra asked.
“The designs sewn into a Nilmarion’s skin are mostly ward lines, though some around the eyes are indicia, which indicate his profession, birth clan, and sometimes station.” Cirang retrieved the journal, handed it to Gavin, and rose to her feet. “Be careful with it,” she said. “It’s the original copy.”
He opened it gingerly, taking care with its old pages and binding. Daia and Vandra, standing beside him, looked on. 
“Oh, look. There’s a map,” Vandra said.
“So Sevae actually found it?” Gavin asked.
“Let’s see what it says.” Daia began to read some of the passages aloud.
 
It was quite by accident that I overheard old King Dantrek on his deathbed confide to Prince Arek there exists a wellspring high in the mountains that his father, King Ivam, had some interest in for its secret, magical properties. According to legend — a legend King Ivam had worked hard to discredit — drinking of the Well of the Enlightened had the potential to permanently raise a person’s spirit to the purest form. Not only would this effect eliminate crime, it would also inspire a sense of community such as the world has never seen, eliminating hunger and poverty. I have never heard of this wellspring, but the notion of it intrigues me. I will endeavor to learn more about it.
 
With their attention diverted, Cirang turned her body slightly away and opened the box’s hidden compartment to confirm the bag was still there. She removed it and hid it in her closed hand, feeling the powdery substance within. Nobody noticed. With a smirk, she nonchalantly bent to scratch an itch and tucked the bag into the top of her boot.
They wouldn’t have a chance. 
“What are you doing?” Vandra asked.
“I had an itch. Is that a crime?”
“Watch yourself.”
 
I waited a month after King Dantrek’s funeral before asking King Arek about the wellspring. His reaction was not only surprising but alarming in its intensity. The mere mention of the wellspring made him fly into such a rage, I feared he would burst a vein. He instructed me in no uncertain terms not to bring the matter up again, and would not answer my questions about it. I’d never seen such anger in him before or since, for I fear to broach the subject until the emotion of having lost his father fades with time. If I want to know more about the wellspring, I’ll need to research it myself clandestinely.
 
“Is this the only other journal Sevae had?” Kinshield asked.
Daia knelt and examined the other books.
Cirang nodded. “I know of only two. You already have the other.”
“You might be interested in these, Gavin,” Daia said. “Here’s one called ‘A Treatise on the Influence of Gems in Magic Casting’ and this one — ‘Spiritual Consequences of Practicing the Dark Magics.’” 
“Awright, grab those and let’s go. We can read more on the way. Wait. What’s that you have?” Kinshield took the small box from her hands.
“Only something I— Sithral Tyr once carved. I would like to keep it, if you don’t mind, for sentimental reasons.”
He opened the main compartment and, seeing it was empty, shut it again and handed it back. “Suit yourself.” Kinshield closed the chest and put the gargoyle on top.
After everyone climbed back up, Brawna closed the hatch, and Vandra covered it with the rug and pallet before leaving. 
 They mounted up to begin the long ride back to Tern. “I fulfilled my part of our bargain,” she told Kinshield. “Now it’s your turn. Set me free, and then we will be upscores.”
Kinshield cocked one eyebrow at her. “I never said I’d set you free. I said I’d be lenient, and that means you get to live another five years in gaol before your execution.”
At first, she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Five– you can’t be serious. That’s what you call leniency?” Anger hardened every muscle in her body. “You’re an honorless cur, no more suited to being a king than I am. Even Ravenkind had more integrity than you have, you wretched, toothless, dim-witted—”
Something hard hit her in the head from behind, slamming her face into the mule’s rump. Black spots filled her vision and then all light and sound faded, replaced by whispers in the darkness and black claws, agonizing twists of her spine and sharp breaths, until the pain in her hip yanked her mercifully to consciousness. Something rocked her forward and back, grinding the pain through every fiber in her body. She opened her eyes to find herself lying on her right side in the wet dirt with a boot on her hip.
“Get up,” Daia snapped.
“Sorry, King Gavin,” Brawna said, sheathing her sword. “I couldn’t help myself.”
A dark rancor passed over Cirang like a portentous storm cloud. Brawna. That worthless trull would be the first to die.
“It’s awright. You owe her that and more. Shackle her hands behind her again.”
“Please, no.” Cirang pushed herself up slowly, the muscles in her arms trembling. She would make them pay, perhaps slit their throats after she incapacitated them. “I beg forgiveness, Your Majesty,” she said quietly, feigning remorse. “I was angry and stepped out of line. You’ll have no more trouble from me.” 
Kinshield snorted. “You’re kho-bent. It’s in your nature to cause chaos. Mount up and let’s go.”
Daia and Vandra helped her mount and secured her feet into the stirrups. Cirang watched Vandra expectantly, afraid she might glimpse the bag of dust in the top of her boot, but as luck would have it, she didn’t appear to notice. Soon, they were back on the road, and Cirang apologized several more times over the next few hours. In fact, she was nothing but polite and agreeable, asking for nothing during their stops aside from a swallow of water, bit of bread if they could spare it, and help standing back up when she needed to piss.
They were still a few hours’ ride from the nearest town when night fell. The travelers found a site close to a creek to make camp. 
“If you loosen the rope at my waist, I’ll help look for firewood,” she said.
Vandra laughed. “You don’t think we trust you enough to unleash you, do you, dog?”
“I won’t run off,” she said. “You have my word.”
“The word of a traitor is like no word at all,” Brawna said. 
“Any wood we find,” Daia said, “will be too wet to burn.”
“Not too wet for me,” Kinshield said. He held up his fingers and blew on them as if to extinguish burning candles. “Any wood will do. Brawna and Vandra, see to it, will you?”
Vandra handed the leash to Daia. “Of course, my liege.”
While they were gone, Kinshield put his hand out, angled towards the ground, and steam began to rise from the earth. Little by little the ground dried enough to sit beneath his magical rain canopy. He was a more powerful mage than she’d realized — definitely something she would keep in mind later.
When they returned with an armload each, Kinshield used his magic to turn the water in the wood to steam. His adulators cooed their approval and awe. Cirang wanted to make retching sounds but decided tricking them with her false praise would work better in her favor, and so she joined them. They prepared a meal of reconstituted dried meat and potatoes. They untied her for supper, and to her surprise, Kinshield offered to share his bedroll with her so she didn’t have to sit on the dirt. She crossed her feet and lowered herself into a cross-legged posture, mindful of the bag hidden in her boot. She laid her shackled wrists over it and surreptitiously tucked it deeper with two fingers.
Sitting around the fire, chewing on the tough meat and sharing a skin of wine, the travelers listened while Daia read from the journal. Cirang grew more fascinated, not only with Sevae’s persistence, but with Kinshield’s fascination with the well.
 
The servants’ passageways that run through the palace have been of great use to me in my pursuit of knowledge. I’ve spent many hours in King Arek’s library — not the downstairs room where he often receives visitors, whose benign books of literature and scientific treatises provide a comfortable backdrop for conversation, but the upstairs library where his father and his father’s father and his father before him stored and studied the more esoteric books and articles on all things mystical and arcane. Information about the Well of the Enlightened has been kept closely guarded for many years, much like our past kings’ interest in this wondrous source of magic. I do not understand why Arek refuses to hear my arguments on the matter. Surely he has read these books and knows the power of those ancient waters! Yet he keeps sullenly and most stubbornly quiet about matters even remotely related to the Well of the Enlightened, as if his mind on the matter were a door bolted firmly shut. In fact, his refusal to speak of it is in itself curious. I must understand why.
 
“What did King Arek know that made him so wary of it, Gavin?” Daia asked.
Kinshield shrugged. “He was close-mouthed about it, only warned me not to pursue it. Said it destroyed an entire city but wouldn’t say how. Just asking about it got him red.”
 
The hunger for knowledge is a fever coursing through my mind but one I can heal with neither herbs nor magic. My every waking thought is consumed by this hunger to the point where I’m unable to contain my curiosity to the nighttime hours. I slip into the king’s forbidden library when the king and queen are otherwise occupied and devour the words with my eyes. I know it is wrong, but I cannot stop myself. King Arek is the only one who can cure this sickness, yet he refuses to acknowledge the reason for it. I believe a time may come when I must take matters into my own hands and leave the palace to pursue the wellspring alone, though I realize to pursue it is not enough. To look upon it, to confirm its existence for myself, will not quench this undeniable thirst for its waters. In my dreams, I taste its sweetness upon my lips like a lover’s kiss, and I find I must have more.
 
“Sounds like Sevae became obsessed with it,” Vandra said. 
“‘In the absence of facts, faith is born,’” Daia said. 
“Huh?” Vandra asked.
“From the novel Threnode by Gauthiess Ransae. I read it in the months before I left home.”
“Further proof nobles are better than everyone else, Daia?” Cirang asked.
“Shut up, Cirang,” everyone said in unison.
 
I have been gently persistent in speaking to King Arek about the wellspring, believing if I could coax him to listen to my proposal, we could find some common ground in terms of an approach to its acquisition. He puffed up like a bloated fish and turned a shade of red the likes of which I’ve never seen before or ever will again, and he forbade me to speak of the matter again. Forbade me, in front of the queen and their toddler son, as if I were an insolent child! Never in my life have I been subject to such humiliation. I loathe even the thought of speaking ill of my king, for I swore complete obedience and lifelong loyalty, but the man is an irascible fop. His ignorance and short-sightedness absolutely astounds me. The Savior forgive me; I contemplated regicide today, not to satisfy my lust for power or anything of that hideous nature, but for the good of the people of Thendylath, for King Arek would deny them the spiritual enlightenment obtainable by merely drinking the pure waters of the wellspring. A man with such a high degree of contempt for the people he governs should not be king.
 
“He was bold to write such things,” Daia said. “If his journal had been discovered...”
Kinshield nodded. “Then I wouldn’t be here today.”
Cirang studied him, wondering whether he meant he wouldn’t be king or wouldn’t be alive at all. No matter. She knew now why the Well of the Enlightened had captured his attention. If a mere sip of the water had the power to cure diseases of the soul, a skinful could put both coin in her pocket and gratitude under her hat. 
 She had to get that journal. With the map inside, she would find the wellspring and claim the water for herself. She kept an eye on the journal after Daia set it down and the conversation turned more casual. They told stories and jested with each other, even teasing Kinshield as if he were a peer and not the king. He took it in good stride, seeming to enjoy not being bowed to and “my lieged” at every word. Daia made fun of his horrible eating habits, which Cirang didn’t find as disgusting as the high-born battler did, but the more she complained, the louder his smacking got. Cirang found herself chuckling with the rest of them, almost regretful that they would die in their sleep.
Almost.
 



Chapter 25 

 
 
It was the mirknight, when only the owls and deer stirred. Cirang sat on the cold ground with her back against the wet bark of a tree, listening to the steady breathing and soft snoring of her captors. Her arse was numb from all the riding and sitting, but with her mind focused on executing her plan, the discomfort was easily ignored. At least she was dry beneath Kinshield’s magical canopy that fortunately stayed up even while he slept.
She chanced opening one eye. Vandra was sitting a few feet away with her back against a tree, eyes closed and mouth hanging open. The little trollop had dozed when she should have been watching her prisoner. That meant her mind would be fuzzy and her guard low. 
Cirang would have to use the powder on each of them speedily so no one would have time to call out an alarm. Serragan powder’s dizzying effect made judging relative location and distance of objects next to impossible, and so she wouldn’t have to fight anyone who was affected. It numbed actions, thoughts and speech and worked quickly once inhaled. Who to assail first? Kinshield slept several feet away from Daia, with Brawna to her right. Cirang didn’t truly know whether Brawna was a skilled fighter. She expected not. The trull was young and had only achieved a green sash at the Sisterhood before it was disbanded. The rest of them were equally dangerous, and Kinshield had magic healing abilities. If he could heal himself of the powder’s effects, he’d be able to draw his sword against her. It would be best to incapacitate him first, then Daia. That way, she could dispose of Brawna.
With her plan firmly in mind, it was time to begin. “Vandra,” she whispered. “Hey. Psst.”
Vandra lifted her chin and blinked a few times. “What do you want?”
“I have to shit.”
“Wait until morning.” Vandra lowered her head and closed her eyes.
“I can’t,” Cirang said as quietly as she could. “The meat I ate is tearing up my insides. If I don’t go soon, I’ll make a terrible mess in my clothes.”
Vandra sighed and got up. “All right, but if you wake King Gavin, I’ll thrash you.”
“I won’t,” Cirang whispered. Not yet. 
Though Vandra untied the rope binding her to the tree, she held its other end like a leash, with Cirang on the dog’s end. Cirang’s hip and back ached and stiffness had set in, which made standing up slow and painful. Vandra took her by the arm and pulled her the rest of the way to her feet. “Get to it.”
Cirang shuffled into the woods, emphasizing the limp to make Vandra think she was lamer than she really was. She found a spot to lower her trousers and squat. Vandra waited a few feet away, her eyes averted. Her modesty was laughable and would be her undoing. 
From the top of her boot, Cirang withdrew the pouch of serragan powder, tapped a pinch into her palm and closed her fist around it. “Vandra, lend me your arm to help me stand,” she said. “My back hurts so much.”
The unsuspecting wench actually did it, so naive she was. As soon as Cirang had her trousers laced, she opened her hand and blew. Before Vandra could cry out for help, Cirang yanked the rope out of her hands and wrapped it around her head and into her open mouth to silence her. 
Vandra darted out splayed hands, trying to find something steady to grasp and found Cirang. 
Cirang hooked one foot behind Vandra’s leg, gave her a push and guided her fall quietly to the forest floor, then dragged her several paces farther from the camp. Taking Vandra’s knife from its sheath, she knelt with one knee on the other woman’s neck. Vandra made some muffled choking sounds. The chain mail and the tunic beneath had risen up, revealing Vandra’s torso, rippled with muscle. Cirang plunged the blade into Vandra’s gut and held it there until her squirming stopped, then wiped the blood from the blade with Vandra’s shirt tail and turned, still squatting low, to assess the camp. All was quiet. One down, three left.
The thought occurred to her to run now, shackles and all, but with four horses and a mule and the rain, the others would catch up to her fairly quickly if they had the most basic of tracking skills. No, she needed to get a horse and the journal first. The map to the wellspring was in that book. Besides, Vandra’s sword was still beside the tree where she’d been dozing, and Cirang didn’t want to flee without a sword. She cut the rope from around her waist, sheathed the knife and strapped the sheath to her own calf. 
 As lightly as she could, she circled around the sleeping battlers to approach from behind. They were conveniently lying in a neat line so she could incapacitate them one by one with a minimum of noise or movement. Brawna was nearest, but the gems in Kinshield’s sword were glowing brilliantly. She was afraid it would awaken him, and so she went to him first.
Cirang took a large pinch of the serragan powder and let it fall into the ’ranter’s face. With a quick step to the side, she did the same to Daia. She was just about to take another pinch of it when Brawna opened her eyes. Cirang blew the powder forcefully into her face.
To her left, Kinshield opened his eyes. She had to hurry.
Brawna tried to sit up, but struggled to get her elbow beneath her. “Whoa. I’m tho dithy. Oh, no. Thiran!” She reached for her sword but had difficulty pulling it from the scabbard. Cirang kicked it out of her reach.
“Thop,” Daia cried, swatting at Cirang. “Gavin, wook out.”
Kinshield reached for his sword. Before his fumbling hand could grab it, Cirang trapped it on the ground with her foot. She blew another large pinch of powder into his face. He was so big, the second dose was needed to fully subdue him. He immediately shut his eyes and mouth and turned his face away. 
She bent to pick up the glowing sword. Without its gems, his magic was less effective, making her more difficult to follow with his gaze. The hilt heated up so quickly, it nearly burst into flame in her hand. She dropped it, hissing from the pain. Smoke rose from the blistering skin on her palm. “Damn your heathen magic.” She kicked the sword away from Kinshield and kept pushing it with her boot until it was hidden in the grass and weeds, while she held her hand out, palm up, in the rain to let the water cool her burnt palm.
“Thirang, thop o die,” he commanded.
Now the others were scrambling around, trying to draw weapons or crawl on their knees. Daia swung a sword at her and missed, and swung again. Cirang laughed, easily deflecting Daia’s lame attempts to fight her. “If only you could see yourselves. You look ridiculous.” Ignoring the pain in her hand, she picked up Vandra’s knapsack and rifled through it, found the shackle key, and freed her hands. First, she disarmed everyone and tossed their weapons into the weeds. “If you’re not careful, you’ll put an eye out before you die.” For amusement, she shackled Daia’s right wrist to Brawna’s left, and then threw the key into the dark brush as hard as she could. “Good luck finding it.” 
Kinshield’s language grew coarser, though it was honestly difficult to make out what he was saying under the effects of the powder.
“Save your breath, Kinshield,” she said, pulling their cloaks off them and tossing them behind her. Beneath the king’s was Sevae’s journal, which she tucked into Vandra’s knapsack, along with the remaining serragan powder. “No one can understand you anyway.” She drew her knife, bent down and picked Brawna’s head up by her hair, intending to slit her throat. “I wanted to kill you first, but Vandra drew that straw.”
“No!” Brawna screamed. She struggled and slapped at Cirang, but her efforts only served to wound her with several cuts.
A powerful force hit Cirang from the left side. The ground fell away and raced beneath her. Her body slammed into a tree and fell to the ground. Pain shot up her spine like the scream that burst from her lungs. To even think of moving was excruciating, but she had to get a weapon. With elbows and knees, she crawled on her belly to where the knife lay in the grass and grabbed it. Summoning every bit of her will, she clenched her teeth against the pain and pushed herself to her feet. 
Brawna, too, had tumbled across the ground and lay covered in dirt a few feet away. Kinshield was on his knees, wobbling with one hand raised, palm towards her. Cirang quickly assessed her options. If he was able to fight her using magic, even with two whiffs of the serragan powder coursing through his veins, it was best she get the hell out of there. Brawna’s sword was closest, and Vandra’s knapsack lay a dozen feet away. She couldn’t leave it behind — the journal was inside. She limped as quickly as she could, hoping she was moving too fast for his jerking eyes to keep pace, scooped up the knapsack, and went for the sword. Another gust of magic wind hit her as she reached for it, but it was poorly aimed and only spun her off balance to fall to her knees. Pain flared again in her shoulder and hip. To hell with the sword. His next attack might not miss.
 She hobbled for the nearest horse. Though they snorted and blew nervously at her approach, they didn’t try to bolt. She’d never had trouble with horses before, but these were downright skittish around her, and they were supposed to be warhorses, calm and obedient. She cut the reins of all but one, a brown gelding, and they quickly scattered. She untied the gelding — Vandra’s horse — and mounted.
She rode hard to the east, towards the dim pink glow rising over the mountains in the distance. towards freedom and a chance for whatever power and riches the Well of the Enlightened had to offer.
 



Chapter 26 

 
 
“Vandra,” Gavin called out, unable to pronounce her name more clearly than Fah-a.

“Cirang’s getting away,” Brawna cried, sounding as if her mouth was stuffed with stale bread.
Gavin knew he could catch up to Cirang later. Right now he had to find Vandra. “Vandra,” he yelled. Her lack of response meant either she was dead or close to it. He hoped it was because she didn’t recognize Fah-a as her name, but the chance of that was slight. Cirang had been intent on slaying Brawna. If Vandra was still alive, even barely, he could save her, but with the world spinning this way, she could be standing in front of him and he wouldn’t see her. He shut his eyes and tried finding her with his hidden eye, but without the gems in his sword to aid him, he felt weak and ineffective. With Daia’s help, maybe he would do better. “Daia, help me.” 
“Is she dead?” Daia asked. At least, that was what Gavin thought she said.
Answering the question was too much effort, and so Gavin said nothing. He used his hidden eye to find Daia by the brilliant orange tendril that snaked outward from the center of her otherwise clear blue haze. When he took hold of it, wrapping a thread of his own haze around it, his mystical strength renewed. 
If only his magic could heal this affliction. It wasn’t like an injury — more like getting drunk, and he’d already tested his ability to get undrunk using healing magic. Several times, every one unsuccessful.
With great effort and concentration, he lifted his hidden eye’s vantage point and searched, turning in a slow circle to find Vandra. A dim haze wavered to the west. She was alive. Gavin crawled as best he could in that direction, swaying on his hands and knees. He had to stop every few feet to regain his balance. “Hold on, Vandra,” he said. “I’m coming.”
From the dark forest ahead, he heard a muffled wheeze and tried to crawl faster, though he often went off-course or stumbled onto his side from swaying too much and had to veer back. The sound was closer now, and he made out the dim form of her prone body. His hand touched her foot, and he patted her leg as he felt his way to her shoulders. The injury was a bright red pulse on her haze. “Hold on. I got you.” He put his big, heavy hands on her — one on her belly below the wound, the other on her upper chest — and let the magical force begin to flow through him. His hands warmed quickly, growing so hot, he gritted his teeth to force himself not to pull back in reflex. When the pain became almost unbearable, everything in his consciousness turned white like a fog and the pain vanished. A fluttering sensation resonated within him, starting in his gut and moving up his torso through his arms. Her haze grew denser, and the red spot dimmed as its throbbing slowed. At last, when his hands cooled to a gentle warmth, he collapsed to the ground, panting, and looked up at the night sky through the trees.
“Gavin?” Daia called. “Where are you?”
“Over here,” Gavin said, though it came out sounding like oar ear. “Found her.”
“What?”
If ever Gavin wished for the ability to communicate the way the Elyle of the mid-realm did with their complements, through thought, it was now. “Hell,” he muttered. “Wait... there.” Beside him, Vandra stirred. He pushed himself up, resting on one arm, and put a hand on her arm to comfort her. “You’ll be awright.”
She felt her belly, now scarred but healed. “Thank you.” As she struggled to sit up, she said, “I’m so dizzy.” Her voice was raw and raspy.
“We all are. Rest. It will pass.” He pulled her cloak over her and then cast another canopy spell to keep them dry.
He didn’t remember falling asleep, but when he awoke, he was covered with a cloak, though underneath it he was wet. The rain canopy had vanished at some point, perhaps when he’d fallen asleep, since he hadn’t stored the spell in a gem. Vandra was sitting nearby repairing the cut bridle reins. Beside him was a patch of darkened earth where her blood had spilled. The sun had risen, though with the dark clouds overhead, it was difficult to tell how high it was in the sky. Sounds of conversation came from the camp site. 
“Glad to see you’ve recovered a bit,” she said. “I don’t know how to thank you for what you did.”
“Don’t mention it.” In years past, he’d have explained that saving people was how he made his living, hinting that payment as valour-gild would have been sufficient thanks. For some reason, that embarrassed him now. People should help each other because it was the decent thing to do, not because there was money to be made. Now that he was king, it was his responsibility to keep people safe, even those charged with guarding his life. “Let’s see your wound. Does anything hurt?”
 She lifted the bottom of the mail and her tunic. “No, it doesn’t hurt.” The injury was healed, but an ugly scar remained, bumpy and jagged. It looked more like the scar from an animal attack than a stab wound. 
“Sorry about the scar,” he said. “I’m no surgeon.”
“No, you’re my king who saved my life. I don’t know how I could ever repay the debt except by renewing my pledge to serve you for all my remaining days, though—” Vandra hung her head. “It’s my fault Cirang escaped. I’ll understand if you no longer want my service.”
Gavin thought it was ironic that Daia had objected to Brawna coming along because of her rawness, but the elder, more experienced fighter had been the one to let her guard down. It wasn’t a mistake she was likely to make again. “O’course I still want your service. We’ll find her. Don’t worry. We’re lucky no one was killed. How did she get the serragan powder?”
“I don’t know, my liege. She never got close enough to the shelves to get it from there. The little wooden box was empty when I found it, else I wouldn’t’ve let her have it.”
Gavin nodded. It was a moot point, he supposed. What was done couldn’t be changed now. The dizziness had faded enough that he thought he could stand, though he did stumble at first, and his steps were unsteady. Vandra took his arm as if he was a feeble old man, and he pulled away. “I’m fine.”
“Good,” Daia said. She was sitting with Brawna beside the fire warming some bread. “You’re awake. Are you all right to ride?”
“Once I find my—”
She picked up Aldras Gar and smiled. 
“—sword.” When Gavin took Aldras Gar from her, the relief of having it back in his hand made his shoulders relax. It wasn’t alive, but his bond with it was just as strong as the one with his horse. He slipped his arm through the strap and positioned the scabbard on his back. He went to Brawna. “Hold out your hands. Let me see.”
Though the bleeding had stopped, the cuts on her hands from Cirang’s knife were raw, red wounds that could break open at any moment. He grasped her wrists and focused through the gems in Aldras Gar, noting to himself how much easier it was to heal with their aid.
Once her cuts had sealed closed with new, pink flesh, he said, “I see you haven’t found the shackle key yet.”
“It’ll be difficult to ride like this,” Daia said, “but we can manage until we get to the Lucky Inn and find a smith to make one or cut the cuffs off.”
“Damn that bloody bitch to hell and back,” Vandra muttered. “She’d better not let anything happen to Argo or, Yrys help me, I’ll pound her to death with my fists.”
“Awright, Vandra. Calm yourself. We’ll get him back for you. Let’s get moving. Every minute we waste is a dozen yards Cirang gets farther away.” Golam, with his bridle removed, had begun to wander during his relentless pursuit of food. He was going to get his foolish self lost. “Golam,” Gavin called. “Come this way, mule.”
Gavin started towards his horse, intending to lead him back to the campsite, and on the way, he scanned the ground. Finding the key in the grass and weeds would take hours of scouting around, one square foot at a time. He wondered whether he could pull it to him using his magic even if he didn’t see it. One shackle key looked like the next. With the memory of its shape in his mind, he pulled with his will. Nothing happened. Nothing substantial, though he did sense something... twitch. Was it a movement in the weeds? He tried again, this time turning in a slow circle, pulling the key with his thoughts. The grass behind him whispered, and then something hit him in the shoulder blade hard enough to sting. It fell to the ground with a light thump. He turned around to find the key lying at his feet. “Heh. Look what I found.” He picked it up and showed it to his companions. “It was almost under your noses.”
“You found it over there?” Brawna asked. “We were looking in the wrong place.”
 “You cheated,” Daia said. “I can feel when you use my gift to cast magic.”
Gavin chuckled as he tossed it to her. He hadn’t consciously tapped into her conduit gift, but thinking back on it, he had drawn strength from her to pull the key. It felt more natural to do so than even using his own gems did.
They packed their belongings and mounted. “Vandra’s lost a lot of blood,” Daia said, “and she’ll be weak until she recovers. Maybe Brawna and Vandra should ride back to Tern.”
“If Cirang’s going to the wellspring,” Vandra said, “you’ll need me to guide you.”
“You know where it is?”
“I saw the map in the journal, and I remember it exactly.”
Gavin chuckled and squeezed her shoulder. “We’re lucky to have you with us.”
“She could draw it for us,” Daia suggested.
Vandra pleaded with her eyes. “I’ll regain my strength with a couple good meals, my liege. I prefer to come with you.”
“Then she comes.” Gavin looked to the east. That was the direction the freshest set of hoof prints went. Cirang would surely turn north or south at the crossroad rather than continuing east towards Tern. With Vandra’s memory, they could predict where she was heading. With Daia’s help, he could find her haze. “To the Lucky Inn. If we ride hard, we can make it by dark.”
 



Chapter 27 

 
 
The Lucky Inn sat at a crossroads in a village Gavin never learned the name of, with the road to Ambryce leading south, Lalorian north and Tern east. Under normal circumstances, he would have enjoyed an evening drinking ale and relaxing with his friends, but with a dangerous fugitive on the road, his only thought was to take a meal and keep riding. They had another couple hours of travel ahead, but his growling stomach insisted they stop.
“We’ll stop to eat,” he said, “and ride on for a couple more hours.”
“Agreed,” Daia said. “Cirang’s probably expecting us to stop riding for the night. It’ll let us close the distance.”
After passing through the gates, they were met by an enthusiastic pair of stable hands with little enough to do. When the boys took the names of their newest arrivals to ensure the right horses were returned to them later, their eyes went round. 
“Gavin Kinshield the k-king?” the older one asked.
“The same. See that Golam gets a handful o’alfalfa and no more, will you? He’ll want more, but too much will make him sick.” 
“Yes, my lord— um, I mean, Your Majesty. O’course. He’ll receive the best o’care, Your Majesty. Right away, Your Majesty.”
The other, meanwhile, had fled towards the inn, yelling, “Papa! Papa! Come quick!” The innkeeper, almost as tall as Gavin but slimmer than Brawna, came out, being dragged by the hand by the younger boy. “It’s King Gavin. See? I told you!”
Gavin knew him by sight, having stayed at the inn countless times, but had never learned the man’s name. In fact, he might owe for unpaid visits. He held out a hand, which the innkeeper shook heartily.
“Welcome back, Your Majesty,” he said. “It’s always a pleasure to have you stay with us.”
That was doubtful. Gavin had gotten stumbling drunk here on more than on occasion. “I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me. I might owe you a few coins.”
“Think nothing of it, my liege,” the innkeeper said, bowing. “I’ll have our best room prepared for you, though had I known you were comin’—”
“We’re not staying the night, just stopping for a meal.”
“Oh! It’s quite dark for ridin’.”
“We’ll manage.”
The innkeeper gestured towards the dining and betting hall, unusually quiet that evening. “In that case, let’s waste no more time seeing you and your companions fed. It would be my great pleasure to provide your meals and drinks free of charge. Won’t you follow me?” At Gavin’s nod, he led the way through the double doors of the dining hall. 
Gavin was surprised by the sight before him as he entered. The pit was empty. The usual crowd of eager gamblers, standing before the table waving their coins in the air, was gone. On the deck circling the pit, dozens of empty tables stood like gravestones. Fewer than a dozen people sat in the usually loud and raucous hall. There was a family of five, whose children played with wooden figurines on the table while they ate, three nuns from the Temple of Asti-nayas, whose white, hooded robes obscured their hair and breasts from immodest glances, and three battlers who were just as boisterous as battlers normally were when gathered together to share tales.
The innkeeper asked them to sit wherever they would like, and then scurried into the kitchen, barking orders. 
The room went quiet. Gavin nodded to the nuns, who stared at him with mouths agape. “Domi,” he said, using their titles out of respect. He also smiled and nodded at the family and wished them a good evening.
A chair scraped loudly on the floor as a tall, scraggly-bearded warrant knight stood. “Well, well.” Calinor’s beard was a little grayer, the lines framing his eyes a little deeper, but his smile was wider than Gavin had ever seen it as he approached. 
Gavin offered his hand, but Calinor pulled him into a tight, brotherly embrace instead.
 “Gavin, damn it’s good to see you’re still alive,” Calinor said as he pulled back, laughter shining in his eyes, along with something else. Something akin to pride. “Someone’s angry husband ha’nt caught up to you yet?”
“No, but if he comes here looking for me,“ Gavin started with a grin.
“I ha’nt seen you,” Calinor finished. It was an old joke they repeated on every meeting. “Would you look at you, all cleaned up and shiny, and with a new sword, too.”
“Yeh, though sometimes I think it’s more than just a sword.” Gavin pulled it from its scabbard to show to his friend.
The blacksmith had used a unique pattern welding technique that gave the blade the appearance of scales. Two intertwined snakes formed the hilt, with the head of one snake as the pommel, and the head of the other at the junction of guard and blade. Four of the five gems he’d received from deciphering the King’s Runes made the snakes’ eyes. It was more than a weapon; it was a work of art.
Calinor whistled his admiration. “Never seen anything like that. You get it dirty yet?”
“Plenty. You’re looking good, Calinor. How’ve you been?” 
“Spent the summer in Calsojourn helpin’ my nephew train for the joustin’ tournament, but it’s time to get back to work. How the hell are you, my friend?”
“The work is tough, but I ain’t hungry anymore.” Gavin laughed and patted his belly and then realized he’d lapsed into his old speech habits. Daia rolled her eyes at him, but she said nothing. 
“I’m glad to know you’ve taken a wife. I hear she makes a good queen.”
“The best,” Gavin replied with a smile. “Come to Tern and I’ll introduce you.” He introduced his companions to his friend. Calinor was the first warrant knight Gavin had ever befriended, as honorable and loyal as they came. They’d traveled, fought and shared many a meal together as warrant knights. It was a lifestyle that suited Gavin and one he often pined for of late. 
The others at Calinor’s table had approached as well, and Gavin greeted them with a handshake. “Kesse, good to see you.” Mikesse had started balding young, while at the same time sprouting hair everywhere else, and a lot of it. When he was shirtless, Mikesse looked like a blond bear. He was a good man and a fine battler, but he was known best for botching every joke he tried to tell. 
“And you. Let me buy you a drink,” Mikesse said with a grip so tight it was nearly painful. He’d originally been warranted years ago by the corrupt Lordover Ambryce, but when the old lordover died and his son inherited the title, all the former lordover’s existing warrants were rescinded. Mikesse was distraught, having served his warrant lord with integrity for years. Gavin brought him before the Lordover Lalorian to speak on his behalf. Mikesse received a new warrant, and had been buying Gavin ales ever since. 
Finally, Gavin offered his hand to Fyncent, a short buck with unruly, black hair and an eye for tough women. 
“Good to see you again, Gavin. Guess I should call you King Gavin now.” Though Fyncent spoke to Gavin, his eyes darted to Daia.
“I’m in the company of friends. Call me what you always have.”
“It’s a good thing, Barto ain’t here,” Mikesse said. “Your champion would cut him down for callin’ you what he always has.”
The men laughed, looking appreciatively at Daia.
“Who’s Barto?” she asked.
Fyncent snorted. “Prob’ly the ugliest, most ill-tempered and foul-mouthed buck who ever lived. I can’t say what he calls Gavin without blushin’.” He winked at her.
“Mind if we join you?” Gavin asked, gesturing to the table where they’d been sitting.
Calinor grabbed two chairs from a nearby table. “We’d be insulted if you didn’t.”
Before Gavin could take his seat, Daia held him back with a grip on his arm. “Do you trust these bucks?” she asked quietly.
“I do. I’ve known them for years.”
“And their hazes don’t tell you something’s amiss?”
 He studied her for a moment, wondering whether she had a reason to be uneasy. He unfocused his eyes and scanned them, but nothing in their hazes gave him pause. “No. Is something wrong?”
“No. Just being cautious with my king’s well-being.” She took a seat beside Gavin, and Fyncent sat so close beside Daia, his thigh brushed hers. She shot him a scowl and scooted her chair a couple inches farther from him.
As Gavin settled into his chair, he noticed the nuns and the family staring at him, whispering amongst themselves. He thought about inviting them to join him, but for one evening, he just wanted to relax with friends and be himself instead of having to act like a king.
“Listen,” Daia said, “we’re pursuing an escaped criminal — a former Sister. We could use your swords, if you’re willing.”
Calinor nodded definitively. “My sword’s yours, Gavin.”
“A Viragon Sister,” Fyncent said, rubbing his chin with a lascivious grin. “Sounds like good sport, but I’ve committed to accompanying those nuns over there to Delam.”
“She nearly killed Vandra and would’ve killed the rest of us,” Daia said. “This is a skilled and dangerous battler, not sport.”
“I’d go too,” Mikesse said, “but I’m seeing that family to Sohan. Don’t expect to run into any beyonders, though, thanks to you. Now that you’re the king, shouldn’t you be sittin’ on your arse, drinkin’ wine and admirin’ the gold rings on all your fingers?”
Gavin burst out laughing so suddenly, he spurted a mouthful of ale across the table.
Daia jerked away, her face a mask of disgust. “Ugh, Gavin. Please!”
“Sorry,” he said through his laughter, “but can you imagine it?”
Fyncent used his hand to wipe off the table in front of Daia, then wiped his hand on his trousers. “Kesse’s got a point. How’s it the four o’you are huntin’ a fugitive? Shouldn’t you be in Tern while your...” He eyed Daia lustily. “...battlers track her down?”
Out of the corner of his eye, Gavin could see her stiffen, but she said nothing. On another day, he’d have encouraged Fyncent to misbehave just for the amusement of seeing her teach him a lesson.
“She was taking me to get something she had hidden and attacked Vandra during the night. She hasn’t a shred o’decency in her. If she dies afore we get her back to gaol, it’d save me having to hang her.” 
“We leave at first light, then?” Calinor asked.
“No,” Gavin said. “We just stopped for the meal. We’ll ride another couple hours afore we camp for the night. Appreciate the help.” 
“Then we need to drink fast,” Mikesse said. “A toast to our new king.”
While they waited for their food, they plied him with ale and begged for stories about his ascendancy and the battle against the demon Ritol in its own realm. He exaggerated a little, as all battlers did, but he gave due credit to Daia and Feanna for keeping him alive.
“How’d you two meet, anyway?” Fyncent asked, wagging his finger between Gavin and Daia. “There’s a lot o’red battlers walkin’ around, thinkin’ you should’ve chosen a man as your champion.”
Daia and Gavin looked at each other. He’d thought about the backlash he might get for appointing a woman, but no one had said anything directly to him about it. “Anyone who has a problem with it should talk to me,” he said.
“Or me,” Vandra said.
Brawna nodded her agreement.
Daia crossed her arms and leaned confidently back in her chair. “I’ll duel anyone who thinks I’m not the right horse for the race, starting with any of you.”
“Oh, I never said that,” Fyncent said, holding up his palms. “Just heard it from bucks who wouldn’t’ve got the job anyway.” He chuckled. “But I’ll arm wrestle you for a quick tumble afore you ride.”
“That will never happen.”
“You then?” Fyncent asked Brawna.
 The younger girl blushed. She was all of seventeen years old and possibly had never been tumbled. 
“Don’t mind him,” Gavin told her. “He favors strong, tough women, but he’s harmless.”
“He could show a little more respect,” Vandra said. “If he makes the mistake of putting his hands where they don’t belong, he’ll find himself without one.”
Fyncent elbowed Mikesse. “See what I mean? Don’t that kind o’talk get you hot?”
Mikesse crooked an eyebrow at him and shook his head.
Calinor set his tankard down and leaned back in his chair. “Tell me more about this former Sister you’re huntin’. What was her crime?”
Two barmaids arrived with plates of meat, fruit and vegetables and set them onto the table. Gavin grabbed a leg of chicken before he even had a plate in front of him, and set his teeth into it. 
“Murder, to start with,” he said. “She also helped Ravenkind escape justice and kidnapped my family.”
“And that’s just half of it,” Daia said. She took a piece of chicken and started to eat ravenously, forgetting her dainty manners. Gavin smiled, proud of her.
Fyncent asked, “There’s more?”
Gavin nodded. “You won’t believe it, but she’s actually two people after a fashion.” He and Daia took turns telling the story of Sithral Tyr and the broken soulcele token.
“Sithral Tyr?” Calinor asked, throwing a chicken bone onto his wooden plate in disgust. “I’ve been lookin’ for that whoreson for six years. You’re tellin’ me he’s dead?”
“He was dead,” Daia said. “I killed him, but his spirit was released from the soulcele token and now lives in Cirang’s body.”
“That’s the strangest thing I ever heard,” Mikesse said, crossing his arms. 
Calinor nodded. “I’m ready to leave when you are. If that’s Sithral Tyr, I want to see him die. Gavin, if you’d give me the pleasure o’runnin’ my blade through that bastard’s black heart, I’d be grateful.”
“What has Tyr done to you?” Vandra asked.
“He done nothin’ to me, but he spent years roundin’ up orphans livin’ on the streets and sellin’ them to slavers who dock near Lavene at night. I met him when he first came to Thendylath. Damn near got himself killed by some brigands in an alley. He seemed like a decent buck at the time, naive but kindly. I should’ve let him die.”
When the meal was eaten and the flasks were refilled with water, Gavin left a handsome gratuity for the barmaids who had to clean up the mess on the table. The battlers called for their horses and helped the stable hands saddle them up. 
Fyncent and Mikesse walked with them outside, shook hands with them all and wished them well. 
“There’s still time to change your mind about that tumble,” Fyncent said.
Daia made a rude gesture with one hand.
“Any idea where she might be headin’?” Calinor asked.
“Let’s see if I can find her.” Gavin connected with Daia and used the gems in his sword to strengthen his magic. He let his hidden eye float up high above the trees. Though it was night, this type of vision didn’t require light. He searched first north, looking for Cirang’s dark, turbulent kho-bent haze, then south. Something resembling a haze lay beside a stream not far from the calm white haze of a horse. All animal hazes were plain white, he’d noticed, where human hazes were usually blue, yellow or white with colorful accents. In time, he’d learned to tell horse hazes from deer, fox, squirrel and dog by the way they pulsed, like a heartbeat. The one thing he couldn’t do was differentiate between two horses. They looked identical to him.
“South,” he said. “She’s heading towards Ambryce and has a good lead on us, but she’s camping for the night. We’ll close the distance, though she’ll reach the city well before we do.”
“Could we send a bird?” Brawna asked. “If there are any warrant knights or former Sisters in Ambryce, they might be able to apprehend her for us.”
“This village has no roost,” Vandra said. “We’d have to go back to Calsojourn.”
That was something Gavin would change. The Lucky Inn was strategically positioned for all travelers. The only reason the village hadn’t grown into a larger city was because the nearest water source was an hour’s ride away, and they relied on rain barrels to provide their supply.
 While they rode by the glow of Gavin’s light ball, his companions reminisced about meeting Gavin for the first time, each telling his tale. Calinor he’d met while fighting beyonders during a storm, when the rift kept opening and letting more of the monsters through. Twenty-four lay dead by the time they were satisfied no more would come that night. They’d shared a skin of wine while Calinor stitched Gavin’s deeper cuts and chaffed him about being too aggressive and overeager. 
He’d first met Daia when she enlisted his aid finding the kidnapped blacksmith who’d crafted Aldras Gar. It wasn’t until she fought Sithral Tyr on the road that he realized how skilled a fighter she was. Tyr had two blades to her one, and she didn’t even have a shield, yet she came away without a scratch, while Gavin had been run through the lung by Tyr’s companion, Toren Meobryn.
He’d met Brawna in the woods after deciphering the fourth king’s rune. The Viragon Sisterhood, under the control of Brodas Ravenkind, had sent battlers to the rune cave to lie in wait for him. Gavin had killed Brawna’s companion for attacking him, but he’d spared Brawna, whose innocence and concern for him had made it clear her honor was still intact. He later found her unconscious in the carriage with Tyr and Meobryn, bleeding from the multiple stab wounds they’d inflicted while torturing her for information about Gavin. She’d nearly died to protect his identity, and Gavin had promised her a place by his side.
Vandra was one of the first to leave the Viragon Sisterhood to pledge her service to the new king. She’d been disillusioned by Lilalian’s careless leadership and had volunteered for every task Gavin had needed during his ascension to the throne.
Spending time with his friends trading stories, Gavin realized for the first time that he hadn’t laughed much since Rogan died. It felt good to wear out the muscles in his face and belly, to laugh so hard he lapsed into coughing and nearly tumbled from Golam’s back. Though the two men’s language was coarse, Daia seemed to enjoy herself as well, contributing her stories with the rest of them. To his surprise, Gavin was the first among them to yawn.
He’d created a magic ball of light that burned brightly enough to illuminate the road in front of the horses even during the darkest hours, but it was time to rest. They followed their ears to a nearby creek where the horses could drink, and they dismounted to prepare camp.
Under the magical rain canopy, everyone claimed their sleeping spot for the night and began to lay out their bedrolls, but before Gavin settled in for the night, Calinor pulled him aside. “Say, Gavin,” he said, averting his eyes. “A quick word, if you don’t mind. I’m gettin’ a bit long in the tooth, an’ I wouldn’t mind settlin’ in one place. I was hopin’ you could use a strong sword arm and the experience of a gray-beard on a more permanent basis. You know, in Tern.” He grinned in the self-conscious, embarrassed way a man did when he asked a favor he didn’t particularly want to ask.
Gavin grasped his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “It so happens I could. Hell, I’d be a fool to turn down a battler like you. I’d be honored to have you join my garrison.”
“I’m much obliged, my friend. It’s my very great pleasure to see a man o’honor, integrity, and courage sittin’ where you’re sittin’.” Calinor went to one knee onto the wet ground and bowed his head. 
Gavin felt the blood rush to his face. He still wasn’t used to people doing that, especially not a friend who’d been a mentor to him in his early years as a warrant knight. “Get up, Calinor, damn it. You’ve proven your friendship and loyalty over and again.”
The battler held his position for several more heartbeats, and when he rose, wetness in his eyes betrayed the stony expression on his face. “And I’m damned proud, too,” he said quietly. “Damned proud.”
 



Chapter 28 

 
 
Cirang followed an old path marked on the map that led straight towards the Superstition Mountains. She’d traveled the road to Ambryce at least a dozen times during her years as a Viragon Sister and had never noticed it fork before, probably mistaking it for a deer trail. The ground was soft enough here for her horse to leave well-defined hoof prints among the coyote and deer tracks. If Kinshield saw them diverging from the main road, he would follow her, though she had several hours’ lead. Perhaps by then, the rain would make her horse’s tracks look like ordinary puddles. 
The path sloped gradually upward as she neared the mountain, with not a single town or village along the way to restock supplies or stay a night, though she did cross two small streams and used them to further disguise her direction. She stopped to fill the two waterskins Vandra had tied to her horse, and tore off a chunk of dried pork to eat on the way. She had to let it soften in her mouth before chewing it, but with a swallow of water, it went down easily and would give her the energy for whatever lay ahead.
She stopped at the foot of the mountain pass, looking up, blinking against the rain that hit her face. This trail obviously hadn’t been used in many years, perhaps not since before King Arek’s time. If she’d thought it through better, she’d have taken the mule for its sure-footedness over the battle horse, but then she’d have had no food or waterskin and would have had to go to Ambryce first to get supplies. Although the horse hadn’t shown a tendency to drag its feet or stumble, even the more gradual parts of the path were steep enough to give her pause. She considered leaving the horse here to go on foot, but that would make escaping Kinshield more difficult if he chanced riding up. 
Her decision made, Cirang clicked her tongue, leaned forward over her mount’s neck and began to ascend. Some of the stones beneath the beast’s hooves shifted under its weight, causing it to stumble now and then. Cirang began to second-guess herself, but urged the horse on with gentle words and a pat whenever it paused. In the steeper or more rugged places, it surged up with its powerful rear legs, scrabbling on the rocky ground. Cirang had to practically hug its neck to keep from sliding off the back end. On a flatter part of the trail, she took a moment to dismount and tighten the girth strap before continuing on, though she kept the balls of her feet on the stirrups so she could jump free if the horse fell.
There on the side of the mountain, she felt exposed as she looked down at the treetops below. Because she couldn’t make out the path she’d taken through the trees, perhaps her pursuers wouldn’t be able to see her either. There were plenty of turns and twists in the trail, and she wasn’t even sure she was overlooking the right place.
The horse continued to climb while Cirang tried to ignore the growing ache in her hip and back. Several times she considered turning back and giving up this quest. At first, she thought the posture she had to maintain as the horse trudged uphill was wearing on her resolve, but after a while, a feeling of trepidation seeped into her consciousness. She began to doubt her plan. When the horse’s foot slipped on the wet path, she gripped his mane tightly, her misgivings stronger. Even if this wellspring was real, what foolishness had persuaded her that the water was magic or that she should dally with things she had no understanding of? After all, she was in this mess because of people dallying in magic they didn’t understand. 
Near the top of the mountain, the slope became more gradual, and she let the frothy horse walk at a leisurely pace. She dug the journal out of her pack and began to flip through it, shielding its pages from the rain with her cloak. She didn’t know how she would find anything in the book that would shed light on her disquiet or warn her away from the spring, as the entries bounced around from one subject to another, divulging information in anything but a logical sequence. She would have to stumble upon the words that described her apprehension, and she wasn’t sure Sevae had ever actually come to the wellspring. Everything he’d known about it, or thought he knew, was hearsay.
Disgusted, she put the journal back and dismounted to give the horse a rest, though she continued on foot, grunting with the exertion. She paused to drink deeply from one of her two skins and fed some of it to the horse. She’d started the journey with two full waterskins and soon realized it wouldn’t be enough. Once she arrived at the top, perhaps she would drink the wellspring water herself, and then she would know first-hand — perhaps be the first person in centuries to know first-hand — what the value of the water truly was.
 The ache in her back deepened as she continued to climb, while her stomach churned. The anxiety worsened with every step, but her will was stronger than her fear. When she came to a fork in the trail, she opened the journal once again and consulted the map. To the right, the trail sloped downward, towards the Flint River, which flowed past Ambryce. To the left, it would lead her to the mountaintop and the wellspring. It was a gradual incline, but her aching back and hip made the hike that much more difficult. She climbed stiffly back into the saddle and rode the last half hour.
When she crested the peak, the rain stopped. Behind her, the gray clouds continued to spill water onto the hapless citizens of Thendylath, while here, they parted to show her the blue sky above and the sun that instantly warmed her head and shoulders.
She should have been relieved, but her stomach was in knots and her hands trembled. For the first time since her death, she felt fear — the most repugnant emotion, aside from love. Was this her survival instinct warning her to abandon this notion? Her next death would be her last. There was no magic or soulcele token to save her this time. She dismounted and stretched her aching back and hip, pretending there was nothing to be concerned with, pretending she didn’t feel the urge to sprint back down the way she’d come. Denying the fear would let courage refill her heart. She realized her breathing was almost as frenzied as her heartbeat and tried to focus on the techniques the Nilmarions used to relax and calm her racing thoughts. 
Look around. What do you see?
Trees. Harmless pines and firs. A rock in the shape of an eagle perched atop several larger boulders, overlooking the valley below.
What do you smell?
Nothing but the sweet scent of wildflowers.
What do you hear?
Only the usual sounds of buzzing insects and chirping birds in the nearby trees.
The horse didn’t appear to be wary or distressed, only tired and hungry. It tore mouthfuls of grass and weeds and yellow wild flowers as it made its way to the edge of a pool of gray-brown mud from which nothing sprouted. Not a single blade of grass took root in that strange expanse of mud. Was that the so-called Well of the Enlightened? Time had not been kind to it. 
The horse bent its head, put its lips to the mud and slurped it up. Around its mouth, small rings formed on the surface of the mud pit as though it was merely water. 
She watched the animal expectantly, waiting to see what would happen. It lifted its head and looked at her with fathomless black eyes. Once it drank its fill, it ambled away to eat. Nothing happened. Not only was the horse not in distress, but it appeared to be refreshed from the drink. 
Cirang dropped the knapsack and her rain cloak to the ground and took another step towards it, ignoring her pounding heart. 
Don’t do this. It will kill you.
A whimper rose in her throat. Fear, disgusting fear, squeezed her chest. She shook her head. No. Fear cannot command me. She was within a dozen feet of the mud’s edge. Determined to reach it, unwilling to let weakness control her, she took one more step. 
No, no, no!
What kind of death awaited her here? Would something awful rise from the pit to grab her and pull her under? The memory of her last death — the claws, the pain, the awful snap of her spine — brought her to her senses. 
Her logical mind scoffed at her concerns. It was just muddy water. The horse drank it and nothing happened to him. She inched towards the water’s edge, squatted, and scooped a cupped hand into the mud. It was cool and wet, and even felt like water.
The reflection of her own hand broke the surface, reached up, and grasped her by the wrist, but now it was the black claw of a demon. She jerked back reflexively but too late. It pulled her arm down. No, no, no! Panic rose like a flag up her spine. Unbalanced, she fell to her knees in the mud. She reached with her free arm towards the horse. “Horse, come. Come!” she shouted, desperate. It looked at her with disinterest while it munched grass. 
 She fought against the force with all her strength, though it had her dominant arm. The mud was almost up to her shoulder now. She fell onto her right hip, and with her left hand, she fumbled for the dagger in the sheath strapped to her right calf. Her fingers found the hilt, curled around it and whipped it free. She chopped at the mud, only dimly aware of the pain in her hand. The knife’s blade broke the mud-claw’s grip on her wrist. She pulled herself free and crawled backwards like a crab away from the pit.
Her heart pounded as she sat in the grass and weeds, staring in horrified disbelief at the mud pit. Warmth trickled between her fingers, and she looked down to see several deep cuts in her wrist and hand. Oddly, her arm had come out completely clean, with no trace of mud on her sleeve or in the wounds. How could that be? Unless she’d imagined the whole thing, the mud should at least have soaked into her sleeve. 
With the danger gone, the pain arrived at full intensity. The fact that she’d done this to herself was almost humorous. She pulled her tunic off and used the knife to cut the sleeves off, though her hand, weakened by the stab wounds, made the task more difficult than it should have been. 
Ordinarily she’d worry whether something toxic in the mud would seep into her blood and kill her, but there was no evidence she’d ever touched the mud. Her imprints in the grass were clear, but they were a good four feet from the mud’s edge. An illusion was the only explanation. She’d never dipped her hand into it at all — unless this was the illusion. If she had been at the mud’s edge and her hand was, indeed, covered with mud, some kind of magic was making her think it was clean. Instinct warned her to wash the wound anyway, which she did using the last of her drinking water. She wrapped one torn sleeve around her hand as tightly as she could. The other she saved for later, when the blood stopped flowing. 
Ripples formed in the center of the mud pit, and then bubbles rose to the surface. Her instinct told her to run, and she was no fool. If the demon Ritol were to come out of the mud, she would be only seconds away from her final death.
She pulled the now-sleeveless tunic back on, snatched up her cloak and knapsack and mounted. Forget the damned wellspring, if it even existed. Crigoth Sevae must have been mad to think this mud pit would benefit anyone. It was nothing more than a legend born from a rumor or fairy tale.
Relief replaced anxiety the more distance she put between herself and the mud, although she let the gelding step carefully down the trail at its own pace. 
She felt embarrassingly silly as much for chasing after such a ludicrous story as stabbing herself in the hand to escape a killer mud pit. So the journal and the ravings of its author had turned out to be useless.
But Kinshield didn’t know that. He still wanted the book. 
Because Cirang had killed Vandra for it and attacked the king, she would pay dearly if Kinshield ever caught up with her. He’d likely slay her on the spot and to hell with ceremony or making a public example of her. Perhaps if she made quickly for Lavene, she could secure passage on a ship before he or his guards found her. In fact, if she hid the journal in Ambryce and left him a message directing him to its location, he might pause his pursuit long enough to get the book. Daia would go with him, leaving only Brawna to search for Cirang, and Brawna would be no trouble for a battler as skilled as she was. Yes, she decided. It was a good plan. Perhaps she’d return to Nilmaria for a time. With an understanding of its people and terrain, she would do just fine, even as an unwarded foreign woman.
When she arrived at the fork in the trail, she tugged the rein and continued on towards the river, contemplating what she might write in the note and where she would leave it so that when Kinshield entered the city, he would be directed to it. Perhaps she would simply hand it to one of the lordover’s men-at-arms. They wouldn’t know her and would have no reason to apprehend her. The only outstanding question was: where to hide the journal so no one would happen upon it before Kinshield found it.
The horse slipped. She lurched forward. Caught by surprise, she grappled for a fistful of mane to stay in the saddle. The animal went to its knees and scrabbled for purchase. She flipped over its head and onto the rocky slope. Pain shot through her back, and she cried out. Beneath her, the rocks shifted, and she began to slide down the steepest part of the slope. Above her, the horse screamed. Cirang grasped at everything she could reach as she slid downhill on her belly. Rocks and debris scraped her skin, but the only thought in her mind was hope the horse wouldn’t land on her. An ominous crack split the air, followed by a deep rumble she felt down to her bones. Before she realized what was happening, dirt and rocks began to fall towards her. The ground beneath her dropped. She fell faster. Although the rocks and sticks beat against her body and face, there was no pain. She quit trying to grapple for a handhold and instead crossed her forearms over her chest and rolled sideways, hoping she would eventually roll clear of the mountain coming down on top of her.
 And then the world went black.
 



Chapter 29 

 
 
Something heavy pressed on her, crushing her chest so tightly she could hardly take a breath. In the darkness, she saw small knife-points of light. Rocks and dirt ground her down from above as if they could make her one of them. She tried to move her hand, but it was trapped too. She found she could tilt her face just enough to put her mouth closer to the slit of daylight and suck in air. Everything hurt. Even if the horse was still alive, which was doubtful, she didn’t think she’d be able to get into the saddle.
The fingers on her left hand were free, and she wiggled them and pushed against the rocks above her hand. Soon she found she could turn her hand palm up, and she strained against the weight keeping her arm immobile. She heard the rocks shift and tumble away, and then her arm was free. The first thing she did was grope for the rocks over her head and face to push them away. The weight rolled off and the light and air and rain came flooding into her face and mouth, though her chest was being held so tightly she couldn’t take the breath she needed.
Crushing her torso was a huge rock, much too big to grasp and fling aside. It was smooth, without hand holds to grab. Her only chance to get it off was to use its own weight to do the work. She reached underneath her left side to grab smaller rocks and push them away. Little by little, the weight of the boulder on top of her began to shift towards her left side, the downhill side. Its movement hurt like hell as it shifted across her tender rib cage. And then it rolled over her free arm and went bouncing down the hill. 
Air rushed into her lungs, filling her body with pain like she’d never felt before. She groaned, afraid to take in more air but desperate to fill her lungs. She breathed in short bursts like a dog panting until the pain subsided enough to move. It became easier to push the rest of the rocks off her body, and after a few minutes, she could sit up and assess the damage.
She ached all over, and she was utterly soaked, but no bones seemed to be broken. A sharp pain in her side was the worst. Her clothes were bloodied in spots where she’d suffered scrapes and cuts, and on her right side, a larger patch of blood darkened her tunic to mark the area of the most intense pain. She lifted the hem. 
A shard of rock had sliced through the fabric of her shirt and corset and embedded itself into her skin between two ribs. No doubt some of her ribs were cracked, but this shard explained why breathing hurt so much. She touched it gingerly and winced from the pain. Removing it was going to hurt like mad. Better get some water to wash the wound.
With great effort and gritting of teeth, she managed to stand on shaking legs. One of her boots, her cloak, and her pack were missing. She wasn’t sure how she could find them in the pile of rubble, but at the very least, she needed that pack. Without the journal, she had no chance of distracting Kinshield away from his pursuit of her. She swept her gaze across the mess the landslide had made. A hoofed brown foot jutted up from beneath the rocks and dirt. Stupid horse. This was all its fault. She was glad it was dead, but its death was also terribly inconvenient. She’d have to walk the rest of the way to Ambryce, despite her injuries.
After taking a few tender steps on the shifting rocks, she pushed aside the rocks nearest the area where her feet had been when she first regained consciousness. Maybe the boot had come off not long before she’d stopped her fall. Something brown showed through, and she reached down and tugged it. It came free, pushing rocks aside. The knapsack — what luck. She checked inside and found the empty waterskin and Crigoth Sevae’s journal, damp but intact. Excellent.
She looked for her boot but gave up after a while, though she did find her cloak, and shook it as hard as she could manage to fling away the water from the underside. She ripped what was left of Vandra’s spare tunic, noting the make-shift bandages were gone, and wrapped up her foot, padding the bottom with leaves she stripped from a tree that had been uprooted in the landslide. The cuts on her hand had bled a little but not enough to trouble her.
With a hand cupping the shard in her side to keep it from shifting, she returned to the knapsack and dug out the waterskin. She didn’t know where the other was, but there wasn’t much of a chance to find it now. She uncorked its top and shook the last two drops of water into her open mouth. Perhaps she ought not try to remove the shard until she could get to the river to rinse the wound and quench her thirst. She studied the cork in one hand and the skin in the other, realizing the shard was a cork for her blood. She’d better wait and let a healer do it.
Then she noticed the sound of trickling water. A quick look around confirmed there was no stream nearby. The stones on the mountainside were dark where water was streaming down from above. She traced its origin up to the top — to where the eagle-shaped boulder overlooked the valley below. 
The gods favor me. 
She limped over to where the water trickled from a jutting rock to drip onto the stone below it. She let it pool into her cupped hand — cool, clear water. Could this be water from the famed Well of the Enlightened? She hadn’t seen any clean water up there. Could the mud pit have been an illusion created by whatever magical force was protecting the wellspring? The landslide must have caused the wellspring to leak. Now here was the water for the taking.
She uncorked the skin once again and held its open mouth under the trickle of water. Although it took a while, it eventually filled the skin. She lifted it to her lips for a drink.
An uneasy feeling stopped her. If this water was from the wellspring, perhaps the safer play would be to test it on someone else before drinking it herself. She corked the skin tightly and tucked it into her knapsack. She wasn’t far from the Flint River. She would drink her fill then. 
Something dark near the dead horse caught her eye, and she made her way across the rocks towards it. She used her foot to push the rocks away. It was the second waterskin. The gods favored her indeed. Gingerly, she reached down and picked it up. It had been battered, but it still held a few drops. She drained what was left of it, and filled it from the trickle of water on the mountainside. Two skins of the magical water would surely weigh her down with coins and lift her up with admiration and praise from those who would drink it.
Without wasting another moment, Cirang slung the strap of the pack over her shoulder and limped as quickly as she could to the south and west, towards Ambryce.
 



Chapter 30 

 
 
They mounted up and followed the hoof prints left behind by Cirang, riding at as quick a pace as they dared, not wanting to overwork the horses without knowing what lay ahead. It took roughly two hours before they could make out a trail winding up the side of the mountain, and after another couple hours of uphill riding, they came to a fork in the trail.
“Look at this,” Vandra said, pointing at the ground in front of her. “Her tracks go up and back down. Wonder how far up she went. This trail leads south to the Flint River. That one goes up.” 
Gavin looked up, desperately wanting to see for himself whether the wellspring was real, but his main concern was capturing Cirang. “Let’s keep going then. To the river.”
They followed the trail as it sloped back downward, but not far beyond the fork, it ended abruptly. At the bottom of the slope lay a pile of rocks, uprooted trees and earth. Landslide. Gavin’s first thought was for Cirang’s health or, hopefully, the lack of it.
“What about Cirang?” Daia asked. “Is she dead?”
Gavin connected with Daia’s orange conduit and searched for Cirang in the forest to the south. He saw her making her way on foot down the river, pausing now and then for a moment, but he had to give her credit for perseverance. “She’s alive,” he said, releasing the magic. “Looks as if she might be injured. She’s walking down the river towards Ambryce.”
“Walking?” Vandra asked with a scowl. “You mean on horseback.”
He shook his head sadly. “I didn’t see a horse’s haze with her. I’m sorry.”
Her expression was grim as she looked down at the rubble below. “Argo...” Water dripped down her face. 
“I’m sorry, Vandra,” Daia said. “He was a fine mount and a loyal friend.”
“No. He could still be alive. King Gavin could heal him.”
Gavin didn’t see a horse haze, however weak, in the rubble below. “Sorry, Vandra. Argo didn’t make it.” He reached forward to brush Golam’s gray mane and pat his neck. Had Cirang stolen Golam... No. He couldn’t bear to think of it. 
Calinor said, “We should be able to catch up to her afore she reaches Ambryce.”
She had several hours’ lead on them, but that was before she’d lost her mount. “Maybe,” Gavin said. “I’m not worried. She’ll try to hide somewhere, or just get supplies and a horse and leave. Even in Ambryce, I can find her haze among all the citizens.” He looked back up the mountain, longing to see the wellspring. “Look through the rubble for anything she might’ve lost in the landslide. Hopefully the journal.”
“You’re not going up there, are you?” Calinor asked.
“I want to see what she found.”
“We should leave it be,” Daia said quietly. “King Arek warned you to stay away for good reason.”
Gavin knew she was just doing her job of guarding his life, but his mind was made up. “I’m going up.”
“Maybe we should bring Vandra with us,” Daia suggested. “In case we have to fight... something.”
Gavin gave her an impatient look. “Cirang dealt with whatever’s up there all by herself, and she only has a dagger. We’ll be fine.” In reality, he felt such a strong compulsion to see the wellspring, no argument would have swayed him from this journey. He recognized his own obstinance for what it was, but even that realization didn’t give him pause. He had to see it.
They started ascending the mountain with Daia leading the way. She refused to let him go ahead, in case the trail wasn’t stable. He didn’t bother protesting. She was at least as stubborn as he was, and they’d spend valuable time arguing. The trail was fairly steep and more slippery than he hoped it’d be. When the horses kicked stones loose, Gavin grew more nervous. Two landslides on the same mountain in the same day weren’t beyond the realm of possibility. He noticed an eagle-shaped rock, perched high atop the mountain as though it were about to swoop down upon those who dared to approach its nest. 
 As he rode, leaning forward over Golam’s thick neck, he wondered how the guardians would appear to them. Maybe the eagle rock above him would become a real raptor, twice the height of a man with talons that could crush his skull with hardly an effort.
He shuddered and shook the thought away. Anxiety, slithering up his spine, warned him to turn back, but curiosity was the greater force within him.
“Gavin,” Daia said, wariness in her voice, “the hairs on my neck bristle. Rethink your priorities here. Capturing Cirang is the more important goal.” 
Gavin felt the warning in the pit of his stomach too, but Aldras Gar was silent. If there was danger, it would tell him. “If you want to turn back,” he said, “you’re welcome to.” He knew she wouldn’t; she took her job as his protector seriously.
“I won’t let you go without me,” she said. “I’m just suggesting you reconsider.”
“Cirang didn’t turn back.”
“Not before this point,” Daia said, “but she did turn back. We just don’t know why or when.”
“Then let’s stop yammering and find out,” Gavin said.
They reached the top without incident. “It’s not raining here,” Gavin said. He looked out at the sky over Thendylath, gray clouds as far as he could see. Here, the clouds broke up, and a clear sky graced lands to the east, towards the neighboring country of Osgan. The air was cool without being chilly, with a sweet lemony scent. The top of the mountain was flat and green with tall grass and immense, strong trees. Bees and other insects gorged themselves on the succulent nectar of the yellow daisy-like wildflowers that covered the ground ahead and to the left. 
To the right, a glassy pool of brilliant blue-green water glistened in the sunlight. He’d never seen water so beautiful nor so alluring. The rocks on the western edge formed a wall, keeping the wellspring water from spilling down the mountainside. The eagle rock stood majestically with its stony wings half open, leaning out over the valley below.
“This is the wellspring?” Daia asked. “Hell’s bones! What happened to it?”
Gavin dismounted and let go of the reins so Golam could graze on the grass while he approached the edge of the spring. “What do you mean? It’s magnificent.” He started towards the water’s edge.
Her firm hand grasped his arm. “What are you doing? Don’t go near it.”
“It’s awright,” he said, prying her fingers off. “It’s just water.”
“Water?” she asked. “Are you mad? It’s a black, stinking mud pit. Some kind of magic must be luring you to it. Gavin, listen. It’s just a mud pit. Let’s go. There’s no wellspring here.”
Rings formed in the center of the spring, widening outward, followed by bubbles. 
“Something’s happening,” Gavin said.
A figure rose slowly from the water, spinning so fast he couldn’t make out whether it was even human.
“Look out!” Daia ducked, covering her head with one hand and pulling her sword from its scabbard with the other. “Damn, I’ve never seen bats this big.”
“Bats? What bats?”
“By Yrys!” Daia shouted. She was crouched down, slicing with her sword at the air. “Let’s get out of here. Gavin, come on.” 
Gavin couldn’t move. He was mesmerized by the sight of the figure, clear like glass, rising up out of the water. It was spinning as it rose. When it broke the water, its spinning slowed. He saw not one face, but two. When it stopped, it separated into two distinct, ghostly Elyle. 
Like others of their kind, they had triangular ears high atop their heads and round eyes, and stood tall with long legs and arms, but these two had no fur. They looked to be made of water. He briefly wondered whether they would speak to him as the Elyle of the mid-realm had, in squeaks and whistles he heard as words in his mind. For a moment, though, they regarded him in silence.
Behind him, he could hear Daia grunting with the effort of fighting off giant bats only she could see.
“Wayfarer, you should not have brought a companion,” the two beings said simultaneously. In his mind, he heard both a female voice and male, their pitches harmonized, though his ears heard nothing at all. “She is not permitted here.”
 As Daia’s swipes came faster, her grunts became shrieks. She was in the grip of a full-blown terror. “Gavin! Come on!”
“Whatever you’re doing to her, stop at once,” he said, gesturing to his champion. “She’s here to protect me, and I won’t send her away.”
“As you wish,” the guardians said.
Daia stopped shrieking and let the sword drop to her side. “What in the seven realms?” she asked breathlessly. “Did that just happen?”
“Why did you do that?” he asked.
“We protect this wellspring from those who would steal our essence,” the guardians said.
“Because they were attacking me. Didn’t you see them?” Daia asked.
“No, they weren’t real,” he told her. “My thanks. How did you know she’s afeared o’bats?”
“We know what’s in everyone’s heart. We know what’s in yours, too, Wayfarer.”
“What? Who are you talking to?”
“The guardians.” The fact that they had made no effort to drive him away wasn’t lost on Gavin. Aldras Gar, too, was quiet. “You don’t see them?”
“I see a mud pit. That’s all.”
“Why do you show yourselves to me and not to her?” he asked them.
“We have always appeared to the Wayfarer.”
“The woman who came afore me. Did she drink the water?”
“We drove her from here with illusion before she reached the water,” the guardians said.
“Tell me about the water. Why do you protect it?”
“It contains our essence. If one consumes the waters of this wellspring, his khozhi balance is disrupted.”
“Disrupted how?” Gavin asked.
“The essence would be reversed.”
These words stiffened Gavin’s spine. “Our people call it the Well of the Enlightened.”
“Enlightenment occurs when the soul reaches the end of its journey, and at that moment, it departs the body and returns to the Is. No one who is truly enlightened remains embodied. After consuming this water, the kho-bent become zhi-bent, and the zhi-bent become—”
“Kho-bent,” Gavin said. Seven hells! That must have been what Arek knew that Crigoth Sevae did not. 
“Exactly so,” they said. “The zhi-bent have an awareness of belonging to something greater than themselves. The kho-bent feel completely separate and distinct, to the point they consider themselves superior to others. However, the individuals in your realm have a mixed khozhi that tends to be zhi-dominant. Drinking the water reverses that balance. Consumers who are zhi-dominant become kho-dominant, not entirely kho-bent.”
“How did the water get like that?”
An image appeared in Gavin’s mind of a white crystal in the dark water. 
“This is the Nal Disi,” they said. “It lies deep within the wellspring. Our combined essence is contained in the Nal Disi, but the minerals in the water draw it out of the crystal. Now it floats within the water, contained within each of the mineral’s minute particles.”
“What are they saying?” Daia asked.
“Shh. I’ll tell you in a minute. Why does drinking the water disrupt the khozhi?”
“The essence is anchored in the center of the body. When the water, infused with our essence, reaches the stomach, the essence of the consumer draws it out of the minerals, reversing the khozhi balance.”
“I was told the wellspring has destroyed cities,” Gavin said. “How could that happen?”
“Many years ago,” the guardians said, “explorers from the country on the east side of this mountain range discovered our spring.” 
“Osgan,” Gavin said. “I know of it.”
 “We tried to drive them away with illusion, but one of them managed to fill a container with our water before he fled. This individual returned many times to take the water, realizing the illusions were our only defense, and he was in no danger from them. Eventually, many people were affected by the water and changed from zhi-bent to kho-bent. Their violence ravaged the city, and the country’s leaders destroyed it and everyone within it.”
No wonder King Arek wanted knowledge of the wellspring to be lost. Well, Gavin would take it further and erect magical boundaries to prevent anyone from repeating the mistake of the Osgani people.
With his curiosity sated and Cirang getting farther away with every passing minute, Gavin bid good-bye to the guardians and watched them disappear back into the still, blue water. As he and Daia headed back down the mountain, he told her everything the guardians had told him. She’d heard the legend of the destruction of Tanecia, but didn’t know it had anything to do with the wellspring. He thought about how he might build a barrier to the spring so the story of the Osgani would never be repeated in generations to come. 
They went left at the fork, towards Ambryce. Before long, they came upon the landslide and saw Brawna below, picking up rocks and tossing them a short distance away. She waved when she saw them. The safest way down was to follow the trail back downhill until the mountain slope was gradual enough to make their way across to where the rubble lay.
“Have you found the journal?” Daia asked just as Gavin opened his mouth to do the same.
Brawna wiped sweat from her brow with her sleeve. “No, only her boot.” She’d taken the saddle and tack from Vandra’s dead horse and strapped it to the back of her mount. Already a pair of circling condors were urging the humans to leave them to their meal by swooping down as if to land and then rising again into the air.
“We’d better get going if we want to catch up,” Daia said.
“Where’s Calinor and Vandra?” Gavin asked.
Brawna looked toward the south. “They thought they could catch up to her, and so they went in pursuit.”
“Damn it. They’ll get themselves killed.”
Daia gave him a doubtful look. “Vandra’s wise to the serragan powder now. Cirang can’t best the two of them.”
He hoped she was right, but he wouldn’t bet coin on it.
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Cirang walked along the water’s edge towards the city, making sure she wasn’t leaving tracks. If Kinshield had managed to follow her this far, she couldn’t count on him thinking she’d been killed in the landslide. When the sun began to set, her path became harder to see, but she slowed her pace and kept going. The pain in her ribs was matched by the pain in her hip. Over three months sitting in gaol, her joints had grown stiff and her muscles weak, despite her attempts to exercise in the cell. To make matters worse, the rocks were shredding her bootless foot. Every step prompted a wince.
She came upon a house with light emanating from its glazed windows. It was set back from the river, safe from overflowing banks during a heavy rain or spring snow melt but near enough to easily retrieve all the water a family needed. Someone wealthy lived here, judging from the fine brickwork of the walls and the neat stone path leading to an ornately carved door well-fitted into its frame. She banged on it with the underside of her fist. 
A lean woman with gray-streaked brown hair opened the door, surprise and curiosity on her freckled face. “Lady Sister.” She surveyed Cirang quickly. “Oh, you’re injured. Come in. Ondray, come quickly!” she shouted over her shoulder. “Here, let’s sit you down over here. What’s happened to you?”
Cirang let the woman take her wet cloak and help her to a chair. It felt so good to sit, to relieve her aching feet, she groaned. “Got caught in a landslide,” she said, letting her exhaustion drag her voice. “I lost my horse.” She set her knapsack on the floor beside the chair.
“And a boot, looks like,” the woman said. “You’re limping.”
The house wasn’t large like Ravenkind’s manor in Sohan had been, or the one before that in Lalorian, but it was far larger than the cottage where they’d both died. A big iron stove was ablaze, creating relaxing warmth and a comfortable yellow glow on the dark-gray woven rug. The walls were bare but for the curtains covering the windows. These people were obviously wealthy enough to afford glass in their windows, though they lived more modestly than the wealthy city merchants she’d known.
The door across from Cirang opened and a tall man came in pulling on a blue shirt. “Bessa, who’s this?”
“A Viragon Sister. She’s injured.”
“Are you a healer?” Cirang asked to Ondray’s back as he went to retrieve a black leather satchel on a nearby table.
“I’m a surgeon,” he said with a note of superiority. “I heal using science, not magic.” He returned and set the bag on the floor. “Now, let’s take a look at your feet. I heard Bessa say you’re limping.”
“My feet are fine. I need help with this.” Cirang lifted the hem of her tunic to show him the shard of stone buried in her skin. Blood oozed out around the edge, but not as much now as before.
“Hmmm,” Ondray said, clearly more intrigued than alarmed. “Bessa, dear, bring towels — as many as you can find. What’s your name, Lady Sister?”
“Cir- Serpentsbane,” she said, drawing on an old memory. “Agasa Serpentsbane.” Agasa was a childhood friend who’d been slaughtered by a snake-like beyonder. A friend for whom she’d vowed to get justice. The epithet was one she’d made up that day, when she set her sights on becoming a Viragon Sister.
From his satchel Ondray pulled a thin, rectangular wooden box. The carver within her scoffed at the simplicity of it, but when Ondray opened it by sliding the top along its length until it was free, Cirang had to admire the design. Ondray took a round spool of thick brown thread from the box and slid the lid back into place. He unrolled about two feet of thread and used his teeth to sever it from the spool. Next, he pinched one end between his fingers, making the fibers stick together. He then alternately held the end in the flame of a candle and rolled it with his fingers. She could see it was becoming stiffer and sharper, like the fine point of a needle. With one last dip into the flame, he held it up and blew on it, dissipating the wisp of smoke that trailed upward. “Here we are. Now, Agasa, I need to lay you down so I can work. Come with me.” He offered a hand to help her stand, and she took it, groaning once more from the pain as she stood. Ondray led her to a bed in an adjoining room and helped her lie down, picking up her feet and swinging them up onto the mattress so she didn’t have to tax her abdominal muscles.
 Bessa bustled into the room with an armload of towels and let them fall onto Cirang’s legs. “These were all the clean ones we have.”
“That should do,” Ondray said. “Let’s lift your shirt and remove your corset.” 
Cirang lifted the tunic up to her armpit and began to unlace her corset. When it was free, Ondray carefully lifted the corset’s fabric over the shard and laid it aside, revealing her right tit. He was unflustered as he casually pulled her shirt back down to cover her breast.
“There we are. I’ll need you to hold your right arm up over your head. Do you think you can hold a towel for me?”
She snorted. “Of course. I walked for hours with one boot and a rock lodged in my side. I think I can manage that.”
“What else do you need, dear?” Bessa asked.
“A pail of clean water, please. That should do it,” Ondray said. While she was gone, he inspected the wound. “A landslide, you say?”
“Yeh. My horse stumbled. Next thing I knew, the whole damned mountain was coming down on top of me.”
“You got pretty scraped up. Your face, here on your abdomen, your arms. I’ll put some ointment on those to reduce the scarring.”
Cirang wasn’t concerned with beauty, but she remembered her own reaction when meeting Gavin Kinshield for the first time. Sithral Tyr had been repulsed by the disfiguring scar. If she had any hope of gaining people’s trust in Nilmaria, she would need to avoid any physical blemishes that might prejudice the quirky people.
Bessa returned with a bucket and set it carefully by her husband’s foot. “What should I do?”
Ondray gestured to the bed. “Be ready to hand me clean towels and rinse the bloody ones. Agasa, this is going to hurt. Take this and bite down.” He offered a leather disc to her lips.
She opened her mouth automatically to receive it. The taste of it, the feel of it between her teeth, sparked a memory of a time several years earlier when Tyr’s soul had been ripped from his body in a Nilmarion ceremony. It rivaled his death and Cirang’s for the most painful thing she’d ever experienced. She spit the disc out. “No. I— I don’t need it.”
Ondray raised his bushy, gray eyebrows at her and shrugged. “Suit yourself. All right, take this towel and be ready to press it hard into the wound. Bessa, I’ll need you to wipe away the blood with a wet cloth where I’m working. Try to keep it clean as I stitch.” She dipped a cloth into the bucket and wrung out the excess water. “I’ll count to three and then pull it out. Ready?”
Cirang nodded.
“One... two... three.” He yanked the stone shard out. Pain burst in her side, and she gasped. “Push!” He stuffed the cloth she was holding into the wound, which only intensified the pain. “Wipe it.”
Cirang shut her eyes and gritted her teeth, though a groan gurgled in her throat. She felt a slight pinch and pull, pinch and pull. Occasionally Ondray asked for a new cloth or a wipe, but she tried to focus her thoughts on what she planned to do next: find some way to distribute the wellspring water, create a roadblock for Kinshield, hide the journal, and get the hell out of Thendylath.
“There we are,” Ondray said, dabbing at her wound with a wet cloth. “Wash it twice a day, and if you can stand it, dribble spirits on it. After a fortnight, cut the threads and pull them out. And try not to fall down a mountain or do anything strenuous for the next few weeks.”
“Hah. Aren’t you the comedian.”
Bessa handed Cirang a cup of water, which she guzzled, relishing the cool, refreshing liquid in her cottony mouth and throat. She checked the wound, closed with a dozen neat stitches. It looked as if it would hold. She swung her legs over and stood, letting the hem of her tunic fall into place. She’d wait until later to put the corset back on. “I could use something to eat. A piece of bread, if you’ve any extra.”
“Oh, Agasa,” Bessa said, “we can do better than a piece of bread. I’ve cooked a nice stew for supper. There’s a bowl or two left over. Let me get it for you.” She patted Cirang’s shoulder. “We’ll have you good as new.”
Cirang sat at their table and ate their food that tasted like what her own mother used to cook. Anything cooked with care would taste like heaven compared to the bland slop she’d been given in gaol or the dried rations Kinshield had fed her. She ate every drop of the stew and mopped the bowl clean with a piece of soft, fresh bread. When she was finished, she pushed back from the table.
 “Might you have an old pair of shoes I could buy?” she asked. “I’m in a hurry and can’t wait for a cobbler to make a new pair.”
“One minute,” Bessa said as she turned towards a shoe rack near the door. “I’ve some boots that rub my feet wrong. Perhaps they’ll fit you better.” She took a pair of dusty, knee-high boots and brought them over. For a second, Cirang wondered whether the woman was going to lift Cirang’s feet and put them on for her as if she were a toddler. “Try these on.”
Cirang removed the wrapping from her right foot and slid the boot on. “It’s a little big on me, but they’ll do.”
“Then they’re yours,” Bessa announced with a smile. “Though we’ve a king now, we wouldn’t have been as well off without the service of the Viragon Sisterhood and the warrant knights all these years. Ondray and I like to help when we can.”
Cirang put the other boot on, stood and walked around a bit. They weren’t as stiff as she’d have liked, but they would get her to Nilmaria. There would be time then to have a new pair made. She went to pick up her knapsack. With dry boots on her feet, she could use the night to increase her distance from her pursuers. There was likely a road from this house to Ambryce, so she wouldn’t have to stumble along the riverbank. If the couple had horses, they would make do with one fewer. She put her right foot on the chair and began to strap on the dagger sheath.
“She hasn’t thanked us for any of it,” Bessa whispered to her husband loudly enough for Cirang to overhear. “A little courtesy wouldn’t hurt, after all we’ve done.”
Cirang smirked. Why should she thank them? Gratitude was a ridiculous emotion that served no purpose other than to promote goodwill. Because she’d never see these people again, she didn’t see the point in nurturing a relationship with false praise and gratitude.
“Leaving so soon?” Ondray asked.
“Yeh. If anyone stops to ask—” It occurred to her that, although she’d given the couple a false name, Kinshield would ask about her by description. Learning from them when she was here, when she left, and her physical condition would give him an advantage. That was, if there were anyone here to tell him. 
She drew the dagger and spun. Ondray was closer. She punched the knife once through his throat and once into his belly, and turned to Bessa before he was even dead on the floor. Her eyes were wide, but she barely had time to inhale for a scream, much less get an arm up to block a blow. Cirang sliced across Bessa’s throat to loose a spray of blood. Its warmth spattered her face and hand. She stepped out of its path and around the woman’s body, and then stabbed her in each kidney.
Cirang bent over, clutching her stitched ribcage. The exertion had drained the last of her strength, and she realized what she needed was a good night’s sleep. No, Kinshield will find me, a small voice in her mind told her. Not if she darkened the house as if no one were home. Perhaps, if luck were with her, he would pass by the house while she slept.
She took a moment to sit and rest. Only the sound of her own heavy breathing broke the silence of the house. The two bodies lay askew but with their hands entwined. How sweet, she thought wryly. They’d reached for each other as they lay dying.
She lifted the gray rug and pulled the ring on the cellar’s hatch. It opened with a creak. Though she was tempted to hunt around for anything useful down there, she didn’t want to climb up and down the ladder and chance ripping more stitches. She pressed one hand to her wound to keep from taxing it while with the other she dragged the bodies to the edge and rolled them in with a push of her foot. They thudded on the cellar floor, and she closed the hatch and covered it back up. The blood on the floor would just have to wait.
She returned to the room where the surgeon had stitched her wound, wet a cloth and used it to clean her face and hands, wiping carefully around the self-inflicted wounds in her hand. They’d opened a little while she was stabbing, and she didn’t want the dead people’s blood mixing with hers. She should have had him stitch the worst of those cuts while he was at it.
 There on the floor was the shard Ondray had removed from her ribcage. She rinsed it off in the bucket and examined it. It was about two inches long and triangular. One of those inches had been buried inside her. Surprisingly, it hadn’t punctured her lung. She’d keep it as a reminder of her adventure. It would make a good conversation piece.
Damn it, she thought, looking down at herself. Some blood had gotten on her tunic, and she’d ripped up her spare for bandages. She searched the house, opening chests and drawers and armoires until she found a couple of shirts that suited her. One was plain white and buttoned down the front; the other was a pullover tunic in the style she preferred. This would do for now. She pulled off her boots and clothes, threw the bloody shirt in the corner and extinguished the lamps and candles. She lay on the bed with her hands clasped over her full and naked belly.
For the first time in three months, her dreams were pleasant and her sleep restful.
 



Chapter 32 

 
 
To the south, the Flint River originated at the bottom of a series of waterfalls from high atop the mountain. During the spring, it ran fast and cold from the snow runoff. This time of year, the water level should have been fairly low and the current gentle, but the rain had swollen it to overfull. The roar of the river was deafening. 
As Gavin and his companions traveled down the riverbank, they followed a pair of foot-sized puddles led downstream. Despite Gavin’s glowing light ball, the tracks became harder to discern as night fell, looking like every other puddle along the water’s edge.
“We’re all tired, and the horses need a rest,” he said. “Let’s stop here for the night.”
They camped on a stretch of flat ground close enough to the forest to put up his lean-to. While Brawna undressed the horses and Daia hunted for firewood, both with the aid of a light ball, Gavin set out with his dagger for some fresh meat. With the help of his magic, he killed four rabbits with four throws and returned to camp with their meal.
“It’s not much, but we don’t have time to dress the elk I saw.”
“Or a way to haul the uneaten meat,” Daia said. “We’ll be in Ambryce tomorrow. We can make do until then.”
“I’ll dry the wood and you can skin these.” He tossed the rabbit carcasses one after another to Daia, who tried to wrangle them into her arms.
“Daia Saberheart, Rabbit Juggler,” Brawna said, as she gathered the empty waterskins.
Gavin laughed. Despite the young battler’s shyness, she charmed him. She looked for things to do rather than sit idly, and he appreciated that about her.
Daia skinned and gutted the rabbits. By the time they had the rabbits ready to cook, Brawna had returned with the filled waterskins and had brought two more armloads of firewood. Gavin used his magic to dry it and set it ablaze, and they cooked and ate the meat.
“Can you use your eye thing to find Cirang?” Daia asked. “It’d help to know how far away she is or whether Calinor and Vandra have found her.”
“Yeh,” Gavin said. He linked his haze with Daia’s and sent his hidden eye high overhead. It sped along the river, where he spotted Calinor and Vandra below. They, too, had stopped for the night, but oddly, their hazes were one atop the other, rather than side by side. It almost looked like they were— Oh! Gavin thought. They were. Though he was intrigued by the way the two hazes blended with each other near the edges, he didn’t want to invade their privacy, and so he sent his hidden eye farther downstream. Some distance away, perhaps a couple hours’ ride from Calinor and Vandra, he came upon the unmistakably dark, turbulent haze of the kho-bent battler inside a building.
Judging from the way it hovered in one spot, he guessed Cirang was asleep in someone’s house. The hazes of two horses were in a nearby barn. Had she found a vacant house? People didn’t generally travel without their horses. He hoped to hell she hadn’t murdered the owners.
If only he had a way to communicate with Vandra and Calinor at this distance, he could tell them to stop at that house. Perhaps they would, if only to ask the residents if they’d seen their black-haired fugitive.
He pulled his hidden eye back to his body’s present location. “Yeh, I seen her.” He described what he’d seen to the others, leaving out the intimacy between the former Viragon Sister and his longtime friend. If their relationship extended beyond physical gratification, it would be up to them to announce it or not. Gavin found himself hoping Calinor was of a mind to settle down with one woman, whether it was Vandra or another. He deserved to find the happiness a family would bring.
They rolled out their bedrolls and lay down. It was a quiet night, and no one spoke much. Gavin suspected he knew where their thoughts were, and voicing the same questions over and over would do them no good. Only answers would satisfy them now.
He dozed for a few hours, though he never fell into a deep enough slumber to dream. He awoke with a worry he couldn’t explain: Vandra and Calinor were in danger.
 “Daia,” he whispered.
Always on alert, she sat up with a start and looked around. “What’s wrong?” Her hand reached automatically for her sword.
“Nothing. I need your skill for a minute.”
“Oh,” she said quietly, lying back down. “You don’t have to ask every time. If you need it, take it. Consider it yours to use as you will.”
“I didn’t want to do it while you were asleep. That seems wrong.”
She smiled. “You might not be the most refined man I’ve ever met, but deep down, you’re still a gentleman. Go ahead. I’ll stay awake.”
Once connected with her power, he sent his hidden eye to where he’d seen Vandra and Calinor earlier, but they weren’t there. He found them making their way downstream, walking by the glow of the setting Moon towards the house where Cirang slept. An uneasy feeling twisted his gut. He tried to tell himself they would surprise her, but he couldn’t shake the notion something bad was about to happen.
“Oh, hell,” he said, climbing to his feet. “Let’s go. Vandra and Calinor are almost there.”
 



Chapter 33 

 
 
A noise brought Cirang out of a dream and fully alert. At first, she thought it was a nightmare that had stirred her. She heard a board creak, not like the settling of a house, but more like the settling of a foot upon the floor, accompanied by a soft jingle. Moonlight cast pale-blue light through the two windows in the great room. Quietly, she patted the mattress beside her, found the handle of the dagger and gripped it. Slowly, she sat up and then eased herself to her feet, careful not to make a sound.
“Hell’s teeth. There’s a lot o’blood here,” said a man in the other room.
“Be alert,” a woman said quietly. “The killer might still be here. I’m going to look down here.” The cellar hatch squeaked.
Footsteps approached slowly but heavily, their owner obviously not accustomed to being stealthy. Cirang sidled up to the wall and waited with her arse and shoulder blades against it, the doorway on her right. Her nakedness didn’t bother her — in fact, it made her quieter. As a Viragon Sister, she’d earned a reputation for recklessness in battle, and perhaps rashness, but now she also had Tyr’s confident calm. Her mind was especially alert and clear, as if she knew an instant in advance what would happen.
As the intruder neared, she could hear his heavy breathing. The smell of sweat, not entirely unpleasant, preceded him. His dark form, tall and broad, entered, sword raised in the right — and more distant — hand. She flipped the blade in her hand and thrust in a back-hand motion, felt the beard across her knuckles, felt the knife lag as it pierced his throat. She pulled it back out and cocked her elbow again for another strike. 
Then she saw his face. It was Calinor, the ’ranter who hunted Tyr for years. He’d come close to catching him a time or two, and he had no intention of letting Tyr off with a brand on his forearm. At last we meet again, just in time to say good-bye. 
Another strike of the knife wasn’t needed. He staggered a moment, and she stepped towards him and yanked the sword from his hand as he slumped with a satisfying thud to the wooden floor. 
“Calinor!” a woman called out. She ran, jingling, to the doorway and stopped just outside the room. “Cirang, is that you?”
“Vandra? How the hell are you still alive?” Cirang asked, pressing herself flat once more against the wall. Her chest heaved from the exertion, and the pain in her side seemed distant and insignificant. She moved the sword to her right hand, dagger to her left.
“I’m tougher than you think. Set your weapons down and walk out slowly.” 
Cirang judged the distance by the volume of her voice and breathing. Vandra was close, maybe within reach if she simply swiveled into the open doorway. Calinor’s big body on the floor in the doorway, however, left little room for her to maneuver. 
“Surrender to me, and I’ll tell King Gavin you were cooperative.”
Cirang gave a derisive snort. “That’s not going to happen. If you run now, get on your little mule and ride like your life depends on it, I won’t stop you. Otherwise, we’re going to fight to the death, and I’ve already died twice. I’m not afraid of it anymore.” Of course, she preferred not to die again so soon, but saying so wouldn’t have sounded as good. 
She looked back down at Calinor, judging how the placement of her feet would affect her balance. Maybe she should step on his back. Her footing wouldn’t be as sure, but she would have surprise on her side. He wore a thick leather cuirass, which might provide more stability under her bare feet than if he’d been wearing a mail shirt or no armor at all. 
“You should be, because you won’t live to see the sun rise,” Vandra said.
Cirang spun around the corner, stepping up onto Calinor with her left foot, and thrust with the sword. Vandra was quick. She blocked it and turned it away. Cirang didn’t give her the luxury of a counterattack. She punched hard with the blade of the dagger, aiming for the throat above the neck line of Vandra’s mail shirt. Vandra dodged it. The thrust sliced through air. 
 Vandra stumbled over Calinor’s legs when she tried to step back. Cirang pressed forward, bringing her sword around again. Now on solid floor, she was in the open, facing her opponent in the dark great room. Her night vision wasn’t the best, but it couldn’t be any worse than Vandra’s.
“You’re naked,” Vandra said.
“Does that get you hot?”
Vandra answered with a straight thrust of her sword. Cirang barely avoided it by leaning right and sweeping its tip left with the dagger. Now, with her arm extended, she was vulnerable. Cirang stepped with her left foot, turning her evasive lean into a spin move, and came down with the sword. Vandra should have been sliced open across the back, but Calinor’s dull sword glanced off the mail shirt, giving Vandra time to twist away. Already, Cirang was breathless. She’d suffered a loss of strength in gaol, and her injuries taxed both her ability to manage pain and her endurance. Surrendering wasn’t an option, especially not when she had Vandra’s honor on her side.
Cirang stepped back, clutching her forearm against her side and feeling the wetness there. “I... can’t fight you,” she said. “My injuries are... grave, and I’m... weak. I surrender. Please. Show mercy.” She hunched over and hissed in pain.
“Toss your weapons to the ground, and I’ll give you a quick death,” Vandra said.
“No, King Gavin promised me... five years in gaol... before my execution. You must let him... decide whether to... uphold his... promise.”
Vandra’s breathing was loud in the darkness. “Since then, you killed his friend Calinor and tried to kill me. I don’t think he’ll be interested—”
Cirang sprang forward, thrusting with the sword and slicing with the knife. Vandra blocked the sword, but Cirang’s dagger lagged as it sliced through flesh. Warmth bathed her hand and arm, spattered her face. She stepped back, ready. 
Vandra slapped her free hand to her neck. “You... bitch.” She wavered on her feet before sinking to her knees and then falling forward. Her blood continued to flow in ever weakening spurts. 
“I was always better than you,” Cirang said as she bent over to catch her breath once again. She waited until her enemy’s blood flow stopped pulsing, and then put two fingers on Vandra’s wrist. She felt two weak pulses before it stopped. A pool of blood spread beneath the body, glistening black in the light of the Moon. It filled the room with its distinctive, coppery scent.
Cirang had no time to stand over her kills and gloat. Kinshield was surely not far behind. She returned to the bedroom, cursing at the pain in her side. Must have ripped a stitch or two. 
She rinsed off her face and hands and splashed water down her arms. Using one of the clean towels, she wiped away the blood trickling down her torso. After cutting a length of the bed sheet, she tied it around herself, exhaling to get it as tight as she could, and got dressed. When she pulled the tunic over her head, the neckline picked up a red stain of blood. Damn it. The blood had even spattered her hair. She didn’t have enough clean water to wash her hair and didn’t have time to hunt for the well to draw some more. In the other bedroom she found a mirror and a sharp razor the surgeon undoubtedly used for shaving. 
Carefully, she lifted small sections of hair starting at the top and began to cut it. By the time she finished, her hair was almost as short as Lilalian’s was. Her reflection pleased her, and virtually all of the blood had been cut off. The few specks remaining were easily wiped away with a damp cloth.
She pulled Vandra’s mail shirt off — harder than she thought it would be with the uncooperative dead weight of the corpse resisting her. She rinsed off the blood, patted the armor dry and put it on. This would give her even more legitimacy if she needed to claim to be in the king’s service. Mercenary battlers could rarely afford mail. This one was marked with ribbons woven through the links around the elbow-length sleeves in the king’s blue and gold. Welcome to the First Royal Guard, Cirang. With this armor, she might receive free food and lodging, maybe even a foot massage.
A sense of urgency quickened her pace. She preferred Vandra’s new sword to Calinor’s old one and took it, along with its scabbard. She stuffed two of the remaining clean towels into her knapsack, removed the coin purses from the bodies of the two battlers in the doorway and left, shutting the door behind her. 
 A warhorse and the mule grazed lazily in the front of the house. She took their reins and led them to the barn in back, despite their protests. Stabling the mule would keep it out of sight, and maybe Kinshield would simply ride past without stopping. Inside the mule’s saddle bag was a flint box and toothbrush, which she put into her knapsack. Everything she didn’t have to steal or buy would get her that much closer to her escape. 
The mule happily munched hay in one of the stalls, but when she tried to mount Calinor’s golden battle horse, it balked with wide eyes and loud neighing. The white mare and painted stallion in the barn were no more willing to let her get near, even threatening to bite, which was both insulting and aggravating. She had to trap the stupid warhorse against a wall to mount it. It tried to buck her off, and she hauled in one rein until its nose was touching her boot. She was master here, and it would do as she commanded or suffer her wrath. 
When at last it surrendered to her will, she followed the road towards Ambryce and her freedom.
 



Chapter 34 

 
 
Gavin packed up his bedroll. “Brawna, wake up.”
“Huh?” Brawna asked, blinking sleepily. She propped herself up on one elbow. “What’s happening?”
“Vandra and Calinor are almost to Cirang. She’s in a house, sleeping, and they’re about to go inside.”
She got up and began packing up her belongings. “They’ll be wary. Vandra’s a good battler.”
“How far away are they?” Daia kicked dirt over the pale glowing embers of their cook fire and splashed some water onto the wood.
“Three or four hours, I’d guess,” Gavin said. He started putting saddles on the horses.
“We’re too far away to be of any help,” Daia said. “If Cirang manages to defeat them both, she’ll be gone before we get there, and Vandra and Calinor will be dead.” 
“Well I can’t just go back to sleep and hope for the best,” Gavin said as he mounted his horse. He created a ball of light and pushed it over Golam’s head and onto the rocky ground in front of the horse’s feet. 
“Of course not,” Daia replied. “I just don’t think we can do any good from so far away.”
“Then stay here,” Gavin said. He tapped his heels against Golam’s sides and started off at a trot. He rode close to the tree line where the ground was flatter and there were fewer stones for his horse to stumble over.
“Gavin, wait! Damn it.”
He knew they wouldn’t let him go on without them, but leaving got them moving faster than talking did. When he heard the sounds of horses’ hooves beating the ground behind him, he stopped and waited so as to give them all the benefit of the path light.
“You’re the most hardheaded man I’ve ever known,” Daia said as she rode up beside him.
Gavin grinned at her. “It’s part o’my charm. Let’s go.”
They talked as they rode, speculating that Vandra would be on her guard after Cirang’s last attack. Although Calinor was aging, he was a skilled and experienced battler. Gavin wouldn’t say so out loud, but he didn’t think a woman armed with only a dagger could best him. She would have to take him by surprise. Be vigilant, he thought.
Though he was tempted to stop and use Daia’s gift to see what was happening at the house, he didn’t want to waste more time. If someone was injured, they would need him, and every second could make the difference between surviving and dying. Stopping to satisfy his curiosity wasn’t worth the risk. He wouldn’t have that weighing on his shoulders for the rest of his life.
When he saw a house in the distance, he urged Golam to a gallop. A sense of urgency made his heart pound, though he didn’t know why. He leaped from his mount’s back and drew his sword. 
“Could you bring the light?” she said. “I can’t see.”
Gavin’s magic-enhanced vision was fine, but he needed her ready too. He pulled the path light from where he’d left it and pushed it ahead of him. 
“Be ready,” Daia whispered, stepping in front of him.
“She ain’t here,” Gavin said with certainty. Aldras Gar was quiet, and the gems in his sword remained dull, unlighted by the warrior’s wisdom magic imbued in the sword. “Brawna, tie up the horses.” He pushed the door open and went inside. The smell of blood filled the house.
The floor near the dining table and chairs was drenched in blood. Bloody footprints were concentrated at the edge of a small rug and extended towards a room where two bodies lay in a pool of blood. Gavin rushed to them, unmindful of Daia’s cries of warning.
Calinor was half-sitting, half-lying against a wall with his head bowed. The sound of ragged breathing accompanied a slow, shallow rise of his chest. Daia knelt next to Vandra and checked for a pulse while Gavin fell to his knees beside Calinor and set Aldras Gar down. He put his hands on his friend’s shoulders, shut his eyes and began to feel the warmth build in his belly. It flowed through his arms, out his hands and into his injured friend. The warmth became intense heat like a small sun was burning within him. He gritted his teeth and squeezed his eyes tightly, resisting the urge to yank his hands away. It wouldn’t last long. Just a bit longer. He pushed through the pain to a place of inner calm and sensed the familiar white fluttering in his mind. That part of the healing process was as pleasurable as the previous part had been painful. If he could find a way to get to this place without the pain or without someone being injured, he might like to stay a while. This time, something was different. He sensed another energy added to his own, combining to heal even faster. Then he realized Calinor had magic healing power himself.
 His hands cooled more quickly than usual and the calm white fluttering dissipated. He opened his eyes to find Calinor watching him with a surprising expression of guilt on his face.
“All these years...” Gavin said, shaking his head in disbelief. He offered a hand to help Calinor sit upright. “You never let on.”
Calinor’s blush was deep enough that, even in the dim glow of the magic light ball, it was plain to see. “A man’s got to keep his own secrets,” he whispered, “but you have my thanks.”
“Your secret’s safe.” Gavin patted his shoulder. “Glad you’re still with us.” 
Footsteps approached from behind. “King Gavin?” Brawna said. “Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine,” he said, turning to look at her. “Vandra didn’t make it.” He looked at Vandra lying face down in the congealed and drying blood. She was as lifeless as the wood beneath her. He could do nothing for her except find Cirang and dispense justice. “If only I could’ve saved her.”
“Oh.” Brawna hung her head.
“It was Vandra’s time to die,” Daia said as she exited a nearby room.
Gavin shook his head. In spite of all he’d been through in recent months, he still didn’t believe in destiny. Would a god, whether it be Asti-nayas or Yrys or some other, truly use the hand of a murderer to carry out his plan? “Vandra was attacked by the same person twice. There’s no destiny in that, only murder.”
“There’s a lot of blood in there,” Daia said, pointing at the room she’d just come from. “A pail of bloody water, towels soaked in it, some thread and a needle on the floor. I’m willing to bet Vandra got a good cut in. Looks as though she tried to stitch herself up.”
“If she’s injured, she’ll be slower,” Gavin said. “Easier to catch.”
“She cut her hair and stole Vandra’s armor,” Daia noted.
“Seems she stole my voice too,” Calinor whispered. He touched his throat, now wrinkled and scarred. “She took us by surprise. Didn’t even hear her breathe.” 
“No doubt,” Gavin said. “She’s crafty.”
“But with the armor,” Daia argued, “she could pass herself off as one of the First Royal Guards.”
Gavin nodded solemnly as he rose to his feet. “She’s probably heading to Ambryce.” He was confident Feanna wasn’t gullible enough to fall for Cirang’s tricks again. She’d been betrayed once before by the battler, taken to Ravenkind to be offered as a meal to the demon Ritol, along with her three adopted daughters. “Feanna knows Cirang and won’t be tricked by her lies this time. Her guards are skilled and sharp-minded. They won’t let her get close.” 
The elder battler stood unsteadily. “Better get goin’.”
Gavin put an arm around him to hold him steady. “Whoa. Easy. You lost a lot o’blood. It’ll be a few days afore you feel like your old self.”
“We’ll get you some food and rest in Ambryce,” Daia said. “You’ll be good as new.”
Calinor nodded. “Food. Yeh, I could use a bite.”
“I wonder what that’s about.” Daia followed the bloody footprints clumped near the edge of a small rug, which she pulled aside to reveal a cellar hatch. She opened it and peered into the darkness. Gavin pushed his light ball down into the cellar for her. “Two bodies,” she said. “Probably the owners of this house. Two more murders Cirang must pay for.”
“Yeh, and afore she kills anyone else,” Gavin agreed. 
“We should bury them,” Calinor whispered.
 Gavin shook his head. “There ain’t time. We’ll send someone from Ambryce to take care o’the dead. I saw the hazes o’two horses in the barn earlier. Think you can ride?”
“Try to stop me,” Calinor replied. 
 



Chapter 35 

 
 
Ambryce was just as Cirang remembered it: dirty and dilapidated, with whores and beggars on every corner and children running through the wet streets picking pockets and stealing wares from the merchants who stood by their carts, looking miserable. Unlike the highbrows of Tern, the people in this city didn’t let the rain stop them from their business. They walked around, huddled under cloaks and dashing from one awning to another. They were used to hardship.
Decades of corruption in the city’s government had won several gamblers much of the taxpayers’ money and had left the previous lordover destitute and suicidal. After his death, his son took control and worked to restore the city, but progress was slow, residents were wary of authorities, and the underpaid soldiers were themselves too impoverished not to look the other way when a few coins fell into their purses. It had never bothered Sithral Tyr, for the people were ripe for corrupting and would do whatever he needed of them with a minimum of prodding. 
It occurred to her that the Gwanry Museum would be the ideal place to leave the journal for Kinshield. Tyr had known the curator well, a scrawny, bug-eyed man who thought he was too clever to play by the rules. The advantage was Cirang’s; Laemyr Surraent wouldn’t know her in this body.
As she rode through the city, people smiled at her, some waving or calling out a greeting, addressing her not as Lady Sister as they would have done in recent months, but as First Royal. She didn’t know them, but they seemed to hold her in some regard. She stood out here with her mail and shiny new sword and the magnificent warhorse beneath her. It was best to conduct her business quickly and leave so as to be noticed by as few people as possible. When Kinshield got here, she didn’t want him to easily learn what direction she went, when she arrived or when she left.
At the museum, she dismounted and tied the warhorse to the hitching post. The ever-present ache in her side was annoying, but it was her back that made every step excruciating. She winced, trying to support her back with one hand on her injured hip, as she limped up the two steps to the stoop. The bells on the door jingled when she entered. She took off the wet cloak and hung it on a hook in the foyer.
A tall, slim woman bustled into the room and greeted her with a warm smile. Gray streaks in her brown hair, and wrinkles around her eyes and mouth gave away her advanced age, though she seemed spry and alert. “Good afternoon,” she said. “Welcome to the Gwanry Museum of History. I’m the assistant curator. I see you’re wearing the king’s colors. King Gavin has been a frequent and favored visitor here. I hope you’ll send him my warmest regards. How may I assist you today?”
“How now, Tolia,” Cirang said. “King Gavin is on his way to Ambryce, and I’ve found something he would be interested in. I’m on urgent business and can’t wait to hand it to him myself. I need to leave it in a safe place.”
Tolia’s eyes widened. “Oh! You can leave it with us. I’ll be happy to put it in our vault for him. Will he know to come here for it?”
Cirang nodded as she limped over to a bench in the entry way and eased herself down. Another minute standing on her feet felt as though her back would break again. A week abed would do her much good. “I’ll leave a message with the lordover’s soldiers.”
“Dear, are you hurt? Do you need something?”
“Pain tea would help, if you have it.”
“Charla?” she called over her shoulder. “Come here, please.”
A young woman came into the foyer from a back room. She was a redhead with freckles everywhere she had skin, and her large, brown eyes were unblinking as if she were in a daze. “M’lady?”
“Do we have any pain tea for the First Royal Guard?”
“Yes, I’ll brew some. I’ve hot water on, so it’ll only take a moment.” Charla ducked back into the other room, and Tolia put a gentle hand on Cirang’s shoulder.
“Can I get you something else?”
 Cirang brightened. “Yes, actually I need a piece of paper, quill and ink. I need to pen a message.” 
“Yes, of course. You can sit at my desk here.” Tolia gestured to a table and chair in the corner of the adjacent room on the right. “May I help you?”
Cirang waved off her assistance and climbed to her feet, suppressing a moan. She limped over to the desk and eased herself back down into the chair, setting her knapsack on the floor beside her. 
Tolia took a sheet of fine white paper from a shelf above the tabletop, uncorked the bottle of ink, and set a clean quill before her. “I’ve excellent penmanship, if you’d like me to pen the note for you.” 
“No, I’ll do it.” Cirang had had poor handwriting and a worse command of spelling, but Tyr had been quite literate. It was his skill she relied on as she composed the message.
Tolia set out a stick of blue sealing wax. “I’ll fetch a flame while you write.”
Cirang dipped the quill into the ink pot and wrote her message. With one hand, she waved the paper in the air to dry the ink, and with the other, she drew Sevae’s journal from her knapsack. 
Tolia returned with a slender candle, cupping its flame behind one hand. “Here you are.”
Cirang handed her the journal. “This is for the king. Make sure he gets it.”
Tolia took it and held it in both hands. “Yes, I’ll keep it safe and deliver it to him myself. What is it, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Cirang glared at her as she folded the message. “It’s none of your business, and don’t you dare read it after I’m gone.” In truth, she didn’t care one way or another whether Tolia knew what was in the journal, but there was no reason she couldn’t have a little fun while she was here. “It’s the king’s business and no one else’s.”
“Of course,” Tolia said. “Forgive me. I should have known better.” She cleared her throat, and for a moment, neither said anything. “May I ask, how did you know my name?”
Had the woman not given her name when she introduced herself? Cirang thought back to Tyr’s last visit. He’d sent a thief to steal a priceless necklace from Queen Calewyn’s tomb, and the curator had hired Kinshield the warrant knight to get it back. Tyr had been displeased and had gone to Ambryce to teach Laemyr Surraent a lesson. While Cirang had never met these people, she knew Kinshield had. “King Gavin mentioned you and Mr. Surraent before I left Tern,” Cirang said. She used the flame to melt the wax and let it drip onto the paper’s exposed edge.
Tolia clapped her hands together delightedly. “Oh! I hope he spoke well of me. Us, I mean.”
Cirang smirked. So Tolia had designs on a married man. A king, no less. And Cirang was in a position to stir up a little mischief. “I really shouldn’t say this,” she said with a teasing drawl, “but he spoke very highly of you in particular. I overheard him telling his adviser that had you been a few years younger—” She stopped and bit her lip. “I’ve said too much. Forget I said anything.”
“No, please,” Tolia said. “I beg of you. Tell me. If I’d been younger, what?”
Cirang beckoned with a finger for her to lean down and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “He’d have proposed to you instead of to Queen Feanna. You must never repeat that to anyone. Swear to me.”
“Yes, I swear,” she said breathlessly with a hand to her heart. “Thank you. You can’t know what that means to me.”
“That information is for you only,” Cirang reminded her. “I’d lose my job and earn the king’s wrath if he ever found out I told you this.” She pressed her thumb onto the glob of warm wax, sealing her message shut.
“It’s our secret,” Tolia said with a smile.
Charla returned carrying a steaming cup and saucer. “I made it strong, so perhaps you should drink it slowly.”
Cirang took the cup and sipped the hot liquid. It was almost hot enough to burn, and she blew across the liquid’s pale-green surface within the cup. Its familiar scent was comforting, reminding her of days when she was a girl and her mother nursed her after she’d fallen from a tree or horse, or fought with one of the neighbor boys. She sipped until it was cool enough to drink, and gulped it down. It would be a half hour or so before the pain would subside, but it was a comfort to know the process was under way. She couldn’t afford to wait around for the tea’s pain relieving properties to take effect.
She stood and shouldered her knapsack once more. “Don’t forget.”
 “You have my word. And thank you, First Royal.”
It would have been amusing to watch secretly when Kinshield showed up to claim the journal. She didn’t have anything against Tolia, but Tyr had never been fond of her either. She’d often tried to keep him from visiting Surraent upstairs, especially the last time when he’d been so angry. Cirang remembered how Tyr had shoved the older woman so hard, she fell onto her backside, but he didn’t care. He gave Surraent quite the thrashing that day, repayment for sending the ’ranter after him.
Getting back on the horse hurt like hell, but the tea would start to work soon, and by the end of the day, she would be leaving Ambryce for her new life. Having something to look forward to helped keep her mind focused.
Her next stop was the lordover’s manor. The ride from the museum was roughly an hour at a walk, and despite the rain, the streets were too crowded to trot or canter. She didn’t intend to go onto the grounds, just to approach a guard of sufficient rank to entrust with her message.
The Lordover Ambryce’s home and offices sat inside a fortified compound, evidence of past corruption that had angered criminals and law-abiding citizens alike. According to stories, an eight-foot brick wall was erected around the property about twenty-five years earlier. A paved road led to its iron gate, kept closed and locked at night. Although Cirang suspected there was a secret entrance and exit, this was the only public road. Two guards stood at the gate to stop and question everyone who approached.
“Aren’t you supposed to be with the queen’s contingent?” the taller one asked. He had a bulbous nose and heavy-lidded blue eyes that made him look bored.
The queen was in Ambryce? Cirang felt a pang of apprehension. The last person she wanted to run into was Feanna Kinshield. “No, I’m on a special assignment to Keyes, but I need to leave a message for King Gavin.”
“You want to send it by bird, then?” the guard asked.
“No, the king is riding to Ambryce as we speak,” she told him. The two men cast a glance at each other. “I prefer to leave the message with you. You’ll see it delivered to him immediately after he arrives, won’t you? It’s most important.”
The guard awakened and stood up at attention. “M-me? Is it all right if I give it to my captain instead?”
Cirang rolled her eyes. The buck probably couldn’t take a piss without asking his captain for instructions. “Yes, yes, that’s fine. It’s crucial he gets this message as soon as possible, so you need to get word to every guard you have on patrol that an urgent message has been left for King Gavin. Anyone who sees him must direct him to your captain and impress upon him the importance of it.”
They bowed crisply in unison. “Yes, First Royal. We’ll post someone at the bridge to make certain King Gavin receives the message immediately.”
“Not the bridge over the Flint River,” she said. “He won’t be coming from the north. He’ll be coming from the mountains.”
Both guards’ eyebrows shot up at the same time. “From the Superstition mountains?” the tall one asked. 
A rude quip tempted her tongue, but she held it in check and just gave them an impatient look. “Yes, from the Superstition mountains. What other mountains are near Ambryce?”
“Uh, all right,” he said, scratching his temple. “We’ll send a couple guards to the east side of town to intercept him.”
“Don’t mishandle this or he’ll likely have your heads when he finds out.” She turned her horse to the west.
Now it was time to conduct her experiment. 
 



Chapter 36 

 
 
It was late morning when Gavin and his friends arrived in Ambryce. His latest search for Cirang placed her in the northern part of the city, not far from the Lordover Ambryce’s manor. They’d ridden as fast as they dared to, without risking injury to their horses, but all Gavin could think of was Cirang passing herself off as one of his First Royal Guards to get close to Feanna. His reason reminded him that Cirang had no business with her, aside from making her a tool to anger Gavin. She’d already done enough of that to chance further insult. His fear told him Feanna was in mortal danger, and Cirang had some unknown vendetta against her. 
The city was muddier than the last time he’d visited, and some buildings were bloated from the rain. Some looked like they had burst open, leaving a pile of debris through which people sorted, looking for items worth saving. He’d not seen much of this in Tern, for the homes and shops were better constructed. It seemed likely that other cities were in similar condition, with families displaced. A new council to oversee reconstruction and temporary aid to the hapless residents would be formed as soon as he returned home.
As they rode through the streets, many people didn’t seem to notice them, perhaps because his arrival wasn’t expected. They walked, heads down and shoulders hunched, looking every bit as tired of the rain as he was.
Daia grinned as she looked around. “Hardly anyone recognizes you,” she said.
“Most o’Thendylath wasn’t at the coronation,” he replied, “so how would they know what the king looks like?”
“Oh, they’ve heard about your size, your scars, your eyes, your missing tooth. Don’t fool yourself. That sort of information gets around.”
Some people did look up at them as they rode through the streets, many with confusion on their faces, a few with disinterest, and even fewer with surprised recognition. When he turned to look behind them, he saw a small following had formed of eager people, calling to their neighbors to come quick. A girl ran up to one of the lordover’s patrolling armsmen and pointed at Gavin.
“Don’t stop,” Daia said. “We’ll be trapped in a crowd.”
The man-at-arms rode up at a canter and fell into step beside him. Under his rain cloak, he wore a stiff, tailored jacket and matching trousers, with black boots and gloves, and no external armor. Gavin hoped the lordover at least outfitted his guard with leather cuirasses worn beneath their jackets. “Your Majesty! It is you. Welcome to Ambryce, sire. I’ve been instructed to inform you a most urgent message has been left for you with the Captain of the Guard.”
“Who’s it from?” Gavin asked. Only one person knew he would be in Ambryce, but why would Cirang leave him a message? He kept riding, not wanting to be engulfed in a sea of people trying to touch him or shake his hand.
“I— I don’t know, my liege. I was only told to direct you to the captain. If you would allow me, I would be pleased— I mean proud to escort you to him.”
“How did you know King Gavin was coming to Ambryce?” Daia asked, as though snatching the words from his tongue.
“The captain told me.”
“What’s the message?” Gavin asked him. 
“It’s sealed, my liege. My captain only instructed us to inform you of it and stress the urgency of it.”
“A stall tactic?” Daia asked.
“Maybe,” he said. Several scenarios ran through his mind, including one in which Cirang kidnapped the queen to hide away, gagged and bound. He would have to search for her while Cirang slipped away. “But she has my attention. Lead on, soldier.”
Calinor moved up beside him. “Gavin, I want to make arrangements for the burial o’Vandra and the two people Cirang killed, if that’s awright.”
“You’re just sending the city custodian to collect them, aren’t you? Not planning to go back yourself?” At Calinor’s nod, Gavin said, “Awright, meet us at the lordover’s when you’re done. I’ll need you with me.”
Calinor broke off from the group, and the guard moved ahead of them, shouting, “Make way!” at the citizens in the street, which enabled them to trot instead of walk.
 “What about Cirang?” Daia said.
Though Ambryce wasn’t a small city, he could find her, and with his ability to find her, he was confident she would be dead before nightfall. “Distance is her ally. If she stays in the city, we’ll catch her. First, I want to know what she has to say.” 
The guard led them to the city’s center where the lordover’s estate was. The construction quality of homes and buildings improved the closer they got. Three guards stood at the open gates, looking around. When they spotted him, one mounted his horse and galloped off towards the main manor, presumably to tell the lordover the king was here.
“His Royal Highness, King Gavin of Thendylath,” the escort said as Gavin approached the gates. 
One armsman stepped forward, snapped his heels together and bowed crisply. “Welcome to Ambryce, Your Majesty. I’m Rikard Hasprun, Captain of the Guard at your command.” Like the others, he wore the gray and green colors of the lordover beneath his rain cloak. His jacket had three golden bands sewn onto the cuffs to mark his higher rank.
“You have a message for me?”
Rikard approached and offered a folded paper, sealed with blue wax. Gavin took it, ran a finger under its edge to break the seal, and unfolded it, expecting to see a blank piece of paper. Instead, he found a short message beautifully handwritten. His elementary reading skill had never bothered him when he was a warrant knight, but now that he was king, it was a source of embarrassment. He tried to read the note, but his untrained eye couldn’t make out the fancy, swirling letters. He’d never expected Cirang to be so highly literate, though he did remember Tyr as being well spoken, despite his exotic accent. After folding the paper, he passed it to Daia, pretending to have read it. He would ask her to read it to him once they were alone.
“My thanks, Rikard. I need you to send a message by bird to Edan Dawnpiper in Tern to let him know I’m here.”
“Yes, my liege.” The captain motioned for one of the other guards to see to the task. “Right away. I regret the Lordover Ambryce isn’t here to greet you personally, sire. He had left to conduct some business before your First Royal alerted us you were coming.”
Gavin dismissed the concern with a wave. He was glad he wouldn’t be subjected to the lordover’s false praise and apologies when he had important matters to handle. “Is my wife still in Ambryce?” he asked.
“Yes, my liege. She’s planning to take some of the orphan children to the market district today, but she hasn’t left yet. My men are out securing the streets.”
“The woman who left this message, did she ask to see the queen?”
“No, my liege. She simply asked that this message be given to you. She said it was quite urgent.”
“Take me to my wife.” He needed to make sure Cirang hadn’t somehow gotten to her, but more than that, he missed her. Since their secret wedding three months earlier, they hadn’t been apart for more than a few hours at a time. This morning marked the seventh day since he’d kissed her good-bye. Though they’d been arguing lately, he hoped she would welcome his visit.
And he wanted to see whether he could duplicate his earlier experience connecting with his unborn son.
“I’ll show you to the guesthouse,” Rikard said. Gavin gestured for him to lead the way.
The grounds weren’t as well manicured as those of the Lordover Tern, but they were far more attractive than any part of the city outside the walls. Flowers and short hedges lined many of the walkways, and all of the plants looked healthy and lush, well watered from the four weeks of rain. They first went to the stable, where the horses were given into the care of the jolly stable master. Rikard then escorted him across the courtyard. 
The guesthouse was bigger than most people’s homes. Its exterior walls were natural gray brick, accented with lighter gray brick around the doorway. The walls on the inside were paneled with white wood, and the plush carpet covering the dark wood floor had an image of a mounted knight woven into it.
Feanna’s unofficial champion, Tennara, was standing in the foyer with a surprised expression when he, Daia and Brawna entered. She bowed to him and shook hands with the two women. “Welcome, Your Majesty. We weren’t expecting you.”
 The foyer was only about eight feet square. There were three closed doors before him, and to the left was a sitting room not much larger. 
Adro and Lilalian rose from their seats. On the table between them were two dice and two piles of silver coins. “King—” Adro started to say but stopped when Gavin put a finger to his lips.
“I want to surprise Feanna,” Gavin said quietly. “Which room is she in?” 
“She’s in the one on the far right,” Tennara replied. “She’ll be glad to see you. We all are. What brings you to Ambryce?”
“Cirang,” Gavin said. “You haven’t seen her, have you?”
Tennara and Lilalian shook their heads, eyebrows raised.
Adro’s blond brow wrinkled. “Cirang? No, sire. Last I saw of her, she was in gaol. Did she escape?”
“It’s a long story,” Gavin said. “Be on the lookout for her, and be wary. She’s wearing Vandra’s mail shirt.”
Tennara tensed. “Vandra’s dead then.”
Daia piped up. “If she offers you anything to drink, don’t. Apprehend her immediately.”
“Or better yet,” Gavin said, “put your sword through her heart. Above all, don’t let her anywhere near my wife.”
“Of course,” Lilalian said. “Your will be done.”
“In fact, don’t let Feanna out o’your sight, even for a moment.”
Tennara nodded. “Your will be done.”
“Not even when she shits,” Gavin said, “though I prefer Lila or Tennara be on shit duty.” The two battlers shared a glance and chuckled. “That’s not a jest.”
“No, sire,” Lilalian said, still smiling. “I’ll take shit duty.”
“Awright then. Far right you said?”
All three battlers nodded, and Gavin went to the door. He leaned one ear towards it, but he heard no voices, no movement. Carefully, he pressed the thumb latch and hoped she hadn’t barred the door. It opened.
Dressed in a green gown, she sat at a small writing table, quill in hand, while her maid brushed her hair. The two women looked up in surprise when he entered.
“Gavin!” Feanna cried. She dropped the pen and ran to him.
“How now, sweethea—” he managed to say before her lips pressed against his and shut him up. His arms went around her automatically and held her tightly. Her warmth, her love, her intoxicating scent made his knees weaken. Her hands caressed his hair and neck while they kissed. Guess she’s not angry anymore, he thought. He heard the door close and the latch click.
They pulled back to look into each other’s eyes. “How are you, love?” he asked.
“I’m fine, really. A touch of the morning sickness, but it’s nothing a little finnara root doesn’t cure.”
“And our son? Have you felt him move?”
“Oh, no,” Feanna said. “No, it’s too early for that.”
“I want to feel him again.”
She giggled and took his hands, putting them on her belly. “Of course.”
He took a deep breath, scoffed at his own nervousness, and focused on her haze with his hidden eye. His hands warmed, his awareness expanded through her haze and through her body to touch his son. His boy was safe, growing, healthy. He hoped the baby’s haze would reach for him like it had before, but nothing happened. There would be time to bond with his son in the coming months. No need to force it. He pulled back and let out his breath.
“Did you feel him?”
He nodded. “He’s healthy. Seems bigger now.”
“They grow up so fast.” They both chuckled. 
“How was your visit to the orphanage?”
“Oh, it’s wonderful. I’m so glad I came. It’s given me some ideas for improvements to the one in Tern. But Gavin, what are you doing in Ambryce?” she asked. “You didn’t come just to see me, did you?”
Damn, he thought. She had an uncanny way of phrasing questions that made any answer he gave the wrong one. He hoped this wasn’t the beginning of another argument. “Cirang escaped,” he said. “We tracked her to Ambryce. I had to make sure you’re awright.”
Feanna put a hand to her heart. The color drained from her face. “Cirang’s here? Oh, Gavin! How could you let that happen?” 
His spine turned to steel. “Let it happen? That’s the question you ask me? Not ‘Who did she kill to make her escape?’ Awright, I suppose I own the blame for it, since I let her out o’gaol to chase after a book.”
She lay her hand over his thundering heart. “Oh! No, love, that’s not what I— I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cast blame. I just meant how did she get away? What book were you chasing?”
He took a deep breath to calm himself down, and then told her about the journal, the journey, and Cirang’s attack on Vandra that led to her escape. “I should’ve known she’d try something,” he said quietly. “She’d been cooperative, and I guess Vandra dropped her guard.”
“You took two battlers whose job was to ensure she wouldn’t escape, and yet she found a way.” Her brow creased with worry. “Does she know I’m here?”
“If she didn’t know before, surely she does now,” he said. “Even if she doesn’t notice the lordover’s entire garrison directing traffic and blocking off streets, I’m guessing the townsfolk haven’t quit talking about your visit since you got here.”
“Do you know why she came to Ambryce?”
“I guess because it was the nearest city.” He told Feanna a condensed version of their pursuit, the wellspring, and the murders of Vandra and the two people whose home she invaded. “If she’s smart, she’s already left. If she tries to hide in the city, I’ll find her. She wrote me a message, probably a taunt.” He opened the door, leaned out and beckoned Daia into the room.
Daia bowed to Feanna. “Your Majesty, it’s wonderful to see you looking so well.”
“And you, Daia,” Feanna replied.
“Now’s a good time to read me Cirang’s message,” Gavin said.
Still holding it in her hand, Daia unfolded it and began to read aloud.
 
To our illustrious king, Gavin Kinshield.
 
I’ve left a gift for you at the Gwanry Museum of History. By the time you receive this message, I will have left Ambryce. Once again, I’ve slipped through your thick, clumsy fingers, and this time for good. Don’t bother to look for me. You won’t find me. 
 
Good-bye, Kinshield. I hope you find my gift illuminating.
 
My warmest regards,
Sithral Tyr
 
“She signed it Sithral Tyr?” he asked, snatching the message to examine the signature. “Bastard.”
“Who’s that?” Feanna asked.
“A Nilmarion man who was in league with Ravenkind,” Gavin said. 
“Why would she sign a man’s name?”
“Daia killed him— sorry, love. It’s a story I got no time to tell right now.”
“Is she still in Ambryce?” Daia asked.
“Let me see.” He took a moment to send his hidden eye up through the building’s roof and over the city. At first, he saw no sign of her, but as he moved his mystic vision westward, he spotted her dark haze among the light ones in the city’s center. She was on the edge of a large gathering of citizens. If that was where Feanna was supposed to take the children, then her excursion was about to be canceled. 
 Gavin shook his head to dismiss the hidden eye and return to his normal consciousness. “Found her. She’s in the city.”
“Excellent,” Daia said. “We’ll catch her today, then.”
“I’m afraid I got to cancel your plans,” he said, taking Feanna’s hands. He hated disappointing her and the orphans, but Cirang was dangerous. There was no telling what she would do. “She’s in the crowd that’s gathering, waiting to see you.”
“Then you can send the lordover’s men to arrest her,” she said. “Once they have her, I can take the children—”
“She’ll sneak away as soon as she sees them closing in,” Gavin said. “I got to hunt her myself.”
Feanna shook her head. “You’re the king. You aren’t supposed to chase down malefactors. Let our battlers do it. Daia knows her. All the former Sisters do, and Adro does.”
“Don’t you see?” he asked. “If she gets away, I can track her down. She might run, but she can’t hide from me.”
Feanna squared her shoulders and gazed at him with such determination, she appeared to be looking at him from his own eye level instead of a foot lower. “Then there’s no reason to cancel my plans. If she’s in the crowd waiting for me, then you’ll stop her before she reaches me.”
The image of his first wife, pregnant with their second child, came to mind, her blood spurting from the knife wound in her neck. His failure as a husband and father was as real to him now as it was when he’d watched his family die five years earlier. His palms sweated, and his throat tightened. “No,” he said flatly. “I won’t dangle you in front of her like bait and endanger your life and the life o’my son.” 
She went to the door and yanked it open. “Tennara, come in here, please.” The elder battler entered the room, followed by Adro, Lila and Brawna. “Do you remember what Cirang looks like?” Feanna asked. They affirmed they did. “Then there’s no problem. If they see her, they’ll apprehend her.”
“King Gavin instructed us not to leave your side,” Adro said, “not even to shit— begging your pardon for my language.”
Feanna put her hands on her hips. “You’d think I was the malefactor and not Cirang.”
Gavin went to her and tried to put his arms around her, but she pushed his hands away. “Sweetheart,” he said softly, “I’m just trying to keep you safe. That’s my first concern, always.”
“No, you’re trying to control me like you always do,” she said. “I won’t have it. I’m taking the children shopping. The lordover’s got every one of his guards on duty to keep me safe. Send Brawna and Daia with me if you want, while you sit around here twiddling your toes. I promised those children, and after what they’ve been through, the last thing they need is another adult letting them down. I won’t do it. If you want to keep me here, you’ll have to hold me down yourself.”
He couldn’t bring himself to chastise her in front of Daia and her own guard. She was still their queen, and he wouldn’t humiliate her, though as soon as he got her alone, he would redden her ears. All the tears and apologies in the world wouldn’t ease the scolding she was due. If he hadn’t married her, she’d still be a lonely widow struggling to put food on the table, and he would still be king. In defying him, she was overstepping her authority, and in front of her guards and his champion, no less. Using his own guilt against him was an added offense for which she would not be soon forgiven. Gavin gave her a look that promised the matter wasn’t settled, and then he told Tennara, “Cirang has some serragan powder. Be sure she doesn’t get close enough to use it.”
She bowed. “Your will be done.”
“Let’s go,” he said to Daia, and walked out, too angry to kiss his wife good-bye.
 



Chapter 37 

 
 
Cirang had one last task to complete before she left Ambryce: to empty her waterskin into one of the city’s wells, though she had some reservations. The public wells contained a large enough supply of water to dilute the water in her skin and reduce its effect, if any, on those who drank it. She couldn’t be certain what she had was anything more than plain spring water. Perhaps she should pay some street urchin to drink it as a test. That way she could observe the effect on the child before she poured it into the well. 
As she rode through the streets of Ambryce, she exchanged greetings with the townsfolk she passed, playing the part of the First Royal Guard. All she needed to do was stay out of Kinshield’s reach until she saw the effect the water had on those who consumed it. If it did what it was reputed to do, she would plan her next step. If not, then she would follow her original plan to return to Nilmaria.
If this water was enchanted, it could make her very wealthy. Plenty of things were traded on the black market — warrant tags, illegal poisons and potions, orphans — but the problem with selling the water that way was the reliance on word of mouth. Those who drank it might consider themselves more enlightened than, perhaps morally superior to, others and might not spread word. In fact, they might tattle to the city guard, leading to her capture. On the other hand, she couldn’t very well open a shop and sell the water to the public like wine or coffee. She could, however, sell it to merchants and distributors. Her advantage was being the only person who knew its source.
She turned a corner and came to a stop, held up by a crowd of people, horses and wagons so thick, it would take hours to get through. Ahead, the street was a sea of heads and hats seeming to float in place, unmoving. 
“What’s going on?” she asked someone beside her.
“The queen,” the man grumbled.
Hell’s teeth! Feanna would recognize her and have her arrested on sight. The queen was reputed to be a sniveling martyr, but no idiot would forgive Cirang for kidnapping her to feed to a demon. She needed to take another route. 
“Why aren’t you with her?” the man asked. He was well dressed in stylishly fitted trousers and a billowing shirt with a waistcoat beneath a fitted jacket and rain cloak. Though he wore a hat, he also carried a rainshade. “You’re wearing the royal colors.”
“I’m on a mission for the king, actually,” she said. “What’s Queen Feanna doing out in the rain?”
“Don’t know,” he said, “but nobody seems to mind. Everyone wants to get a look at her.”
“She’s takin’ some orphans shopping,” a woman said. “She took ’em to the bookman yesterday.”
“It’s a damned nuisance, if you ask me,” the man said. “I’m just trying to get to the Temple to take my sacrament. Didn’t think I’d have to wade through a sea of spectators to get there.”
A thought lit Cirang’s mind, energizing her instantly. The sacrament! It was brilliant.
“It’s worse than Tern was during the coronation!” someone replied.
“Rain be damned,” the first man said. 
“After almost four weeks o’this, you got to wonder if the rumors’re true.”
“Bah! Just lies born o’jealousy.”
Cirang quit listening as her mind spun. As a child, she’d followed her parents to the temple every month to pay homage to the god Asti-nayas, but she’d never truly believed in an all-powerful supernatural force that ruled people’s lives. Tyr had subscribed to the Nilmarion belief that humans were spiritually governed by twelve gods, not just one. Though the two faiths were different, the people of Thendylath and Nilmaria shared a common goal: a good life and a better afterlife. A more prosperous life. More power, more money, more sex, more wisdom, greater health. Communing with the Savior Asti-nayas by drinking the blessed water within the temple was said to grant these things and more to worshipers He deemed worthy.
In her waterskins, Cirang had the power to enlighten the people of Ambryce and make them see that Asti-nayas was but a fairy tale. Once she gave them this, they would know the twelve true gods and worship them properly. For that, they would owe her. They would do things for her, just as they’d done for Tyr. 
 Inspired by her new purpose, she turned the horse back the way she’d come and circled around the central merchant district to avoid the traffic while she formed a plan in her mind: to hide in the temple until she was sure it was safe to leave the city. Yes, it was risky, but the payoff was well worth it. The chances of Kinshield looking for her there were slim. She pulled off the mail shirt, stuffed it into her knapsack and then rode to the temple to scout the area.
The Spirit of the Savior Holy Temple of Asti-nayas was one of the most beautiful buildings in Ambryce with its tall, arched roof and four bells in the belfry that rang the hour from dawn until midnight. Its reddish bricks stood out against the dull beige and gray of the surrounding shops and houses. The casement windows were made from different colored glass, arranged in patterns that resembled symbols of the faith. Before she could get started, she needed a place to keep the horse for a few days.
Just down the street, a sign reading The Good Knight Inn hung by one corner from the eve of a small, dilapidated building, and swung in the breeze with a rhythmic squeak of its rusty chain. She tied her horse to the hitching post, jogged up the porch steps and opened the door. A musty smell assaulted her nose, and the floor creaked under her as she approached the counter.
A man pushed past an ugly brown curtain. He was average height with graying hair, and his right arm ended just below the elbow, probably from crossing the wrong person. “Help you, Lady Sister?” he asked.
“I need a room for a couple of days,” she said, ignoring the erroneous title. She should have taken Calinor’s warrant tag from his body so when she wasn’t wearing the mail, she would have another badge to win people’s trust. That was a problem she could address later.
“You got a horse?”
Cirang nodded.
“Then that’ll be five pielars per night.”
She paid the man for three nights and held her hand out for the key.
“We got no keys here. Take whichever room you like. They’re all empty. Bar the door from the inside. If you got somethin’ valuable you want to keep safe, you can leave it with me.”
He followed her outside and whistled for the stable hand. A boy of about twelve sprinted over, gave the horse’s neck a pat and untied the reins. “What’s his name?” he asked.
She didn’t know. It had a broad, golden face with a white streak that went halfway down, and a neatly trimmed forelock of darker gold. The first name that came to mind was Calinor. Naming the horse after the ’ranter who’d hunted Tyr for so long was a symbol of her domination over the slain battler. She settled on a shortened version of it. “This is Calin,” she told him as she untied the saddle bag.
“Come on, Calin,” he said softly. “Let’s get you some hay.”
Cirang chose the room farthest from the inn’s office. A rope dangled through a hole in the door up near the top, and when she pulled it, the bar on the inside lifted, and the door swung open. 
It was about ten feet square with a wide bed, small table with a pair of candles atop it, and two stools. With the door barred shut, the only light came in through the cracks between the door and its frame and the gap around the rope pull. She set her knapsack on the stool and saddlebag on the table, unstrapped her weapons, and lay down. The bed was straw-filled and lumpy, but better by far than any bed in a gaol cell.
 



Chapter 38 

 
 
Uncaring about the rain tapping his head, Gavin stormed towards the stable, with Daia and Brawna following behind. Gavin grabbed Golam’s reins, mounted and started off, with the others scrambling to catch up.
“If we hurry to the market,” Daia said, catching up to him on her horse, “perhaps you can find Cirang before Queen Feanna even arrives.”
He nodded, having already formed the same plan. It gave him comfort to know Daia understood him well enough to anticipate his thoughts, his plans, even his words. Should have married her instead, he thought angrily.
“Rikard,” he yelled as he approached the gate. “That woman who left the message. She’s a traitor, murderer and thief and needs to be brought to justice. I need whatever armsmen you can spare to search the city and apprehend her.”
Rikard’s jaw dropped open. “But she was wearing your colors, my liege.”
“She murdered a true First Royal Guard and stole that armor. Arm your men with a description of her and send as many as you can.”
“Yes, sire. Most of us are preparing for the queen’s outing, but I’ll awaken those who guard at night. Oh, and sire? You asked whether—”
Calinor rode up on the white mare and reined in.
“Ho there,” Rikard said, holding his sword to block Calinor’s approach. “Move back.”
“He’s with me,” Gavin said. “Treat him as you would a First Royal Guard.”
“Oh. Yes, sire. You asked whether that woman has come to see the queen — and she hasn’t — but someone else has. I thought you should know, in case—
Gavin cocked his head. “Who?”
“Two women. Twins. They didn’t say their names, and so we refused to request an audience with her on their behalf.”
Alarm made him stiffen. They must have been the twins Adro had seen wandering in the palace. “What did they look like?” Gavin didn’t know what business those women would have with the queen, but their business with her was also their business with him.
“They were more erstwhile ladies with gray in their black hair. Blue eyes, angular faces. Nicely dressed but not wealthy. They arrived on foot, as near as I could tell, but I didn’t actually see them approach.”
“How was their demeanor? Angry? Friendly?”
Rikard looked into the distance for a moment. “I’d say more cool than friendly, but not angry. No more so than some of the merchants or department directors who come to meet with the lordover.”
“I want to know what business they have with my wife,” Gavin said. “If they return, detain them, but be cautious. At least one of them might have some skill with magic.”
“Yes, sire.”
Outside the guarded gate, they were met by the throng of eager citizens, now crowded around. Though he understood their excitement at seeing the first king in more than two hundred years, Gavin’s mood was already soured. He had neither the time nor the patience to deal with them but didn’t want to leave them with a poor impression of him. 
“Make way,” Daia shouted, taking the lead. She parted the crowd for him.
He held his left hand out and downward as he followed, letting the people touch him as he passed. A few tried to grab his hand, perhaps to shake it, but Golam moved steadily forward, ripping his hand from those tenuous grasps. At last, the crowd thinned, and the horses broke into a trot on Daia’s lead.
“Calinor says we should take Brewer Street to Worsted,” Brawna said from behind him. “The lordover’s guard told him they cleared that route so Queen Feanna’s carriage can get to the orphanage with the fewest delays.”
Gavin turned in his saddle and grinned. “Good idea.” The crowd had fallen behind, and most had given up the chase, though the people on the street ahead were beginning to notice his presence. They turned onto Brewer and met three soldiers blocking the road.
 “The street’s closed,” one of them said.
The other two gaped at him. “K-King Gavin?” one said, a young man about Brawna’s age with a wide-eyed, slack-jawed gape.
“The same,” Gavin said. “Let us pass.”
At that, they snapped to attention and saluted, flattened right hand against the chest, before stepping aside for him. 
“Begging your pardon, Your Majesty,” said the first one. “I didn’t recognize you.”
“You won’t make that mistake twice,” Gavin said with a grin as he rode by. The street ahead was lined primarily with houses, with no one on the street. Behind him, two of the soldiers teased the other for forbidding the king’s passage. “Let’s stop a minute to check Cirang’s location.” He hadn’t yet mastered using his hidden eye while also doing something else, even something as natural to him as riding his warhorse, and doing so would have been like riding blind. 
He sent his hidden eye up over the tops of the buildings. Below, he saw his own haze and those of his party. He continued searching towards the crowd gathered to await Feanna’s arrival. All the hazes were normal human hazes of white, yellow and blue. He expanded his search and found Cirang’s dark haze in the western part of the city, away from both the orphanage and the shops where the people gathered. Cirang wasn’t moving. In fact, she was in a building, and judging from the stillness of her haze, he would swear she was asleep.
He released the hidden eye and nudged Golam forward again. “She’s on the west side o’town.”
“Leavin’ the city?” Calinor asked.
“No, stopped. Maybe at an inn.”
“Wouldn’t it be odd if she was at the same inn where you and I first met?” Daia asked.
He snapped his fingers. “That’s it. I’m certain of it.” 
“Seriously?”
“Maybe she’s resting now so she can travel at night,” Brawna said.
“She’s got to be exhausted,” Gavin said. They all were. He realized then they all looked as haggard as he felt.
“And she’s injured,” Daia added. “If not for the crowd following you everywhere, we could take her by surprise.”
“How about me and Brawna go to the inn while you go get your book?” Calinor whispered. “We don’t have to take her alive, right?”
He had a point. There was no need for all four of them to go, and the crowd following him would surely awaken Cirang and give her another chance to slip away. He hated leaving the responsibility to others, especially when it was just the two of them. Cirang had already taken Calinor by surprise once and nearly killed him, and Brawna was a less experienced and skilled battler than Cirang was. “You’re right. I’ll be in the way if I go, but take those three guards with you.” He tossed a thumb back over his left shoulder. “The innkeeper’s name is Trayev. Ask him if she’s there afore you break down the door.”
“Where should we meet you after we’re done?” Brawna asked.
“Good question. Guess that depends on when you’re done.”
Calinor grinned. “No reason to let her sleep. I’ll have the innkeeper pound on the door, sayin’ something’s wrong with her horse. When she comes out, she gets two swords in the ribs, one from each side.” He nodded at Brawna, and she smiled back at him.
Gavin clapped Calinor’s shoulder. “Then we’ll see you at the lordover’s for supper.”
“Be vigilant. She’s crafty,” Daia said.
“No one knows that better than I do,” Calinor whispered, pointing at his scarred throat.
 



Chapter 39 

 
 
Cirang lay on the lumpy mattress for what seemed hours, turning first onto one side, then the other, unable to shake the nagging feeling something was wrong. She tried to sleep. The gods knew she was exhausted and needed about three days of doing nothing but sleeping and sitting on her arse, not to mention a half hog, a dozen loaves of bread and a barrel of wine. Or ale. She wasn’t picky.
Once or twice she started to fall asleep but jerked awake with visions of blood and claws and a sharp gasp of death.
The demon’s gone, Cirang. Kinshield’s just a man, and not even a fearsome one.
With a sigh, she swung her legs over and sat on the side of the bed, head hung, listening but hearing nothing out of the ordinary.
She put on the mail shirt, strapped on her weapons and slung the knapsack over her left shoulder, but just as she put her hand on the bar to slide it across, something made the fine hair on her arms and the back of her neck stand up. She couldn’t have said what it was other than instinct, the warrior’s intuition honed by years of fighting.
Pressing her ear to the door, she heard the eery silence that came just before death.
Just in case, she dug into her knapsack for the remainder of the serragan powder, tapped some onto the palm of her left hand, and quietly drew her sword, which she used to push the bottom bar to the right, unlocking the door. She waited. If no one was there, she would feel awfully foolish, but better to feel foolish than to die a third time. If Kinshield had somehow tracked her here, he’d have with him Daia and Brawna at least, and perhaps others as well. The queen had her guards, and the lordover’s armsmen would surely be at the king’s beck and call. An entire army could be standing outside her door now, ready to arrest her or worse, carry out the king’s execution. She had, after all, killed Vandra, the warrant knight Calinor, and the surgeon and his wife, whose names she’d already forgotten.
No, she thought. If he had all those battlers, they’d have just broken down the door and stormed the room.
She lifted the other bar and eased the door open, peeking out through the crack. No one there. She opened the door a bit more and waited, but nothing happened. She looked out, ready for the battlers there to take her down, but the street was clear.
She let the powder fall back into its bag, tied the bag closed and tucked it into the top of her boot. The feeling of being constantly pursued was no delusion, though she felt ridiculously self-conscious. She went around the building to the street and checked in both directions. No one seemed to be paying her any attention, and so she walked calmly but alertly towards the temple.
The entrance consisted of two wide doors into which symbols of divinity and angels and other crap were carved. Inside, long benches were arranged in rows on both sides of an aisle that led to the altar, where the golden flames of dozens of candles flickered. Behind the altar on a dais was a tall marble statue of a bald-headed man, his hands clasped in front of his navel. The statue was standing in the sacramental font. 
As soon as Cirang walked in, the worry that had nagged her dissipated. So profound was the difference that for an instant, she wondered whether the god Asti-nayas really was present. She looked up without thinking towards the heavens. More symbols of divinity had been painted on the temple’s arched ceiling, many of which were accented by gold and gems. Magic, she knew, was strengthened by gems, but how were gems relevant in a house of worship? She was certain the religious doctrines forbade the use of magic within the temple. Did all temples have gems embedded in their ceilings? She searched her childhood memories of visits to the temple with her parents but couldn’t recall ever seeing gems.
Several people were seated on the benches near the front of the nave, closest to the altar, their heads bowed in reverence. At the altar, a cleric in a plain brown robe was chanting, waving his arm in the gesture of subservience. He tapped his forehead, chest, and navel, and bowed. Forehead, chest, navel, bow. No one seemed to notice her enter, and so she took a seat on the bench closest to the door and watched. 
One woman, a plump redhead, stood and climbed the three steps beside the altar to ascend the dais. A woman in a white robe bowed with her hands clasped like the statue’s were. Under the hood that covered her hair, a lace veil covered her face, obscuring her identity. She was perfect.
 The acolyte dipped a ladle into the font and poured the water into a small cup. The worshiper raised it to her lips and made the gesture of subservience before handing the cup back and descending the steps. She didn’t retake her seat on the bench but instead strode down the aisle towards the door. As she passed Cirang, she smiled and nodded.
One by one, the other worshipers repeated the ritual and left. Cirang wondered whether she would be discovered here because the people who were leaving would remember her if questioned by Kinshield. She rose and went to the altar, her footsteps loud on the bare wood floor. Except for the chanting cleric and the acolyte serving the sacramental water, she was alone.
On each side of the altar was a closed door. She opened the one on the right and looked inside, but it was too dark to see anything. The cleric was busy chanting, his eyes closed and his hand moving. The acolyte was kneeling before the statue at the base of the font on the dais and spared her not even a glance. Cirang took one of the candles from the altar and, cupping its flame with a hand, carried it into the room. No one noticed her. Too trusting, she supposed. Their own faith will be their downfall. She snickered.
The room appeared to be a supply room, with several buckets stacked neatly against the wall and three wooden yokes with ropes attached to each end. There was a public well not far away, and so Cirang surmised this was how they kept the font filled. She lifted a hatch in the center of the floor and peered into the darkness. If nothing else, it might be a good place to hide until she could dump the wellspring water into the font. Quietly, she climbed down into the cellar.
About the size of her old gaol cell, it was musty like any other cellar but furnished with a straw-stuffed mattress on the floor, small pillow and wool blanket, and an overturned crate as a table. It would do. It would do nicely. 
She set the candle on the crate and her knapsack beside it, and then lowered herself onto the bed with the groan of a much older woman. She didn’t know how much sleep she would get until she was discovered, but she was willing to take her chances. If one of the clerics lived here, he’d better be prepared to call on his god to save him, because nothing else would. She unstrapped her weapons, blew out the candle and embraced the darkness. 
With none of the worries that had plagued her at the inn, she fell into a comfortable sleep and dreamed of grateful people dropping coins and gems at her feet as she ladled cup after cup of water into their eager mouths.
 



Chapter 40 

 
 
With the help of two of the lordover’s armsmen, Gavin and Daia made their way through the eager and growing crowd to the Gwanry Museum of History, which had once been a large house. The sitting room, dining hall and music room were converted to display rooms with rows of shelves upon which ancient artifacts were neatly arranged. Gavin had come to know most of the items in the King Arek room, with the help of the assistant curator, Tolia. She’d read him the letters King Arek and Queen Calewyn had written, and told him the story behind objects they’d owned or given to others. He’d hoped they would shed light on what had happened to King Arek, but now he knew more from experience than he’d ever learned at the museum.
When he and Daia stepped into the foyer, Tolia rounded the corner. She was, as always, crisply dressed with her gray-streaked brown hair wound into a neat bun. “Your Majesty!“ she said with a broad smile. She dipped a low and impressive curtsy as though she’d been practicing, but she was slow to rise.
He took her elbow and helped her stand. “My lady Tolia, it’s always a pleasure to see you.” 
Tolia batted her eyelashes at him. In the past, he had flirted with her, not out of genuine interest, but because she was learned and a former lordover’s granddaughter, and he was a warrant knight of hearty peasant stock. They’d been worlds apart culturally and it had become a game between them. Now that he was a king — and a married king at that — flirting with her would have been indelicate, even if she understood it was only in jest. “And you.” She gazed up at him with the large, unblinking eyes and a silly smile plastered on her face.
“I understand you have something for me.”
She blinked and started, seeming to snap out of whatever trance she was in. “Yes, I do. Your First Royal left it with me yesterday. Please allow me to take your cloaks.” Gavin and Daia removed their rain cloaks, shook off the water and handed them to her. She hung them on a hook near the door. “Let me get that book for you, but first...” She glanced uneasily at Daia. “May I have a moment with you? Privately?”
Daia raised her brows at Tolia, but Gavin reassured her with a nod. “Give us a minute,” he said, and she inclined her head and went into the King Arek room. 
Tolia seemed more alive than he’d ever seen her, and breathless as if she’d been running. Her eyes sparkled and danced. She put one delicate hand on Gavin’s mailed chest. “I wanted you to know I feel the same way. No disrespect to the queen.”
He waited for her to explain what she was talking about, but she didn’t go on. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You know,” she said. “Our feelings for each other. I know you’re married now, and it would be disgraceful to divorce your wife, especially now that she’s pregnant. I’ve never said this to anyone before, but I would move to Tern if you asked it of me. You could visit anytime, day or night.”
He was stunned to momentary silence. He’d never thought she would take his flirtations seriously, nor had he ever considered she might’ve had feelings for him. She had always maintained a certain coolness, drawing an understood line for how far he could take the jests, and he’d never crossed that line. Now she was leaning towards him with her head craned back, lips pushed forward into an expectant pout.
He took her hand from his chest and held it gently, fragile and small in his meaty paw. “Tolia, I always thought we were playin’ a game, and we both understood it. I’m sorry, but I only have feelings for my wife. It’s why I married her.”
Tolia drew back, her face reddening into a mask of shock and embarrassment. “But... your First Royal said—” She put a hand over her mouth, and her eyes welled.
“The one who brought the journal? She told you I had feelings for you?” 
She nodded, knocking the tears loose to spill down her face.
“That wasn’t a First Royal. She murdered one o’my guards and stole her armor and weapons. She left me the journal hoping I wouldn’t chase her down and kill her. I’m sorry she deceived you. I love my wife.”
With her eyes lowered, Tolia whispered an apology. “If you’ll pardon me, I’ll fetch it from the vault.”
 Gavin nodded, and she curtsied before dashing away. He could guess how embarrassed she felt right then, and he didn’t want to make matters worse for her.
“How are we going to get out of here?” Daia asked, rejoining him in the foyer. “If we don’t disguise you somehow, you’ll never get close enough to Cirang for us to capture her.” She peeked through the curtains at the crowd outside.
“Disguise me how? I’ve never been a man who blended into a crowd.”
She let the curtain drop and assessed him thoughtfully. “You’re not the only tall man in Thendylath. We just need a way to cover your head. Your rain cloak isn’t going to do it — something like a cleric’s robe.”
“And cover my sword. People have surely heard about Aldras Gar, too. A cleric wouldn’t be walking around with such a weapon.”
Tolia returned empty handed with a flush on her face and eyes rimmed in red. “I— I beg your pardon. I must ask Mr. Surraent—”
“It ain’t there?” he asked.
“Perhaps he took it out.” She wrung her hands. “I’m sure it’s safe. Let me ask him.”
“No, I’ll do it.” Gavin started up the stairs. “He’s up here, ain’t he?”
“Yes, but—”
“If he has it,” he called behind him, “you’d better get some bandages ready.” Gavin reached the top with Daia on his heel. Thick red carpeting muffled his steps as he stormed past four closed doors to the one at the end of the hall. He opened it without knocking and caught Laemyr Surraent with two books open, and a quill in one hand, writing furiously. 
The curator jumped with a surprised squeak. The pen scratched a line across the page he’d been writing. “Gavin! Er, I mean, King Gavin. What a—”
“Where is it?”
Surraent stood, setting the quill down on a wooden platter and pushing his spectacles up his nose with his free hand. “Where is what, my liege?”
Gavin approached the desk and pointed to the smaller of the two books, the one the curator had been copying from. “Is that it? Is that my journal?”
Surraent tried a dim smile. “Oh, is that yours? I found it in our vault and hadn’t seen it before. It was such an intriguing—”
“Whatever pages you copied into your encyclopaedia — tear them out.”
“Copied? Oh, no. You misunderstand. I was merely writing my own notes.”
Daia went around to Surraent’s side of the desk, nudged him aside and flipped through both the encyclopaedia and the journal. “Copied.”
“You can’t!” Surraent cried. “This is a part of history. I deserve— the people deserve to know about the wellspring.”
“The wellspring is gone,” Gavin said. “Do you hear me? It’s gone.”
He blinked his magnified eyes. “Wh—what do you mean ‘gone?’”
“It’s just a mud pit,” Daia said, tearing out two of the pages from the encyclopaedia. She crushed them into a ball. “The centuries haven’t been kind to it.”
Surraent’s face fell. “Then why do you care whether I write down the history?”
“He only copied the part about the wellspring. The rest isn’t in here.”
“Rest of what?” Surraent asked. “What is it you don’t want me to write?”
Gavin picked up the journal and tucked it under his arm. “Nothing. Not a damned thing. Nice to see you again, Surraent.” He started to leave and stopped short. “One more thing,” he said. “I need a disguise to move around the city without the people gathering around and calling attention to me. Do you have anything I can use?”
Surraent smiled crookedly. “What can you offer in return?”
“He’s the bloody king,” Daia shouted, her fists clenched tightly. “When your king asks for aid, you give it without hesitation, without bartering for trinkets.”
 Gavin’s surprise was echoed in Surraent’s shocked expression. He was usually quick to tire of the curator’s evasiveness, but apparently Daia was even less patient.
“I beg forgiveness,” Surraent said, looking like a frightened rabbit. “Habit, you know.” He turned his wary eyes to Gavin. “Why don’t you do it the way King Arek did?”
The question tickled an old memory from Gavin’s distant past. From his years as Arek’s champion, Ronor Kinshield. “Explain.”
“Yes. King Arek was known to have used a magical disguise to enable him to walk around the city incognito.”
“In-what?”
Surraent gave him a superior smile. “Incognito. It means with your identity concealed. I wrote about it in my encyclopaedia.”
“I haven’t read the whole thing yet,” Gavin said. With Daia’s help, he could have explored his ancient memory and remembered what Ronor Kinshield knew, but it was easier to hear what Surraent had to say. “Go on.”
And he did. King Arek had found he could change most elements of his appearance, such as hair and eye color, skin tone, facial features and weight. He could even make himself look like a woman. The changes were only illusions, however, and so he couldn’t rely on anything but his own physical traits.
“Do you want to try it?” Daia asked. “If it works, it’ll solve our problem.”
“Can I make myself shorter?” Gavin asked.
Surraent flipped a page, shaking his head. “I don’t believe so. Height seems to be one characteristic he had no success with, though you could make yourself look frail or portly.”
“What about my scar? How many giant men with a long scar on his face are there in Thendylath?”
“Oh, now that you should be able to hide. You can give yourself different scars, in fact, or none at all.” Surraent picked up his encyclopaedia and beckoned Gavin to the room next door and the large mirror stand inside. 
With a couple lamps lit to brighten the room, Gavin assessed himself from the knees up. At the moment, with his unshaven face, uncombed hair and dirty clothes, he looked anything but majestic. It was a wonder people recognized him at all, unless they expected their king to look like a warrant knight. Possible, he supposed. The mail shirt and gemmed sword might also have given him away. 
“All right,” Surraent said, looking down at his book, “it says here you can change your hair color. Perhaps you’d like to start with that?”
He studied the reflection of his dark brown hair, thinking it should be easy to darken. Black, he thought. Nothing happened. Make my hair black. He flicked his gaze to the gems in the hilt of Aldras Gar, peeking up over his left shoulder, and then concentrated on pushing his will through them. Black hair.
“I see it,” Daia said. “That looks good.” He met her eyes in the mirror. “Try making it blond.”
He imagined hair like Edan’s, and the mustache, too, but thicker like the one he’d worn in his younger days. Blond hair and blond mustache. Shaven face. 
“Ho!” Daia said. “That’s amazing. I wouldn’t recognize you at first. The scar does give your identity away though.”
Gavin couldn’t help but smile at his reflection. Seeing himself as a blond was amusing. No scar. The skin on his face smoothed to perfection, erasing evidence of the most traumatic day of his life. He touched his face, but his fingers felt the whiskers and bumpy skin, confirming the scar was still there. It just looked gone. Replace the tooth. His eyetooth was no longer absent from his smile. He actually looked like a fairly handsome buck now. “I could amuse myself for hours with this skill.”
“Can you disguise me?” Daia asked. “Or is it limited to you?”
He shrugged, facing her. “Let’s try.” He looked her over, imagined a more feminine version of Daia, and then pushed that image towards her with his will. Her enormous new breasts bulged over the low neckline of her blouse.
She first scowled at her reflection then shot him an annoyed glare. “I should’ve known.”
Gavin doubled over with laughter. The image of her like that was amusing as hell, but her reaction was doubly so. Even Surraent stifled a laugh behind his fist, pretending to cough. Reaching towards the illusory breasts with both hands, Gavin wanted to squeeze them to see how they felt. 
 She slapped him away. “Touch me and you’ll lose your hands, king or not!”
“But they aren’t real,” he said through his laughter.
“Well, the breasts underneath the illusion are. Give yourself tits if you want to feel them.”
And so he did. Now all three of them guffawed at the sight of Gavin with his blond hair and mustache and gigantic, hairy tits bulging beneath a billowy pink blouse. To his disappointment, his hands passed through the false bosoms as he squeezed nothing but air.
They created such a rumpus, Tolia opened the door and leaned partway into the room. She gasped in horror and pressed one hand to her heart. “Gavin? Oh, my heavens. I don’t think I want to know what’s going on in here.” With that, she shut the door again, prompting renewed laughter from the three inside.
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With the journal in hand and a magical disguise for them both, Gavin and Daia sneaked out the rear door and threaded their way behind and between buildings away from the crowd waiting for the king to exit the museum. They’d sent Surraent out with a message to the armsmen requesting he take their horses back to the lordover’s manor. When they were at a safe distance, they shuffled along the street with Daia disguised as a stoop-shouldered old woman and Gavin her lame and lanky son. Aldras Gar looked like a wooden staff, hung on his back with a simple leather thong. He flagged down a buck in a wagon as it rumbled down the street.
“Can you spare a ride for me an’ my boy?” she asked. Gavin nearly laughed. She sounded like a noblewoman pretending to be a peasant. Maybe he should do the talking.
The man, a hawk-nosed fellow with stringy brown hair, looked them over. “Where’re you goin’?”
“The lordover’s,” Gavin said. “If it ain’t too much trouble.”
“Awright,” the buck said. “Climb in.”
Gavin helped Daia onto the back of the wagon, and then sat on it’s back edge with his feet dangling. It groaned under his weight, which made the man turn around in his seat to look at him with disbelief. “You’re heavier than you look.”
“I got a tumor,” Gavin said, and faked a cough.
Daia cocked an eyebrow at him and fought to suppress a smile. She patted his arm. “My dear, dear boy.”
When at last the wagon stopped across the street from the lordover’s front gate, they thanked the driver with a silver coin, and he continued on his way. The armsmen standing guard were very much fooled by the magical disguises and wouldn’t let them pass. 
“Don’t salute,” Gavin told them. “I don’t look like anyone you’d salute to, but watch carefully.” He let his illusion fall for a moment to reveal his true appearance, and then put it back. The guards gasped, and then snapped to attention. “It’s how I’ll be moving about the city uncognito.”
“Incognito,” Daia said. 
“That’s what I said.” He glanced at her disapprovingly, and she tucked her lips between her teeth. She’d grown so used to correcting him, he supposed she was bound to forget herself and do it in front of someone. 
“Yes, Your Majesty,” the captain, Rikard, replied. “Trip brought your horses a bit ago. They’re waiting for you in the stable. Shall I fetch them for you, sire?”
“No, we’ll go get them ourselves. We’ll be using different disguises when we come out, so don’t be alarmed. Is my wife still here?”
“No, sire. She left perhaps an hour ago.”
Damn it. He would have liked to provide her with a disguise as well, at least until she was safely inside the orphanage. He motioned Daia to follow him, and headed to the stable, letting their disguises disappear once they were on the manor grounds.
The thick-waisted stable master greeted him with several excited bows and showed them to the stalls where Golam and Calie were snacking on hay. “Didn’t take their saddles off,” he said, “‘cause Trip said you’d be comin’ for ’em soon. Hope that’s awright.”
“That’s fine,” Gavin said, stroking Golam’s thick neck.
“Gave ’em both a brushing and checked their hooves, though,” the stable master said. 
“Good. My thanks.” 
The stable master lingered with a silly smile and dancing eyes, like a dog waiting for his master to toss him a bit of meat.
“That’s all for now,” Gavin said. “Leave us.”
The portly man bowed as he backed away. “Yes, sire. O’course. Just holler if you need me.”
Without a mirror, Gavin had to focus more on altering his appearance by referring back to the memory of his reflection. Until now, he’d had little use for mirrors. He gave himself bushy red hair and a thick, scraggly beard. He used his finger to guide the placement of a scar through his right eyebrow and another beside his mouth, and hid his own bear-given scar.
 “Try green eyes,” Daia said, assessing him. He did, and she nodded approvingly.
To Daia he gave blond hair to go with her natural pale-blue eyes, a crooked nose and a missing tooth in front. Though she couldn’t see her disguise, she would have approved. 
Golam swung his head around to regard them, still chewing a mouthful of hay, and reached for Daia’s ear with outstretched lips. She pushed his big head away with a laugh. “You never give up, do you?”
Gavin wondered whether his horse could see the disguise and didn’t care, or if the illusion worked only on people. Maybe one day he’d visit the stable disguised as a woman to see if Golam tried his flirtatious trick. The horse had no preference for a particular kind of woman — blonde, brunette, heavy, slim, comely or homely — none of it mattered to Golam. Every woman had ears that begged to be nibbled.
“Hey, why don’t you look for Cirang again before we leave.” As much as Daia tried to reassure Gavin that the former Sister wouldn’t try to hurt his wife, he could see she merely masked her concern for his sake.
He nodded and connected with her conduit gift, and then sent his hidden eye up over the stable and speeding off towards the orphanage. Cirang’s dark haze wasn’t there, nor did he find it in the merchant district where Feanna had planned to go. He found his wife, however, and her haze glowed with joy. He moved on towards the Good Knight Inn, hoping to see Cirang still in the room or hovering between the hazes of Calinor and Brawna as they escorted her to gaol. She wasn’t there either. He moved his hidden eye higher to get a broader look at the city, but he didn’t find her anywhere in the city or outside its boundary. Her haze was gone.
Cirang was dead.
He returned to his normal consciousness, excited. Relieved. “They must’ve found her and executed her. Her haze is gone.”
Daia looked at him with hesitant disbelief. “Gone? Are you sure?”
“There’s no sign of her in the city, in the surrounding fields or on the roads leading away.”
“There’s another possibility. If she drank some of the water from the wellspring—”
“No,” he said. “The guardians said they scared her off afore she got to it.”
Daia smiled. Her disguise was gone. “Then it’s good news. I suppose there’s no need to follow Feanna now, though if you’re concerned about brigands or other malefactors, I won’t mind.”
“Did my disguise fall while I was soaring about?”
She nodded. “I suppose you can’t use your hidden eye and keep up the disguises at the same time.”
“Damn. Maybe with practice I can do both. It’s good we found this out now instead of in the middle of a crowd o’people.”
They left their horses with two of the armsmen and wove their way through the crowd to watch Feanna with a half-dozen orphan children as they went about their shopping. She wore a genuine smile, and Gavin knew she was enjoying the outing as much as the children were. He admired her ability to lose herself in pleasant activities. He hoped for a day when he would have few worries to plague him. Life was supposed to become easier with wealth and power, but so far, he thought that to be a myth.
Around him were normal people, happy to have a glimpse of the new queen while she did her charity. They spoke kindly of her to each other, even spoke well of the king, whom they believed wasn’t present. 
“He should’ve come too,” one woman said. She rose on her tiptoes to see the queen while patting the back of the infant in her arms. “What could he possibly have to do in that big palace all by himself?”
Gavin snorted. He supposed he might have wondered the same thing if he’d worn their boots. The lordovers didn’t always appear to do much but dine well and dance, at least from the perspective of a peasant trying to feed his family.
The baby was looking up at him with interest. With one chubby finger pointed at Gavin’s face and then touched her own cheek. Could she see through his disguise? He grabbed Daia’s elbow and moved her away, just in case. “Let’s move that way to get a better look.” The infant was too young to report what she saw, but he didn’t want any attention drawn to him.
 The sun was low in the sky when Feanna returned to the orphanage. Gavin and Daia retrieved their horses and followed her. They waited for an hour outside while dusk settled. While they’d made no plans to dine together, Gavin had assumed they would. He needed time alone with his wife, and he hoped she wanted to talk through their differences.
He and Daia returned to the lordover’s guesthouse and waited in the common room, Gavin in brooding silence. When he heard a pair of footsteps approaching, he stood, expecting Feanna. He was disappointed when Calinor and Brawna entered, but he put his feelings aside for the time being. “She’s dead?”
Brawna shook her head, but it was Calinor who explained, “We didn’t find her. When we got to the inn, her room was empty, but she left my horse there. We searched the streets, asked everyone we saw. Brawna talked to someone who seen her.”
All eyes turned to the young blonde battler. She swallowed and straightened her shoulders. “A woman said she saw a dark-haired First Royal carrying a knapsack. She only noticed because the battler was on foot, walking down the street as though she had somewhere to go, not on horseback. From her description, I’m sure it was Cirang.”
“She didn’t say where the battler went?”
Brawna shook her head. “I searched in the direction she said, but nobody else remembered seeing her.”
Gavin pondered the news. “Maybe the lordover’s armsmen killed her for some crime. What else could explain why she’s gone from my sight?”
“Is there a way she could hide from your hidden eye?” Daia asked.
“Underground?” Brawna asked. “There’s an old mining tunnel in the south part of Ambryce. Maybe if she’s in there, you can’t see her?”
Everyone turned to look at her, and a blush flooded her face. “That’s a very good question,” Gavin said. “It’s worth a look. We’ll go at first light.”
“How come we don’t go now?” Brawna asked.
“If she’s hiding in there,” Gavin said, “she’ll come out at night to get food. She might see us afore we see her.”
Daia nodded. “If we go during the day when she’s hiding, we have a better chance to catch her.”
“No,” Gavin said. “There’s no catching her. She dies on sight.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Agreed?”
They all did.
 



Chapter 42 

 
 
Cirang awoke to the rattle and clang of metal, followed by the creak of the cellar hatch opening. She leaped to her feet and pulled the bag of powder from her boot. 
A robed figure climbed down the ladder carrying a flickering candle. The hood and veil had been pushed back to reveal the fresh face of a young girl, perhaps sixteen, probably the one who’d been filling the cups at the sacramental font. Her white robe had not even a single cuff band, indicating she’d only recently taken her vows.
The girl reached the bottom of the ladder and took a step forward before stopping short. She gasped. “Who—who are you? What are you doing here?”
Cirang’s gaze was drawn to the rounded bump of her belly beneath the robe. She smirked. The nun’s story was a cliche — unchaste, unwed, unwanted, and now unloved except by her god. “I’m First Royal Guard Cirang Deathsblade. What’s your name, Doma?” The girl probably hadn’t been conferred the title of Doma yet, but Cirang had found that overstating respect, even falsely, was more disarming than showing the proper level of deference. 
“Altais, named for the dragon’s head constellation.”
“I need your real name, not your acolyte name. I have a message.” She tapped a little powder into her left palm.
“Oh! Is it from Dafid? Please tell me.”
Cirang gestured at the woman’s swollen belly. “I’m sure you can understand the personal nature of the message. Tell me your name so I don’t reveal secrets meant for another.”
“It’s Marita. Marita Sorae.”
“Marita, yeh. You’re the one. I need to tell you this...” Cirang lifted her hand and blew the powder into the nun’s face.
The girl staggered and darted out both hands, one still holding the candle, to steady herself. Cirang took the candle from her, turned to set it on the crate, and then stepped in with her left foot and threw a right punch, twisting her hips to drive more power into the blow. She felt the pain in her knuckles as they met the flesh and bone of the girl’s left cheek. 
The acolyte’s head snapped back, and her feet flew out from under her. She landed hard on her back with a grunt. 
Cirang fell to her knees atop the girl, grabbed her head and twisted. When she didn’t hear the crack she was expecting, she did it twice more, and then pressed her forearm across the soft throat until there was no pulse. The last thing she wanted was to have to use her knife and get blood on the acolyte’s clean robe. Or the final death shit and piss, for that matter. She quickly pulled the girl’s robe and shift off to keep them from getting soiled.
Damn it, she thought, clutching her injured side. She really needed to rest for a few days to give her body a chance to heal. 
She looked down into the staring eyes and gaping mouth, smirking. “I’m Altais now, named for the dragon’s head.” After taking a moment to catch her breath, she dragged the naked body to the corner, thinking she could use the darkness of night to find a place to hide it. 
The temple’s bells tolled twelve times, the last chime for the night. Soon the bell-ringer would find his bed, and the temple would be dark and quiet.
Cirang removed her sword, mail, and clothes, changed her wound’s dressing, and pulled on the acolyte’s shift and robe. She pulled the lace veil down over her face, placed the hood atop her head and looked at herself in the sliver of mirror. Though she was confident she couldn’t be identified, she wasn’t pregnant. She thought about wadding up her own clothes to make a false belly, but she didn’t have a way to strap it to her abdomen. Well, she had bloody rags. If someone asked, she could say she miscarried.
She took the candle and waterskin, and climbed the ladder.
The temple was dark. The candles on the altar had been extinguished. Cirang stood in the doorway and listened for someone moving about. All was quiet. 
She went up the steps of the dais, cursing softly when she stepped on the hem of her robe and tripped. Because Asti-nayas didn’t strike her down for cursing in the temple, she made a rude gesture at the statue and laughed. “Nasty-Eyes, hah! You’re a weak, pitiful god unworthy of all this adulation.” Standing before the font, she raised the candle to get a better look at the embodiment of Asti-nayas.
 The granite statue was about twice the height of a man, with amazing detail on its angular face and slender hands, down to the ridges on the knuckles and line of cuticle at the base of each fingernail. The gold skull cap atop the smooth head was reputed to provide the means for Asti-nayas to energize the statue with His holy power, thus blessing the water in which it stood. 
That gold cap would buy her passage to Nilmaria and then some.
A stone ledge atop the font’s retaining wall was about the width of a hand and roughly the height of her knee. 
She set the waterskin on the floor and the candle on the edge of the font. With one foot on the ledge, she placed her other foot on the knee of the granite god, grasped its elbow, and tried to step up. Her higher foot slipped off the smooth knee and splashed down into the water, wetting her boot and the bottom of her robe. “Shit!” Now that the sole of her boot was wet, she couldn’t get purchase on the god’s knee at all. She tried switching legs, but her left leg wasn’t as strong because of the injury to her hip. The hat was out of reach unless she used the cellar’s ladder. First things first. 
She climbed back down and picked up the waterskin. The pious people of Ambryce would soon commune with their god in a way they’d never imagined. 
She uncorked the skin and emptied its contents into the sacramental font. The sound of the water falling into the font reminded her she needed to piss. She couldn’t wait to hand cups to worshipers the next day and then watch their faces when they drank the water of the enlightened, changing their lives forever.
When the waterskin was empty, she replaced the cork and put it back into her bag. She lifted her robe and the shift underneath and sat on the edge of the font. As she let more water trickle into the font, she wondered how long Kinshield would stay in Ambryce searching for her. 
News of the twice-blessed water at this temple would spread quickly, and if the king were still here, he would know where to find her. Perhaps she should have waited until he was gone, but it was too late now. With the help of some indebted worshipers, she could trick him into riding to some faraway city, like Keyes, leaving her free to return to the site of the landslide to fill a few dozen skins. She could travel to other cities, negotiating with High Clerics across the country for their temple to become so blessed by their esteemed god. Soon, it wouldn’t be a blessing from Asti-nayas but from Altais, a god in her own right.
 



Chapter 43 

 
 
Gavin spent the night with his wife, both overlooking their disagreements. When she brought up her concerns about the children being alone, he reassured her they would survive in the palace for a few more days. “You’re leaving tomorrow, aren’t you?” he asked her. She lay with her back against his front, wrapped in his arms.
“No,” she said, “I want to visit with the children once more and pay my respects to Asti-nayas before I go. I’ll leave first thing the next morning. What about you? When will you be home?”
“Hopefully a few days after you. I don’t want to leave afore I find Cirang or her corpse.”
“Hurry, Gavin. We need you home.”
He smiled in the darkness and kissed her neck. “As soon as I can. I promise.”
He arose shortly before dawn and woke Daia, Calinor and Brawna, eager to get going. Disguised as a burly warrant knight slightly different from the burly warrant knight he used to be, Gavin led his companions to the entrance of the old mine shaft in the south district of Ambryce. 
Homes and shops surrounded the mine entrance as if it were just another building in a moderately populated neighborhood. He’d never known it to be actively mined and suspected it had dried up many years before he was born. The entrance had been boarded up, though now and then, a group of mischievous boys would pull off enough wood to create an opening large enough to wriggle through. 
That stopped when one of them fell and broke a leg, requiring the lordover to organize a rescue. From that day on, anyone caught tampering with the barricade was guilty of trespassing and imprisoned. Years ago, he caught two adolescent boys trying to sneak in, but he hadn’t the heart to arrest or brand them. A harsh reprimand from a huge, scarred warrant knight was usually enough to make a young boy think twice next time he was tempted into mischief.
It was dawn when they reached the site of the mine entrance and dismounted. He’d been certain they would find Cirang here, but the entrance to the shaft and the hillside it burrowed into looked undisturbed. The boards covering the entrance were old and weathered, nailed together haphazardly. On the sides of the shaft opening, the boards appeared to be affixed to the hillside with mortar and nails as thick as Gavin’s thumb. He tugged a few boards and found them secure.
“Is there another entrance?” he asked.
The others shook their heads slowly, arms crossed and faces reflecting Gavin’s disappointment. 
“It was a good guess,” Calinor said. “I was sure she’d be in here.”
“You there!” an armsman called, approaching on horseback. “Get away from there. The mine shaft is off limits.”
“Awright,” Gavin said. “We’re leaving.” He motioned with his head for the others to mount up. “Did you patrol this area overnight?”
The armsman eyed him warily. “I did.”
“Did you see a woman battler with short, dark hair?”
“No, now move along, ’ranter.”
Gavin was tempted to let his disguise drop and ask the armsman to repeat himself, but others were in the area, people going about their early morning chores, and he didn’t want someone else to accidentally notice him, and so he let it go. He climbed into his saddle and started north. “Let’s ask Trayev if he’s seen her since yesterday.”
The innkeeper at the Good Knight Inn greeted Gavin warmly and enthusiastically with a strong left-handed handshake when he walked in. Trayev had lost his right hand to a beyonder as a child and often bartered his rooms in exchange for help with repairs and other labor he and his son couldn’t manage themselves. Gavin had stayed at this inn many times during his time as a warrant knight because of his willingness to work for his room.
“Listen, Trayev,” Gavin said, “we’re looking for a swordswoman with short, black hair and thick lips. Have you seen her?”
“Yeh,” the innkeeper replied, “your friends there...” He pointed at Calinor and Brawna with two fingers. “...were asking about her last evening. She paid for a room yesterday and put up her horse, but she was gone when we checked. Didn’t take the horse, though, so I suspect she’s still in Ambryce. Fine warhorse, too. Well, you’ve seen it. That buck took it, said she stole it from him.”
 Gavin nodded. “Yeh, it’s true.” He asked Calinor, “Did you leave the white mare you were riding?”
“No, I didn’t want to give her an easy escape out o’town. Left her at the lordover’s stable.”
Daia asked, “Have you heard rumors of a horse theft?”
“None since the woman got here,” Trayev said. “Odd that she’d abandon the horse and leave on foot. If you’re here to ask if she’s been back, I ha’n’t seen her, and the rooms are just as they were.”
Gavin clapped the innkeeper’s shoulder. “My thanks for your help, Trayev.”
“Good to see you again, Gavin— er, I mean, King Gavin. I’m damned proud to know you.” Trayev offered his hand and Gavin shook it once more.
“My wife’ll be at the temple soon,” Gavin said.
“Brawna and I’ll head over there now,” Calinor said. “We’ll look for Cirang in the crowd. Just in case.”
“Awright. I’ll see if I can spot her from above and meet you there.”
“Mind if we leave the horses with you?” Calinor asked the innkeeper. “There’s apt to be a big crowd.”
“Not at all,” Trayev said. “The boy’ll keep an eye on them.”
Brawna nodded at Gavin before following Calinor out. Though she was shy and quiet, there was a determination in her face that gave Gavin confidence the young battler wouldn’t let Cirang get past her. 
He tapped into Daia’s conduit gift and lifted his mystical sight through the ceiling and over the rooftops, though he didn’t expect to see his escaped prisoner. Unless he found some evidence she was still alive, he would soon be forced to give up the search for her. From his vantage point above the city, he saw himself, Daia and Trayev at the inn, and Calinor and Brawna walking down the street, stopping passersby and talking to merchants on their way to the temple, but still no sign of Cirang. 
“I don’t see her.” As much as he wanted to think Cirang had conveniently met her end, Gavin couldn’t rest until he found her corpse. He donned his magical disguise, choosing the wild red hair and beard to go with a round face and green eyes. “How’s it look?”
Trayev laughed. “That’s remarkable! I’ve known you for what? Five years? I’d never’ve guessed it was you. Even your scar is gone.” 
Gavin smiled, showing the illusion of four missing teeth in front and the rest crooked and yellowed. “It’s good, ain’t it?”
Trayev slapped the desk with the palm of his hand. “Your teeth. Hah! Look at ’em.”
Daia was smiling as well. “All you need is a mouthful of tobaq and the disguise is complete.”
“I got some if you want it,” the innkeeper said.
Gavin wrinkled his nose. He’d never developed a taste for the stuff, though his papa had chewed it for years. “I only need people to not recognize me.”
“Then we’re ready,” Daia said. “If Cirang’s still alive and planning an attack on Queen Feanna, we’ll find her and stop her.”
 

 
People had begun to gather outside the temple, though they hadn’t formed a large crowd yet. The lordover’s men-at-arms stood near the door, turning away would-be worshipers. In his wild red hair and beard disguise, Gavin asked one of the men gathered what was happening.
“They aren’t letting anyone into the temple, but they won’t say why. My guess is the queen’s coming to take her sacrament.”
The advantage of being so much taller than everyone else was that he had a good view of people. He scanned the heads, looking for Cirang’s short, black hair. “Still don’t see her,” he told Daia. “Let’s go stand between those two buildings so I can look for her haze. Don’t want to stand here in the open when the disguise drops.”
 They found a place where Gavin could look for Cirang without being noticed. From the vantage point of his hidden eye, he didn’t find her, but he did see people in all the nearby buildings except for one: the temple. There appeared to be no one inside.
He released the mystical vision and restored his disguise. “Didn’t see her, but something’s odd. The temple looks empty to my hidden eye. Why would it be empty if Feanna’s coming to take her sacrament?”
“Let’s go find out,” Daia said.
They made their way to the temple’s front doors where they were stopped by the two armsmen guarding the entrance. 
“The temple is closed this morning. Come back later,” one said.
“We need to ensure the inside is secure,” Gavin said. He leaned closer and whispered, “For the queen’s visit.”
The two guards looked at each other. “All right,” the first one said. “The First Royal can enter, but you’ve got to stay out here.”
Gavin opened his mouth to object, but Daia said, “That’ll be fine. It’ll only need a moment.”
He supposed he could have given himself a disguise that included the mail and ribbons of a First Royal, like what Adro wore, but it was too late now. He could reveal his identity to the guards to gain entry and chance drawing the attention of the gathering crowd, or trust Daia to handle this task without him. He trusted her implicitly, but it annoyed him to have to wait outside and let someone else take care of important matters like this. He supposed that, as king, he would need to get used to delegating more tasks. 
Daia opened the door to go inside, but she stopped at the threshold, looked down at her right hip and tried entering again. “Odd,” she said, opening her coin pouch. She withdrew the ring with the blue moonstone and handed it to Gavin. “Hold this for me, will you?” After he took the ring, she entered without further incident. He fingered 
the ring in his hand, wondering why she couldn’t go inside with it. Magic barrier, perhaps.
Through the open door, he saw three clerics busy lighting candles, sweeping the floor, and straightening the benches. Daia walked up the aisle towards them, but the door swung shut before he could see anything else.
“You seen a woman battler dressed as a First Royal Guard with short, black hair?” he asked the armsmen.
They shook their heads.
“You seen any woman with short, black hair?”
One armsman lifted his chin and pointed with his eyes. Gavin followed his gaze and saw a woman matching his vague description, but it wasn’t Cirang.
“The one we’re looking for has thick lips, brown eyes, about this tall.” He held his flattened hand to his upper chest, indicating Cirang’s approximate height.
“Sorry,” the guard said. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”
“Awright. If you see her, don’t let her anywhere near my— I mean, the queen. She’s a killer.”
“Dressed as a First Royal?”
“That’s right.”
After several minutes, Daia came out of the temple and joined him. “She wasn’t inside, and the clerics haven’t seen anyone matching her description. I’m starting to believe she might actually be dead.”
The muscles in Gavin’s shoulders and neck relaxed. He wouldn’t be completely satisfied until he saw her corpse. “That’s a relief,” he said, handing her ring back. “We haven’t asked the city custodian yet if he’s got her body. Let’s do that next.”
Daia lifted her chin. “Here comes Feanna’s carriage.”
 



Chapter 44 

 
 
Feanna exited the orphanage, surrounded by chattering children, begging her to stay just a while longer. This visit had gone much more smoothly than the visit to Tern’s orphanage had. The manager was not only accommodating but seemed to have the same level of concern regarding the children’s welfare Feanna had. They looked clean and well fed, and they were enthusiastic, inquisitive, and playful, as children should be. He had done wonders caring for the children with the money he received from the Lordover Ambryce. 
Each child had his own bed — a true bed, not just a rat-infested pallet on the floor — and small shelf upon which he kept his belongings. There was a central playroom, where the children kept their toys and several books. 
The kitchen, which Feanna had dreaded going to see, was clean, although sparse. It certainly wasn’t the kitchen in the palace, but it was suitable and she didn’t see a single insect or rodent during any of her visits. When Feanna inquired, he winked at her and said he had some magical talent, including the ability to drive away pests. 
Above all, there was no torture chair for misbehaving children. She was invited to return anytime without making prior arrangements, so confident was he that she would always find the orphanage clean, tidy, and up to her standards. 
He’d not only introduced her to the children but let her take groups of them to the bookman’s and other shops to be fitted for clothes and shoes. Today, she had broken her fast with them and read two more chapters of The Fairytale Angel aloud before bidding them good-bye. She gave each child a parting gift this time, a fruit-filled tart from a bakehouse on the way, for she planned to begin her long journey back to Tern first thing in the morning, and she needed to spend the day packing and preparing for travel.
Although the streets were muddy and the people wet, citizens seemed excited to see her. They stood along the streets shoulder to shoulder, with their little ones atop their shoulders, to get a glimpse of their queen, and so she waved at them, and they cheered in return. The lordover’s soldiers had done a good job keeping the crowd’s distance and maintaining order when someone became too enthusiastic. She took the coachman’s arm and climbed into the carriage. 
Feanna blew kisses at the orphans as they waved and shouted their good-byes. She’d enjoyed the visit, but she missed her own children and was eager to return home and continue making amends to her husband. She knew she’d been overly emotional and sensitive lately, and at times downright unreasonable, perhaps due to the pregnancy. It would be a joyful reunion with them all.
Tennara assumed her usual position in front of the carriage, along with Mirrah. Adro rode on the left, and Lilalian on the right, while Hennah and Anya took up the rear. The coach rolled down the street at a lazy pace. From within, the queen waved to the citizens who’d gathered along the streets looking like dirty, half-drowned rats. She waved and smiled, waved and smiled. Though the city was filthy, and the rains hadn’t helped matters, it seemed the people’s sense of excitement had not been dampened. 
At first, the sheer number of citizens crowded together to see her was alarming — how could her battlers defend her if they decided to revolt? She’d heard stories about large groups of people going from mildly annoyed to murderous mob in no time, and Ambryce had been mired in scandal and poverty far too long. When she noticed smiles on their faces and not angry red maws, she relaxed. The people looked happy and hopeful. Perhaps the city truly was healing from the corruption that had gripped it for so long.
Hundreds of people were gathered outside the temple. Tennara had specifically asked the High Cleric not to announce the queen’s impending visit, but somehow word had gotten out. Feanna supposed it was to be expected, but that didn’t make it any less annoying. The communion was her private business, to be done in quiet, not with a thousand pairs of eyes watching and a thousand lips whispering. 
 Several of the lordover’s men-at-arms were waiting outside the temple, ready to contain the crowd of onlookers. As the carriage pulled up, they took up positions around it.
Feanna took the offered hand of the footman and alighted from the carriage, smiling at the cheering people. Then, someone began yelling, and the crowd gradually quieted. Adro and Tennara stepped in close to shield her, their swords drawn. Mirrah urged her to hurry into the temple. Across the street, a shoving match had started, and many who weren’t shouting were oohing and gasping in surprise.
“Hey now,” Lilalian shouted, approaching the affray with her sword ready. “Take your disagreement elsewhere.”
Something flew through the air and hit Lilalian in the chest. Feanna gasped. “Lila!” Adro urged her to get back into the carriage, but she needed to see what happened — to see whether Lilalian was hurt. A few people laughed, but most wore expressions of disbelief or outrage, and shuffled away from the center of the conflict, leaving a couple standing alone. The woman was armed with a basket of eggs, and the man had one in his hand, turning it with small flicks of his fingers. They were dressed well, and she even had ribbons in her hair, woven into her braid like the traditional followers of Asti-nayas used to do before the practice fell out of fashion.
“Leave now,” Lilalian said, “before someone gets hurt.”
The man smirked, lightly tossed the egg in his hand as if assessing its weight, and then backed away. The woman sneered directly at Feanna, radiating contempt. “You won’t be chosen, Your Loftiness. Go home. Go back to your pretty palace and fancy gowns and leave us alone.” 
The crowd was silent, as aghast as the queen was. Until now, Feanna had only been greeted warmly. She wasn’t prepared to be insulted or disrespected, but that was what she felt now. Tears stung her eyes. Had the couple not been armed with eggs, she might have spoken to them, to ask what had inspired their discourtesy, but she didn’t want to enter the temple with egg on her costly dress. There was something viciously inhuman in their eyes, and she suspected she wouldn’t get satisfying answers anyway.
An affectionate protectiveness engulfed her, emanating from her six guards. She usually sensed emotions from others only when she touched them — unless Daia helped her. She looked around quickly for her husband, knowing Daia would be nearby. No, she thought. They wouldn’t be here. People would recognize him and would be swarming all around him, forgetting about Feanna’s presence there. She couldn’t deny her empathy was stronger here. The temple, perhaps. She looked up at its bell tower, at its beautiful, colored-glass windows and tall spires. It must have been the power of Asti-nayas infused in the building that enhanced her god-given gift. 
With her guards around her, she went inside. As soon as she crossed the threshold, her sense of other people’s emotions vanished, as though a shroud had settled over her.
To her surprise, only a few worshipers were seated in the pews with their heads bowed. A cleric knelt before the altar, moving his hand in the gesture of subservience and chanting softly. The words were familiar, but their meaning was foreign. One day, she would like to know what the chants meant. Her guards stood aside to let her proceed them, and then followed her lead when she took a seat near the front of the nave.
A young couple came down the steps of the dais with their beautiful daughter, having just received the sacrament. The expressions on their faces were less serene than bewildered. Feanna bowed her head to begin her prayers.
Asti-nayas, I humbly submit my life to y— 
“Filthy peasant.”
Feanna looked up in shock and met the cold eyes of the girl. She didn’t need her empathy to know the child’s heart was filled with loathing. It was plain from the expression on her snarling face. Had some wicked spirit possessed her? That must have been why her parents had brought her, but why now? How could such a dark soul enter a house of the Savior without shrieking in pain and fleeing in horror? Why wasn’t the High Cleric performing some sort of cleansing ritual?
Feanna looked up to check the ceiling for the symbols written in gold and gems to ward off evil and protect the temple from magic. They were sparser than the temple in Tern, but they were present. It made no sense how a child could be stricken with such darkness and enter this holiest of places. 
The family took their daughter outside, and Feanna was left wondering what would become of the child. She would have a word with the High Cleric later. She needed to understand. Why hadn’t taking the sacrament warded her, or at the very least killed the darkness within her? She needed answers, and who better to seek them from than the god Himself?
Asti-nayas, I humbly submit my life to you. My faith has been shaken, but I don’t want to harbor doubt in my heart. Forgive me, my Savior. Please help me to understand what I witnessed today. 
She’d come intending to pray for the orphaned children to find loving families, for Cirang to be caught before she hurt anyone else, and for Gavin to be more understanding and less dominating towards his wife, but she was too disturbed by what she’d seen in that child. She was eager to take her sacrament and proceed to the guidance chamber where she could confer with the High Cleric.
Her guards stood when she did and made way for her to step into the aisle. Tennara and Lilalian were followers of the Farthan sage Yrys, and so Feanna didn’t expect them to take the sacrament with her, but Mirrah, Hennah, and Anya had already expressed interest in participating in the ritual. And Adro. He was most in need of spiritual healing. Despite his aspirations to live a good, honorable life, he had remnants of darkness in his soul, which she felt in the form of lust whenever she brushed against him. It wasn’t the pleasant, loving desire she felt from her husband, but the raw itch of debauchery that wouldn’t be satisfied simply by bedding a woman. The sacrament would cleanse him. With her guards following, she ascended the dais.
As she approached the sacramental font, an acolyte, dressed in a plain white robe with the customary lace veil, curtsied deeply and uncharacteristically. Feanna chalked it up to nervousness. The acolytes at the temple in Tern never acknowledged her, as was expected, perhaps because they were more experienced and better instructed. The girl dipped a ladle into the font, poured the blessed water into a porcelain cup, and handed it to her.
Feanna raised the cup to her lips and let the water pool in her mouth, bathing her tongue before she swallowed it. The acolyte’s head lifted slightly. Was she watching? That was something else to discuss with the High Cleric. Apparently this meddlesome girl needed more training, perhaps with a leather strap to her back.
The acolyte offered a cup of water to her three women battlers in turn, who obediently took their sacrament. When it was offered to Adro, he raised his hands as if to refuse. Feanna gave him a pointed look that communicated her expectation that he would drink the damned water or suffer her displeasure. He pressed his lips together in silent acquiescence and took the cup.
There, she thought with satisfaction. That randy bastard was in sore need of cleansing. In fact, she would start taking him to temple with her once they got home, even if she had to drag him by the callibisters.
 



Chapter 45 

 
 
Standing on the dais in the Temple of the Savior Asti-nayas, Adro’s knees quaked. He’d committed sins for which he could never atone, though he dedicated his life to the task. Entering a house of worship felt like the god was shining a beam of light directly on him, announcing to everyone in attendance what terrible things he’d done before he’d been branded. Now his queen was making him take the sacrament, receive water blessed by the god Himself into his body to cleanse his soul.
He knew he should be grateful to her for sharing a ritual with him that had so much meaning in her life, but she didn’t understand. He wasn’t a good man. He’d never been a good man. Only the brand on one forearm and the threat of receiving another — or worse, being put to death — kept him honest. Adro hadn’t become a warrant knight to save people; he’d done it to save himself.
She glared at him under a lowered brow, demanding silently that he drink. He didn’t want to disappoint or upset her. Far from it. She was the kindest, most moral and selfless person he’d ever met, and he wanted her to look upon him with trust and admiration the way she did Gavin and Daia and even Tennara. Her eyes grew more intense with every passing moment, as though she could change him with merely her will. Perhaps she could.
He raised the cup to his lips and sipped the water. It had a mildly salty taste, barely noticeable. He drained the cup, afraid to look at the statue towering above him for fear he’d see disgust etched in the marble features. The acolyte was watching him as intently as Feanna was, as if they both expected him to be struck down by Asti-nayas or choke on the god’s blessing as it went down his throat.
Nothing happened. Nothing someone might observe, that was. An excitement stirred within him, not the sort he got in the brothels, but more complete. It rippled through his body and mind, igniting thoughts he’d long suppressed, ideas that, executed poorly, had earned the brand on his arm. Why would Asti-nayas awaken these thoughts unless He wanted Adro to act on them?
Feanna smiled at him with dancing eyes. She looked eager to tell him something, but the temple wasn’t the right place. Picking up her skirts, she went down the steps, and he followed, tossing a look back at the acolyte who no longer stood with head bowed. She watched them from beneath her veil.
The other battlers accompanied them up the aisle and out into the brilliant day. Adro shielded his eyes with one hand, squinting.
At once, the gathered citizens began calling their greetings, waving and cheering the queen. She turned in a slow circle, smiling at her many admirers and then did something out of character — she curtsied like a stage performer. He saw the surprise on Tennara’s face, who exchanged glances with Lilalian. Adro found it amusing and joined the crowd in its applause, and Anya raised her fist and gave a cry of drunken satisfaction, but when Feanna extended one foot, lifted her skirts and showed her ankle, he lost all remnants of self-control.
“Your Majesty...” Tennara started.
He swept the queen up in his arms and crushed her to him, plunging his tongue deeply into her mouth. Her arms circled his neck, pulling his lips harder against her own. Around them, the noise of the crowd seemed to quiet, but for Anya’s raucous laughter and Mirrah cheering them on. His lust and greed grew even stronger, if that was possible. To hell with the crowd and the battlers screaming at him to stop. To hell with the twice-damned king. Feanna was his now, and he wouldn’t give her up. And he would have her here and now.
He started to unlace his trousers with one hand, and moved the other to Feanna’s arse. Hands grasped his arms tightly and yanked them behind his back. When at last the hands managed to pull their bodies apart, Feanna’s eyes were glowing with desire. Looking at him through her lashes, she panted sensuously, bosom heaving. Blood trickled down her chin from where his teeth had torn her lip. She wiped it away with the back of her hand and then licked the blood from her skin.
The gathered citizens around them stood frozen in shock, their mouths agape and eyes wide. Those in front who saw this gasped or whispered to his neighbor.
 “My Queen,” Lilalian said. She had a hold of Feanna’s upper arms and turned her towards the waiting coach. “Get inside. Quickly.”
“This isn’t over,” Feanna said, splaying one hand across his chest. She swept past him and climbed into the carriage.
Tennara shoved him up against the side of the carriage. “What in the hell were you thinking?” Her eyes burned with fury, and her hand touched the hilt of her sword as if she were considering using it.
Adro gave her a lopsided grin. He probably shouldn’t have done that, not in public, but Feanna had wanted it as much as he did. He knew it. Tonight, he would finish what he started.
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While Feanna was inside doing her religious thing, Gavin moved through the crowd, passing both Calinor and Brawna at least twice. They spotted him and seemed not to know him at first, but on the second pass, Calinor looked at him uncertainly, while Brawna’s eyes glittered knowingly at him and then looked away. Only his height would have given him away, and it didn’t seem anyone, including his wife, suspected him of being anyone other than a burly redheaded battler.
People cheered when she exited, and louder when she waved. Though he was taller than nearly everyone in the crowd, except for the few small children sitting on the shoulders of their fathers, from his vantage point, Gavin could only see Feanna from the waist up. He clapped and whistled with the rest of them while he scanned the faces of those around him. If Cirang was here, he would find her, though he still hadn’t seen her haze.
Suddenly the crowd went quiet. Alarmed, he turned to look at Feanna. His first thought was that Cirang had attacked, but that wasn’t what he saw. His eyes were deceiving him.
Daia took him by the arm and spun him around. “Don’t look.”
“What the hell?” He turned back around, resisting her attempts to keep his eyes averted. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing — his wife in the arms of the man he trusted to protect her, while Tennara and Lilalian worked to pull them apart. He started to push his way through the crowd, intending to rip Adro’s head from his shoulders.
“No,” Daia said, grabbing his arm. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “Don’t. You can address the matter privately. This isn’t the time.”
His eyes burned as he looked down at his champion. His thoughts tumbled, and his fists clenched and unclenched. 
His eyes hadn’t deceived him. His wife had.
 

 
Cirang trembled with excitement as she watched the queen and her guards leave the temple, walking so fast she thought their arses had caught fire. She wished she could follow them, to watch what happened next, but that would have been far too obvious. It was a fairly large building, but the crowd outside was loud enough to hear. They cheered and clapped — and went suddenly silent. Had the queen simply left, their racket would have faded down the road, but they just stopped, as if a giant jar had been placed over them, trapping them with their own noise. Cirang’s curiosity burned within her.
The remaining worshipers looked up, and one man even got up to see what was happening. If only Cirang could go without giving herself away. The man returned without a word and retook his place on the bench to continue his prayer. The noise outside never returned.
People came and went through the afternoon and into the evening, their numbers growing once the queen had departed and the men-at-arms no longer restricted access. No one questioned her. No one suspected she was anyone but a proper acolyte performing her duties. A cleric came to take her place at the sacramental font so she could have supper. 
She descended into her little cellar room to get a few coins from her purse and to grab her empty waterskin. The smell from the dead body was growing stronger, and soon it would become noticeable in the rest of the temple. Tonight, after the twelfth hour had rung, she would drag the body outside and dump it in an alley. As she was climbing the ladder, she found the High Cleric waiting at the top for her.
“Altais,” he said quietly, “I need a word with you.” He was a short man, lean and strong, with a warm but commanding presence, the kind of man Tyr would have enjoyed corrupting.
She bowed her head. “Yes, High Cleric?” The clerics, nuns and acolytes often assumed names of heavenly bodies like stars and constellations when they took their vows, but she realized she didn’t know his, and she hadn’t asked Marita before she’d died.
 His hesitation was enough to tell her he was annoyed by the way she’d addressed him. “Seer Mirfak. No matter who is taking sacrament, you don’t look at their faces. Do you understand?”
“Did the queen tell you I looked at her? How would she know?”
“She didn’t have to,” Mirfak replied. “I saw you from the guidance chamber.”
She snapped her head up to look into his eyes. Her blood quickened and warmed. “Spying on me?”
“Calm yourself, acolyte. Pride disrupts the spirit’s poise.” Seer Mirfak put a warm hand on her shoulder. Cirang wanted to push it off, but she restrained herself. “When the Queen of Thendylath comes to our temple, it’s my responsibility to ensure her communion with Asti-nayas is pleasant, uninterrupted by gawkers, and unspoiled by poorly executed ritual. I wanted to assign Seer Nembus to the task, but you assured me yesterday you would carry it out perfectly.” He looked down at her body with hands spread open. “I see something has changed in you, which explains your lapse.”
Shit. He knew. She was ready to grab him by the robe, push him into the cellar opening and run, but a moment’s hesitation saved her.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Altais,” he said gently. “Know your baby is safe in the arms of Asti-nayas now. Are you in pain? Do you need tea?”
For a moment, Cirang’s mind froze, unable to understand what the hell he was talking about. Then she remembered Marita had been with child. She bowed her head to feign grief and put one hand over her belly the way she often saw pregnant women do. “No, I’ll be all right.”
The High Cleric touched her head and both shoulders while saying something in a language she didn’t understand. “Be at peace. I’ll have Seer Nembus tend the sacrament for the rest of the evening so you can rest and mourn your loss. This evening, we shall bury the remains.”
She nodded, but her mind was racing. She would have to cut the baby out of Marita’s body if she wanted to continue her charade. Although she’d completed her objective, she had no idea when Kinshield would leave Ambryce. She had to stay here until he and his puppets were gone. Earlier, she’d glimpsed Brawna on the street between the inn and the temple, evidence they were still actively searching for her. 
“I won’t keep you from your supper. Rest easy, Altais. The Savior is with you.”
She left through the temple’s rear door, not looking back until she was around the corner, and then she slowed her pace. A smile spread over her face. She’d fooled even someone who knew the dead girl. She could probably walk right past Gavin Kinshield without him noticing her in this robe and veil.
A fight broke out in the street between two women over a hat. They were snarling and pulling hair and trying to kick and bite and scratch each other, seemingly unmindful of the rain, while bystanders stood, aghast, watching. Two men dressed in fitted trousers and brocaded jackets, presumably their husbands, cheered them on, even tossing coins onto the ground and betting on the outcome. 
Cirang twisted her mouth in thought. She must have given the sacrament to more than a hundred people that day. Though she’d kept her head properly bowed for most of them, she’d seen the trousers of the men and the skirts of the women. She knew without a doubt she’d served these people. She looked around her at the citizens still dressed in their finest clothes, their temple-attending clothes, who walked around with snarls on their faces or leering grins or haughty smirks. The dull quality of their eyes reflected a kindred spirit — a soul like her own that loathed weakness and hungered for riches. The water. It must have changed them. The Well of the Enlightened.
A thought startled her. Was this what it meant to become enlightened? To recognize that the true nature of the world was chaos and seek to free it from the bonds of order?
She saw the way others looked at them with disgust or fear on their faces. Those wretched plebs didn’t understand. The enlightened were liberated from the constraints of morality, free to pursue their goals unhindered by fear of reprisal. She had to make them see, for if people thought the enlightened ones mad or violent, they wouldn’t pay money to drink the wellspring water. She’d have to continue to feed them the water secretly through the sacrament. True, it wasn’t likely to make her rich, but she was leaving Thendylath for good anyway. She smirked. It was a hell of a parting gift.
This is retribution for going back on our bargain, ’ranter king. How does it taste?
The taller woman in the brawl swung a powerful uppercut that lifted her opponent off her feet and landed her on her back. The victor snatched the crumpled hat from the unconscious woman’s hand and brushed the mud off amid the cheers of her companion.
Cirang backed away, grinning, and then started up the street with a warm satisfaction. She’d had no idea that this — the way she’d been since Tyr had first killed the gem smith — this was enlightenment. No wonder Crigoth Sevae wanted to distribute water from the wellspring. He understood. He’d already achieved enlightenment.
Her stomach rumbled, reminding her of the hours that had passed since her last meal, and she made her way up the street to a tavern, watching for battlers or armsmen who might look twice at her. In the past, she had to put up with the jeering men who were still unused to seeing armed women wearing men’s clothing, but now she was dressed as an acolyte. 
When she walked in, the place suddenly quieted. The patrons, mostly men, looked down as if they’d been caught doing something wrong. Cirang smiled under the veil and wondered how easy it would be to get a free meal. She took a seat at a table in the back corner.
“Doma,” the tavern wench said with her head bowed respectfully. “What can I get for you?”
Cirang supposed she couldn’t order ale without raising every eyebrow in the tavern. Wine was probably acceptable, but she was thirsty, and wine would dull her thoughts and make her sloppy. “Only bread and water,” she said. “I haven’t enough money for anything else.”
A man sitting nearby turned his head slightly. “Get what you want, Doma,” he said softly. “I’ll pay for it.”
“Why would you do that?” Cirang asked.
“My sister took vows at the temple in Keyes. She gave up everything to serve the Savior. I hope someone’s showin’ a kindness to her.”
Cirang inclined her head. What a sap. She bet he would give up some coins if she asked, but she would wait a few days, maybe start coming here barefoot while she waited for news of Kinshield’s departure to circulate. She ordered meat and bean pie. Once it was set before her, she folded her veil just enough to reveal her mouth. She devoured her meal, barely tasting it. It calmed the rumble in her belly, which was all that mattered. 
She listened to the conversations around her while she ate. 
“Couldn’t believe my eyes,” one man said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d’ve thought the blond buck was King Gavin.”
“She went after it, didn’t she? Tongue and everything, right in front o’half the city,” someone else raved. 
“Those two women battlers looked just as surprised as everyone else.”
“Did you see the blonde one? She looked ready to run the buck through on the spot.”
Cirang suppressed a chuckle. What delicious mayhem! She was sorry she missed it, but couldn’t help but wonder whether the water also caused uncontrollable randiness, or was their attraction to each other already there, just waiting to be set free?
Finished with her meal, she rose and put her hands on the sap’s shoulders. “Come to the temple later to take the sacrament and receive a blessing from the Savior Himself.”
“I will, Doma. May He bless you for your good work.”
 

 
Cirang filled her waterskin at the public well and returned to her cellar room. She sat cross-legged on the pallet and went over her plan. She would need to buy perhaps a hundred waterskins to start with, and a wagon to hitch her horse to. A small one was best, because the path was narrow and the footing unsure.
She uncapped the skin and took a long draw. The water went down cool and refreshing, every mouthful. It was crisp and delicious in a way that went beyond mere taste. She drank until her thirst was quenched. When it was empty, she shook the remaining drops into her open mouth and cursed. No matter. The well was nearby. She rose, intending to go up and fill it again, though she knew she should be careful. Dusk hadn’t fallen yet, and Kinshield might make his way to this part of the city to search for her, though he was probably going mad over his wife’s infidelity by now.
 The fear of being discovered and captured weighed heavily on her shoulders and made her heart pound. Her apprehension rose as it had when she’d approached the mud pit in the mountains. What’s going on here? As she gripped the sides of the ladder to climb, she caught sight of the naked corpse lain unceremoniously in the corner. The waterskin fell from her hand.
Cirang staggered and sank to her knees on the cold, hard floor. Her chest felt as if it were being crushed by an invisible hand. She’d done that. She’d killed a pregnant girl no older than sixteen, practically a child herself. A child whose only failing was trusting Cirang while she posed as a First Royal. This girl and her unborn baby were only her latest victims. She’d done so many bad things. Wretched things. So many people she had hurt. So many she’d betrayed. 
A low moan started in Cirang’s chest and rumbled up her throat. She cried into her hands. Where had she gone so wrong? How could she have let things spin so madly out of control? The faces of the children Sithral Tyr had sold into slavery came to mind. The son and wife he’d abandoned, parting with hurtful words. The gem smith and former shaman of his clan he’d stabbed over and over, the various drunken men and prostitutes whose throats he’d slit for the coins in their pockets — all returned to haunt her memory. JiNese, the Viragon Sister whom Cirang had murdered. Feanna kidnapped to sacrifice to the demon Ritol. Vandra and Calinor — both dead by her hand. 
The hand of evil.
She cried harder. Her heart hurt, and she tried to rub away the pain with one fist. Why was she suddenly so sorrowful about these things when she’d spent so many months as Cirang, years as Tyr, free from the burden of guilt, even thinking herself superior for it? Thinking herself enlightened. 
With tears streaming down her cheeks, she looked at the waterskin on the floor. Could that have been the reason? Had she not emptied all the wellspring water into the font? Surely she had. Perhaps only a few drops remaining were sufficient to work their magic on her.
In a rush of clarity, Cirang understood. The water from the wellspring enlightened those who were lost in the darkness. It corrupted everyone else. Adro and Queen Feanna were now trapped in sinister madness.
And it was Cirang’s fault. 
A new wave of sobs shook her body, and her head ached from the tears, the remorse, the knowledge of what a horrible person she’d been. And now, because of her actions, the woman to whom she should have pledged her life and service was an agent of evil. “I’m sorry,” she cried. “I’m so sorry.”
Someone knocked on the cellar hatch and lifted it. Light bathed her from above. “Altais?” The High Cleric’s voice, soft with understanding and kindness. She looked up into his gentle eyes. “What’s going on down there?”
She clapped a hand over her mouth, realizing how loud her cries must have been. She took a deep breath and swallowed. “Nothing,” she called. “I’ll be up in a moment, and then perhaps we can talk.” She looked at Marita’s stiff corpse and felt her heartache renewed as did the flow of tears. There was a hitch in her voice as she said, “There’s something I need to confess.”
They would need to drain the sacramental font. Drain it, scrub it with lye soap, and scrub it again. No more people must be allowed to drink the water. But what about Queen Feanna and the others who’d been corrupted? Was there a way to help them, to turn them back to the decent people they’d been? If anyone could do it, Gavin Kinshield could. Perhaps drinking the water again would reverse the effect, and she had the second skin of it. She climbed wearily to her feet. That was it. She had to find King Gavin. She had to tell him what she’d done.
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Cirang gathered her belongings, making sure she had the second full waterskin, put the strap of the knapsack over her shoulder, and climbed the ladder out of the cellar room. She paused briefly on the way up to cast one more sorrowful look at Altais — Marita. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll be punished for what I did to you. I swear it. I’ll get everything I deserve.”
Seer Mirfak and two other clerics stood by with hands clasped while she exited the cellar unveiled. “Who are you?” he asked. “What have you done with Altais?”
Cirang hung her head. “I’m Cirang Deathsblade, disgraced Viragon Sister.” She told them everything — about murdering the girl in the cellar, about pouring the wellspring water into the sacramental font. They stood silently, probably too horrified to articulate a response. She couldn’t look them in the eye and see their loathing. It was a wonder Asti-nayas hadn’t struck her down for the crimes she’d committed in His house. She offered to help bury Marita, but Seer Mirfak declined. 
She bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t even begin to express how—”
“Go, Cirang,” Seer Mirfak said with a sneer. “There’s nothing more to be said.”
“You must empty the font and take the water out of Ambryce to spill it into the ground. Please hurry, before anyone else drinks it. Scour the font before you refill it.”
“We have it under control,” Seer Mirfak said.
She started towards the rear door and paused before pushing it open. “Remember — no one must be allowed to drink the water in the font. No one.”
“Yes, Cirang. We heard you. Now go.” 
She pulled the veil down over her face, too ashamed to show it, and put the rain cloak over her robe. The cleric nearest the door, whose name she didn’t know, looked at her with a cold glare. She gasped. His eyes. They were as flat and dead as were those of the people fighting in the street. No. He couldn’t have.
“You took the sacrament,” she whispered. She turned around and looked at all the clerics. Even Seer Mirfak looked different, like a statue with ice for eyes. They all looked at her with vicious snarls, like monsters in a tale told around campfires. 
This can’t be happening. 
She turned and ran, hoping they wouldn’t give chase. At the street she headed left at a fast walk, towards the inn, turning now and then to look over her shoulder. They weren’t coming after her. They were clerics, not battlers. They’d leave her be. If her horse — Calinor’s horse — was still in the inn’s stable, she would ride to the lordover’s manor and turn herself in. If it wasn’t, she would walk. 
People nodded at her or greeted her with “Good evening, Doma,” as she passed. No, no. Couldn’t they see her wretchedness? She wished she’d taken the time to change into her bloody clothes, the ones that showed the world what a true devil she was. She deserved no kindness from these people. Earlier that very day, she’d have slain them without a moment’s hesitation if they had something she wanted. Behind the veil, tears spilled down her cheeks. 
She heard the jingle of mail and paused to look around. Brawna exited a shop behind her and continued down the street towards the temple. This was Cirang’s chance. She pulled up the bulk of her cloak and robe and ran, slowing when she was about two paces behind the battler.
“Brawna,” she said. When the girl turned around, Cirang tossed the sword and dagger she’d taken from Vandra to the ground at Brawna’s feet, as well as her knapsack that contained the mail shirt and the skin of corrupted water. Brawna glanced at the weapons with confusion on her face. Cirang lifted the veil.
Brawna drew her sword and pointed it at her. “Cirang Deathsblade, by the power granted to me by King Gavin of Thendylath, I hereby carry out your sentence of execution.”
“Brawna, wait,” Cirang said. “Please. I must speak with King Gavin at once.”
 Around her, people stopped in the street to watch, many wearing expressions of disbelief or horror. A couple of them, with malicious glee in their voices, urged Brawna to slay the nun.
“If there’s a thought left in your head when I deliver it to him, you can talk to him then.”
“I have an urgent message. Please, Brawna. Hundreds of lives are at stake.”
“Give me the message. I’ll make sure he gets it.”
Cirang shook her head. “I deserve punishment for my crimes, and I’ll submit to it peaceably, but he deserves the opportunity to question me to his satisfaction before I die.” She gestured to the onlookers, whose numbers were growing every moment. “Are you prepared to explain to these people why you killed an unarmed nun who surrendered to you?”
“We don’t care why. Kill her!” someone said.
“You’re no nun,” Brawna said. “You’re only dressed as one.”
“You speak the truth. I’m no nun,” Cirang said loudly, looking around at the spectators. “I’m an impostor. I’ve committed heinous crimes for which I deserve execution.” 
“Kill her!” the voice in the crowd cried.
To Brawna, Cirang said more softly, “I have important information the king desperately needs to hear, but if you were instructed to slay me without hesitation, I submit to the king’s will.” She knelt on the hard stone street. Her robe soaked up the rainwater on the ground, and the cold seeped into her bones. The day was dreary, but her life was dismal. Never had she felt uglier or more worthless. “Though I don’t deserve your mercy, I beg you to give me a quick death.”
“Kill! Kill! Kill!” two voices chanted. Then three. Then more.
Cirang clenched her eyes tightly shut, waiting for her third and final death. The sound of rain falling drowned out all but the pounding of her heart. She deserved this death, but like the coward she was, she feared the instant of pain before her life ended. 
Instead, a hand gripped her arm and pulled her to her feet, to the crowd’s grumbled dismay. “You are an impostor,” Brawna said, “not the Cirang Deathsblade I know. You’ll answer to the king for your deceit.” She picked up the knapsack and weapons. “Let’s go.”
They marched wordlessly to the Good Knight Inn and entered the office. The innkeeper came out of the adjacent room, his one hand on his hip. “What’s goin’ on here? Doma, are you all right?”
“She’s no nun,” Brawna snapped. “It’s Cirang.” Recognition rounded the innkeeper’s eyes and mouth. “I need you to bring my horse and an extra. I’m taking her to King Gavin.”
“You and your friend took the white horse back with you last night, remember?”
“Then I need to borrow one,” Brawna said. “If I don’t return it, you can take the matter up with King Gavin. You two are old friends, right?”
He stepped outside, put two fingers into his mouth and whistled shrilly. Moments later, the stable hand came running around the corner. “Fetch the First Royal’s mount, and bring Lizzie too.”
The boy looked at Cirang with the slack jaw of youth. “Saddled?”
“Yes, saddled. Run, boy,” the innkeeper said.
“When you see Calinor, tell him I found her and took her to the king.” Brawna said.
“I will,” the innkeeper said. 
“Calinor’s alive?” Cirang asked. “Oh, praise the light. He’s alive.” Her knees weakened with relief, and she let herself sink to them. “He’s alive.”
Brawna gaped at her. “Who are you?”
“King Gavin left maybe an hour ago,” the one-handed man said. “Didn’t say much, but I could tell he was fumin’. You don’t know what happened to get him so red, do you?”
Brawna shook her head and looked at Cirang. “It’s probably your fault, whatever it is.”
Cirang hung her head, recalling the talk in the tavern. “It is. It’s my fault.” Adro would probably be imprisoned. Or worse.
 Brawna rummaged through the knapsack, pulled out the dirty tunic and trousers and tossed them at Cirang. “Put these on. I won’t let you milk sympathy from anyone by wearing those robes a minute longer.”
Cirang presented her side to the innkeeper so he wouldn’t glimpse her private parts when she pulled the trousers up over her hips. Though she had her corset on, which covered her breasts, she turned her back to him to pull off the robe and quickly pulled the tunic over her head. Once she was dressed, she tossed the robe back to Brawna, who stuffed it into the sack.
The stable hand yelled that he was back. Cirang put the cloak back on and preceded Brawna outside to find a saddled horse waiting, a spry black mare. She approached the animal cautiously, hoping it wouldn’t object too much to her presence. The mare stood still while she mounted, even looked back at her as if in greeting.
“This is Lizzie. Be kind to her and she won’t buck you off,” the boy said, handing the reins up.
“Give them to me,” Brawna said. “She’s my prisoner. I’ll have the horse returned by morning.”
Cirang reached forward and rubbed Lizzie’s neck. “Thank you,” she said to the innkeeper. The words felt foreign on her tongue, having not spoken them in perhaps years, but the gratitude was genuine. With her head bowed, she followed Brawna through the gloomy city, hoping the king would hesitate long enough to hear her warning before he struck her down.
 



Chapter 48 

 
 
When Adro and the other battlers reached the lordover’s property and had the horses and carriage seen to by the stable master, they accompanied Feanna to the guesthouse. No one said a word until they were inside. All Adro could think of was the feeling of her lips on his, her arms around his neck, her breasts in his hands. His thoughts were like arrows, focused on their target and striking with deadly accuracy. She was his. All he had to do was form a plan to get her husband out of the way.
“Adro,” Feanna said as she tugged off her gloves and removed her hat and rain cloak, “I want to speak with you privately. The rest of you can wait out here. Do not, under any circumstances, permit any interruption.”
“Your Majesty,” Tennara said, “considering Adro’s behavior at the temple, I think a chaperone is wise.”
“If I want to know what you think, Tennara, I’ll ask.” Feanna went into her guest chamber and beckoned Adro with a finger. The grin on her face was both wicked and lusty. He started to follow, but Tennara gripped his arm.
“Mind yourself,” she whispered fiercely. “You’re going to have to answer to King Gavin.”
He jerked his arm out of her grasp and shut the door in her face. He barred it from the inside. When he turned around, Feanna was sitting on the bed, unlacing her boots.
“My queen,” he said, approaching. “Permit me to assist you.” When she extended her boot towards him, the skirt of her gown fell back to reveal her leg to the lower thigh. He could barely contain himself as he pulled the laces and tugged her boot off.
“You mustn’t tell my husband I let you kiss me,” she said. “Or undress me. Or have your way with me.”
His body reacted to those words in a most profound way. “I wouldn’t tell him,” Adro said as he began to unlace her other boot. His voice came out hoarsely. “He’d have my head. Run away with me, Feanna. We’ll go where he won’t find us.”
She scowled. “And forfeit my wonderful life at the palace, with cooks to feed me and servants to wipe my arse? Though your dimples be charming and your tongue delicious, they aren’t worth giving up my opulent lifestyle, dear Adro.”
“But how can we keep this secret when those wenches out there saw what they saw?”
“Don’t worry about that. I’ll swear them to secrecy. They’re sworn to obey me. If they dare tell the king, I’ll have you execute them for treason.”
He grinned. “And the king?” Adro pulled her boot off and tossed it away. “If he finds out, he won’t let me do this.” He let his hands explore her shapely calf, wondering whether she’d always shaved her legs or if she’d only started since becoming queen. Her skin was soft and smooth from her ankle to her knee. “Or this.” He bent his head and kissed her ankle, her shin, her calf, her knee.
She giggled and lay back, spreading her arms over the satin bed cover. “Once my prince is born, we won’t need Gavin any longer. I’ll rule as regent until my son comes of age.”
“And what role do you see for me?” Adro asked. He slid one hand up her skirt and trailed it along the inside of her thigh as he positioned himself beside her on the bed.
Feanna’s arms went around his neck and pulled him to her while she hooked one leg around his hip, trapping his hand between their bodies. “You’ll be my personal assistant. And I’ll need a lot of assistance.”
He covered her mouth with his own and let his fingers work their magic.
 

 
“Gavin,” Daia said, trying to keep up with his much longer stride, “you’re angry, and rightfully so—”
“You’re damned right I’m angry,” he shouted. He didn’t care who overheard him as he stormed from the stable to the guesthouse. He wasn’t sure who he would lash first — Feanna or the traitor who dared to kiss her. “That bastard will lose his right nut for this.”
 “Let me deal with Adro. If you kill him, even accidentally, you’ll have a hard time explaining it.”
“And who the hell would I need to explain myself to? I’m the bloody king, and he attacked my wife.”
“Gavin!” She ran ahead of him and stopped him with a stiff arm against his chest, surprising him once again with her strength. “Stop for just a moment. Listen to what I’m saying. You can’t kill Adro for kissing your wife. That’s not a crime punishable by death.”
“I ain’t planning to kill him.” He pushed her out of his way and kept walking. “Death would be too easy.”
“Please don’t rule by your anger. Let me arrest him and give you time to consider a proper punishment.”
He shot her a hard glare. Though he understood what she was trying to do, he wasn’t interested in approaching the situation with logic and restraint. It wasn’t only Adro’s lapse he needed to address but his own. A husband was supposed to protect his wife. He’d failed the first time, and today, he failed again. As he neared the guesthouse, he heard shouting.
“He’s not in his right mind,” a woman yelled.
“She said no one’s to disturb them,” another hollered.
“Lila, you should be leading us, not her.”
“Yeh, kill her and take her place.”
“You deserve it. We’ll say she—”
Gavin flung the door open and stepped inside. The five battlers were huddled in front of Feanna’s door, faces red and bodies rigid. Lilalian and Tennara turned at the sound of Gavin’s entrance.
“What the hell is going on here?” he asked. “Is she in there?”
“Yes, my liege,” Tennara said. “Adro’s with her, and he’s turned knave.”
“So have these three,” Lilalian added. 
Tennara and Lilalian stepped aside when he advanced, but the others did not. “She commanded us to let no one enter,” Hennah said. “And that includes you, my liege.” She blocked his path with her hand on the hilt of her sword.
Daia, Tennara and Lilalian drew swords. Mirrah and Anya started to draw as well, but sword tips at their throats stayed their hands. Hennah, Anya and Mirrah backed into the sitting room at sword point. 
Gavin tried to open the door to Feanna’s chamber, but it was bolted shut. He pounded on it with the underside of his fist. “Open the door!”
“Gavin? Is that you?” Feanna asked from inside. He heard rustling and footsteps and sounds he couldn’t identify. 
“Open this damned door,” he hollered.
To his left, Daia was confiscating weapons, and Tennara was binding wrists.
“Just a moment,” Feanna sang.
“Now!” He squared his shoulder to the door and rammed it. It cracked but held. He hit it twice more before it gave way.
Feanna was in bed, naked, clutching the bed covers to herself. The window was open. “Gavin, I was getting up to answer the door. You didn’t want me to answer it naked, did you?”
“Where is he?” he demanded, advancing on her. 
“Where is who?” Her expression was the picture of innocence, but there was something terribly wrong with her. Her presence filled him with repugnance.
“What the hell’s the matter with you?” He took her by the arms and looked into her eyes, searching for some indication of wrongdoing. Guilt. Something to explain why her— No. No, it can’t be. Her haze was black and turbulent like that of a beyonder. 
He turned away, suddenly sick to his stomach. With his mouth watering, he stumbled outside and vomited into the hedge. Feanna. His dear, lovely Feanna. How could that have happened? Cirang must have fed her the wellspring water, but how had she gotten it? His heart ached as his stomach heaved again. His eyes watered. She was gone. The woman he’d married was as good as dead, and in her place was a cruel, vicious monster who everyone thought was the queen. A monster carrying his unborn son.
 How had the water affected the baby in her womb?
“My liege,” someone said, “can I help you?” He looked up into Tennara’s face and saw kindness and concern.
“Find him. And bring me some water, will you?”
 

 
Adro hid in the wardrobe, utterly naked, hoping Kinshield would think he’d escaped. He’d opened the window to make it look as if he’d climbed through it. He heard their muffled voices through the wardrobe doors and breathed as quietly as he could. When he heard someone retching — he assumed it was the king — he had to put a fist into his mouth to stifle a laugh. What a milksop.
The doors flew open, and he gasped up into the face of the king’s very angry champion. Her pale-blue eyes were alight with fury. Before he had a chance to concoct an explanation for his presence there, she grabbed him by the hair and pulled him out. The pain in his scalp made his eyes water. “Ow! Let go, wench.”
He ended up falling to his hands and knees on the hard wood floor, along with a few of Feanna’s shoes that had been in the wardrobe with him. 
“You have until I count to five to dress,” Daia said, “otherwise, I’m taking you to gaol as you are.”
“Fine,” he said, holding up his hands. “My clothes are under the bed.” He lay on his stomach and reached for the wad of clothing. The first handful was silken — Feanna’s dress — and he pushed it aside. Then he felt the rougher cotton and pulled it out. He rose to his feet, watching Daia’s eyes flick down the length of his body. “Like what you see? I’ve got enough for you, too.” He tried to reach around her waist with one arm, but then pain exploded in his nose, the blow snapping his head back. His hand went to it instinctively and came away bloody. The wetness trickled down over his mouth and chin. “Bloody wench!” He swung at her with a fist and found himself face down on the bed. She pushed his head into the mattress.
“Don’t be an idiot,” she said. “Surrender or die.”
“All right,” he said. “I relent.”
She let him go, and he pushed himself to his feet. Adro glared at her for a moment, calculating the number of steps between him and his sword that he left leaning against the wall behind her. He pulled his trousers on and laced them. “Show her what you got, Fe. Maybe she’s more interested in you than me.” Feanna giggled and lowered the bed covers, revealing her nudity. Daia didn’t look, but he could see she was distracted by the move. He stepped in with a hooking punch that connected with her left cheek and sent her sprawling. He lunged for the sword. From the corner of his eye, he saw a figure engulf the doorway, and then he was flying. 
He slammed into the wall with his right side and lost his grip on the sword. Though the sword clattered to the floor, Adro remained stuck to the wall like a fly in honey. He squirmed and wriggled, managing only to shift so that his back was to the wall, but his feet dangled two feet above the floor. The ceiling was only inches from his head.
From this position, he saw Gavin Kinshield, his left arm extended, palm outward. His eyes glowed almost as brilliantly as did the gems in the hilt of his sword. His teeth were gritted, and slowly his fingers closed as if he were squeezing water from a rock. A drop of blood crawled from one nostril down his upper lip, clung there for a moment, and then fell with a light plop to the floor. Another followed, and another, though he seemed not to notice.
An ache started in Adro’s heart and quickly worsened to a sharp pain. He felt its beat weaken and slow. His thoughts dimmed, and a film of white formed over his vision, like a fog growing thicker by the moment. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. Distantly, he heard people crying, “Gavin! Stop!” Just when the fog covered everything and the shouts faded to silence, he felt himself falling. His body hit the floor, shocking him awake with a gasp. His sword. It was only inches away. He reached for it, but just as his fingers touched the hilt, it flew towards Gavin’s open hand and slapped into his palm.
Daia fell onto Adro’s back, pressing one knee into his spine. “Lila,” she shouted. “Bring something to tie him with.”
From where he lay on the floor, Adro could feel the hatred emanating from Gavin, though his eyes were no longer glowing. Feanna wrapped the bedsheet around her body and ran to Gavin’s side. “Gavin, thank goodness you’ve come. He forced himself on me. It was awful! I was so frightened.”
 “Lying whore!” Adro said. “She’s been giving herself to me since before you were even married.” It was a lie, but Gavin’s magic vision had failed him when he used it on Cirang. It was his word against hers, and she’d turned on him. She deserved it. “The baby in her belly’s not even yours, Kinshield.” Adro laughed. He hadn’t planned to say that, but it was perfect. Even if Kinshield suspected he was lying, it would plant a seed of doubt and worry him for the rest of his days. “That’s my son she carries.”
Lilalian came into the room and tossed Daia a thick leather thong, which she used to bind Adro’s wrists behind his back.
“It’s not true, darling,” Feanna said. “This is your son. Your magic tells you that, doesn’t it?” She clung to Gavin as if he was a raft in a sea of doubt, but he took her by the arms and pushed her away. 
Gavin looked down at her with cold eyes. “No, it doesn’t. And your word is worth no more than his.”
“When you see his blond hair, then you’ll know.”
“Shut up, Adro,” Daia said, hauling him to his feet, “or I’ll do it for you.”
He saw doubt flicker in Kinshield’s eyes, and beneath it, fear.
 

 
Cirang walked along a gravel path from the stable towards a small, white building with her head bowed, hands clasped behind her, unbound, and her upper arm locked in Brawna’s grip. She had no desire to resist, and in fact welcomed whatever punishment she was due. Her only hope was that King Gavin listened long enough to hear her warning.
As they neared the building, she heard raised voices, though she couldn’t make out the words. Brawna guided her inside, where Hennah, Mirrah and Anya lay on their bellies, bound and gagged. To see those once-noble Viragon Sisters treated like criminals wrenched Cirang’s heart. This, too, was her fault, but if the wellspring water was responsible for turning them into what they were, and it had reversed her own wickedness, then King Gavin could simply turn them back with a drink from the water in her skin. 
Lilalian and Tennara stood near an open door. Over their heads, Cirang spotted the king and the jeweled sword on his back. The sword that would soon end her life.
“Move aside,” Brawna said. The swordswomen looked at Cirang first with surprise and then with anger or perhaps hatred, but they stepped aside to let her pass. “King Gavin, I found Cirang.”
Everyone fell silent.
Daia was standing behind a shirtless Adro, holding a knife blade against his neck. Standing beside the king, Queen Feanna was wrapped in a beige sheet from the disheveled bed. King Gavin turned, his eyes dark with fury and his jaw clenched.
“I intended to slay her,” Brawna said, her voice slightly higher than it had been a moment earlier, “but she begged me to give her a chance to speak with you and to answer your questions.”
He cocked his head and regarded Cirang with a curious expression.
“She has nothing to say worth hearing,” Daia said. “Take her outside and kill her. Let her blood spill into the earth. Maybe it’ll kill the weeds.”
“No,” King Gavin said. “I want to hear what you got to say, Cirang. Are you responsible for this?” He put his hand on the back of the queen’s neck and pushed her forward, putting her on display. Feanna’s eyes were dead, as though she were a hollow shell in the shape of a person with nothing inside. No, not nothing. Something... awful, like the beyonders that used to plague the land. 
That’s how my eyes must’ve looked before I drank the water.
Cirang swallowed hard. “Yes, my liege. It’s my doing, and I’m so very sorry, but I can fix this. If Queen Feanna drinks—”
 Feanna pointed at her. “Traitor! She kidnapped me and tried to feed me to a demon. Now she wants to poison me. I demand her head.”
“Quiet,” King Gavin said. “You can’t fix this, Cirang.” He pulled Feanna back again. “My wife,” he yelled, “is corrupted. My battlers are corrupted. What about my unborn son? Is he corrupted, too?”
“I’m so sorry. I don’t know,” Cirang said. 
“Where did you get the water? The guardians said you didn’t take any from the wellspring.”
“There was a leak down the side of the mountain caused by the landslide. I filled two waterskins, and I still have the second full skin. If they drink it again, maybe the effect will be reversed.”
The king motioned toward Adro. “Try it. Give him a cup of it.”
“What? No,” Adro said. “I’m not thirsty.”
Brawna dug into the knapsack for the waterskin, and poured a bit of water into a cup on the side table. She offered it to Adro, but his hands were bound behind his back. 
Daia took the cup and held it near his mouth. “Drink it willingly, or drink it by force. Your choice.”
He laughed. “You can’t make me drink it.”
In reply, Daia kicked his knee out from under him and took him to the ground. In seconds, she was sitting on his chest, holding the cup over his mouth. “By force it is.” She pinched his nose shut.
“All right,” he said. “I’ll drink it.” He opened his mouth, and she poured the water in. When he swallowed it and opened again to show her his mouth was empty, she got up and pulled him to his feet.
Several moments went by in silence. Everyone watched Adro expectantly, waiting. Cirang prayed silently for the first time since she’d been the man Sithral Tyr, begging any god that might be listening to please set things right. 
Adro jumped suddenly and said, “Boo!” When a couple of them flinched, he cackled gleefully. “Got you.”
“Nothing’s happening,” King Gavin said. “Seems drinking the water again doesn’t fix the problem.” He turned his angry eyes to Cirang. “How’d you do it? How’d you get her to drink it?”
She swallowed. The temptation to bow her head, to hide from what she’d done, was strong, but she came here to own her actions and to face justice. She trembled under the weight of his powerful gaze. “I murdered an acolyte and stole her robe and veil. I slept in her bed in a cellar room, and only went outside dressed as the acolyte Altais.”
Daia’s jaw dropped open. “You were in the temple?” she asked. “I searched it for you.”
Cirang nodded. “I saw you come in, heard you ask about me, and so I slipped out the rear door and waited in the alley until you left.”
“I should’ve been able to see her,” King Gavin said. 
“The temple’s protected from magic — even yours,” Queen Feanna said.
“Explain.”
Queen Feanna sighed. “In the olden days, charlatans posing as clerics used magic to forge miracles. Every temple embedded gems in the ceiling and walls to block magic. It’s the only way to know whether Asti-nayas is performing a true miracle.”
“They use magic to block magic?” King Gavin asked. 
“That’s why I couldn’t enter with my ring,” Daia said. 
“Gems and gilded lines,” Cirang said, “similar to the wards Nilmarions tattoo into our skin to protect us from evil.”
The door opened behind her. “Is it true?” someone asked in a whisper. “Did Brawna get her?”
She turned and met Calinor’s hard blue eyes. Her gaze fell to the ugly scarred skin on his throat, and guilt burned in the pit of her stomach. “Calinor, I’m so sorry,” she said softly. “I’m sorry for what I did to you.”
“What you did to me?” he whispered fiercely. “What about all the children you sold to slavers? What about the lives you ruined?”
“One minute, Calinor. Go on, Cirang,” Daia said. “What happened after you got into the temple?”
“Last night, I poured water from the Well of the Enlightened into the sacramental font. Dressed as the acolyte, I was the one who offered the sacrament to Queen Feanna, four of her guards, and dozens of others throughout the day.”
 King Gavin’s entire body went rigid, and he let loose what Cirang could only describe as a roar of anger. “Why did you come here?” he hollered. “To tell me you took my wife from me?” His expression was angry and confused and sad and lost. “To rub my face in it, knowing I would kill you for what you’ve done?”
“No, my liege,” she said. “To warn you. The clerics in the temple have all taken the sacrament as well. People are fighting in the street — even women, while their husbands bet money on the outcome. Unless the font is drained and scrubbed, and the water disposed of, Ambryce is in grave danger. I tried to warn the High Cleric, but he can’t be trusted. You’ve got to stop it.”
“After seeing what the water did to people, why did you drink it?”
“I didn’t mean to,” she said. “I refilled my empty skin with water from the public well, but I didn’t think to rinse out the remaining droplets of wellspring water first.”
Gavin beckoned two of his battlers into the room. “Awright. Tennara, Brawna, lock Adro and the others in the lordover’s gaol for now, and then meet us at the stable. Lila, keep my wife here. Don’t let her leave unless you hear directly from me or Daia. Give her food and water, and nothing more.”
“You can’t keep me locked up like a prisoner,” Feanna said. 
“Yes, my liege,” the battlers said, almost in unison. Adro was led out dressed as he was: barefoot and shirtless, hands bound. Daia closed the windows, and Lilalian said she would see that the shutters were nailed shut from the outside. “The door can’t be locked from the outside,” Lilalian said. “How do I keep her in there?”
“I’m the queen! How dare you. I’ll have your heads for this. All of you.”
Daia perked up. “One minute. I have just the thing.” She ran across the yard towards the stable, returning breathless and sprinkled with rain a couple minutes later. She handed King Gavin a wooden gargoyle lock. “I thought it might come in handy someday.”
He gave Daia a crooked smile and shut the door to the bed chamber, leaving Queen Feanna alone inside.
“Gavin, don’t you lock me in here.”
He pressed the gargoyle against the door. Cirang watched its claws flex and its wooden feet fuse with the wood of the door, becoming one. “Don’t try to open the door, Feanna,” he said. “I’ll be back to get you later.”
“Gavin, Savior damn you! Let me— Ouch!” Feanna cried, screeched, and demanded to be released. Her voice faded as they headed to the stable.
 



Chapter 49 

 
 
With Lilalian staying behind at the guesthouse to guard his wife, Gavin took Daia, Brawna, Calinor, and Tennara across town to the temple. He brought Cirang as well, thinking she could provide some helpful information. Calinor traded his leather cuirass for Adro’s mail, and Gavin swore him officially into his service. He cast a disguise for himself as a blond and balding warrant knight, and one for Calinor to hide the mail, and together they rode behind Daia and the three First Royal Guards with Cirang between them. 
Sitting tall upon their mounts, the women battlers, clad in mail under their cloaks with matching blue and gold trousers and saddle pads, presented a sight the people of Ambryce would not soon forget. They drew enough attention that the three scraggly riders who followed went unnoticed. At last, they arrived at the temple and tied their reins to the hitching post on the side of the building.
“Brawna and Tennara,” Gavin said, “guard the door and don’t let anyone in. The four of us will secure the water.”
The two women slapped their chests in salute. “Your will be done.”
As Gavin crossed the threshold, he was yanked to a stop. “What the hell?” He tried once more and again was stopped. Something was holding him back. Then he realized he could enter the building, but his enchanted sword couldn’t, nor could the ring he wore on his right hand. “Bloody hell. The magic barrier won’t let Aldras Gar inside, and I’m not going in without my sword.” 
“You’d better put your disguise back before people recognize you,” Daia said.
He did, quickly replacing his own hair, scars, and eye color as before.
“We’ll handle it, my liege,” Tennara said.
“They’re just clerics,” Calinor whispered. “We should be able to arrest them without trouble.” Brawna nodded her agreement.
“Awright. Cirang stays out here with me and Daia. Don’t touch the water. We’ll get some oat straw to soak it up.”
The three battlers went into the temple while Gavin and Daia stood under the eaves and turned worshipers politely but firmly away. Cirang stood obediently by and waited.
Aldras Gar, the sword whispered.
 

 
Gavin’s body reacted instantly — muscles tensing for combat, hand drawing Aldras Gar. “Something’s wrong,” he said, not knowing whether to expect an enemy or earthquake.
The rain began to pour down harder. Cirang ran to stand beneath the awning of the shop across the street.
Two women appeared a few feet in front of him, identical but for their dresses. They wore no cloaks nor did they carry rainshades, yet the rain didn’t touch them. One of the women had the intense golden haze Gavin recognized as magical power. Their brilliant blue eyes and black hair, though streaked with white, were alarmingly familiar. More alarming was the fact that they had simply appeared there as if stepping out of the very air.
“Your little disguise doesn’t fool me, usurper,” the mage said.
Daia drew her sword and then let out a groan. The sword slipped from her grasp and clattered to the ground. She bent over, gripping her belly with both arms, her face clenched in a grimace of pain. 
“Stop!” Gavin shouted. He angled Aldras Gar’s blade at them while reaching with his haze for the source of Daia’s gift. It wasn’t there. He focused his hidden eye on her and saw a gray finger like smoke stretching from the abdomen of the mage to Daia, stabbing her haze in the center where her orange tendril originated.
His access to the full potency of his magic was gone.
“What are you doing to her?” he hollered. “Let her go.”
“The vusar belongs to us now,” the second woman said.
Oh hell. He angled Aldras Gar’s blade at them, focused through the gems, and pushed with his will. A crackle of white power shot down the steel and erupted from its tip in a slight arc towards the two women.
The one on the left held her hands open, palms up, and took a deep breath as the lightning reached her. Her eyes seemed to glow brighter for a second, but she was otherwise unruffled by his attack. “Don’t try that again,” she said. She turned her palms and pushed them towards him.
A gust of wind hit him squarely. His feet left the ground, and he slammed into the closed temple doors behind him, though he didn’t lose his grip on Aldras Gar. He managed to land on his feet, but the blast pushed Daia onto her side, where she curled into a ball. “Stop what you’re doing to her,” he said. 
People in the street fled, some screaming for the lordover’s soldiers, others just screaming.
“It doesn’t belong to you,” the mage said, her voice quavering. She drew a shape in the air with one finger and whispered a word that he couldn’t make out. A beast materialized in front of her, a snarling wolf the size of a bear. It leaped at him with snapping jaws.
Gavin swung his sword and missed. It lunged, snapping and snarling, and jumped back out of reach. Aldras Gar normally helped him with some kind of magic bolt, but now it did nothing but miss his target. Then there wasn’t one wolf but two, lunging and snarling, snapping and growling. He swung furiously, missing first one, then the other. Just when he wondered whether the wolves were an illusion, one of them clamped down on his right forearm with very real fangs. He gritted his teeth, but a growl of pain ripped from his throat all the same. Desperately, he focused on the gems in his sword and pushed a bolt of lightning down the length of its blade. The force went through the wolves without effect and struck the mage. She jerked stiffly for a moment, staggered and then fell to the ground. Her twin screamed and bent to help her. The beasts disappeared, leaving Gavin’s forearm torn and bloody. 
Heat built up in his forearm as his healing magic began to repair his wounds. Without Daia’s help, he wasn’t sure he could fully heal himself without fainting. With his hidden eye, he examined Daia again and saw the smoky gray finger had withdrawn, but her orange tendril was still missing. “Daia,” he said, squatting beside her. He shook her shoulder. “Daia. Wake up. I need you.”
Daia stirred and opened her eyes. Her orange tendril snaked towards him and took hold of his haze like a fist. “I’m all right.” She grasped her sword and climbed to her feet with Gavin’s help.
“Stop this,” he said to the twins. “I don’t want to hurt you.” Something wet trickled across his upper lip, and he wiped it with the back of his hand. Blood.
“Release him,” the mage said. She held up her hand again, finger extended as if to draw another shape.
“Release who?” 
“Brodas Canton,” she shouted. “Is he in there?”
Seven hells, Gavin thought. He’d never considered that he would have to be the one to deliver the news to Ravenkind’s mother that her son was dead. Although he would have gladly seen to the deed, he hadn’t been responsible for delivering the deathblow. Ravenkind himself had done that through his foolish pursuit of what wasn’t his to begin with. 
“Do you have him imprisoned in that temple, blocked from my sight? Release him immediately.”
“Nobody’s imprisoned in there,” Gavin said. His arm burned and itched, but he ignored it. 
The mage made a twisting motion with her outstretched hand. “Your guards are. Tell me where my son is, usurper.”
Behind him, someone rattled the door, and then pounded on it. “Hey! Open the door.” It sounded like Tennara. The door rattled again. “Hey!”
“Ignis ocidar,” the mage shouted.
Gavin focused through the gems in his sword and gathered power in the center of his haze as if he were taking a breath to blow out a lamp. Before he could release the magic, the hair on his arms rose. From the clouds came a flash of brilliant white. Pain burned through every fiber of his body. For the briefest of moments, he was aware of an arc of white light stretching from his rigid body to Daia’s. In that moment, which seemed both brief and eternal, he knew her every thought, desire, fear and dream — and she his. They shared a single thought: Survive this. 
 And then the world went black.
 

 
Unarmed and unnoticed, Cirang watched with horror as the king, bleeding from his arm, nose and ears, collapsed. She had no defense against a magical attack, but she had to do something. Saving the king would be a step towards redemption. She ran around to the rear of the temple and yanked open the back door. She entered the nave and saw the three battlers at the main entrance, pounding on the doors, trying to get out. Their cleric prisoners were seated in pews, cursing them with the wrath of the Almighty Savior Asti-nayas. She rounded the altar and ran up the steps onto the dais. There she found a tray of porcelain cups, the same cups she’d used to serve the tainted water to the queen. She took one and dipped it into the font, and then walked as quickly as she could without spilling the water.
“Cirang?” Brawna said behind her. “Stop! What are you doing?”
Footsteps pounded the floor behind has as the battlers gave chase. She raced through the store room and outside, then around to the front of the building. The mage was squatting over Gavin. Standing a few feet away was the mage’s twin, the one without magic power. Cirang circled around and approached from behind. With her left arm, she reached around the woman and grabbed her by the face, pinching her nose shut with her thumb and forefinger and tilting her head back, which forced her mouth open. In her other hand, she held the cup with her palm over its lip to keep from spilling the water. 
“Help! Fabrice!” the twin cried, trapped against Cirang’s body, arms flailing. As a battler, Cirang knew how to get out of such a hold, but she was counting on this woman’s lack of hand-to-hand combat training.
The mage turned with fury in her eyes. “Release her!”
“Get away from him,” Cirang said, “or this water goes down your sister’s throat.” She heard the sounds of banging and shouting at the back door of the temple through which she’d just come. They truly are trapped, she thought.
Fabrice smiled haughtily. “Blessed water, is it? We don’t believe in the power of your little god.”
“This water’s been tainted with water from the Well of the Enlightened, though I think a more apt name would be Well of the Damned. Once she drinks this, she’ll loathe you, maybe even try to kill you in your sleep, and there’s nothing you can do to change her back.”
The twin stopped struggling. “Do as she says, Fabrice.”
Fear flickered in the mage’s eyes, but she took a step towards Cirang and away from Gavin. “You wouldn’t.”
“I served this water to the queen, four of Kinshield’s First Royal Guards, and about a hundred worshipers. What makes you think I won’t?”
A few moments passed in silence while Fabrice considered the situation. 
Daia gasped and opened her eyes. “By Yrys! Gavin...” She crawled over to where he lay, his eyes open and staring, his outstretched hand inches from his sword. “What have you done to him?”
“He’ll awaken,” the twin said. “Let me go.”
“I need assurance,” Cirang said. “Open the temple doors.”
When Fabrice hesitated, Cirang tilted the cup over the twin’s open mouth. The mage gestured in the air and whispered a word. The doors flew open with the force of three battlers pushing it from the inside.
“Now go inside,” Cirang said. “You won’t be able to attack the king in the temple. Not with magic, anyway.”
“I’ll do as you say. Release her.” Fabrice backed into the temple. Once she’d stepped over the threshold, Brawna and Calinor each pointed weapons at her and forced her farther inside. Cirang released the twin, who ran to her sister. They tearfully embraced, and Fabrice stroked her hair.
Cirang threw the contents of the cup onto the ground, where it mixed with rain that continued to fall.
 

 
 Gavin’s entire body burned from the inside while all around him was nothing but fluttering whiteness he’d come to recognize as his healing magic. Words echoed in his mind, words that made no sense. Why would she help us? Perhaps Gavin’s right. Perhaps she truly has changed.
They were thoughts, but not his own. Who’s thinking in my head, damn it?
“Gavin? Can you hear me?” It was Daia’s voice, far away.
I thought it was a dream.
When the white fluttering sensation stopped, he opened his eyes to find Daia’s light-blue ones gazing down at him. A lock of her dark-auburn hair had escaped its braid and tickled his face. “Thank Yrys,” she said. “You had me worried.”
“You gave us a fright, my liege,” Tennara said. Her forehead was crinkled with concern.
“Damn that hurt.” His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. His muscles trembled, and he struggled to sit up. Tennara grasped his arm to help. Cirang helped Daia to her feet.
Brawna stood on the other side of the threshold, propping open one of the temple doors with a foot and holding Aldras Gar as if it were made of glass. Calinor kept his sword pointed at the mage and her twin. Gavin let Tennara help him to one of the benches in the temple, where he leaned heavily against the wall. He felt groggy, as though he’d been awoken from a sound sleep, and had trouble focusing his eyes.
Daia sat beside him. Her hand trembled as she raised a waterskin to her lips. Her forearm was marked with a red welt in the shape of a tree branch. Then he noticed his own were similarly marked. 
The welts started under the sleeves of his tunic and went all the way to his fingertips. His fingernails were blackened. “By the seven hells. Would you look at this?” He pulled up his sleeves to reveal the marks just under the surface of his skin, like red veins.
Daia gestured at his face with one finger. “Your face has it too.” She handed him the skin. 
He drank deeply and wiped the stray droplets from his chin. “Damn. There goes my dashing good looks.” Daia’s face and neck were unmarked. Apparently she’d received a smaller dose of the lightning than he had.
“Let’s sit and have a courteous conversation, shall we?” Tennara said, pushing down on the mage’s shoulders to force her to sit on one of the pews, facing Gavin. “You don’t simply attack the king when you imagine some slight or injustice.”
“He’s not the rightful king,” Fabrice replied. 
“Let’s start at the beginning,” Tennara said. “Who are you?”
“Fabrice Canton, mother of Brodas Canton, though you would know him better by his epithet, Ravenkind. This is my sister, Cabrice Dartillyn. Her son is Brodas’s cousin, dearest friend, and confidant.”
The other woman said, “Warrick Dartillyn, who took the epithet Darktalon.”
“Where are you holding our sons?” Brodas’s mother demanded. A tear trickled from her eye, and she hastily wiped it away. “We want them released immediately. My son is heir to the throne. The rain shall not stop until you restore what you’ve taken.”
“Brodas is dead.” Gavin didn’t mean to blurt it so bluntly, and certainly not slurred like a drunken lout. “I’m sorry to have to tell you.” He pushed himself more upright.
The mage stared at him, her face twisted in horror and grief. “That can’t be. No.”
Gavin wrestled with how much information to give Ravenkind’s mother. He had no reason to believe she was anything but a mother who loved her son. “I wasn’t there to witness it,” he explained, speaking more slowly, “but Daia and Cirang were. He was attacked by the demon that was trapped in the palace. His magic wasn’t strong enough to defeat his enemy, and the demon took his life. I arrived too late to save him.”
Fabrice burst into tears and embraced her sister for comfort.
“Judging by his injuries, I don’t think he suffered.” Gavin tried not to let his own feelings about Ravenkind interfere with the delivery of the news that devastated these two women. He’d have sung joyously of his nemesis’s death to anyone else but the man’s own mother. He was glad the wizard was dead, but he wasn’t a heartless bastard. A parent’s love was blind to a child’s failings.
 “And what of my son?” Cabrice asked through her tears. “Do you know what has become of him?”
Gavin nodded. “I’m sorry. Warrick never left Brodas’s side. He was loyal to a fault.”
The two women cried in each other’s arms for a minute. At last Fabrice looked up and tearfully asked, “Where are they buried?”
Four bodies had been collected from the cottage that fateful day. The two dead Viragon Sisters had been taken to the cemetery and buried. Gavin had instructed the city custodian to burn the other two — Brodas Ravenkind and his henchman, Red. Daia had left Warrick’s dead body in the alley behind an inn in Sohan, but there was no reason to torture his mother with that detail. “Their bodies were cremated in Tern. Talk to the city custodian. Maybe he still has their ashes. You can take them, if that’s your wish.”
“Then I suppose the right to rule is mine,” Fabrice said quietly.
“I’m afraid not,” Gavin said. “It was never yours to claim or abdicate.” She drew back with an expression of shock and indignation. Gavin didn’t want to belittle the woman, but neither did he want her to continue spreading falsehoods about his claim. “I know the story of Oriann Engtury. She would never have inherited the crown, and therefore she couldn’t have passed it down to you or to Brodas.”
She shook a finger at him. “You know nothing!”
“I know she was the illegitimate child of an incestuous rape. King Arek told me that himself, during my travels backwards in time.”
“Your ancestor conspired with the Lordover Tern to conceal the truth.”
“I know King Arek named Ronor Kinshield as his successor, and as you say, I’m his descendant. I also know the Lordover Tern acted within his rights as the Supreme Councilor o’State to decide the next king after Ronor died. I’m sorry for your loss, Lady Canton, truly, but I’m the rightful king, and my child will succeed me. Take your sons’ ashes and give them a proper burial. You can trust me to lead Thendylath. It’s what I was meant to do.”
Fabrice glared at him a moment, but then her eyes began to soften. “I suppose I haven’t any choice now. My only son is dead.” She drew herself up taller and squared her shoulders. “I, Fabrice Canton, descendant of King Ivam and rightful heir to the throne of Thendylath, do hereby abdicate my rule to Gavin Kinshield as these witnesses will attest.”
Gavin said nothing but did incline his head. The woman was acquiescing. He didn’t want to argue with her about how it should be done.
“Do you know what’s become of Brodas’s journals.”
Gavin’s battlers had recovered several journals from Ravenkind’s manor in Sohan. He’d skimmed a few, mostly complaints about lordovers and rambling professings of his own royal blood and statements of lust for the King’s Bloodstone. Some had details of the brutal attacks Ravenkind had waged upon the innocent families of men he thought had wronged him, including Gavin’s own. Very little in those journals had any value to Gavin, but the one written by Crigoth Sevae would remain in his possession, as would the copy Ravenkind had made of it. “I have some of them,” he told her. “If you want them, they’re yours.”
Fabrice’s eyes lit up. “Yes, give them to me. He was always such an articulate man. I would very much like to read his adventures.”
Gavin thought she would be disappointed, but that was for her to decide. “They’re in Tern, of course. Give me your address and I’ll have them sent to you.”
She nodded. “Thank you. They’re not much, but... Brodas mentioned two other journals, not his own but old books he was most interested in acquiring. Their spiteful owner had promised to sell them to him but after selling the first, he went back on his word. A Nilmarion man, I believe, and longtime business associate of my son’s. Might you have that one as well? I should very much like to see what he was so eager to obtain.”
Gavin cast a glance at Cirang. “I have them both,” he admitted. “They have information about why King Arek was murdered. I’m sure you can understand why I got to keep them.”
Fabrice sighed. “I suppose I can. Very well, then.” The two sisters stood to leave, arm in arm. Gavin stood as well. Just before the door, Fabrice paused and curtsied low. “You’ve a hard road ahead of you, young man, especially with your... humble ancestry. You’ll need as much good fortune as you can find, from wherever you can find it.” She stepped over the temple’s threshold, closed her eyes and, with an elaborate hand gesture, whispered, “Sisto pluvar.”
 Daia tried to stand, to go after her. “Wait. What about the—”
Gavin held her back with one hand. “Listen.”
All they heard was silence.
The rain had stopped.
 



Chapter 50 

 
 
People were coming out of their homes and businesses to look up at the clearing blue sky. Gavin didn’t bother to put his disguise back up when he joined them on the street. It was time to celebrate with them, not escape their notice. At first, no one recognized him, but as the rest of the mail clad battlers came outside without their cloaks obscuring their mail, people did notice.
Daia and Tennara frantically tried to keep people from crowding him at first. Gavin just laughed. “It’s awright. Calm yourself. Let’s just enjoy the sunshine together for a moment.”
He was swarmed by happy, spirited people. Hands patted him, congratulated him, thanked him for stopping the rain. He looked over the tops of their heads at Cirang where she worked, alongside Brawna and Calinor, to prohibit entry into the temple. Even unarmed and without magic, she’d played a crucial role in ending the rain. Crafty, she was, even now that she was zhi-bent. The question that plagued him was: would she have forced the water down Cabrice’s throat if Fabrice hadn’t relented?
“What about the temple?” someone shouted. “Why can’t we go in?”
The crowd was so loud, it seemed Gavin was the only one who heard the question. “Quiet down a moment,” he said, gesturing with his arms to get their attention. “Quiet down.” His deep voice boomed over the other voices, and gradually people quieted and settled down. “I’m sorry we got— have to interrupt your communion with Asti-nayas for a time. The water in the sacramental font’s been fouled. Let us clean it out and send for a new High Cleric to lead your prayers, and the temple will be open again soon.”
“Fouled? How?” someone asked.
“A new High Cleric? Why?” asked another.
“Was Seer Mirfak responsible for the font being fouled?” asked a third.
“Let’s just say it’s a poison of sorts. Seer Mirfak wasn’t responsible,” Gavin said, “but he’s been affected, along with two of his clerics. He’ll be unable to perform as High Cleric for a time. I’ll contact the Supreme Council of Clergy and have them send someone to replace Seer Mirfak and his other clerics. It shouldn’t be long.”
He shook some hands before excusing himself to go back into the temple. Daia and Tennara shut the doors behind him, and Brawna remained outside with his sword and the two magical rings. He tried to ignore the anxious feeling of it being outside his reach.
“Are you responsible for this?” one of the clerics demanded. “Unleash me this instant! I’m the High Cleric here. You can’t do this. I’ll have Asti-nayas strike you down where you stand, you ignorant cur!”
“Strike him down!” said another cleric, a short, plump buck with sagging jowls.
“Can someone gag him?” Gavin asked as he headed towards the altar.
“No,” the cleric said. “No! Unhand me, filthy wench. This is an outrage. I demand you—” He tried to shake off the gag, and failing that, he shouted muffled curses. 
“There are buckets back here, my liege,” Cirang said. She skirted past him to grab a candle from the altar and opened the door on the right. 
“I’ll fill them, you evaporate them?” Daia said from behind him.
“Your Majesty,” Cirang said, lighting the way. “Let me fill the buckets from the font. The water won’t do me any harm. If anyone else touches it... I wouldn’t want anyone else to suffer for what I’ve done.”
Gavin looked her up and down, trying to reconcile what he was hearing with the woman in front of him. If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought this was Cirang’s twin. It was a good idea, though. They would be wise to treat the water carefully. “Awright. Does that door lead outside?” he asked, pointing to a second door.
“Yes, sire. A small alley.”
“I should do it outside,” Gavin said, “so the steam doesn’t touch anyone when it rises.” He opened the door and stepped into the alley behind the temple. It was a weed-choked gravel alley littered with broken and water-logged benches and chairs, scraps of cloth and the ant-covered remains of some dead animal. With no one around, this was a good place to take care of the tainted water. “Cirang fills the buckets, Daia and Tennara bring the water to me — carefully. Don’t let it splash out. Someone go tell Brawna to bring Aldras Gar around to this door.”
 It took the better part of two hours to drain the font. Cirang had to resort to using rags to soak up the last of the water, wringing it into the bucket. Everyone took care handling the water, and no one suffered any ill effects. They used soap and brushes they found in the storage room to scour the font, and then rinsed it thoroughly with clean water from the public well. Though he was satisfied it was clean and free of the tainted water, Gavin would have liked to examine the font with his hidden eye, to see whether any droplets remained. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t even find his hidden eye while he was inside the temple, much less see anything with it. 
They put the three clerics on the backs of Brawna’s, Cirang’s and Tennara’s mounts, and the three women shared a ride to the lordover’s property with Gavin, Daia and Calinor. As they approached the gate, Gavin could hear Feanna hollering all the way from the guesthouse.
“Has she been screaming the whole time?” he asked Rikard.
“Yes, my liege. We’ve had quite a few people come to ask who the maniac— uh, I mean, who was making so much noise.”
Gavin scowled. They were talking about his wife and the mother of his unborn son. After seeing the clerics into the gaol, he decided to spend the night at the Princess Inn. There would be plenty of time on the ride home to listen to her screech and complain.
“If you don’t mind, my liege,” Tennara said, “I’d like to relieve Lila.” 
Gavin nodded. “I’m sure she could use a bit of quiet. Tell Eriska and the others to have my wife ready for travel at first light. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Sleep well, my liege. You’ve earned it.”
“What about her?” Daia said, indicating Cirang with her thumb. “Can I kill her now, or do you want to do it?”
What would a king do? Gavin eyed Cirang up and down. “No. She drank the well water. She’s different now.”
“That doesn’t change what she’s done.”
“No,” he said, “but it changes how she feels about it. She’s no longer a danger to anyone.”
Calinor gripped Gavin’s shoulder. “You’re going to set her free?” he asked, his whisper fierce. “After all she’s done?”
“What we’ve done matters less than who we’ve become.” Gavin raised his eyebrows at Cirang. “What do you think a suitable punishment is?”
Cirang burst into tears. The guilt and shame were heavy burdens, and now the king was sparing her life? She didn’t think she could bear the memories of her crimes or the faces of the people she’d slain haunting her dreams. “For the terrible things I’ve done, I deserve death, my liege, and I would be grateful for it.”
“No,” he said. “I disagree. You deserve worse than death. You deserve to live with your memories and guilt. Until I find a way to repair the damage you did, consider yourself indentured.”
 
 
Look for the conclusion of the story in book 4 of The Kinshield Saga, coming in 2013!
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