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One

  
I t was the sharp crack of her head against wood that jarred Emlyn into consciousness. It was the complete and utter darkness surrounding her when she opened her eyes that sent her into a full-blown panic.
She jerked upright. At least she tried to, but her forehead bashed into a solid wooden plank before she’d made it halfway up. She opened her mouth to scream, only to have a hand clamp down over her face.
“Shut it, Emlyn. Yer no alone, but ya need to shut it right now, ya ken?”
Recognizing the peasant accent as that of her fellow Temple trainee, Ailith, Emlyn nodded, and the hand was removed. Only then did she have enough wits about her to realize Ailith was lying half on top of her. Although she was slowly getting used to having other people touch her, this type of contact made her extremely uncomfortable. “Ailith? What’s happening?”
“I don’t know. I were runnin’ on th’ edge of th’ Codpiece and saw ya and couldn’t figure out why ya were down there on yer own. Then I saw three nobs and a pidge followin’ ya, and before I could do anything, one of ’em knocked ya on th’ head, and they drug ya into an alley. They had ya in this box before I could get there, and they’d just whipped th’ horses pullin’ th’ wagon, and I barely had time to dive beneath th’ floorboards and hang on.”
Emlyn rubbed the back of her head where a goose egg had appeared. “How long?”
“Can’t tell time in th’ dark, but we’re no in Sarlogne anymore. What’s happenin’, Emlyn? Why were ya alone in th’ Codpiece?”
Both women were relatively new shivs or trainees in the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon. Ailith, who’d grown up on the streets and in the brutal world of the Dreyuthan army, was used to navigating the perils of places like the Codpiece. Emlyn, who’d grown up mostly sequestered in the Kibrunian royal palace, usually only traveled to the rougher quarters of the city accompanied by her handler, Killian.
Even though it was pitch black in the box, Emlyn covered her eyes with her hands. “I don’t….my head…”
“Aye, like I said, ya got knocked on th’ head.”
“Something’s wrong.”
“Aye, ya got knocked on th’ head.”
“No, I mean…something…Tomisa.” An unexpected surge of emotion rose up inside her, accompanied by a slight feeling of nausea.
“Yer princess?” Ailith heard a quick intake of breath followed by a quiet mewling and growled, “Fowk, Emlyn. Cry when yer with th’ Arch Priestess, but get yerself together now, or we’ll be toast. Or as th’ Priestess once told me, we’ll be dead toast.”
The condescending tone Ailith used brought steel back into Emlyn’s spine, and she tried to focus her bleary mind. “And do what?”
“We get th’ fowk outta here, that’s what. I’ve been tryin’ to wake ya fer Goddess only knows how many candlemarks. I was worried they’d cracked yer skull with that egg ya got growin’ on th’ back of yer head. At least ya woke up before we stopped.”
The wagon lurched when the wheels hit a rut in the road, and both women smacked their heads on the wooden top. Ailith rubbed her head. “Okay. We’re in a wagon covered with a tarp. That means we can slip out onto the floor of the wagon without nobody seein’ us. We’re movin’ along at a good clip. I’ve checked a couple ’a times, and their outriders are ridin’ to th’ front. Once we’re in th’ back, we roll off into th’ dirt and lay there like logs. Ya ken? Like logs.”
Ailith couldn’t see Emlyn nod, so she repeated, “Ya ken?”
“I said yes.”
“I fergot yer head’s ringin’, and yer not all there. If ya nod in here, I don’t see ya.”
Emlyn growled at her own stupidity and realized she was hurt worse than she’d originally thought.
Ailith twisted around, lifted the lid up at the back of the box, and slid out. She held it up for Emlyn, who climbed out after her. When Ailith saw the green pallor of her skin, she grabbed Emlyn’s hair and tugged hard. “Emlyn. Hold it in, girl. Fer fowk’s sake, hold it in until we’re in th’ woods.”
Emlyn nodded, and Ailith pointed to the back of the wagon. “Slither over like yer a snake, land on yer belly, and lay like a log. Lay there ‘till I tell ya to move. Go now.” Emlyn did as instructed, with Ailith sliding out immediately after her.
Ailith wasn’t happy to see they were traveling through an open plain which meant anyone looking back, even from a distance, would see them if they made a move. They lay in the dirt for a good quarter candlemark until the dust from the wagon’s wheels completely settled, and Ailith could no longer hear the rattle of the harnesses or the clanking of the metal staves holding the wagon together.
Ailith shook Emlyn’s shoulder. “Ya still with me, Emlyn?” When she didn’t get an answer, she rose onto her forearms to check. Blood seeped from the back of Emlyn’s head, and she was unconscious again. “Fowk.” She glanced around, needing to get a better feel for where they were other than that they were in an open plain.
Nothing lay to the west but wide-open grassland. Waving stalks of green timbre weed rose to about mid-calf. She glanced the way they’d come and saw the same. The east looked promising. The tops of trees rose in the distance, and behind them lay hills and a tall mountain range she’d never seen before. “Well then, I guess we move east then, eh?”
Glancing down at her unconscious companion, Ailith sized up her weight and height. “Well, I’ve carried bigger than yer carcass across a battlefield. We’ll just go one battlefield distance at a time, eh, and hope they don’t stop to check on ya in th’ back of th’ wagon anytime soon.”
Rolling Emlyn over, Ailith lay with her back on Emlyn’s chest, ran her arm between the other shiv’s legs, and grabbed the outside of her pant leg. With a mighty heave, she rolled onto her knees, bringing Emlyn over and up onto her shoulders. Ailith used her powerful legs to lunge up so that she was balanced on her two feet. “Not too bad. Okay. Let’s go then.”
The grass made the bumpy terrain look deceptively flat, and Ailith sprawled forward more than once after catching her toe on rises where she’d anticipated level ground. Then there was the painful time her foot caught in an unseen tangle of milkweed, and she’d crashed to her knees and onto her chin where the ground left an impressive, bloody abrasion. It took far longer than she hoped to reach the trees, mainly because she had to stop every quarter candlemark or so to rest.
That, coupled with the fact that after carrying Emlyn off the road, she’d doubled back to scuff out the blood from Emlyn’s head wound and rake over their tracks, had slowed their escape even more. But she didn’t see any way around covering their tracks because she didn’t want them to know that Ailith was helping her. She had no intention of leaving evidence that two people had escaped instead of one.
As they neared the edge of the tree line, Ailith studied the forest, trying to gauge the best place to enter. Not paying attention to her feet, she caught her toe on a rock and once more fell onto her face. The momentum shifted Emlyn’s body forward onto Ailith’s head, and the weight drove her face down into the dirt.
Ailith involuntarily sucked in a breath, inhaling a mouthful of dirt instead of air. She rolled Emlyn over her head and propped herself on her elbows while frantically wiping at her face and mouth so she could breathe without pulling in stray dirt and grass.
It was a good thing there hadn’t been any sign of the riders or the wagon because she couldn’t stop her body from hacking out whatever it was she’d sucked into her lungs. The barking cough seemed to go on for much too long, and she hoped she wouldn’t choke to death before she could get Emlyn to safety. After that, well, the way her hacking cough was flaying her throat into painful swollen strips of flesh made her wonder if a quick death might be preferable to this slow, agonizing chokehold the dirt had on her lungs.
The cough subsided just as dusk began to settle over the grassland. She needed to get Emlyn somewhere safe for the night. With her back aching and her leg muscles growing weaker by the step, she lay back onto Emlyn’s chest, wove her hand around her leg, and lurched up onto her knees one more time.
It took two tries to get her feet under her, a testament to the distance her aching legs had traveled carrying Emlyn’s added weight. If she didn’t find a safe spot soon, they’d have to camp on the open forest floor, a sure way to either be caught by the kidnappers or be mauled by hungry forest predators who preferred hunting for their meals in the dark of the night.
The darkness closed in around them the deeper they ventured into the trees. Thick canopies of leaves blocked out the last feeble rays of the sun, making it nearly impossible to see where she was stepping. Off to her right, an ancient hardwood tree stood where it had sprouted as a seedling several hundred turns earlier. She moved toward it, hoping to find a way to climb into its upper branches with an unconscious woman slung over her shoulders.
Instead, she found the next best thing. The trunk was massive, easily big enough that it would take four or five full-grown men to completely encircle it with their arms stretched out wide and their hands joined with the men standing to either side. A dark emptiness gaped at her, starting at about chin height.
She kicked the trunk several times, giving notice to any animals who’d claimed the hollowed-out trunk as their own. She heard a scrabbling inside and then could barely make out an angry chittering creature who scurried out of the hole and up into the branches of the tree. “I’m sorry, little friend, but we need yer home fer a while. Come back once we get settled if ya like.”
Turning sideways, Ailith managed to lift Emlyn’s feet into the hole and then carefully lowered her down. She had to crawl in on her stomach and hold onto Emlyn’s arms so she could ease her the rest of the way to the bottom of the tree. When she could, she backed out, climbed partially up the trunk, slipped her feet through the hole, and then slid down next to her friend.
Putting her arm around Emlyn’s shoulders, she pulled her close until her head rested on her chest and then settled in for a long, not-so-restful night. Luckily, Ailith was used to the nighttime sounds of the forest creatures, or their haunting sounds might have spooked her. An owl hooted as he began his evening hunt, but she was especially gratified to hear the far-off singing of frogs, telling her they’d be able to find water in the morning.
The cicadas, grasshoppers, and crickets were especially noisy, with their various chirps and buzzing songs blending in harmony with one another. A soft wind picked up, and there was the occasional crack of deadwood as it fell to the forest floor. Now and again, a mockingbird sang out, followed by the haunting sound of a whippoorwill hunting for insects in the bark of the trees and jumping through the leaves hunting for their own sources of food.
Realizing there was no need for her to stay awake, Ailith allowed her eyes to drift shut and, with the skill of any soldier, immediately fell into a light but restful sleep.





Two

  
S omeone knocked on Sábria’s door, and she set down what she’d been reading and padded barefoot across the floor, wondering what emergency she’d need to handle at this time of the night. She wasn’t surprised to see Shirin when she opened the door since everyone knew her formidable second was the gatekeeper to Sábria’s inner sanctum. What did surprise her were the two Blades standing behind her. Both Killian and Jenx should have started their deadnight shift already, and the fact that they were here without their shivs made tiny sparks of alarm run up her spine.
“What’s the matter? What’s happened?”
Shirin looked over Sábria’s head into the living room. “May we come in?”
Sábria stepped back and held the door open. She stared into each woman’s face as they filed past, trying to ascertain just how serious the problem was. When she closed the door, Shirin crossed her arms and indicated Killian with a lift of her chin. “Why don’t you start?”
Killian lowered her brows and shook her head. “I hope it’s nothing, My Lady, but I can’t find Emlyn anywhere. Usually, she and I walked to briefing together. When she didn’t show up, I assumed that maybe she’d gone on ahead or that she was doing something in town and would meet me there.”
Sábria shook her head, “That doesn’t make any sense. The shivs are supposed to be back in the Temple by the time the sun goes down and the gates are locked. Why would you assume—” She stopped herself from berating Killian, knowing her anxiety over a missing shiv had unsettled her enough to cloud the issue with unimportant details. “No, disregard that. I know you’re an excellent handler. Please continue.”
Blushing, Killian pulled in a breath before continuing. “I know, My Lady, Emlyn is so solid, I couldn’t believe that she’d brazenly flaunt our rules and stay out without a good reason. I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt.”
Sábria rubbed her forehead. “Yes, I can understand that. I probably would have come to the same conclusion. So what’s happened to change your mind? Did she not show up to briefing?” She looked at Jenx. “And I assume since you’re here, Ailith hasn’t shown up either?”
Jenx shook her head. “No, My Lady. But—”
Sábria interrupted again, “And don’t try to tell me you wouldn’t expect Ailith to break the rules. Why didn’t you raise the alarm when she wasn’t back in the Temple by the time the gates closed?”
Shirin spoke up then. “She did. Well, at least she did when she couldn’t find Ailith to walk with her to briefing. She came to me immediately after she found Dina, who told her Ailith hadn’t come back through the gate before she pulled them closed. We went around to the side gate and were speaking with Tanna when Killian arrived to ask about Emlyn. When we found that neither shiv had returned, the three of us searched the Temple grounds. We found this in Emlyn’s room, but nothing else seemed out of place.” She handed Sábria a small folded packet commonly used to send casual correspondence.
Sábria took it and walked to where her gas lamp was burning brightly on the side table next to the sofa. She held it beneath the light and saw Emlyn’s name written in neat cursive text across the front. “What’s this?” She unfolded it, but there was nothing written inside.
All three women shrugged, and Shirin said, “We’re not sure. I spoke to Harkins, who said the courier packet arrived a few days ago. She didn’t remember specifically delivering anything to Emlyn’s room, but she said she would have taken it the same day it arrived.”
Sábria set the packet on the table. “Did you find anything in Ailith’s room?”
Jenx shook her head. “No, My Lady. Dina said Ailith went out for her run as usual right after dinner, and she called over her shoulder that she’d be back before the gates closed. She never returned and Dina assumed she’d come in through the back gate.”
Sábria looked at Shirin. “Did anyone check with Lady Farryn?”
Glancing at Jenx, Shirin said, “Jenx and I just came from there. She says she hasn’t seen Ailith in a fortnight because she’s had out-of-town guests.”
Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Sábria turned her attention back to the packet. “Shirin. Let’s go back to Emlyn’s room. You two, have you told Geller, Sela, and Terrowyn why you aren’t at briefing?”
Killian nodded, “I did. The Commander sent me there when she and Jenx went to talk to the Lady Knight. I spoke with both Sela and Geller. They told me to come here and look, and if I couldn’t find her, to let Commander Shirin know.”
Turning to Jenx, Sábria lifted a brow.
“No, I never made it to the briefing.”
“Then I want the two of you to go find Prime Geller and—”
There was another knock on the door, and Geller called out, “I’m here Milady. Can I come in?”
Shirin reached back and pulled open the door. “Welcome to the party.”
“Aye. I came back to find out what these two have found so far, and several people told me th’ three of ya were lookin’ fer th’ two shivs. I figured I’d see if ya were in yer rooms, but when I heard voices in here and then heard my name, I guessed what was up.”
Sábria hoped they wouldn’t have to call an emergency “all Temple” search. That meant every woman in the Temple would be roused to search the Temple grounds and the city until some clues could be found as to the whereabouts of her shivs. “Ursuna, take these two with you and organize a search of the city using only the deadnight Blades. If you haven’t found anything within the next two candlemarks, you’re to come find me. If I’m not here, send out the relay with my whistle sequence, and I’ll meet you at the gates.”
Geller straightened and brought her fist to her chest. “Aye, Milady.” After Jenx and Killian had gone through the door, the Prime hesitated, “Ya probably know this, but…well, if it were just Ailith, I wouldn’t be too worried, but with Emlyn gone, too….”
Since both Sábria and Shirin had come to the same conclusion, they both nodded. Sábria wasn’t willing to let that niggling bit of panic roiling in her guts loose just yet, though. “If they’re in trouble and not simply delayed for some strange reason, I see two scenarios here. First, Ailith got herself into some kind of trouble, and Emlyn tried to help. If that’s the case, we have more reason to be concerned because although Emlyn was Tomisa’s bodyguard, her duties were mainly confined to the palace. She’s an interesting combination of deadly skill and naivete.”
Geller and Shirin were listening intently. Neither one spoke, preferring instead to know what their Arch Priestess was thinking.
“If it was the other way around and Emlyn somehow got into trouble,” she glanced at the empty packet again, “and Ailith tried to help her, then that would give me hope. Ailith is street savvy, and if anyone can keep them both alive, it’s her.”
Geller growled, “Unless she does somethin’ lame-brained and gets them both killed. I swear, we all keep our eyes on Ailith ’cause we don’t know what she’ll get up to next. I say she’s th’ one who got in trouble first, then Emlyn tried to help.”
Pursing her lips, Sábria held Geller’s gaze. “Let’s hope that won’t be the case, Ursuna. Now, go get that search organized while we do a second one here at the Temple.”
Geller dipped her chin. “Milady.”
After she’d gone, Sábria picked up the packet again, hoping there was some clue she might have missed the first time she’d given it a cursory glance. When Shirin stepped up beside her, Sábria pointed to the lettering. “I would guess this was written by a woman, judging by the flowery presentation of the letters. Very few men add those curlicues at the beginning and end of the word.”
Bringing it to her nose, she breathed in deeply, knowing it would be nearly impossible to smell a lingering scent if the letter had spent any amount of time at sea traveling between one of the kingdoms, Kibrun, for example, and the Empire. Her brows rose with surprise when she caught the barest scent of a woman’s perfume.
She held it up to Shirin’s face and spoke while her second pulled in the same scent. “Does that smell familiar to you? I can’t quite place it.”
Shirin was the fifth daughter of a royal family and had grown up learning the nuances of being a high-ranking woman among the fashion elite. Pulling in a breath, she detected a scent but hadn’t caught enough to identify it. She put her hand beneath Sábria’s and breathed in again, opening her mouth to take full advantage of all her senses. “Ihemma Bissa. Very elite and expensive.”
“From where?”
“Most of the noblewomen I know bought it from one specific jeweler who imported it into Tuviste. I don’t know from where, though.”
“Would Lady Octavia know?”
“Most definitely. I learned the fragrances by sitting at the dinner table with my sisters. My mother insisted they coordinate the fragrances every evening, or else we’d just about gag on all the competing scents. I’d be in my room dressing for dinner, and I’d hear Cecilia, the oldest, call out to the others, “Jouve Dian or Cupé Arlough.” Sure enough, the upper halls would begin to be saturated with one specific fragrance, and that’s how I learned to differentiate between them.”
Smiling, Sábria retrieved the packet. “I wondered. I never would have guessed you’d be a perfumista, even with growing up in the royal family.”
Shirin rolled her eyes, “Not hardly. Octavia, on the other hand, is an elitist when it comes to who is wearing what fragrance to this ball or that dinner invitation. If it wasn’t the most expensive or the newest fashion, the whole Kingdom would know about it by the following morning.”
“That’s going to be your first assignment, then. I want to know where that fragrance originates from.”
Shirin’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “That means I have to actually make contact with Octavia.”
A half-smile lifted the side of Sábria’s mouth. “It does. But it’s all for a good cause.”
“Well…” Shirin’s brows rose, “…at least I get to wake her up in the middle of the night. All is not lost.” She put her hand on the doorknob. “Where should I meet you with the information?”
“I’ll be in Emlyn’s rooms to start with. I know you’ve already searched, but you were in a hurry and may have missed something. After that, I’m going into Ailith’s room. You can find me in one or the other, and we’ll go from there.”





Three

  
F ollowing protocol, Sábria knocked on Emlyn’s door even though she knew the shiv wouldn’t be inside. She waited the requisite count of five and then let herself in. She’d been in Emlyn’s rooms many times, offering comfort or counseling as the need arose. The immaculate organization, therefore, didn’t come as any surprise to her.
Some of the Blades, especially the shivs, kept a messy room throughout the sevenday and then hurriedly ran around shoving dirty clothes into a bag and tidying up whenever Mistress Ingry declared an inspection day. One of Sábria’s predecessors had instigated weekly room checks after discovering that if she left cleaning up to the individual Blades, many would leave their room in such a mess that it wouldn’t be long before fleas and other nasty bugs moved in. Once they took over one room in the dormitory, they spread with alarming speed and numbers.
Not Emlyn, though. She had such a need to control everything about her life that even her books were color-coded and lined up by size and shape. Curious, Sábria ran her finger along their spines. “Psychology of the Assassin, The Finer Points of Kibrunian Primogeniture, Inside the Midnight Moon.”
Her finger stopped, and she pulled that one from the shelf. She’d seen all the others before, but this one was new. Leafing through the first few pages told her nothing. Neither did thumbing through it nor holding it upside down reveal any pieces of parchment hidden within its folds. On the off chance her search might be easier than she could have hoped, she brought the book close and sniffed.
Tiny particles of dust flew up her nose, and she immediately began sneezing with all the gusto of a blacksmith’s bellows run amok. Taking a square of cloth Emlyn had folded in one of her drawers, she wiped the tears from her eyes and rubbed her nose. “Well, that’ll teach me.” She’d hoped to catch the perfume scent again, but a second, more judicious whiff told her there was nothing there.
Still, she tucked the book beneath her arm and stuck her head out the door. Prita was just hurrying down the stairs from her fifth-floor room, and Sábria stopped her. “Prita.”
The dawning shift Blade stopped and immediately retraced her steps. “My Lady?”
Holding out the book, Sábria held the young Blade’s gaze so she understood the assignment was important. “Listen very carefully. Take this book to Mistress Comeau and ask her if it’s one of ours. If it is, ask her when shiv Emlyn borrowed it. If she’s unsure or if she doesn’t know…” She’d intended to send her to ask Master Lowenbrow if he’d sold it to Emlyn, but then it occurred to her that such a young Blade—Prita had only just turned twenty-one a sevenday ago—would have no clue where he lived. “If she’s unsure, then bring it back to me, please. And do it on the run.”
Seeing pride rush into Prita’s eyes over the fact that the Arch Priestess had singled her out for this assignment, Sábria stifled a smile as the young woman brought her fist to her chest and ran off without verbally acknowledging the order. She waited a few beats until the youngling realized her mistake and came running back up the stairs. With pink suffusing her cheeks, she came to stand in front of Sábria and once again brought her fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.”
Now Sábria awarded her with a smile, which brought an even deeper shade of red creeping into the young woman’s cheeks. Prita’s parents had privately told Sábria that their daughter had idolized her from the time she’d first heard stories of her as a small child. Because of that, Sábria was careful to limit physical contact with her until she matured enough to understand the difference between puppy love and the benefits and physical desires associated with the Kiprian arts.
Returning to Emlyn’s room, she methodically searched the bed, the closet, and any other conceivable place a shiv might conceal a forbidden correspondence. She’d done enough of these searches over the turns to know all the nooks and crannies these rooms provided for hiding food or weapons or, in rare cases, illegal drugs. She was about to admit defeat when her gaze fell on the only window in the room.
Remembering where she used to hide secret love notes she’d received as a young shiv, she pushed up the window and was rewarded with a piece of parchment that had been folded lengthwise to the exact width of the bottom of the sash. Taking the parchment, she lowered the window and then sat on the edge of the bed.
She sniffed it, careful not to repeat her earlier mistake with the dust on the book. The same sultry musk Shirin had identified as Ihemma Bissa rose into her nostrils. With the excitement of the hunt stirring in her veins, she unfolded the letter and stared down at it in dismay. Sábria had never been good at codes, but she knew enough to recognize that the words she was reading had nothing to do with what the sender intended to convey.
She heard someone coming up the stairs and was gratified when Shirin walked through the door. “Anything?”
“You mean besides wishing Octavia’s parents had drowned her in the Resicant River when she first slithered out from between her mother’s legs?”
“Shirin.” The word came out as a laugh, and Sábria held up the parchment she found. “Here.”
It only took Shirin one quick sniff to identify the scent. “Ihemma Bissa.” She studied the note and, without lifting her chin, glanced up at Sábria. “A code of some kind, although I don’t recognize it. Do you?”
“No, and Sonsa is in Frayham for a fortnight.” Sonsa had studied code breaking in the Emperor’s cadre of spies prior to giving it all up to become one of Sábria’s Blades. “Marne is probably in bed. Please wake her and send her to the Seneschal’s home. Have her ask him if he’d be willing to send Drékin to me to look at this.” She held up a finger. “I specifically want Drékin. He worships Elyon and is more loyal to me than to Aloric.”
Shirin handed the parchment back to Sábria and headed for the door. She stopped and turned back. “Where did you find it?” All Sábria had to do was point to the window, and Shirin rolled her eyes. “I guess I wasn’t as thorough as I thought. I used to hide my notes there, too.” Shaking her head at her carelessness, she hurried out to fetch Marne.
At the last minute, Sábria remembered why she’d sent Shirin off in the first place. “Wait.” When the Commander stuck her head around the door, Sábria asked, “Other than the fact that Octavia is as obnoxious now as when I sent her to Jestína, what did you learn?”
“Oh. Just what you suspected, I’m sure. It’s a prized perfume in Tuviste because it’s one that’s prepared in Kibrun and only worn by the royal family.”
“Tomisa.”
“That was my guess.” When Sábria had nothing more to say, Shirin left to find Lord Dunham.
With one last look around, Sábria moved one room over to search Ailith’s room, although she doubted she’d find anything. Ailith kept her room neat but not nearly as meticulous as Emlyn. Her whetstone and cleaning cloth were left lying out on her desk, her old, worn-out Dreyuthan military boots were lying on their sides in a corner, and a worn tunic was draped over the back of a chair.
With a sigh, she recognized the disorder for what it was. Before Khaldo and the other Blades had destroyed her room upstairs, Ailith had proudly brought people there to show them her home. It had been the first room she’d ever been able to call her own, and as such, she’d taken great pride in keeping everything neat and ordered. Here, Sábria heard her proclaiming loud and clear that this wasn’t her room. It was temporary quarters that could be taken away at any time.
Hoping Emlyn and Ailith would suddenly appear and she’d get the chance to talk to her shiv about the room situation, she once again systematically searched all of the places where they usually found contraband. She blinked when she discovered a phallic device buried in one of the drawers in the closet. Using a stocking to move it aside, she found a pair of nipple clips wrapped in a cloth and neatly tucked inside the leg of one of her stockings.
It took most shivs several turns to discover the small shop in the dingiest, grungiest alley in the Codpiece. It was the only one in Sarlogne that sold items with the pointed petals of the Baccharis lobata stamped on them. Most shivs, most Blades, for that matter, steered clear of the place because of the unsavory people who frequented the establishment. They simply didn’t want to be associated with them. Apparently, Ailith had not only discovered the shop but had begun frequenting it as well. Sábria knew Ailith hadn’t had them when she’d first joined the Temple, and she rubbed the back of her neck while she stared down at the two objects.
Sliding the drawer shut, she felt down the legs and arms of Ailith’s second uniform and then moved out of the closet and back into the main living area.
“My Lady?”
Realizing she’d forgotten to tell Prita she’d be changing rooms, she stepped to the door and looked out into the hall. “Here.”
Inordinately relieved that she’d found the Arch Priestess, Prita stepped to Ailith’s door and motioned for someone standing in the shadows to come forward as well.
The librarian, Mistress Comeau, dressed in a full-length heavy bathrobe and slippers, moved forward into the light of the nearest hallway lantern. With the sharp features of a mouse, her round, dark eyes completed the casual observer’s impression that one of the barn rodents had suddenly grown to a woman’s height and learned to walk on its two hind legs. She held her hands clasped in front of her breasts and kept her eyes riveted on Sábria’s boots.
Her history was one repeated so many times here at the Temple. Several turns earlier, two Blades had stopped the woman’s abusive husband from beating her senseless. When Sábria had met with her to find out where she could go to be safe, the woman had quoted an obscure text from one of Sábria’s favorite philosophy books.
She’d spoken barely above a whisper and uttered a truth so profound, especially for the woman’s situation, that Sábria had sat down and really focused on what she had to say. She’d said, “True safety is not found in the physical escape from an abusive husband, but rather in the courage to confront and break free from the mental and emotional chains that kept you bound to him.”
The result of that conversation had been for Sábria to assign Mistress Comeau to the Temple’s library, where she’d worked as an assistant to the elderly head librarian until the woman’s death two turns ago. “Vessa. You didn’t need to come. Prita could have brought the message.”
Still staring at Sábria’s boots, Vessa shook her head. “When the Arch Priestess needs information from the library, it’s my responsibility to bring it to her, My Lady.” Out of habit, she wrung her hands continuously in front of her chest.
“And?”
“Trainee Shiv Emlyn came to the library yesterday morning at eight bells and asked if I had a copy of Inside the Midnight Sun by Lady Minta of Strego. Strego’s one of the Trenchian Islands. Are you familiar with the book, My Lady?”
“I don’t believe so.”
“I wasn’t either until a copy was delivered to our library two full moons past. It’s a fictional story of corruption and greed, but it’s also one of an innocent girl in her mid-teens who somehow changes everyone she comes into contact with. Her very innocence chips away at the darkness of the kingdom one evil person at a time until, eventually, monumental changes begin to occur.”
Books didn’t suddenly arrive on their doorstep, and Sábria’s brows came together. “Delivered by whom?”
Vessa shrugged, “I don’t know, My Lady. I assumed you’d ordered a new book for the library, as you so often do.”
“Did you ask Emlyn how she knew about the book or why she wanted it?”
Mistress Comeau wasn’t slow by any means. When she dared to look directly into Sábria’s eyes, there was a definite look of concern. She held Sábria’s gaze for only a moment before once again staring down at the Arch Priestess’ boots. “I assumed, apparently more fool me, that you had ordered the book and intended for her to read it for some reason.”
Sábria placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “As you’ve guessed, my friend, I hadn’t. Do you remember anything unusual about the book when it arrived? Something pricked the edges of your mind, perhaps?”
Comeau’s brows came down while she thought back to the day the package had arrived. “Well, no, nothing…well, oh, nothing really.”
“Vessa. I said anything. Not necessarily something you might consider important or relevant.”
Vessa met her gaze again. “What’s happened, My Lady? What’s wrong?”
Sábria knew rumors were already circulating about the missing shivs, so she wasn’t too concerned about saying too much in front of Prita. However, people rarely gossiped with or around her librarian, and she wanted the woman’s thoughts uncluttered by the news of the shivs’ disappearance. She smiled to soften her words. “Please just give me your unadulterated thoughts, and then I’ll happily fill you in.”
“Of course. Well…oh, um….” she blushed, and the hand wringing increased twofold.
Sábria shot an angry warning glance at Prita, who’d just rolled her eyes and smirked behind the woman’s back.
Apparently, Sábria’s message was received loud and clear since the Blade straightened to attention and blanked her expression.
Sábria returned her attention to the librarian. “Well?”
“I…remember smelling something…oh, I don’t know, musky is the only word that comes to mind.”
“A perfume, perhaps?”
“Yes, but one that—” She glanced furtively over her shoulder to where Prita waited with her gaze locked firmly on the wall behind Sábria.
No fool that one, Sábria privately thought as she saw that Prita realized she’d definitely irritated her with her flippant eye roll. When Vessa returned her attention to her boots, there was a subtle pink in her cheeks that hadn’t been there a moment before. “Prita, go wait by the stairs, please.”
“Yes, My Lady.”
When they were alone, Sábria prompted the woman. “One that?”
The way Vessa’s eyes darted this way and that only served to accentuate the mouse persona. Even though Prita was standing several doors away, Vessa lowered her voice and leaned in. “One that was sensual. One might almost say libidinal.”
“Ah. Thank you for clarifying that.” She wanted to stop the blush that was intensifying the more the woman spoke. “Did you notice anything else unusual?”
“No, My Lady.”
“Then thank you for making your report in person. You’re dismissed.” Only when the woman turned surprised eyes on her did she realize she’d left out what she’d promised earlier. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m a bit preoccupied. I needed the information because Emlyn and Ailith are missing, and I’m trying to piece together where they might have gone and why.”
Vessa’s brows rose, and her eyes rounded to an even greater extent than before. “Oh. If there’s anything else I can do to help….”
Sábria put her arm across her librarian’s shoulders and walked her to the stairs. “I know that, my friend. And again, I thank you for such a detailed report.” She watched as Vessa descended the stairs and then pointed to Ailith’s room. “Inside.”
Prita’s lips thinned, but she did as ordered.
Following her inside, Sábria closed the door, drew her sword, and spun her finger in a circle. “Turn around.” Once Prita turned, she used the flat of her blade to deliver a sound and memorable lesson to her young Blade. After sheathing her sword, she grabbed Prita’s upper arm and pulled her around. “Now. Whose room is this?”
Not expecting that particular question, Prita blinked and glanced around as she swallowed back tears. Whether they were from shame or pain, Sábria couldn’t tell, but either would do.
“Ailith’s, My Lady.”
“And what did Khaldo and her friends do to Ailith?”
It was clear by her guarded expression that Prita’s brain was working overtime trying to figure out where Sábria was going with that question. “Bullied her, My Lady.”
“And what do I do with bullies?”
Understanding dawned, and real fear came into the girl’s eyes. “I’m sorry, My Lady. It won’t happen again. I’m not a bully, and…I guess, or I see now, that rolling my eyes—”
“And smirking.”
Prita dared a quick look into Sábria’s eyes, “And smirking behind Mistress Comeau’s back was a kind of bullying, like I was laughing at her behind her back. I swear, it won’t happen again.”
Pulling in a breath, Sábria placed a hand on her hip and caught and held Prita’s gaze. “It had better not. Do you think making derisive gestures behind someone’s back is something a mature Blade would do?” She sighed as she wanted to clarify the point and wasn’t sure Prita would understand the nuances she hoped to convey. “Mistress Comeau’s hand wringing is a result of turns of brutal abuse. It is her coping mechanism when she finds herself in stressful situations. And you belittled her for that.”
The red in Prita’s cheeks couldn’t have gotten any more pronounced if she’d been dipped in a vat of tomato sauce, so Sábria backed off a bit. “There may have been times when you’ve seen one of the senior Blades roll their eyes at someone doing something foolish or stupid or arrogant. But we’ll never mock someone who is genuinely frightened or concerned. Do you understand the difference?”
“Yes, My Lady.”
There was a light knock on the door, and Sábria called over her shoulder, “Come.”
Shirin opened the door, saw Prita’s red face, and turned to Sábria. “Problems?”
Sábria hadn’t thought it possible, but the girl’s face seemed to glow even brighter. “No problems. You’re dismissed, Prita. Thank you for your help.”
With a nervous glance at her Commander, Prita hurried from the room.
Once the girl had gone, Shirin lifted a brow and asked again. “Problems?”
“It’s been handled.” When Shirin glared over her shoulder at the now empty doorway, Sábria repeated herself. “Shirin. I said I handled it.”
Relaxing somewhat, Shirin pointed in the general direction of the Citadel. “Marne’s back with Drékin. Lord Dunham came as well. I left them in my office.”
Sábria’s head shot up at that.
Shirin held up a placating hand. “With Marne there to make sure no one goes anywhere they shouldn’t or looks at anything lying on my desk.”
“Of course. I’m sorry, I’m just a bit anxious about Ailith and Emlyn.”
“Judging by the tears Prita tried so hard to hold in, I’d say you’re more than just a bit anxious. I’d appreciate knowing what happened.”
Sighing, Sábria met Shirin’s questioning look with a serious one of her own. “Mistress Comeau came to give me a report, and Prita rolled her eyes behind Vessa’s back because of her nervous habit of wringing her hands excessively when she becomes frightened.”
Shirin’s gaze hardened, and Sábria held up her hand. “You know I’ve adopted a zero tolerance for any kind of bullying after what happened with Ailith, no matter how small, and as I said, I took care of it.”
“If her face was anything to go by, then I’d say she won’t be rolling her eyes at anything anytime in the near future. So, if you’re done here, Lord Dunham and Drékin are waiting.”
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A s was proper, Marne had provided the Seneschal and cryptographer with drinks while they waited. She wasn’t one to make small talk, however, and neither Shirin nor Sábria was surprised to find her standing with her arms crossed in front of the door to Sábria’s office as though barring their way from entering.
Both men rose and bowed low when Sábria entered.
She smiled and indicated their drinks, which they’d set on the low coffee table when she’d come in. “Please, let’s take our drinks into my office where we can be more comfortable. Marne, please pour the Commander and me some wine, and then wait for us here in the Commander’s office.”
“Yes, My Lady.”
Once they were settled around Sábria’s conference table, Lord Dunham got right to the point. “It’s quite unusual for you to summon my cryptographer in the middle of the night, My Lady. Might we know the nature of your request?”
“Yes, and I’d appreciate your discretion on what I’m about to tell you, Tergin.” She looked at Drékin. “Garom.”
Dunham waved away her concerns, “That goes without saying, My Lady. As one of my most senior cryptographers, Drékin is the soul of discretion, as, I think you know, am I.” Lying just beneath the surface of the words was the understanding that if there was any way of keeping Emperor Aloric ignorant of their meeting, Dunham would do just that.
“Thank you.” She produced the parchment she’d found in Emlyn’s room and handed it to Drékin. “I’m aware there’s some type of code here, but neither Shirin nor I recognize what it might be.” She spoke directly to Drékin. “And unfortunately, as you know, Sonsa is in Frayham for the next fortnight.”
Sonsa and Drékin had been coworkers and friends when the Blade had been at the palace, and Drékin merely inclined his head, acknowledging her absence. He unfolded the letter, and when he had it flat before him, he pointed to one of three lamps on the table. “May I?” Each one contained two beeswax candles, which gave off enough light to read by, but only if it was very close to the reader.
“Of course.” Shirin moved one closer to him.
After adjusting the lamp’s position, Drékin read through the message once to get a feel for the type of document he was looking at. Once he’d made it all the way through, he returned to the top, placed his finger on the first word, and slowly moved from one word to the next. His lips moved silently as he worked, and, as usual, he became totally oblivious to the presence of anyone else in the room.
Sábria waited quietly, not wanting to disturb the man. She watched Lord Dunham out of the corner of her eye, though, hoping he wouldn’t ask for any more details about why she’d needed his best and most discreet cryptographer at such an ungodly hour.
Unfortunately, Dunham cleared his throat. “My Lady, Sábria. I understand your need for discretion. However, as I am the spymaster for the Empire, I would appreciate knowing what this is all about.”
Although Sábria trusted Lord Dunham, for the most part, she was a realist and knew he was loyal to the Emperor and would tell Aloric what he discovered here if pressed on the matter. She sat back and crossed her arms, trying to decide what she should tell him.
Dunham mirrored her position. With his aristocratic, eagle-beaked nose and deep-set eyes, he looked exactly like what he was, a formidable, honest man who kept the Empire running smoothly despite the bumbling efforts of the current Emperor. The two of them had been wary opponents on many, many occasions, and while he always gave her the same respect he gave the Emperor, he was not a pushover by any means. “Lady Sábria, does this have anything to do with the welfare of the Empire?”
“No. It’s purely Temple business, and if Sonsa were here, we wouldn’t have bothered you with our…needs.”
“You know that Emperor Aloric will hear about our late-night outing, regardless of whether Drékin here or I tell him. Perhaps it would be preferable for you and me to discuss the reason we’re here so that I’ll have an acceptable answer for His Imperial Majesty when he asks me about our visit.”
Translated, Sábria understood that to mean they needed to come up with a plausible, honest explanation for them being there that wouldn’t compromise the business of the Temple in any way. “Very well, I found this note in one of my trainee’s rooms and believe it is vital that I know what it means, both for her safety as well as the safety of my other Blades.”
“And she’s refusing to tell you how to decipher the code?” In the silence that followed, Dunham’s eyes narrowed as he tried to decipher her meaning. They opened wide again, and he raised his brows and cocked his head to the side, silently asking the question he realized she didn’t want to explicitly answer.
Sábria simply raised her brows in return and gave a barely perceptible nod. She was gratified to see concern flit across his face and grateful that he didn’t push the issue any further.
Drékin sat back and rubbed his eyes. “It’s a fairly good cipher, My Lady. Would you have, by any chance, found a text to go along with it? Because without one—” His eyes landed on the book lying on the table in front of her. “Ah. May I?”
The book wasn’t substantial. In fact, it contained fifty pages filled with small letters written in the Trenchian Isle dialect. Sábria placed her hand on the cover. “Do you read Trenchian?”
“Out of necessity, I’ve learned to read in ten major languages and five other more obscure ones, My Lady. Trenchian is one I know well since I have an uncle who moved there and whom I regularly visited as a child.” He gave her a self-deprecating smile as she pushed the book toward him. Accepting it, he pulled a parchment, quill, and ink from his bag, opened the book’s cover, and began searching through the pages.
It wasn’t as easy as moving chronologically from page one to the end. He started somewhere in the middle, found what he was looking for, and wrote it down. Then he moved back to the book, studied it a while, turned to a previous page, and repeated the process. The work was tedious and nerve-wracking for an Arch Priestess who had two missing shivs, but she dared not show her building anxiety in front of these two men.
A knock sounded, and Marne opened the door and stepped inside. She looked at Dunham, then flicked a glance at Shirin, letting her know she’d like to speak to her in private.
Shirin rose and stepped out of Sábria’s office and into her own. “Any news?”
“Just that Ursuna says they’ve searched most of the upper and lower quarters and the Codpiece, and she’s now taking fifteen Blades from her shift to search the Foreign Quarter.”
Shirin shook her head. “Go wake Osstendler and tell her I said to take fifteen of her toughest dawning shift people out immediately, including you, to back up Ursuna and her Blades. I want the Foreign Quarter torn apart. Tell her to look in every home, shop, and warehouse, and you know as well as I do that the Quarter’s residents won’t appreciate that.”
“Yes, Commander.” She turned and left on the run. Marne was a lot of things, but she was excellent in a crisis, which this was beginning to turn into.
Sábria caught her eye when she returned to her office, and Shirin simply raised her brows and took her seat. Translated, that meant she’d taken care of whatever the problem was, and Sábria didn’t need to worry, she’d fill her in when the men finished and returned to their homes.
Finally, after what seemed like candlemarks but had in actuality only been about three-quarters of a mark, Drékin raised his head. “I have it, My Lady. It says—”
Lord Dunham raised a hand. “Hold, Drékin.” He stood and motioned for the other man to do the same. “Just give your translation to Lady Sábria, and the two of us can take our leave.”
Plausible deniability was a wonderful thing, Sábria thought as she gratefully accepted the translation from Drékin. She pulled a silver from her belt pouch and handed it to the cryptologist.
He accepted it with a bow and slipped it into his pocket.
There was no question that she wouldn’t offer to pay Lord Dunham, but it was understood that in their tit-for-tat relationship, she’d owe him a return favor sometime in the future. She held out her hand to him.
He solemnly bowed over it and kissed her ring.
“I’m honored that you trusted us to help you, Lady Sábria. We’ll do all we can to keep Temple business away from court politics. And…if we can be of service in this…matter, please don’t hesitate to ask. We’ll do whatever we can to help.”
“Thank you, Tergin, from Lady Elyon and from me.”
They showed the men out of the office, and Shirin accompanied them to the outer gates. Sábria met her in the Citadel garden when she returned. “Report.”
Shirin explained about searching the Foreign Quarter, and they watched as Prime Osstendler and fifteen Blades left the Temple, jogging in formation as they made their way to assist Geller with her search. “What did the note say?”
Growling quietly, Sábria handed her Drékin’s deciphered notes.
Shirin read them out loud. “My Love. I can’t explain what happened. Hopefully, our childhood code will convince you it’s me. Meet me at the docks at ten bells on the morning of the fifteenth.” She dropped her hand to her side. “Well, that explains that. You don’t think Emlyn ran off with Tomisa, and Ailith somehow got wrapped up in the escape?”
Sábria glared into the courtyard and shook her head. “No, I do not. Neither Emlyn nor Ailith would voluntarily break Temple law by running away. I know that deep in my soul.” She started for the gate. “Come on. Let’s go down to the docks and see what we can learn.”
Not wanting to accompany Sábria through the Codpiece on her own, Shirin hurried beneath the archway into the courtyard and clanged a bell hanging on the wall twice. She waited for a beat and then rang it two more times. That was the prearranged signal for ten on-call Blades to hurry from their rooms to accompany Sábria into town.
Sábria stopped and sighed irritably, knowing it would be peevish of her to continue walking away and have her guards running to catch up. While she waited, she thought about the implications of that note, written to Emlyn in code, purportedly from her ex-lover, the Crown Princess of Kibrun.
As Blades began hurrying from the dorm, adjusting swords and combing fingers through hair mussed from sleep, her mind churned with dark scenarios she fervently hoped were far from the truth of what had actually happened to her two shivs.
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E mlyn’s muzzy mind focused on the steady rhythm that sounded suspiciously like someone’s heartbeat. As her awareness sharpened, she sensed warmth beneath her cheek and felt a gentle rising and falling beneath her hand. Thinking she must still be dreaming, she slowly opened her eyes and was startled by the absolute darkness surrounding her. Absolute except for a strangely shaped circular patch of…less than total darkness.
The rising and falling stopped, and someone whispered, “Emlyn? Are ya awake? It’s okay. I’m here with ya. It’s still night, and since we can’t go nowhere just yet ya need to sleep.” Emlyn’s groggy mind sorted through the words and finally settled on one thought. “Ailith?”
“Aye.” Ailith shifted, trying to ease the ache in her back. She hadn’t moved much since they’d climbed into the tree because she hadn’t wanted to disturb Emlyn. Many of her army buddies had come away from battles with head wounds, and she knew how serious they could be.
“Where are we?” Emlyn’s words sounded slurred even to her own ears.
“Honestly, I have no idea other than we’re in th’ trunk of a tree on th’ edge of a forest somewhere far away from Sarlogne.”
The information settled onto Emlyn’s brain like a slow, wet blanket, and she tugged at it one corner at a time as she tried to make sense of what Ailith was saying. “A tree?”
“Aye. It’s th’ safest place fer us right now, so just relax and close yer eyes, and I’ll take care of ya, okay?”
“Okay.” Emlyn did as she’d been told and felt her mind sinking back down into oblivion.
The next time she awoke, light was filtering in through the opening, and she was alone, save for two angry eyes staring at her from about two body lengths away. Her head felt twice its normal size, and each time she moved, lightning bolts shot from the back of her skull, nearly blinding her from the pain.
Ailith stuck her head into the opening, checking to see whether Emlyn was stirring. “Yer awake?”
Emlyn shrugged as she licked parched lips. “More or less.”
Pulling her head back and out of the way, Ailith handed in a wet cloth. “Here. I cleaned it a lot, and ya should be able to suck some of the water out. It’s from a clear stream running to th’ east of th’ tree.”
Recognizing the blue and red flowers as the decoration Tomisa had embroidered into one of her handkerchiefs, Emlyn reached up and took it from her. “Thank you.” The water tasted fresh and clean, and while it didn’t completely slake her thirst, the coolness felt good against her tongue and lips. “Ailith?”
The shiv’s head poked back inside. “Aye.”
With her thoughts still fuzzy, all Emlyn could put together was, “Eyes.”
“What?” When Emlyn’s eyes locked onto the shadows at the far side of the trunk, Ailith smiled. “Oh, that’s th’ Commander. We kicked her out of her trunk last night, and she slipped back in while we slept.”
“The….” Trying to make sense of what Ailith had just said taxed her aching head. She heard the words, but her brain didn’t process them correctly.
Ailith backed out again. She shoved her tunic full of edible leaves, roots, and berries through the hole and lowered it to the ground before following it in and squeezing in next to Emlyn. “Kinda tight in here, eh?”
Emlyn rested her head against the trunk and closed her eyes.
Ailith sat with her shoulder against Emlyn’s and spread the tunic open on her lap. “I went back to look at th’ road. They’re ridin’ up and down it, so we can’t go out much today, but do ya need to pee or anythin’ cuz I think I can help ya up and out and get ya back inside quick enough.”
“Who?”
“The one’s what bashed ya and threw ya in th’ box.”
“Box?” The back of Emlyn’s head ached, and she gingerly probed around the soft lump causing most of the pain. The movement made her nauseous, and she closed her eyes and groaned.
Ailith put her head in her hand. “Fowk. Do ya need to pee, Emlyn?”
The other shiv shook her head.
“Okay then, here’s some food fer ya.” Ailith picked a blackberry out of the tunic and held it to Emlyn’s lips. When she didn’t open her mouth, Ailith wiggled the berry back and forth until her lips parted. “Open yer mouth. I know ya feel sick, but whenever I got me head bashed in, me friend, Jaspin, back in Dreyutha told me to fight th’ belly ache and eat somethin’ to keep up me strength. Ya haven’t eaten’ nothin’ fer a while, and yer stomach needs somethin’ in it. Here.” Taking Emlyn’s chin in her hand, she pulled down on her jaw, and when the teeth parted, she wriggled the berry into her mouth.
The berry was wet and felt so good against her tongue that Emlyn chewed and swallowed. Ailith repeated the process over and over until all the berries were gone. She didn’t like the way Emlyn was slurring her words and not taking the food herself.
When Ailith had awoken with the first shadowed rays of sunshine streaking through the hole, she’d carefully extricated herself from beneath Emlyn and gone exploring. The first thing on her agenda had been to locate the stream where she’d heard the frogs singing the night before. To her surprise and relief, she’d discovered berry bushes and other edible plants growing wild along the banks of a nice-sized brook.
There were fat trout in the stream, too, but it was too soon to build a fire to roast them since the men who’d kidnapped Emlyn had backtracked to try to find her. But just knowing there were fish was a comfort. She’d eaten raw fish before, however, and wasn’t opposed to eating one again if it came to that.
If it ever became safe to kindle a fire, getting it started wouldn’t be a problem since she had her ever-present flint stowed safely in her trews. She’d learned young to always carry it, and the habit had become so engrained that if she had her trews on, the flint was in her pocket, and her knives were hidden in the special slots she habitually sewed into their seams.
Now, everything depended on how determined the men were to find their missing quarry. “I’m gonna go out again to scout. If ya hear somethin’ or ya hear somebody callin’ fer ya, stay silent, ya ken?” When Emlyn didn’t answer, Ailith gently patted her cheek. “Emlyn.”
Emlyn opened one bleary eye and focused on Ailith’s face.
Ailith repeated what she’d just said, and when Emlyn nodded and closed her eye, Ailith repeated, “Ya ken? Tell me with words, Emlyn. Yer to be silent. Aye?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Now, th’ Commander over there can get bossy, but she’s friendly enough. She’s a possum, and I know some folks think possums are dirty, but they’re wrong. She’ll keep th’ snakes away from our tree, and she eats bugs and th’ like. Oh.” Remembering that she’d brought some herbs, flowers, and leaves for their little friend, she plucked a handful out of the tunic’s folds and carefully set them on a rock halfway between Emlyn and th’ little beast. “There ya go. Ya be nice to me friend, now, ya ken? She’s no feelin’ too chipper, and she don’t know th’ forest beasts. Ya take care of her, aye? I’ll only be gone a little while.”
The possum stared myopically out of the shadows. It inched toward the unexpected bounty set before it, snatched a purple flower, and scurried back to its hiding spot.
With one last worried glance at Emlyn, Ailith pulled her tunic back on, climbed out of the hole, and made her way through the thick forest undergrowth. She wanted to watch for the men on horseback, but she also needed to find someone she thought she could trust to take a message back to Sarlogne.
How she’d accomplish that was anyone’s guess, but she wouldn’t find help if she stayed hiding in their tree. She moved from shadow to shadow until she came to the open plain between the forest and the road. Climbing a tree was the easy part. Sitting quietly and watching the road, on the other hand, made her restless and impatient.
It wasn’t difficult to spot the men looking for Emlyn. They rode slowly past with their eyes glued to the berm, looking for some sign that a young woman with a head wound had stumbled away, injured, confused, and looking for help. She smirked each time they rode past the spot where she and Emlyn had fallen from the wagon.
There were many things she needed to thank Lady Isobel for, and right now, she sent up a prayer to Elyon, asking her to bless her former Knight Master for teaching her how to survive in the wilderness and how to cover her tracks so others couldn’t find her. Of course, the army had taught her survival skills as well, but the tracking and covering her tracks had all come from Lady Isobel and the men and women she’d hired to teach her skills she’d believed Ailith would need later in life.
The road was far enough away from her tree that if she held her hand up, it completely obliterated the people and their horses from view. It wasn’t exactly a well-traveled road. Other than the men searching for Emlyn, she estimated twenty people, both men and women, rode past in any given candlemark.
If the men weren’t watching the road, she could approach some of those riders and ask them to take a message to the Arch Priestess of the most powerful Temple in Sarlogne. But she didn’t dare venture onto the road for fear of being seen by the wrong people.
Throughout the morning, the sun rose high in the sky. Knowing which direction the wagon had been traveling when they’d made their escape helped Ailith determine they’d taken the western trade road out of Sarlogne. Assuming, of course, they hadn’t taken too many turns or sideroads as they made their way to their intended destination.
Endlessly watching the road was a boring but necessary task, and several times Ailith’s thoughts drifted back to the Temple and the Blades who inhabited it. After one particularly boring stretch where she hadn’t seen a soul for at least a candlemark, she’d been pulling the bellows and not fully paying attention when a movement caught her eye. It wasn’t the movement alone that alerted her. It was the fact that it was much closer to her hiding spot than it should have been.
A muscular black man—Ailith mentally amended that thought to a dangerous, muscular black man—rode in the open grassland between the forest and the trees. His gaze was sharp, and he missed very little in his surroundings.
And he wasn’t alone.
Two more men rode behind the man. They were spaced the way Lady Isobel used to separate her guards when they rode in hostile territory. Three more outriders rode in the distance on the other side of the road. It was obvious all six were acting as security against bandits. She could only see the weapons of the three who rode closest to her tree. They were professionals whose sword hilts were well-polished and well-used. They all carried at least three knives, and each had an unslung bow stored in an upright weapon’s tube attached behind each rider’s right stirrup.
But security for what, or for whom? Ailith’s gaze traveled up the length of the road, where she saw a tall man riding a coal-black horse staring straight ahead as though he hadn’t a care in the world. And why should he, with six outriders guarding his every move? He wore an expensive riding cloak, and the exceptional breeding of his mount spoke of wealth and standing within the Empire. He was riding north, toward Sarlogne.
Three wagons of exceptional quality followed behind. A pair of matching horses pulled each one—sorrels for the first, greys for the second, and bays for the third. When she’d first seen the man, she briefly wondered whether he’d been responsible for ordering Emlyn’s kidnapping, but seeing the wagons changed her mind.
The wagons themselves were painted and polished to a black shine, while the wheels, what she could see of them at this distance through the clouds of dust, spun like the golden spinners she’d seen in the elite Dreyuthan Weaver’s Guilds. In stark contrast, the one they’d escaped had needed a paint job, or at least a good coat of oil, and the horses had been nothing out of the ordinary—she might have called them nags if asked to rate them under different circumstances.
Ailith was glad she’d fully concealed their tracks because the six outriders missed nothing. Their eyes were constantly scanning the tree line or the tall grass in front of and to the sides of their horses. She was relieved their leader hadn’t decided to rest nearby because she’d have been forced to return to their hideaway for as long as they remained in the area. As it was, she watched to make sure they were completely out of sight before shifting to stretch out legs gone stiff from forced immobility.
Each time she returned to check on Emlyn, her worry increased tenfold. The last time she’d gone, she’d at least managed to get her up and out of the tree long enough for her to pee. She’d tried walking her to the stream, but Emlyn had passed out when they were halfway there. She’d carried her back and lowered her into the tree’s hollowed out interior, taking care to make her as comfortable as possible while she was gone.
By the end of the second day, she’d begun considering other options. The searchers were relentless, with one of them riding the length of the road at least once per candlemark. She thought about going back to Sarlogne herself but judging by the time they’d been in the wagon, it would take her at least a day on foot to get there and another half day by horseback for the return journey. That was just too long for Emlyn to be left alone with a head injury, let alone without fresh food or water.
Dusk had settled over the grassland when Ailith saw two riders coming down the road. From this distance, it was difficult to make out much, and she lost interest when they continued past her perch. It wasn’t until she saw them turn and ride across the open grassland toward the forest about a furlong beyond her hiding place that she started watching them in earnest.
There were several explanations for their actions, the most likely being they were travelers who’d found themselves between towns as the sun had begun to set and had decided to make camp in the forest and continue on their way in the morning. Ailith slipped out of her tree and silently made her way through the forest, angling her trajectory so she’d intercept their path, and hopefully their camp, in time to find out who they were and whether they were friend or foe.
They weren’t making any attempt to conceal their presence, as she could clearly hear them murmuring long before she saw them. She climbed up into the trees where she could approach and still be shrouded in the thick canopy of leaves and tangled vines. The voices gradually became more distinct, and it didn’t take long before she identified the riders as two women traveling on their own. By the time she moved close enough to see them, they’d set up a tent and had a fire going, which could be a problem if their fire brought the searchers closer to Emlyn’s tree.
They were both warriors, and if Ailith had to make a guess she’d say they were in the late twenties or early thirties. The bigger one moved with the grace of a panther, while the other’s movements, while not exactly ungainly, weren’t as smooth and naturally coordinated as her traveling companion.
After watching them for a while, she realized it wasn’t that the one woman was bigger, although she was somewhere around Commander Shirin’s height. It was more that the second one was petite. If Ailith were to grab her in a bear hug, the woman’s nose would be plastered against the middle of her neck.
She watched them for about a candlemark. By that time, their campfire was bright and putting off a heady, woodsy scent any tracker would recognize. It was obvious they weren’t worried about being ambushed, so Ailith eased away, made one last check of the perimeter surrounding her tree, and then climbed in next to Emlyn and the Commander.
She’d just settled in for the night when shouts went up from the direction of the women’s camp. Grumbling, she pushed up and stuck her head out of the hole. “Fowk.” Their fire had attracted either bandits or the men who’d been searching for Emlyn. Either way, she needed to go check out the commotion. The clanging of swords started just as her feet hit the forest floor.
Running through thick underbrush and over downed trees was difficult enough during the day. Trying to do it at night was a fool’s errand. But fool or not, the fighting was now accompanied by raucous male voices that were either shouting encouragement to their friends or obscenities to the two women who’d only wanted a quiet place to camp for the night. As one of Elyon’s Blades, or one of her shivs, if she wanted to get technical, Ailith had no choice but to respond. She mumbled as she tripped over yet another raised tree root. “Help me out here, Lady Elyon.”
Right before she ran headlong into the camp, Ailith slowed, pulled her sword, and jogged forward at a more sedate pace. Rushing into any kind of battle was an excellent way to get killed, something she’d like to avoid if at all possible.
As she entered the small clearing, one of the nobs cheering on his friends saw her and called the alarm. Three men turned and charged her before she got the chance to see how the two women were fairing. From what she could tell from a quick, frenzied headcount, it looked like there were five nobs in the attacking group, but unfortunately, three of them were rushing forward to take her.
One of the nob’s shouted, “It’s a fucking Blade!” He raised his sword and brought it slashing down and sideways, aiming to take her head off at the neck.
She ducked and allowed the sword to slice the air above her head and then used a kick her old sergeant, Granther Dingus, had taught her to use when fighting in the middle of a chaotic battle. “There’s no honor in a battle, Ailith. If there’s more’n one, cripple as many as ya can as soon as ya can, then go back and finish ’em off.”
As the blade sailed over her head, she hooked one foot around the nob’s ankle and kicked out hard with the edge of the other. The outer edge of her boot made direct contact with the side of his knee. Her legs were powerful, and she was gratified to hear a snap and feel his leg collapse beneath him.
The nob screamed as he frantically clutched his broken knee in a futile effort to stop the pain.
A second swordsman ran at her from behind.
She sensed him rather than saw him and rolled to her right, barely avoiding being cut in two as the sharp edge of his sword bit into the ground where she’d been only moments before. She jumped to her feet and had to suck in her belly and jerk back from the third man’s sword. Before she recovered, the second man was attacking again.
Too much was happening all at once. She parried one sword only to have the second come at her from the other side. She realized too late they were herding her back toward the nob whose knee she’d just taken out. Trying to switch directions did no good since there was a tree on one side and a campfire on the other. These bastards knew what they were doing. They’d maneuvered her into a funnel where she had to walk directly at the third man on the ground.
Panic began to take hold, and just as she’d experienced with Lady Isobel during her “madness,” time slowed, her vision narrowed, and her panicked, chaotic thoughts slowed to orderly, iron-willed resolve. Her reactions became instantaneous, and her sword-fighting abilities increased tenfold. She spun and slashed and blocked, oblivious to the two women who were fighting battles of their own.
The man whose knee she wrecked grabbed hold of her ankle, and without conscious thought, Ailith viciously slashed down on his wrist, severing the hand and releasing a torrent of red gushing into the dirt around her feet. The smell of blood filled her nostrils, and she breathed it in, reveling in the sharp, tangy scent even as she spun to her left and slashed across the throat of the second man.
She heard a blood-curdling cry, and never in a million turns would she have recognized it as her own. It was guttural and wild, and when the third man moved in to impale her on the end of his longsword, she ducked, spun around the tip and down the outside of his blade, executing a perfect roll and strike, swinging her sword into the back of his knees as her body came around, severing the arteries before her blade bit into the bones and held.
Wrenching the blade out with superhuman strength, she spun to face her next foe.
The two women were spread out facing her with their weapons drawn and at the ready. They stared at her with mouths agape, but when Ailith lifted her sword to attack, the bigger, ebony-skinned one broke out of her trance, held up a hand, and stepped back. “We’re friends! We don’t want to hurt you.”
Ailith’s chest was heaving, and she could still smell the intoxicating scent of her enemy’s blood filling her nostrils. Her own blood ran hot in her veins while her mind raced to identify friend from foe.
“Easy, Lass. Breathe, that’s it. They’re dead.” The bigger woman spoke in a low, soothing tone. She motioned for her friend to back up, which she did.
Ailith’s gaze locked onto the fierce blue eyes of the smaller one. She saw fear there but determination and grit as well.
The bigger one continued talking as though soothing a raging beast. “That’s it. You look kinda scary there. Just breathe in and out. Get your bearings. They’re dead, and we don’t want to hurt you or, more probably, be hurt by you.” She smiled a wary smile, knelt slowly to wipe her sword on the tunic of a downed man, and then stood and sheathed it.
The smaller, fair-skinned woman glanced at her friend before returning her full attention to Ailith. “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?”
“Yes, she’s calming down, aren’t you, Lass?”
Ailith squeezed her eyes shut and let her sword drop to her side. She pulled in several long breaths, and when she opened them again, she saw that the short one had sheathed her sword as well. Ailith’s knees buckled, and she sat before she fell. Her stomach lurched as the trees began to spin in some strange, demented dance. She shook her head, trying to clear the residual cobwebs floating around in her brain.
“Lass, can I put your sword back in its scabbard? Then we can help you, okay?” Speaking in a calm tone obviously meant to help Ailith steady herself, the taller woman approached with a tentative step. When she was close, she cautiously knelt by her side. “I’m going to put my hand over yours, and we’ll put it away together. There you go, you’re okay.”
Long, ebony fingers closed over the shaking fist that still held the sword in a death-like grip. “Here now, we don’t want all that blood down inside your scabbard, do we?” While they were both holding the sword, the woman pulled a downed man’s arm out from beneath his stomach, and together, they ran both sides of the blade across his sleeve to remove most of the blood before they inserted the tip into her scabbard and pushed it home.
Feeling that she could trust these two, Ailith lay all the way back and closed her eyes, hoping the dizziness would be gone the next time she opened them. The woman continued holding onto her sword hand, though, so Ailith opened her eyes and pushed up until she was resting on her elbow. The grip was almost as strong as Sábria’s or the Commanders, and she studied the muscular arms and hands, calculating whether she could break the hold if she needed to get away.
The woman, who was squatting next to her with one knee on the ground, noticed Ailith’s scrutiny. She briefly squeezed Ailith’s hand, and when she had her attention, she caught and held her gaze. “Can I let go? You won’t…um…” She nodded at the hilt of Ailith’s sword.
“I won’t attack ya if that’s what’s got yer short hairs twisted in a clump.”
The woman chuckled and let go. “Yeah, that can be pretty painful. Thank you for helping us, by the way. We’ve been on the road for quite a while, and that’s only the second time anyone has bothered us when we’ve had to camp out in the open…or in a forest, as the case may be. And never more than one or two assholes at a time. I’m Arlin, by the way, and this is Shaya.”
Now that she was regaining her equilibrium, Ailith admired the woman’s lean and muscular physique, a testament to turns of training and combat. Arlin was a handsome woman whose dark skin bore the marks of countless battles.
As Ailith pushed to her knees in preparation to stand, Arlin rose and took hold of her upper arm to help. “Easy. You got a bit worked up there and a bit wobbly if I’m not mistaken.” Once Ailith was on her feet, Arlin studied her uniform and weapons. “That man called you a Blade? What did he mean? And you have us at a disadvantage. You know our names, but….” She let the sentence hang, hoping Ailith would fill in the blank.
There was no question the woman came from noble blood. Ailith had figured that out the first time Arlin opened her mouth. She brushed some dirt off her trews, hesitant to engage with someone from the upper classes. But then, she remembered something her handler, Jenx, had told her. She’d said it was the uniform people paid attention to, not the social status of the woman who was wearing it. “I’m Ailith, and I’m a Blade from th’ Temple of th’ Daughters of Elyon. Well, a shiv, really…”
Arlin’s brows descended, “And that is…?”
“Yer not from Cibía, then?”
Arlin shook her head. “No.”
“Well, th’ Arch Priestess of th’ Temple, Lady Sábria, is, well, she and th’ Emperor rule Cibía together. Well, not together, exactly, because they can’t stand each other. Th’ Emperor’s a—” She stopped herself before she could call him an asshole. For all she knew, these two were on their way to meet him, being nobles and all. “Well, I’ll just say Lady Sábria is someone a pidge can be proud to serve under, and Emperor Aloric ain’t someone I’d care to work for if ya ken me meanin’.”
Arlin nodded. “He’s a bastard, then, eh?” She looked at Shaya. “Great.”
“Yer not friends of his?”
“I don’t think much of any nobles, let alone the royal kind.”
Shaya spoke up for the first time. “Arlin.”
“What? I’m not going to pretend something I don’t feel.”
Ailith turned her attention to the other woman. Even though she was short and not nearly as muscled as Arlin, she had visible scars on her hands that suggested she wasn’t a complete stranger to battle. She had straight, shoulder-length blonde hair that hung loose now but had been tied at the nape of her neck when they’d initially ridden past Ailith’s hiding spot.
Looking around at the men and the blood, Ailith decided it was time she took charge. “Look, we need to get rid of th’ bodies. There are more of ‘em, and they’ll come lookin’ when these assholes don’t come back.”
She looked over her shoulder at the women’s two mounts. If we tie ‘em together, can th’ two of ya drag ‘em to th’ stream an’ throw ‘em in? At least that way, th’ others won’t know where they went in. The stream’s back there.” She pointed to her right and then waited to hear what they’d say.
It was Shaya who answered. “They’ll see where all of the horses left the road.”
So that one was a noble, too. Or, maybe not a noble, but a servant, maybe? Her accent wasn’t as polished as Arlin’s, but it was definitely more educated than most. “Ya leave that to me. And ya need to stuff th’ fire. Anybody with half a brain could find ya like ya planted a flag back there at th’ road.”
Arlin studied her a while. “We aren’t trying to hide from anyone. Are you?”
“Oh, aye. When ya get back from dumpin’ th’ bodies, I’ll find ya, and we can talk. I can move yer camp fer ya if ya like.”
Shaya shook her head. “No, we’ll move it when we get back. The stream’s this way, you said?” She indicated the direction Ailith had pointed with a lift of her elbow.
Ailith glanced back and forth between the two, wondering which one was in charge since they both seemed comfortable making decisions. “Aye. And if ya move yer camp over that way about half a furlong or so, that should do the trick.”
With all three working together, it didn’t take long before Shaya and Arlin had ropes tied around the legs of all five bodies. The two women mounted, and Ailith handed the ends of the ropes up to them. “If I’m not here when ya get back, move yer camp and hide all yer tracks. I’ll kill th’ fire and erase th’ hoofprints, and then I got something to check on, but I’ll find ya soon enough.”
As they were riding away, Ailith called after them. “Either of ya a healer?”
Shaya looked at Arlin and then back at Ailith. “I’m not a healer, but I have some training. Why?”
“We’ll talk.” With that, Ailith headed out to the road to erase all traces of their passing.





Six

  
I t was well past deadnight by the time Ailith walked into their new camp. They’d done a pretty good job of brushing away any evidence that there had ever been a camp at their original site, but they’d left traces of blood and broken leaves where the swordfights had taken place.
Arlin stood and drew her sword halfway out of its scabbard before she recognized Ailith in the darkness. “Don’t sneak up on us like that.”
“Sneakin’? If I were sneakin’, ya wouldn’t know I were about. I watched ya fer a full candlemark when ya first got here, didn’t I?”
“You what?” Shaya’s startled tone and suddenly stiff bearing made it obvious she didn’t like the idea of being spied on.
“Aye. Ya weren’t tryin’ to hide or nothin’, and I needed to see what kinda people ya are. Whether I can trust ya or not.”
Shaya put her hands on her hips and glared at Ailith. “Why? Are you some kind of voyeur who thinks it’s fun spying on two unsuspecting women in a dark, deserted forest?”
Settling back down onto the saddle pad, Arlin pushed and pulled her saddle into place so she could rest her back against it. “Relax, Shay. She helped us with those raiders, didn’t she? The least we can do is be hospitable.” She pointed to a second saddle pad and looked up at Ailith. “Have a seat. I still want to know what a Blade is, and it sounds like you need to know a bit about us.”
Ailith shook her head as she crossed her legs and settled down onto the proffered pad. She had no idea what a voyeur was, but from the woman’s tone, it wasn’t anything good. She returned Shaya’s hard look with a glower of her own. “Weren’t no raiders. But I’ll tell ya about that later. Right now, I need to know how much ya know about healin’.”
Shaya pulled off a chunk of jerky and sat close to Arlin. She chewed a while and sized up the young woman sitting opposite them. When she swallowed, she lifted her chin in Ailith’s direction. “Why? You don’t look hurt to me. I mean, apparently, you can climb into trees to spy on people just fine.”
The woman’s curt tone irritated Ailith into responding in kind. “If ya were lyin’ about bein’ a healer to make me think yer smarter than ya are—”
Arlin burst out laughing, and both women turned their glares on her instead of each other. She grinned at Shaya and held up her hands. “Sorry, sorry. Look, Shaya, this isn’t like you.”
Ailith didn’t like being laughed at by some noble. She pushed to her feet and glowered down at them. “Nevermind.” If she were a hound, her hackles would be standing on end. All she wanted was for them to answer a few simple questions, and instead, she’d gotten hostility from the small one, and Arlin had laughed at…well, she wasn’t sure why Arlin was laughing at her. It could have been her accent, or maybe she misused a word, although she didn’t remember saying anything that didn’t sound right—to her ears, anyway. She started for the forest, only to be stopped by Shaya’s apology.
“Look, I’m sorry, too. I’m told I can be a little….”
When Shaya paused, Arlin helpfully filled in the blanks. “Brusque? Moody? Condescending?”
“Condescending? Look who’s calling the kettle black. The noble who thinks all nobles are trash she can grind beneath her feet. The noble whose sole purpose in life is to belittle anyone who was born into the upper classes. You’re calling me condescending? Please.” Shaya pushed to her feet and disappeared into the opening of their tent.
Arlin watched the tent flap fall back into place. Her friend hadn’t been so prickly when they’d first left Pheodra, but each passing day saw her previously sweet and cheerful companion changing into someone she didn’t recognize. Arlin knew most of that was her fault, and she rubbed her eyes to help alleviate the tension headache that had started behind her eyes when the men had attacked their camp. When she lowered her hands, she was startled to see Ailith watching her. “I thought you’d left.”
“Are ya headed to Sarlogne?” Hearing Shaya’s apology had gotten through Ailith’s singed pride. She needed to get a message to Sábria, and if she had to swallow her pride to get it done, so be it. Even though she’d taken a disliking to Shaya, all the things the shorter woman had said about Arlin made her like the big warrior all the more. Her peasant instincts told her she could trust this woman who mistrusted nobles as much as she did.
“We are.”
“Can ya take a message to th’ Arch Priestess fer me?”
“Why can’t you take it yourself?” When Ailith didn’t answer, Arlin narrowed her eyes. She watched this young woman who could fight like a demon but who seemed so unsure of how to proceed. “You can trust me, Lass. And you can trust Shaya. She’s had some…issues with people spying on her and spreading gossip about her, or rather….” She pursed her lips, unsure how much she should say. “Well, spreading gossip about our sexual preferences.” She waited to see what Ailith thought of that revelation.
With a surprising lack of judgment, Ailith simply said, “What about ‘em?”
Surely this woman couldn’t be that naïve. “I don’t know what’s accepted here in Cibía, but in Pheodra, the only accepted practice is a man wedding a woman. There, it’s illegal and immoral for two women or two men to fall in love with one another. Well, unless you’re a noble. Then you can get away with pretty much anything if you have the coin to pay the fines.”
Ailith’s mouth fell open, and she blinked several times, trying to get her mind around that. “Illegal?” She scowled down on the woman. “Yer just sayin’ that so ya can make fun of me again, right?” She turned to go, “Well, fowk that shit.”
Arlin jumped to her feet. “Wait! What? Make fun of you? No! Ailith, wait.” She hurried over and stopped Ailith with a hand on her arm. “You mean it’s accepted here?”
Narrowing her eyes, Ailith stared at Arlin to try to judge her meaning. “Yer serious?”
“Yes.”
Ailith could see the truth in the other woman’s eyes. “So, she’s yer lover?” She indicated the tent with a lift of her chin.
A dark cloud passed over Arlin’s features, and she released Ailith’s arm and glared at the ground. “No. We’re friends. Nothing more than that.” Shaking her head to clear out memories she wasn’t willing to share, Arlin again looked into Ailith’s eyes. “Your accent tells me you’re from a different Kingdom. Dreyutha, if I’m not mistaken.”
“Aye.”
“And can women love women there? And men love men?” The look Ailith gave her was comical, but knowing the young woman thought she was laughing at her instead of with her, Arlin schooled her features to reflect polite inquiry instead of her initial inclination to smile at her reaction.
“Aye, in th’ army, where I came from, it’s more common fer a pidge to bed a pidge since gettin’ stuffed with a kid’ll get ya kicked out fer sure. And th’ nobs, well, mostly they like th’ pidges, but nobody cares if they fancy th’ nobs, instead.”
“And here? In Cibía?”
Talking about Temple business was forbidden, especially for shivs, but Ailith felt she could maybe tell Arlin what she knew about Cibían society in general. “Well, there’s no laws nor nothin’ against it, but some of th’ nobles won’t allow it around ‘em, and some temples, too.”
“Your Temple?”
Ailith cocked her head. “Why ya askin’ so many questions? No. Our Temple’s fine with it.” There, that didn’t give anything away.
“Huh.” Arlin stared into the forest and then glanced back at the tent. “Huh.” She had a calculating look in her eye when her gaze came to rest on Ailith. “So, what’s this message, and why can’t you deliver it yourself? You said you’re trying to hide from someone. Look, I’m happy to take your message, but I’d like to know what I’m getting into. Will you sit down and tell me the whole story, please?”
Because she’d had to rely on her instincts to survive for the vast majority of her life, Ailith was excellent at making snap judgments about people. Most of the time could read them instantly. Knew whether they were friendly or hostile. Could be trusted or not. Her instincts were telling her she could trust both of these women, even if Shaya got on her nerves with her biting tongue and glowering looks.
Arlin gently put a hand on Ailith’s arm again and motioned to the saddle pads. “Come on. Let’s get comfortable, and you can tell me what’s troubling you. Yes?”
Once they’d both settled, Ailith scratched the side of her head, wondering just how far back she should go. She finally decided that starting at the kidnapping would allow her to tell the story without giving anything away about the Temple and the life they led within its walls. She opened her mouth to begin, but Arlin held up a hand.
“Wait. I need some definitions first to kind of ground me in the story. What’s a blade, and what’s a shiv? I mean, I know what they are to me, but what do they mean to you?”
Taking a moment to order her thoughts, Ailith gave the simplest answer she could. “The Temple of Elyon has a bunch of pidges, warriors who protect all women from any kind of hurt. And if we can’t protect ‘em, we find whoever did fer ‘em and bring ‘em to justice.” She glared into the darkness. “If we can. Th’ nobles sometimes get away with hurtin’ th’ skelli’s and lollies, and even some merchant ladies, but Lady Sábria tries to make ‘em pay when she can.”
Sighing, Arlin shifted until she was more comfortably ensconced against the seat of the saddle. “Nobility gets away with evil everywhere. I’m surprised your Priestess even tries.”
“Aye. Anyway, we’re known as Elyon’s Blades because it’s th’ Goddess what started th’ Temple in th’ first place. They say that were thousands of turns ago, but I don’t know about that. I don’t have much to do with th’ Gods and Goddesses. That’s up to th’ Lady Sábria, not me.”
“And a shiv?”
“We’re th’ new ones. We’re gettin’ trained to be full Blades someday.”
That made sense and explained the dichotomy of a young woman who was no innocent but who still showed some insecurity. Arlin flashed a set of straight white teeth when she thought about being a Blade. “That’s great. A shiv,” she pointed to a small knife tucked into her waistband,” is a trainee who will one day become a blade.” She rested her hand on the scabbard and sword she’d removed and set next to her on the ground.
“Aye. Anyway, I were joggin’ in th’ Codpiece cuz I have to go through it to run around th’ whole city—”
“The Codpiece?”
“Aye, th’ sewers of Sarlogne. So, I saw another shiv walkin’ by herself.” She glanced at Arlin. “She’s good with her sword, but she shouldn’t have been there on her own, ya ken?”
“Were you jogging alone?”
“Aye, but I’m used th’ sewers. Emlyn’s used to bein’ in a castle.”
“Emlyn’s a noble?”
“No, it’s a long story and hers to tell. Can ya just let me finish tellin’ ya what happened?”
So, this shiv had grown up rough. That explained a lot. “Sure. Go ahead.”
“So, while I were watchin’ her, these two nobs bashed her on th’ head and threw her in a box on a wagon. I followed, and when they weren’t lookin’, I dove under it and held on ‘till I could pry open the lid on th’ box and climb in. Emlyn didn’t come around fer a while, and we couldn’t get out ‘till we got to this point.”
Shaya stepped from the tent. “Where’s your friend now?” A real look of concern was written all over her small, elfin face.
“I got her in a hollowed-out tree, about a furlong from here.”
Since her medical bag was inside the tent, Shaya ducked inside and then reemerged holding it. She pointed at Ailith and spoke as though she expected her to immediately obey her command. “Take me to her. How badly is she hurt?”
Ailith reared back. “Ain’t ya th’ bossy one all of a sudden. Why should I take ya to her? I don’t even know if ya really know any healin’, now do I?”
Seeing the sparks flying between the two, Arlin held out both hands with one palm facing each woman. “Stop it, you two. Ailith, Shaya’s a warrior, as you can tell by the calluses I saw you checking out a while ago. But since she’s slight in stature—”
At Ailith’s puzzled look, Shaya filled in, “Short and slight. Little. I’m strong as the Goddess is great, though, so don’t think I’m a pushover.”
“She’s definitely not a pushover.” Arlin rolled her eyes at the thought. “Anyway, our battalion needed a healer, so they sent her to the healer’s collegium. She was close to being a fully trained healer, but…things changed, and we ended up leaving Pheodra. I tried to make her stay, but, well, she’s a strong-minded little turd.”
Shaya snorted, “Look who’s talking.”
Ailith looked from one to the other. “Are ya sure yer not lovers? Ya sure snipe like ya are.” She was surprised to see a black veil drop over Arlin’s features and didn’t understand the waves of pity and concern washing off Shaya. She decided now would be a good time to move on. “Anyway, we sneaked off th’ wagon and got to th’ tree, and those men have been lookin’ fer us ever since.” She looked at Shaya. “And to answer yer question, I can only get her up fer short times, and then she passes out again.”
Arlin cocked her head. “But you said there were only two men who grabbed her, and yet five attacked us earlier.”
“Aye, they joined with a bunch more along th’ way.”
“Do you know why they took her?”
“No idea, but I can’t leave her, and she needs help. That’s why I need ya to get a message to th’ Arch Priestess.”
Shaya scoffed at that. “An Arch Priestess? What Priestess cares enough about her people to send someone a days ride out of the city to help them?”
Ailith’s eyes hardened as she stared at the woman. “Me Priestess won’t send nobody to come check on us.”
With a humph, Shaya nodded as though that was a foregone conclusion.
“Me Priestess will be on a horse out of Sarlogne galloping as fast as she can to find us, and those men’s Gods better be on their toes because she’ll rip ‘em apart and spit ‘em out in little pieces when she catches ‘em.”
Both women held such a look of disbelief that Ailith shrugged, “Believe me or not, I don’t care.” She caught and held Arlin’s gaze. “I need th’ two of ya to get a message to her.” A pleading look came into her eyes. “Please.”
Shaya stepped forward and took charge. “Okay, then. If your friend is still unconscious, she needs help as soon as we can get it for her. Arlin, you’ll ride into Sarlogne to find this Priestess. I’ll stay to help her friend.” She picked up the saddle Arlin was leaning against so fast that the bigger woman tipped backward into the dirt. Before she could recover, Shaya grabbed the saddle pad her friend was sitting on and pulled it out from under her too. “Come on. You’re wasting time here.”
Arlin pushed onto her knees. “What? You want me to go in the middle of the night? I don’t even know if I can find this place again. No, scratch that. I know I can’t find this place again because the entire road is one big long prairie with this forest coming into and out of reach at the weirdest times. Besides, I’m tired and hungry and could use a good night’s rest.”
Shaya shoved the saddle into Arlin’s chest so hard she ended up on her back again. “You’ll saddle Bendru right now and ride to Sarlogne like the demons of Shael are nipping at your heels. Do you understand me?”
Shaya’s concern over the severity of Emlyn’s injury gave urgency to Ailith’s words. She pushed to her feet and pulled the saddle off Arlin’s chest. “She’s hurt bad, Arlin. I’ll keep a look out fer ya. I’ll know when yer passin’ by, and I’ll grab ya.” She tried to think what else might sway this warrior she’d only just met. Then she saw a worried look pass over Arlin’s face when she glanced at Shaya. “And I’ll protect yer friend with me life. I swear it.” Her pleading turned to begging this time. “Please. I’ll be in yer debt fer me whole life if ye’ll go fer help now.”
Arlin rose and put a strong hand on Ailith’s shoulder. “No need for a debt owed, Ailith. Sometimes it takes my Shaya to kick me in the teeth to remind me who I am and what kind of person I used to be.” She took the saddle in one hand and bent to pick up the pad. “I’ll go tonight and bring what help I can.”
Shaya started for the tent. “I think it would be better if we packed up the tent and stowed it. It also sounds like your hollowed-out tree is better concealment than a tent while we wait for Arlin to return.” She stopped and turned when she realized Ailith wasn’t following.
For her part, Ailith was staring at this bossy woman, wondering how someone so small could be so pushy.
Realizing exactly why Ailith hesitated, Shaya came and stood in front of her with her hands planted firmly on her hips. “You have a problem with taking orders, shiv?”
Ailith took a step back to give herself room. She glanced over Shaya’s shoulder and saw Arlin grinning over her horse’s back.
Shaya stepped into Ailith’s space again. “Well?”
“Nai.”
“Is the tree big enough for the three of us?”
Crossing her arms gave her the feeling that she at least had a bit of power in the conversation, so she did just that. “Enough if we squeeze in, but I’ll be in th’ trees most of th’ time watchin’ fer searchers, and when th’ time’s right, I’ll be in th’ tree line watchin’ fer Arlin and th’ Arch Priestess.”
“Okay then, let’s get packed up so we can get moved.” Shaya turned to Arlin. “I think you should take both horses since hiding a horse is a lot harder than hiding ourselves. Besides, that way, you can ride one while the other gets a break from carrying your heavy, overly muscled body around.
Arlin had come around to the other side of the horse to check the girth, and Ailith couldn’t help admiring those over-muscled thighs and backside. “Don’t look like too much muscle to me.” She’d said it loud enough for Arlin to hear, and when the woman sent a playful, knowing look over her shoulders, Ailith couldn’t help raising her brows in a come hither look of her own.
Arlin pointed at the second blanket and saddle. “You heard the woman. The quicker we get the two horses saddled and ready to ride, the quicker I can return with help.”
Knowing Arlin’s more playful and, at times, overly licentious proclivities, Shaya just rolled her eyes at the look passing between the two women and got back to business. “And we need to find the horses of the ones who attacked us and disperse them.”
Ailith shook her head, “I already scattered ‘em while ya were takin’ th’ bodies to th’ stream.”
Realizing there was more to this young woman than she’d originally thought, Shaya merely grunted, “Hm.”
It didn’t take long before Ailith and Shaya were watching Arlin ride away from the campsite on her way to Sarlogne. They picked up what gear Shaya had set aside for their needs and, within a half candlemark, were walking up to the hollow tree. Ailith slipped one of the packs off her back, set it on the ground, and motioned for Shaya to wait. “I’ll check to make sure Emlyn’s okay and let her know ye’ll be comin’ in.”
It was pitch black inside, and Ailith stuck her head in the opening and called out, “Emlyn. Are ya awake? I’m comin’ in.” She’d perfected the technique of hopping up and grabbing onto a branch above the hole, pulling herself up, sticking her feet in the opening, and then lowering herself down into the interior of the tree. Without thinking, she did just that.
Shaya mumbled, “Well, that’ll be interesting.”
Ailith heard and called out, “I’ll help ya climb up to th’ hole with ya bein’ so small and all.” She turned to face the same way as Emlyn and then slid down so she was seated next to her. “Emlyn. It’s Ailith. Are ya awake?”
A low moan was Emlyn’s only answer.
“Fowk. Listen, there’s a healer here who’s gonna help ya, okay? Ya don’t know her, and she’s, well, she’s not exactly nice, but I’m hopin’ she can help ya.”
“Hey!”
Ailith grinned at Shaya’s insulted tone. “No sense givin’ her false hope now, is there?”
When Shaya’s feet appeared in the opening, and she slithered into the confining space, Ailith stood to change places. “Ya could of waited ‘till I came back out. There’s no exactly a lot of space in here.” Ailith pulled her in close so they were right up against each other and then slowly turned until the two had exchanged places.
Since they were in complete darkness, Ailith took Shaya’s hand. “Do ya feel the inside of the trunk behind ya?”
“Yes.”
“Then ya need to sit so yer back’s against it, and I’ll put yer hand on th’ bad spot on Emlyn’s head. I know it by feel because I’ve done it so many times.” Once Shaya was in position, Ailith adjusted her hand so she was holding onto the back of Shaya’s. She gently lowered it to the lump on Emlyn’s skull.
After a moment of gentle prodding, Shaya said, “That’s not good.”
Since Ailith already knew that, she stayed quiet.
“Has she regained consciousness at all since you brought her here?”
“Aye. If I hold a cold, wet cloth to her mouth, it seems to rouse her enough so she sucks on it.”
“That’s a relief. How much water do you think she’s had?”
“Not enough.”
Shaya could hear the worry behind the words, and she reached out and felt for Ailith’s hand. When she had it, she gave it a squeeze. “I can feel you’ve kept the wound clean. That’s good. And the fact that you’ve been getting water in her is even better. How long have you been here?”
“Two days.”
They went through a litany of questions until Ailith finally said, “Look, if yer good fer now, I need to—”
“What the…!” Shaya jumped up so fast she banged her head on a protruding part of the tree.
Ailith had her knife halfway out of its sheath when she saw the Commander rush out of the hole and up into the tree. “Fowk, Shaya. Don’t do that. That’s just th’ Commander. She’s lettin’ us share her tree, and I bring her food and such.”
“You could have warned me.”
Ailith didn’t need light to know she was receiving one of Shaya’s glares. “I forgot. It’s not like I don’t have other things on me mind now, is it?”
“What kind of animal is it?”
“She’s a possum, and before ya blister me ears fer lettin’ a dirty possum into th’ tree, they’re not dirty, and they keep th’ snakes and mice outta here.”
There was a sigh in the darkness, and Ailith heard a rustle as Shaya settled back down. “I’m well aware of the benefits of having a possum nearby.”
“You?”
“Yes, me. I’m not some princess who was raised in an ivory tower.”
Ailith scoffed at that but held her tongue. “Here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out some leaves and berries. “She’ll be back, and I’ve put some food out. I’m goin’ out to check the road fer th’ searchers. I’ll be back and forth. Let me know when ya need more water in yer pouch. We can get her out in th’ daylight, and ya can see fer yerself how she’s doin’.” Ailith climbed into the hole but paused before she dropped down to the forest floor. “And…well, thanks. Ya didn’t need to do this, and I don’t know what I’m keepin’ ya from, but I’m gonna owe ya right along with Arlin.”
Before Shaya could respond, Ailith had climbed into the darkness of the night.





Seven

  
T he skies opened up toward dawn, and Arlin rode through a miserable rainy mud slick for the rest of the day. The mud slowed her down considerably, and the sun had long since set when she finally rode into the outskirts of Sarlogne. Not having a clue as to where Ailith’s Temple might be located, she found a city guard and asked him how to find the Daughters of Elyon.
By the time she rode into the landscaped forecourt in front of the Temple gates, she found them closed and locked for the night. Holding her oilskin hat above her head to shield her eyes from the rain, she leaned back, hoping to see a guard at the top of one of the two rounded towers to either side of the gatehouse. Like all sane people, the guards were tucked in warm and dry, exactly where she needed to be right then.
She turned Bendru around and was surprised to see a woman dressed all in black standing behind her. The short, stocky woman wore no hat, and her black hair was plastered to her head. One thumb was tucked behind her belt buckle, and she rested her forearm on the hilt of her sword. Even through the rain, Arlin recognized a dangerous woman when she saw one. She bowed slightly and smiled to herself when a wave of water cascaded off her hat onto Bendru’s sodden mane.
The woman cocked her head. “Did ya need somethin’?”
“Yes. I’m looking for the Arch Priestess.”
“Why?”
There was a hardness to the woman’s eyes that brooked no disrespect. Unfortunately, Arlin didn’t know whom she could trust with the information she had to deliver. “And you are?”
Those hard eyes narrowed, and the woman shook her head. “Come back in th’ mornin’.” Apparently not interested in why Arlin needed to see the Priestess, the woman turned and walked to a cobblestone path leading down the Temple’s side wall.
“I have a message for her.”
The woman stopped and turned. “From?”
Arlin still didn’t know who this woman was, and her hesitation stopped her from giving away information that might put Ailith and her injured friend in more danger than they were already in. “I just need to talk to her, that’s all.”
The woman looked her up and down and then growled. “Get off yer horse and follow me. I’ll let her know yer here, but don’t expect her to see ya tonight.”
Arlin dismounted and followed the woman. She decided to try again for an introduction. “I’m Arlin. And you are?”
“Prime Geller.”
The words came out in a snarl, but at least it was more than Arlin had gotten before.
“Are you a Blade, then?”
Geller stopped and faced her. “Yer not from Cibía? From yer talk, I’d say Pheodra, aye?” At Arlin’s nod, she continued, “First time in th’ Empire?” After a second nod, her eyes lit with suspicion. “Then why do ya need to speak to th’ Arch Priestess in th’ middle of a dark, rainy night? What’s yer business with her?”
Arlin recognized a warrior who was used to being obeyed. If she pushed her too hard without giving her any information, the woman would dismiss her, and she’d have to wait until morning to deliver her message. “I’m sorry, Prime Geller. I don’t mean any disrespect, but my message is for the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
Without saying another word, Geller slogged to a door in the side wall of the temple and banged three times.
Almost immediately, there was the familiar rasp of a metal bolt being shoved aside, and a small window appeared in the center of the door. The quick response was impressive since she’d assumed the guards would be inside with a roof over their heads, keeping warm and dry.
Geller stared at the window. “It’s me and some pounit who wants to talk to th’ Arch Priestess.”
Pounit? The woman didn’t even know her, and here she was calling her a pounit. She was exhausted, hungry, and in a foul mood already, and being called a horse’s ass pushed her over the edge. “You know what? Forget it. I’ll come back in the morning.”
As she walked away, she heard, “Suit yerself.”
Arlin had seen a tavern with rooms above it on her way in, and she made her way there now. A few good ales, some cards, and, since it was legal here, a nice woman to warm her bed sounded like just the thing. She’d ridden most of the prior day to get to where she and Shaya had set up camp, then ridden all night and all day today with only two short rest stops to grab some food and a few ales along the way, and she was ready for a break. She didn’t think a few more hours would make much difference anyway.
She retraced her steps until she found The Double Swallow, a mid-priced tavern in the merchant quarter that had music loud enough to drown herself in. The barkeep doubled as the taverner who was happy to have a traveler check into one of his rooms on a rainy night when most sensible travelers had hunkered down before they ever made it to the city.
The room wasn’t spacious, but it had a clean double bed—clean as far as a lack of fleas and dirt—and it was close to the second-floor bath and shower room. She dropped her saddlebags on the floor and turned to go take her horses to the stables behind the inn. At the last minute, she rummaged through the bag and pulled out her money purse, which she looped around her belt and stuffed into her front pocket.
It took a good candlemark to unsaddle the horses and rub them down, and once she was finished, she served them both up a good portion of hay before wishing them a good night with an exhausted wave of her hand.
Once inside the bar, she ordered a trencher of stew and a mug of ale. She eyed the buxom woman who took her order. “I’m going up to change into dry clothes, and then I’ll be back down to eat.” She admired the way the woman’s generous breasts were barely contained in a white, tight-fitting blouse and smiled. “And if you’re so inclined, once I’ve filled my belly, drunk my ale, and played some cards….” She raised her brows, and the woman gave her a knowing smile that promised a bit of fun and relaxation at the end of the night.
When she came back down, she sat where she could watch all three of the gambling tables while enjoying a meaty vegetable stew and several tankards of ale. By the time she joined one of the card games, she knew exactly which players were fools and which ones she needed to watch out for.
It took nearly two candlemarks, but she’d eventually taken most of the money the men and women had brought to the table. She’d also drunk several more tankards of ale, which had loosened her tongue and lifted her out of the doldrums that had settled over her as she’d ridden through the pouring rain.
After the last hand, one of the fools she’d parted from his money shot out of his chair and threw his cards into her chest. “Yer a fowkin’ cheat. That’s what ya are!”
Arlin threw back her head and laughed. “I’m a fucking noble. Of course, I cheat! Have you ever met one that doesn’t?” She’d been holding forth on the topic of nobles the entire time she’d been there, and she put a hand to the side of her mouth and yelled to the crowd. “What do we say?”
She joined in when all the rest of the drunks chorused, “All nobles are pieces of shit!”
The aggrieved man stuck his face close to hers. “I’ll call the city guard, ya filthy cheat.”
“I’m a noble, you fuckin’ pounit.” The word reminded her of what that Blade had called her. “I met a Blade today. She called me a pounit, so that makes two of us, eh?” She laughed again. “Seems like I keep running into them, too.” Her words were slurred, and she was getting louder with each passing candlemark. “Ran into a…what do you call them…a dirk?” She shook her head, trying to clear it. “No…” Her brain was fuzzy, and when someone said, “A shiv?” she pointed at them and yelled, “That’s it! A shiv. I ran into a shiv yesterday, too. Ha!”
She opened her money pouch and handed each person at the table two coppers. “Here. I don’t want to leave you broke.”
The buxom woman slid onto her lap and whispered in her ear. “I’m off work now, Sweetums. Can I take ya to yer room?”
Arlin grinned, lifted the woman off her lap, and stood. “Lead the way, my good woman! Lead the way.”
A man watched them climb the stairs and wondered what the swordswoman had meant when she’d said she’d met a shiv. The Blades had put out word there was a reward for anything anyone heard about a couple of shivs that had gone missing. He didn’t know whether they’d run away or what. Life in the Temple was hard, and he’d heard about shivs throwing themselves off of tall buildings if life got too bad.
Well, that wasn’t his problem, but getting his hands on some reward money sounded mighty fine right about then. The rain had stopped a while ago, so he stuffed his hat on his head and went to find the one Blade he trusted to pay him should this lead pan out.
He’d known Keavey Terrowyn ever since she’d arrested him turns earlier for kicking around his slut of a wife after he’d found her in the barn with the hostler. And they hadn’t been grooming any horses, that was for damn sure. He had a good idea of where he could find the Blade, and he hurried on his way, wanting to get to her before someone else in the tavern realized exactly what that warrior had said.





Eight

  
T he sound of the courtyard bell ringing the sequence telling the Arch Priestess’ guard to assemble, followed by hard rapping on her door, woke Sábria out of a troubled sleep. They’d been searching nonstop for several days looking for Ailith and Emlyn and hadn’t turned up a trace, other than that damn cryptic note telling Emlyn to meet Tomisa at the docks three days earlier. She was just lifting her robe from the cabinet next to her bed when Shirin unexpectedly opened the door and came hurrying in.
When she saw Sábria holding the robe, Shirin shook her head and grabbed a clean tunic and trews out of the closet. “You need to dress. We might have word about Ailith and Emlyn.”
Sábria’s head jerked up at that. “Word from where?” She quickly threw on undratrews and a breastband while Shirin filled her in.
“One of Terro’s babblers heard a drunken noble at the Double Swallow shouting about how she’d met a shiv yesterday.” She held open the bottom of Sábria’s black tunic and then pulled it down when Sábria pushed her arms into the sleeves and ducked her head through the collar.
Sábria jammed her legs into her stockings and then pulled her trews on over them. “A Noblewoman? Who?”
Shirin knelt and held a boot so Sábria could quickly slide her foot in. “The babbler didn’t know. Said he’d never seen her before, but she was shooting her mouth off, saying something like, ‘Of course, she cheats. Don’t all nobles?’ And she had the whole place yelling ‘nobles are shit,’ or something like that.”
Pulling on her last boot, Sábria stood and stomped them into place. “And she’s a noble herself?”
“You know as much as I do, now.”
It didn’t take long to buckle on her sword belt and slip her two knives into place at the small of her back. “Let’s go.”
Terrowyn was waiting for them in the courtyard with ten hastily assembled Blades who would make up Sábria’s guard detail. The bell in the tower gonged three times, and Sábria glanced at Terrowyn. “Is The Double Swallow even open at this time of the morning?”
Terro shook her head. “No. They closed a candlemark ago, but I checked, and the noblewoman in question took a room upstairs. Tino, the barkeep, said she’d had so many ales that there was no way she was going anywhere anytime soon.”
The cobbles were still wet from the rain, and Shirin had to grab Sábria’s arm several times since she was hurrying through the city at such a fast pace that her boot slid out from under her on more than one occasion. She leaned in and said quietly, “You can’t help them if you break your neck getting to the inn.”
The glare Sábria gave her told her exactly what she thought of that. “This is the first possible intelligence we’ve had on those two, and I intend to make sure we get to that noblewoman so she can’t sober up, realize she let something slip that maybe she shouldn’t have, and have her slip out the back before we get our hands on her.”
About halfway to their destination, Geller trotted up and joined the expedition. “Caitir said maybe ya heard somethin’?”
Terrowyn nodded. “Aye. One of me babblers said a woman came riding up to th’ Double Swallow lookin’ like a drowned rat, rented a room, and then drank and gambled th’ rest of th’ night. He said she mentioned that she’d met a Blade who’d called her a pounit, but she also said she’d met a shiv yesterday, too. Could’a been any of th’ shivs, but since she just got to town….”
Out of the corner of her eye, Sábria noticed Geller’s steps falter. She stopped and turned on the Prime. “What? I’ve known you long enough to know when someone says something that startles you.”
Geller stopped, screwed her eyes shut, and shook her head as though chastising herself for something.
“Ursuna?” Sábria’s tone said she was in no mood for evasive answers. The long indrawn breath was her second clue that her Prime had something to say she wasn’t going to like.
Geller opened her eyes and pulled herself to attention. “A drenched pidge on a horse came to th’ Temple about deadnight sayin’ she needed to talk to ya. I asked her why, and she refused to say, just that she had a message fer ya. She wouldn’t give me more’n that, and since I’ve never seen her before, I told her to come back in th’ mornin’.”
“You—” Sábria’s livid gaze locked onto her Prime. Fortunately for Geller, one thing Sábria had learned early on was to never berate one of her senior Blades in public, so she pursed her lips and started on her way again. She seethed, knowing the entire Temple had been searching nonstop for her two shivs, and the best Prime in the Temple had turned away someone who might have had new information for her.
By the time they reached the tavern, Sábria’s temper was at the breaking point. Luckily, the staff was still cleaning the bar when Shirin pounded on the door.
The barkeep ambled over and pointed to the closed sign hanging in the window.
Shirin slammed her fist into the door and jabbed her finger in Sábria’s direction.
The man’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when he realized the Arch Priestess was waiting on his doorstep. He threw himself at the door and fumbled with the lock in his haste to let her in. After banging on the door with his shoulder to loosen the bolt, he managed to slide it back and swing the door open wide.
He bowed low and chattered like an old mother hen. “Milady. I didn’t see ya there. Come in, come in. What can I get ya? We’ll open th’ kitchen back up.” He turned and bellowed over his shoulder, “Mable, start th’ cookstove again. Th’ Arch Priestess is here with a bunch of her Blades.” He reached out to take Sábria’s arm to pull her inside.
Both Shirin and Geller reacted immediately. Shirin slapped his hand away while Geller jammed her open palm into his chest, sending him flying backward onto a table.
Shirin rolled her eyes and whispered, “Ursuna.” She walked over, took hold of the man’s tunic, and pulled him to his feet. “You don’t ever touch the Lady Sábria. Things…happen to people who do.”
“Of course, of course. Forgive me, Milady. Force of habit, nothing more…force of habit.” His toothy, nervous grin made him look like a frightened rabbit trying to placate an angry wolf.
Sábria realized her face was reflecting her bad temper, and she forced herself to relax and smile. “I understand, Master…?”
“Tino. Just Tino, Milady.”
“Well, Tino, I understand you have a guest staying the night. A woman who checked in late and….”
“Oh, of course, of course.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Is she wanted by th’ Blades? What did she do? Should we be worried? We really didn’t know. She’s upstairs, th’ second floor, and second door on th’ right. Here.” He pulled a ring of keys off his belt and held it out. Before Shirin could take it, he flipped several keys over and held one upright. “This one.”
Shirin took it and reassured the worried man with a small smile. “Thank you. Up these stairs?”
“Yes, Milady. Room two.”
Shirin’s smile was a bit strained at his response. “You refer to me as Commander, not Milady.” At his nod, she turned to Terrowyn. “You and the guards wait here. Geller, with us.”
Sábria climbed the stairs and stepped to her right, where a large number two was carved into the upper panel of one of the doors. Realizing it was only about three in the morning, she knocked politely, hoping to keep their initial meeting congenial. When no one stirred inside, she knocked again, harder this time. “This is the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. I heard you had a message for me. Would you please open the door so we can talk?”
A woman’s cackle came from inside. “Sure ya are. And I’m th’ Empress of th’ whole skizzy Cibían Empire.”
Geller shook her head. “That’s not th’ same pidge.”
Sábria tried again, “Please open the door so we can talk.”
“It’s th’ middle of th’ fowkin’ night. Go away.”
“I have a key. Either you open the door, or I’m coming in on my own.” When nothing happened, Sábria pointed to the lock. “Open it.”
Shirin slotted the key into the hole, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. There were two women in the room, both naked and lying on the bed. One was lying on her stomach, and the second, a large-breasted woman, was lying with her leg draped over the top of the first.
The one on top languidly glanced over her shoulder at the three women who’d just come through the door. Her eyes widened in panic as she sat up and pulled up a sheet to hide her breasts. “Oh fowk. Ya are th’ Arch Priestess!”
With quick, jerky movements that had her breasts swinging like two great, overfull water pouches, she jumped out of bed and looked this way and that, casting around for her clothes. She spotted her kirtle dress in the corner and ran to pick it up.
With a last frightened look at Sábria, she held the dress to her breasts and made as though to leave.
Sábria held out her hand. “Wait. Were you the one who needed to speak to me?”
Geller shook her head and pointed to the woman on the bed, who was staring over her shoulder at them with two very bleary eyes. “That’s her, Milady.”
The first one scurried past and ran out the door.
Sábria watched her go and then asked Geller, “Do you know her name?”
“She told me it was Arlin.”
The woman groaned and buried her face in her pillow.
Sábria sighed as she stared at the naked woman still lying on the bed. She and Shirin moved closer, and Sábria planted her hands firmly on her hips. “Arlin. You told Prime Geller you had a message for the Arch Priestess. Here I am, and I’d like to hear the message.”
Arlin’s slurred words were difficult to understand, especially since her face was plastered deep in the pillow. “She was jus’ abou’ to put ‘nother smile on my face, so can you leave and as’ her to come back?” She glanced over her shoulder and squinted as she tried to bring Sábria’s breasts into focus. “Unless you wanna hop on board, yourself?”
Shirin didn’t care that the woman was drunk. Her behavior was extremely insulting to her Arch Priestess. In one swift movement, she pulled her sword, raised it high above her head, and, using the flat of the blade, thwacked the drunken woman hard on her bare butt.
Arlin flailed up and turned onto her back. Unfortunately for her, the bed wasn’t nearly as wide as she remembered, and she slipped off the side and landed on the floor between the bed and the wall.
Sábria stuck her fingers in her eyes when Arlin started laughing and slurred, “Is that a precurs…precurserer…precursiver…oh fuck, are you tryin’ to do kinky things to my body? Hold on. I can be into that, but I need to” grunt, “get…unstuck,” another grunt, “here…first.” She flailed around a bit before they heard a groan, then silence followed by a light snore.
The bed wasn’t a heavy one, and with a wave of her hand, Shirin asked Sábria to move back. With very little effort, she grabbed the footboard and heaved the bed away from the wall.
The woman’s clothing was strewn throughout the room, and Sábria pointed to the trews that had landed half on, half off a wooden, hard-backed chair. “Ursuna, get her clothes and let’s get her dressed. We need to take her back to the Temple and sober her up. I have to know what her message was, and I don’t want to wait until she sobers up on her own.”
As Geller and Shirin pulled Arlin from behind the bed and began to dress her, Sábria stepped out onto the landing and motioned for Terrowyn to come upstairs. When she arrived, Sábria pointed to the Blades waiting at the bottom of the stairs. “Send someone to the infirmary to make sure they have some Agonite potion mixed up. We need to sober her up.”
Having had the aforementioned potion used on her before, Terro shuddered involuntarily as her face scrunched up in disgust. “Yes, Milady.”
Agonite potion was two parts emetic—agonite and waleth root—to one part water. The foul-tasting brew very efficiently emptied the stomach of everything the person had ingested over the last several candlemarks, including alcohol that hadn’t yet made its way into the person’s system.
Returning to the room, Sábria was dismayed to find Arlin flailing about with her tunic halfway over her head. Geller looked dangerously close to punching her, and Shirin had her pinned against the wall with her forearm, trying to keep her upright.
“Oh, for the love of Elyon.” Sábria stepped over and grabbed the bottom hem of the tunic and jerked it down. Unfortunately, only one of Arlin’s arms made it into a sleeve.
With two women holding out various body parts and the third maneuvering the clothes into position, they managed to get her fully dressed. Shirin and Geller dragged her out of the room, and Sábria gathered her things—pack, sword, two knives, and money pouch—and followed them out.
The taverner met her at the bottom of the stairs. He was wringing his hands, and his lips were pulled back into a semblance of a smile. “What should I do with her two horses and their tack, Milady?”
Shirin had handed Arlin off to Terrowyn, who, along with Geller, had gone on ahead while the rest of the Blades were waiting to escort Sábria back to the Temple. Sábria pointed to two of them and indicated the tavern door with a lift of the chin. “You two, go with Master Tino here and get the woman’s two horses, her tack, and any other bags she might have brought with her. Bring them to the Temple and put them in the stables for now.
Marzet and Faylin saluted and followed Tino out to the stables.
Terro and Geller had already left with the drunken Arlin, so after handing Arlin’s things to yet another Blade, Sábria, Shirin, and the remaining Blades headed back to the Temple.
Sábria and Shirin walked into the infirmary to find Arlin lying on a bed, either asleep or unconscious, it was hard to tell. Turning to Geller, Sábria asked, “You didn’t kill her, did you?”
Normally, the Prime would respond with sarcasm or good humor, but it was obvious by the guilty blush rising in her cheeks that she knew she’d made a terrible mistake. “Milady, I’m sorry I turned her away. I had me reasons, but with th’ two shivs missing, there’s no excuse.”
Sábria’s eyes hardened, “You’re right. There’s nothing that would excuse you not thinking that perhaps a stranger riding to the Temple in the middle of the night wanting to see me just might know something about my two missing shivs.” Her voice had risen with every word, and most of the others in the room quietly turned their attention elsewhere.
Everyone was well aware of just how protective the Arch Priestess was of her shivs, and to have two of them missing and unaccounted for had them all on edge. Shirin quietly put a hand on Sábria’s lower back and said gently, “Our two shivs. We’re all at our wits’ end, overtired and worried. Both Ursuna and Terrowyn have been searching day and night for them, just like us.”
Sábria immediately understood Shirin’s not-so-subtle message. Pulling in a deep breath, she rubbed her forehead and nodded. “Damn. I’m the one who should be sorry, Ursuna. I know you’ve had only a minimal amount of sleep since they went missing, and it’s inevitable mistakes will be made with all of us near exhaustion. Why don’t you and Terro take the rest of your shift off and get some rest? I’ll send word to Arane that she’ll be in charge of deadnight for the remainder of the shift.”
Geller’s shoulders sagged. “Thank you, Milady. Normally I’d fight ya on it, but I can barely keep me eyes open, and if I’m makin’ stupid mistakes like I did, I might get someone killed out there.”
Seeing the normally ramrod straight shoulders slump, Sábria’s heart went out to her Prime. “I’m not angry, Ursuna. I’m exhausted, too, and I took it out on you. We’ll find them. We have to.”
“Yes, Milady.” After she and Terrowyn nodded to both Sábria and Shirin, the two women headed to bed.
Shirin patted Sábria’s back one last time. “I wish I could send you to bed so easily, but I know you won’t sleep until we get this….”
Arlin opened one bleary eye and then the other before slurring the word Shirin was looking for, “Pounit.”
Shirin caught the twinkle in the woman’s eyes and thought she’d be a fun distraction under different and definitely more sober circumstances. She silently chided herself for such unprofessional thoughts. “Until we get this pounit sobered up enough to give us her message.”
With her vision blurring and the room spinning, Arlin closed her eyes again and groaned.
Sábria sat on the edge of the bed. “Are you sober enough to remember your message?”
The only response was a soft snore.
The two women were expecting healer Kara to appear with the Agonite potion, so they were surprised to see Master Healer Haria come through the open archway from the central hall. “Don’t look so shocked to see me. I left word that should any news come about the shivs, I was to be immediately informed. Unfortunately, all Simret could tell me was that two Blades had brought someone to the infirmary, and it had something to do with the missing women.”
Both Shirin and Sábria glanced down at Arlin, who was snoring softly and drooling into the pillow. Sábria pulled in a breath and growled, “This woman has a message for me, and I believe it may have something to do with Ailith and Emlyn. If it does, I can’t afford to wait for her to sober up in the normal course of time.”
Haria raised brows spoke volumes. “Ah.” She turned back to the hallway and called out, “Simret.”
A young girl in her early teens with blonde, shoulder-length hair gathered at the nape of her neck hurried into the room. The last time Sábria had seen her, she’d been a thin, bony-faced, half-starved skelli. The girl had been working several moons in the infirmary now, and with regular meals, she’d blossomed into a pink-cheeked thirteen-turn child whose brown eyes were no longer sunken and tired. “Master?”
When she saw Sábria, she dipped into a quick curtsy. “Milady.”
Haria gestured to the ceiling to indicate the second-floor dormitory. “Please awaken both Kara and Sinda and tell them to wear clothing they don’t mind getting soaked and most probably filthy.”
The girl spun on her heels and ran from the room, only to immediately return and dip into another awkward curtsy. “Yes, Master.” Not waiting for a response, she ran from the room.
Haria’s lip twitched as she watched her go. “The little imp does grow on you, despite having zero formal education. Her mother’s doing well with the Temple seamstresses, and she at least tried to instill some manners into the child despite that lout who called himself her husband.”
Simret’s mother had come to the Temple with a broken jaw, courtesy of the lout, and her talent with embroidery had earned her a place with Mistress Dunaid as a seamstress. For her part, Simret had made herself useful in the infirmary.
It wasn’t long before the girl returned with two sleepy and rumpled healers who presented themselves to Master Haria. As the senior of the two, Kara, who was trying in vain to smooth down her messy hair, gave up and dropped her hand to her side. “How can we be of help, Master Haria?”
Sinda elbowed her in the ribs, and when she glanced around, she belatedly realized Sábria and Shirin were in the room as well. Both women turned and dipped their chins to acknowledge their presence. “I’m sorry, My Lady. Commander. I’m not completely awake. How can we help? Simret said we should wear old clothes?” She indicated the frayed and patched tunic she’d pulled on over equally tattered trews.
Haria was holding Arlin’s eyelid open so she could check out the reactions of the pupils. “Just so. We need to get some Agonite Potion down this woman, and then the three of you, and I include Simret in that number, need to take turns ferrying the vomitus out to the midden heap.”
Both Kara and Sinda winced, and then Kara started for the herbal table to begin mixing a batch of the wretched stuff.
Haria let Arlin’s eyelid fall and followed Kara to the table. “You’re welcome to watch and learn, but I intend to mix a slightly stronger potion since we need rapid results.”
Kara sent Sinda a worried look. “Stronger?”
Haria pulled down a bag of herbs and took out a small bowl. “Don’t worry, I won’t have her puking up the lining of her stomach, but it will be a very near thing. Hopefully, the experience will quell any future need to drown herself in ale.”
It took some time to prepare the potion since she had to heat it to a specific temperature and keep it there until she was satisfied with its potency.
With her hands clasped behind her back, Sábria paced the perimeter of the room and then strode beneath the archway leading into the over-wide hallway that ran from the front doors to the rear of the building. Normally, the fires in the three fireplaces on the back wall brought her a modicum of comfort, but her nerves were so taut that even their cheerful yellow flames couldn’t lessen the anxiety that had been building deep inside her soul.
Sábria returned to the acute care room to find Haria returning to the bed carrying a half-full cup of a dark red brew. After grimacing down at the drunken woman, Sábria lowered her brows in disgust. “Do we need to sit her up? How do you intend to get it down her? If it tastes as bad as it smells, and it smells ten times worse than when you brew up your regular batch, there’s no way she’ll drink it willingly.”
Grinning at her Priestess, Haria indicated the hallway with one long, slender finger. “You may want to step back. This won’t be pretty.”
The crossed arms and determined look told the Master Healer just what Sábria thought of that idea.
Both Kara and Sinda had been through this before. They decided that even their worn tunics were too good for what was about to happen, and they stripped down to their breastbands and trews, placing their tops well out of reach of any errant stomach contents that might be coming their way.
Sábria considered doing the same but then thought better of it. A nearly naked Arch Priestess covered in vomitus wasn’t even remotely noble or dignified.
When Kara and Sinda each took a side and sat her up on the bed, Arlin woke and rewarded them with a sloppy smile. “Two of ya? Well, okay then, let’s go.”
She reached for Kara’s breasts, and Sábria cuffed her hard on the side of the head. “None of that.” When she had Arlin’s attention, she pointed to the cup Haria held. “This is going to help you sober up. You can either drink it willingly, or we’ll hold you down and pour it down your throat.”
“Wha?” Arlin shook her head, trying to get her eyes to focus.
Haria stepped close and held the drink to Arlin’s lips. The older healer tipped the cup up so a good amount of the potion sloshed into her mouth and then jammed her jaw shut with a closed fist she’d had resting beneath Arlin’s chin. She was ready when the first taste of the noxious liquid registered in Arlin’s panicked look.
Arlin might have been sloppy drunk, but her reactions were quick and decisive. She took one huge, drunken swallow and then spewed out the small amount of the potion that hadn’t made its way down her throat.
Haria stepped back with a look of satisfaction on her face. “That’ll do it.”
Spitting several times to clear out what was left of the putrid taste in her mouth, Arlin snarled and growled up at the Master Healer. “What th’ fuck, Lady?” Even though she was drunker than she’d been in a long time, when the two healers tightened their grips on her arms and Haria brought the potion to her lips a second time, the warrior in Arlin broke through the ale-addled fog swirling around in her brain.
With a roar, she lunged onto her knees and threw first Kara and then Sinda to the end of the bed. Kara flew off onto the floor, and Sinda only managed to get her legs under her after Sábria grabbed her beneath her arms and held her up long enough for her to regain her balance.
Arlin snatched the cup out of Haria’s hands and threw it across the room, where it hit the far wall and smashed into little pieces.
Shirin grabbed Arlin as she jumped off the bed, and the two of them went sprawling across the floor in a tangled heap. They rolled across the tiles, with Arlin flailing wildly and Shirin trying to get the drunken fool under control without hurting her too badly. Shirin finally managed to pin Arlin on her back, but Arlin’s wildly swinging elbow bashed into the side of Shirin’s face.
“Enough!” Sábria pulled Shirin off and, putting her full weight behind the move, jammed her knee deep into Arlin’s stomach to hold her down. That, combined with the potion, did the trick because even though Arlin tried to turn her head, projectile vomit cascaded across Sábria’s tunic and trews.
Except for the sound of Arlin’s continued retching, the room was absolutely silent as Sábria jerked her onto her side so she’d vomit on the floor instead of all over her. She held the woman’s forehead steady while Arlin spewed enough ale to fill one of the smaller kegs in the Temple kitchens. When the sounds morphed from retching to gasping, Sábria rolled her onto her back, grabbed her tunic in two fists, and pulled her to her feet.
Drunken fire flared in Arlin’s eyes, and she cocked her arm, ready to continue the fight. She wasn’t too drunk to see an even greater fire ignite in Sábria’s angry blue eyes. The sight brought her up short as she swayed against Sábria’s firm grip.
The moment of hesitation was all the time Sábria needed to hold a stiff finger in Arlin’s face. “In case your addled brain didn’t register it the first time, I am the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, and if you so much as touch me, you will deeply regret it.”
Shirin stepped up behind Sábria to add more muscle to the words.
Despite the warning not to touch, Arlin pushed the finger away so she could turn aside and puke out what was left in her queasy stomach.
Sábria growled and once more held the woman’s forehead so she didn’t hurl herself forward onto her face with the force of her retching. She moved her other hand around Arlin’s waist, and they remained like that until Arlin finished puking and leaned back into Sábria’s chest.
The groan that came from deep in her belly told everyone just how wretched the woman felt. When Arlin’s knees buckled, Sábria lowered her to a squatting position. She knelt with one knee behind Arlin’s back, and the other planted firmly on the tiles, keeping them both from toppling over into the puke.
Arlin rolled her head to the side and grimaced over her shoulder. “You sure shtink for an Arsh Priestess.” Her nose crinkled up, and she turned her head away.
Sábria closed her eyes and swallowed the angry retort sitting just on the tip of her tongue. She hadn’t forgotten she needed to hear what this woman had to say, and after several long breaths to clear her mind, she spoke in as normal a tone as she could manage. “I understand you have a message for me.”
Arlin’s legs began to go numb from squatting, and she moved to stretch them out.
Before she’d gotten even one leg halfway straight, Sábria lifted her to her feet and dragged her back so her trews and boots wouldn’t slide through the chunky brown puddles of ale and half-digested stew surrounding them. When she reached a clean patch of floor, she lowered her onto her butt, grabbed the front of her tunic in both fists and twisted her around so they were facing each other.
Blinking into the bluest eyes Arlin had ever seen, she slurred, “Fuck, you’re strong.”
The blue intensified, and the eyes narrowed to dangerous, angry slits. “Arlin?”
“Huh?”
The Priestess’ voice was low and menacing, and there was a definite growl of warning behind her words. “Have you ever been whipped so hard you cry out begging for the person to stop?”
Once again, Arlin blinked at the Arch Priestess, only this time she took in the strong shoulders and impressive muscular arms and, with dawning clarity, knew she desperately needed to fight the effects of the alcohol. Even through the wet fog clogging her brain, she was well aware an Arch Priestess as powerful as she’d heard this one was could and would do just what she was threatening, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop her. No one dared lay a hand on an Arch Priestess in any kingdom, anywhere in the world.
She needed to get herself under control, so she shut her eyes and shook her head to clear it of the ale-soaked cobwebs. When she opened them, the blue eyes were still glaring at her. She answered with a slight tremor in her voice. “No.”
“Then stop acting a drunken fool and give…me…your message.”
Arlin tried to remember what message the woman was talking about. She furrowed her brows and stared at a painting hanging on the far wall.
Seeing that speaking quietly and directly was getting through the drunkenness better than the use of brute force, Sábria put her hand on Arlin’s chin and made the young woman look her in the eyes. “When you first rode up to the Temple in the pouring rain, you told Prime Geller you had a message for me.”
Arlin’s gaze lost focus again, and Sábria squeezed the chin to pull her attention back. “And you said you’d met a shiv.”
It all came flooding back. “Ailith.”
Sábria’s breath caught, and there was a sharp gasp from everyone else in the room. She purposefully softened her gaze and nodded. “Yes. Is the message from Ailith?”
The brows lowered again. A large burp was forming deep in her belly, and remembering she’d already spewed up once on the Arch Priestess, she turned her head and pressed a fist to her mouth.
Seeing the near panic in Arlin’s eyes, Sábria shifted and patted her on the back. “It’s okay. Do whatever you need to do so we can move on.”
Arlin’s gut contracted, and a loud, wet burp hurled itself up from her stomach and burned its way up her throat.
Haria handed Sábria an empty bucket. “One sip of what I brewed was more than enough, believe me. You’ll be needing this in a second.”
Trusting the healer knew exactly what she was talking about, Sábria took the proffered pail, moved around behind Arlin, and put her arm around the woman’s chest to support her when the violent retching started again. She held the bucket in front of Arlin’s mouth just as another cramp squeezed more ale up from the depths of her stomach. Seeing the ungodly amount of liquid still flowing from the woman’s body, Sábria wondered what would drive a person to ingest that much ale in a single night.
A wet cloth appeared over Sábria’s shoulder, and she handed Kara the bucket and took the cloth from her. She pulled Arlin back and gently wiped her mouth. She dropped the cloth in the bucket, and Kara handed her a second one, which she used to wipe Arlin’s sweaty brow. “Better?”
Arlin nodded and groaned. She wasn’t sober by any means, but she was trying desperately to control all the disrespectful comments teetering on the tip of her tongue. That was what usually got her into trouble when she drank copious amounts of alcohol, and she had no doubt Sábria would follow through on her threat to beat her senseless if she allowed her obnoxious, shit-faced alter ego free reign. Drunken disrespect seemed to be a recurring pattern that had gotten worse over the last turn, something Shaya had been complaining about rather vociferously of late. “Ya got a drink?”
Haria knelt and held a glass of water to her lips.
Insulted that the woman thought she couldn’t hold her own glass, Arlin lifted her hand to bat it away.
Sábria grabbed her wrist, and those vivid blue eyes locked with hers. All Sábria had to do was tilt her head and raise one warning brow, and Arlin got the message. “Fine.” She put shaking fingers on the glass and allowed the healer to hold it while she drank.
When she finished, she nodded her thanks to the woman, gathered her thoughts, and told her story, albeit with slurred words and a bit of meandering along the way. “Shaya and I were…” Her mind wandered to the roiling volcano inside her belly, and she groaned and lay her head back on Sábria’s chest. “Um, I’m fuckin’ sick.” After a deep breath, she continued. “Some men attacked us, and Ailith came out of….”
Her mind wandered, and Sábria moved Arlin’s head to the crook of her shoulder, took her chin between gentle fingers, and held her gaze. The gesture was so simple and yet staring into those mesmerizing eyes helped clear Arlin’s mind. “Um, Ailith helped. She sent me, no…Shaya stayed there to help. I came for help.”
“Was there a second young woman with her?”
“Shaya stayed to help.”
“She stayed to help Ailith?”
“She’s a healer…almost.”
Relieved that they were finally getting somewhere, Sábria reigned in her irritation at trying to interpret the wandering thoughts of a drunkard. “Shaya is a healer? Why did Ailith need a healer?” Sábria’s knees were getting sore, and she shifted to ease the ache.
Haria stepped in once more. “Let’s get her up on a bed where you can be more comfortable.” When Sábria glanced down at her disgusting tunic, the healer smiled. “You’re both covered in vomit, but it’s an easy enough task to clean the sheets when you’re through. Shirin?”
The Commander stepped in and helped the other two get Arlin up and onto a bed.
Sábria sat on the edge of the mattress, wanting to be near enough to help Arlin focus when her mind wandered. “So, why did Ailith need a healer?”
“Her friend was hurt.”
Those few words were like a sword thrust into Sábria’s heart. As if hearing her voice from far away, she heard herself ask, “How badly was she hurt?”
With a shrug, Arlin gave her the only answer she had. “I didn’t see her, but she couldn’t wake her up, and Shaya said she needed to shtay and help….” She covered her mouth with her fist and burped again, “Sorry, and they told me to come find you so you’d bring help. We told her no fuckin’ Arsh Priestess would send help that far, but Ailith said you would. Wait….” She held up a finger and stared blurrily into Sábria’s eyes. “I didn’t mean the fuckin’ part. Well, most Arsh Priestess’ are fuckin’ bitches, aren’t they…but, wait, no, I think my drunk’s talkin’ again. Sorry again.”
Ignoring the drunken rambling, Sábria asked, “How far are they?”
“Pretty far.”
Sábria grabbed the tunic and pulled Arlin close. “How…far?”
“It was wet, so…I left at deadnight, and then I met your Prime. That’s how long.”
Sábria looked at Shirin. “A day?”
Not realizing Sábria was talking to someone else, Arlin answered instead. “About. Maybe more. It was wet, and I don’t ‘member whish deadnight it was when I left.”
Turning her attention from Shirin back to Arlin, who was swaying against her hand, Sábria made a decision. “The healers are going to get you bathed and dressed in clean clothes, and then you’re going to take us to where you left Ailith and the others.”
Even though drinking more ale than was healthy or advised was becoming more and more of a habit, Shaya had always been there to drag Arlin away before she’d gotten as drunk as she was right now. Riding on the back of a jouncing horse when she was utterly exhausted, more than slightly drunk, and extremely nauseous was the least palatable option open to her. The only even marginally coherent response she could come up with was, “Wha’ th’ fuck?”
The thought of relying on this woman to unerringly lead her to Ailith and Emlyn brought on the headache Sábria had managed to bury up to this point. She pushed her fingers into her temples and whispered, “Goddess help us all.” Looking down at her vomit-encrusted clothes, Sábria changed her mind about having the two healers bathe Arlin.
It seemed she’d managed to instill a modicum of respect or fear in the woman, and since she, herself, needed to get clean and into some fresh tunic and trews, she waved off Kara and Sinda, who’d moved in to lead Arlin to the bathing tub. “Nevermind.” She turned to Shirin. “Help me get her into the private bathing room here at the hall, and then if you’d please run to get both of us clean clothing, I’d appreciate it.”
Suddenly the enormity of their task ahead began sorting itself into all the many things they’d need to accomplish before they could ride out on a rescue mission. “Wake Kemi and have her wake all her people. We’ll need…” she paused to add up the numbers needed, “…we’ll need twenty horses. Sixteen will need to be saddled and ready to go by daybreak. I need a wagon for Emlyn and,” she turned to Haria, “one of your people to come with us along with medical supplies, of course.”
Sábria was well aware that Shirin was excellent with logistics, so she merely ticked off a list on her fingers. “We’ll sleep in inns if we can, but pack tents and bedrolls just in case. Food. You pick the Blades you want accompanying us, except I definitely want Geller’s expertise if we run into any hostilities. We have no idea what or who, or how many hostiles we’ll find or who’ll find us. But, let her sleep until we’re ready to leave.”
At Shirin’s nod, Sábria pointed at Arlin, who’d collapsed back onto her pillows and was once again snoring softly. “Help me get her into the tub first, though.”
They pulled Arlin up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and hefted her onto her feet. Once they had her undressed and floundering in the neck-deep water, Sábria undressed and climbed in behind her. The startled, bug-eyed look Arlin shot her had Sábria grinning for the first time that night. “Easy there.” She snaked an arm beneath Arlin’s breasts to steady her and then poured liquid soap over her head from a porcelain pitcher Kara handed her.
It took a good half-candlemark, but with Kara’s help, they had Arlin bathed and dressed and maybe just a tiny bit more sober than when they’d begun. Sábria knew that with all the preparations, it would be several candlemarks before they could ride out. They walked Arlin to one of the patient alcoves, lay her on the bed, and drew the curtain shut, leaving her to sleep out the rest of the night.





Nine

  
B y the time they left at eight bells that morning, Arlin hadn’t completely sobered but had at least returned to the friendly persona she habitually wore draped around her shoulders to disguise the blackness that gripped her soul and leached out any vestige of the person she’d been a lifetime ago. Despite being horribly hungover, she joked with various Blades and even dared poke fun at Geller, who glowered back at her and told her to shut it on more occasions than she cared to count.
They rode most of that day, and when Killian and Jenx rode back from Emberfell, the nearest mid-sized town, saying they’d secured lodging for all fifteen members of the rescue mission, they were all more than ready for a break and a good night’s rest.
Killian raised her brows as she finished her report. “We found a sprawling, three-story tavern called, The Joker’s Wild. We thought that would be an appropriate place to stay given our present company.”
They both looked over their shoulders at Arlin, who was extolling the virtues of small-breasted women to two Blades who were doing their best to ignore the endless chatter. Their mission was a serious one, and this wasn’t the time to be laughing and making jokes. When they saw Sábria watching them, they schooled their features and slowed their horses to ensure the Arch Priestess knew they weren’t interested in Arlin’s stories.
Sábria reined her horse around and rode back to Arlin, who wasn’t paying attention to her surroundings.
Arlin stopped mid-sentence when Sábria jerked a finger at her and growled, “With me.” Clueless as to what had put such a sour look on the Arch Priestess’ face, Arlin followed her away from the rest of the group.
Instead of stopping, Sábria chose to keep moving toward their destination while she delivered her rebuke to this irritating woman.
“Arlin, I realize you have no idea what Ailith and Emlyn mean to me, what all the Blades mean to me, but until I have those two safely back at the Temple, you’ll keep your laughter, your bragging about your sexual prowess, and your snide comments about the nobility to yourself. There are several women riding with us who were born to noble parents, and I, for one, don’t appreciate your verbal diarrhea concerning their dishonesty and lack of honor.”
Used to people acknowledging her words with at least a nod, Sábria glanced over at the woman’s complete silence. The swing from jovial companion to pissed-off warrior had been nearly instantaneous. The angry glower as Arlin stared at the black mane cascading down her horse’s neck didn’t mesh with the drunken, mostly amiable woman she’d dealt with the previous night. For the first time, she realized there was darkness eating away at Arlin, something roiling just below the surface that she was barely holding in.
Out of habit, she mentally checked in with her Goddess, a practice she’d developed when she needed her Goddess-blessed instincts to kick in. There was something there all right, a malignant anger the woman hid with an affable, joking front or a bellyful of ale.
Arlin ground her teeth to keep from responding to Sábria’s defense of the nobles riding among them. Blades or not, all nobles were suspect as far as she was concerned. Realizing she was being watched, she smiled cheerfully to hide her true feelings and patted her horse’s neck. “You got it, Arch Priestess. Mouth shut from here on out. You and your maiden-like Blades will be safe from all tales of my sexual adventures.” She mimed turning a key on her lips and nodded affably.
Sábria added flippant disrespect to the growing list of attributes that irritated her about their traveling companion. Being disrespectful while drunk was one thing, but blatantly using her words as weapons wielded with finely tuned precision to show her disdain for her and everything related to the Temple was quite another matter altogether.
Arlin turned serious. “I do have one question, though.” When Sábria turned toward her and raised a brow, she continued, “Was it you or the barmaid who gave me the blister on my butt?”
Very few people dared push Sábria the way this woman did, and she came very close to pulling Arlin off her horse and giving her a demonstration of just how blistered a butt could become. She decided she’d give her the benefit of the doubt for now. “Why do you want to know?” The cheeky grin Arlin turned on her told Sábria how she’d be rewarded for her patience.
“Well, if it was the barmaid, I’ll have to look her up on my way back through town.” Arlin’s laughter rang out as she quickly sidestepped her horse away from the Arch Priestess, who’d angrily shot her hand out to grab her. Still chuckling, she waggled a finger at her, “Now, you can’t be angry at a simple, innocent question, My Lady.” Her grin widened, “All in good fun. Isn’t that the noble way?”
Sábria’s voice fairly vibrated with anger. “Fun? Were you not listening when I told you to keep your jovial good fun to yourself until we find Ailith and Emlyn?”
Arlin’s moods had grown volatile in the past turn, often moving from jovial to angry in the blink of an eye. Arch Priestess or not, she was growing tired of this woman’s assumption that she could order her about with impunity. Her eyes flashed, and she lifted her lip to expose her teeth when she snarled, “And don’t forget Shaya.”
“Is everything all right, My Lady?” Three of her escort had split off from the group and fanned out around them. Up to this point, they’d maintained a discreet distance, giving Sábria the privacy she obviously wanted. Two of them, Marzet and Sela, rode over to them now. They must have seen Sábria make a grab for Arlin. It was Sela who’d asked the question.
Sábria caught and held Arlin’s gaze. “I don’t know. Do we understand each other, Arlin?”
Arlin’s gaze roamed over Sela’s muscular form and callused hands. The woman’s skin was even darker than her own, and her steady gaze never wavered as she waited for Arlin’s response to Sábria’s question. Arlin had noticed that all of the Blades had calluses, but this woman and Geller’s were more defined, telling her that they were weapons masters who could and, at Sábria’s command, would do her great harm. Her gaze traveled back to Sábria’s livid, icy blue eyes. Were they a different color blue than they’d been earlier in the day?
Something blue on Sábria’s right hand drew her attention, and she glanced from the hand holding the reins to the eyes and back to the hand, which had a blue ring the exact shade of the Priestess’ eyes tattooed on one of the fingers. A frisson of fear passed through her, something that hadn’t happened the entire time she and Shaya had been traveling together. Dragging her gaze away from the hand, Arlin dipped her chin once. “Understood.”
Nudging her horse further away, she dropped back so she was as far away from them as possible and watched as the Priestess and the three guards angled back toward the larger group. She wanted to get these people back to Ailith quickly, so she and Shaya could continue on their way.
Following from a distance, Arlin saw them turn into a tavern in the middle of a medium-sized town. She was far enough back that by the time she rode into the stables behind The Joker’s Wild tavern, the Temple wrangler, Kemi, and one of her people had begun the process of unsaddling and caring for the Temple horses. Arlin dismounted, but when one of the tavern hostlers came to take her reins, she shook her head. “I’ll do him. Thanks.”
She took her time unsaddling, brushing, and feeding her mount, and when she had him settled into a stall, she wandered down the road to a different tavern she’d seen on the way into town. As she walked down the street, she heard a woman singing to an out-of-tune piano, and she marveled at the way the beautiful alto voice was able to stay on key despite the jarring dissonance of the background music.
She picked a table in a corner and ordered an ale with a chaser to follow. A perfect way to end a particularly long day coming so fast on the long ride she’d had to get to the Temple the day before. There were eight or nine round wooden tables scattered about and a long bar that stretched the length of the left side of the room. Only about four tables were occupied, but the bar was crowded with rough men and women who were probably spending the last of their paychecks so they wouldn’t have to spend their time alone in their rooms.
By the time the woman’s song came to an end, Arlin knew which of the card players seated at the only card table in the bar were idiots and which knew exactly what they were doing. The singer, whose brown, frizzy hair slightly covered a cheerful, lively face, caught her eye and immediately looked down. When she raised her gaze again, Arlin smiled and lifted her empty shot glass, silently asking in the time-honored way whether the woman would care to join her in a drink. The stool the woman sat on was a tall one, and when she slipped down off the seat, Arlin realized she was shorter, much shorter than she’d thought at first glance.
As the woman arrived at her table, Arlin stood and indicated the bench seat where she’d been sitting. “Make yourself comfortable. What can I get you?” She wasn’t expecting the shy, impish smile the woman, or girl, really, now that she saw her up close, tried to hide behind a raised shoulder. Not only was she shorter, but she was much, much younger than her breathy, hypnotic singing voice had led her to believe.
“Just a lemon tea, please.”
Knowing she’d never bed anyone so young, Arlin decided that tonight she’d probably be sleeping on her own. Oh well, she could live without sex if she had to. Truth be told, it wasn’t the sex she craved from the women she brought to her bed. It was having a physical presence in bed when she woke up covered in sweat from whatever night terrors plagued her in her dreams. This girl was too young even for that, but she thought that spending a half candlemark or so with her might be a pleasant diversion from the dark thoughts continuously swirling around in her brain.
While the singer made herself comfortable, Arlin took her mug and shot glass to the bar and ordered a second round along with a lemon tea.
A familiar voice behind her canceled her order. “Disregard that, please. She’ll be leaving before she has time to drink anymore.”
Arlin turned around and glared at the Arch Priestess. “When did my mother die, and you take her place? I’ll do as I please without you interfering. Thank you very much.” She glanced over Sábria’s shoulder to see Shirin leaning up against the door jamb with her arms crossed over her chest, watching them. Geller was also standing in the door, but she was facing the street, apparently looking for danger from that direction.
Realizing she’d never really taken a good hard look at Shirin, Arlin's gaze roamed up and down her body, coming to rest on a pair of nicely rounded breasts. When she turned her attention to her face, her breath caught as a pair of burning brown eyes bore into hers with all kinds of directed meaning. She was sending Arlin a clear warning to respect her Arch Priestess or else. Oh, how Arlin’s insides melted whenever she was around strong, assertive women. The side of her mouth lifted in a playful grin.
Sábria watched the silent interaction between the two, pursed her lips, and pointed to the door. “Let’s go.” When Arlin’s eyes flashed, and she opened her mouth to object, Sábria held up a finger. “I won’t hesitate to do what we spoke about earlier, and I don’t care who’s watching.” A blush spread up Arlin’s throat and continued into her cheeks, and Sábria raised her brows. “Good, you weren’t too drunk that you don’t remember what I do to people who are blatantly disrespectful to me.”
“Fine.” Arlin turned to the barkeep and put a coin on the bar. “Just the lemon tea, then.” When he produced it, she brushed past Sábria and set the tea in front of the girl. “Sorry, darlin’. Duty calls. Maybe next time I’m in town, you can tell me where you got such a beautiful singing voice at such a young age.”
The teen’s gaze fell on Sábria, who’d followed Arlin to see what she was up to. The girl smiled down at the table. “That’s okay. She told ya to go with her, so I understand. If th’ Arch Priestess told me to sing soprano, I’d do my best to change my voice if I could.” There was a touch of awe in the girl’s tone, and Arlin lowered her brows as she took a moment to study Sábria’s face.
In all the kingdoms she’d lived in or passed through, people hated any woman who held the title of Arch Priestess and claimed to worship whatever Gods happened to inhabit the region. Here, people bowed or tipped their hats when Sábria rode past and looked at her with the same awe and reverence as did her new friend. Arlin winked at the girl and pushed past both Shirin and Geller on her way back to The Joker’s Wild.
With the day mostly done, the city’s inhabitants had ventured out into the streets, hoping to have a chance to see and possibly even meet the Arch Priestess in person. A crowd that had separated itself into the haves and the have-nots milled around outside the tavern, having heard that Sábria had just gone inside. When Arlin emerged, she nearly ran into a tall, well-dressed woman wearing the green tabard and insignia indicating she was one of the storied Lady Knights of Cibía.
The woman mumbled a distracted apology, stepped around Arlin‬, and bowed low to Sábria, who’d followed Arlin out. “My Lady. I’d heard you’d ridden into town with a contingent of Blades. Have you had news, then?”
Arlin stopped to listen to what interest one of the Emperor’s knights would have with two missing Temple trainees. Sábria put her hand on the knight’s arm and directed her down the street toward their rooming house/tavern. “While I don’t know how credible her information is, Arlin…” she indicated Arlin, who’d fallen into step behind them, “…may be able to lead us to them.”
The lack of trust Sábria intimated by the doubtful emphasis of the word “may” rankled Arlin, although she had to admit she hadn’t made a very good first impression on the Arch Priestess. Still, hadn’t she ridden an entire night and day in the pouring rain to bring the blasted woman information about Ailith and the other shiv?
The knight glanced over her shoulder and, with the imperious, judgmental frown perfected by noblemen and women the world over, looked deep into Arlin’s smoldering eyes. “And you trust her? How well do you know her? Because I’ve been all over this town and the surrounding area looking for them, and I haven’t turned up even a whisper about two shivs being in this part of Cibía.”
The implication that she might be leading the Arch Priestess on a fool’s errand, or worse, into a trap, didn’t sit well with someone who prided herself on her honesty and integrity. She may joke about cheating because “all nobles cheat, don’t they?” but in reality, Arlin had never in her life cheated at cards or anything else for that matter.
Arlin had bested knights before, and she sized up this woman who’d just given offense as though she weren’t walking right behind her. She rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. “What are you implying, Lady Knight?” She reverted to the derisive tone she’d adopted when dealing with members of the nobility.
Ryn stopped and turned, not liking the tone or the threat even one little bit.
Realizing she’d inadvertently stoked the fires of Arlin’s barely suppressed anger by the casual voicing of her concerns to Ryn, Sábria stepped between the two women before they ended up in some kind of honor duel in the middle of the street. “Arlin, I’ll meet you at the Joker’s Wild. I need to fill Lady Knight Farryn in on why we’re here.”
Arlin turned her attention from Ryn to Sábria. Her anger was reflected in her eyes and in the sarcastic tone she used when responding to Sábria’s attempt at diffusing the situation. “If I’m not mistaken, you already did. Apparently, I’m either taking you to your Goddess only knows where, or I’m leading you into a trap.” She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “If you’d let me know which, I can arrange for either outcome, My Lady.”
Many people who knew Sábria well understood that it was time to step back and reassess when her eyes took on the icy blue hue that was a portent of storm clouds gathering on the horizon. Apparently, Arlin was oblivious to the change because she neither moved nor looked even the slightest bit intimidated by the anger her words engendered.
Both Shirin and Geller recognized it, though, because each woman took hold of one of Arlin’s arms. Shirin bent down to growl in her ear. “Come with us now, or I guarantee you’ll regret it. If you think you can fight Prime Geller and me, you have another thought coming.”
The need to get back to make sure Shaya was safe rose past the anger roiling in her veins. The two of them had come this far together, and her getting herself killed or seriously injured wouldn’t help to finish what they’d set out to do nearly fifteen full moons earlier. And there was no question but that she would finish her hunt. “Fine.” She tried to free her arms, but two impossibly strong hands gripped her biceps and held them firmly in place. “Let go.”
Shirin glanced at Sábria, who pulled in a deep breath and nodded once. Her icy glare never left Arlin’s face. In times past, Arlin would have immediately looked down, grudgingly giving the Arch Priestess, any Arch Priestess, at least the show of respect she was due. But Arlin didn’t care anymore. She stared into Sábria’s eyes even after the two women released her arms and then stepped around Ryn on the way to the inn.
Ryn didn’t try to hide her concern after Arlin had passed her. “You’re trusting your welfare and the welfare of your people to that woman?”
Stopping in the middle of the sidewalk, Arlin’s fingers flexed and clenched as she considered turning and challenging the knight. Sábria’s stern “Go,” coupled with the constant hissing reminder in the back of her mind of “Only one more,” was enough to get her feet moving again.
Before going inside the inn, she ducked into the barn to grab her saddlebags and then walked past Geller, who’d followed her in as though she needed a minder. The other three must have gone on ahead, which suited Arlin just fine. As she walked past the stocky Prime, she grumbled, “I don’t need a fucking babysitter.”
“Could of fooled me.”
Arlin glanced at the woman again and reaffirmed her previous thoughts that this was one dangerous Blade whom she had no intention of challenging. She hefted the saddlebags onto her shoulder and walked out of the barn. She strolled to the front of the building and walked through the Joker’s front door.
Joker’s Wild was different from the tavern she’d just come from in that the bar was separate from the entry and dining halls. Arlin glanced into the bar, thinking she’d come down later, have some drinks, and brush up on her gambling skills. She walked up to the front desk and nodded at the clean-shaven young man writing in the guest book. “I guess you have a room for me, then?”
At the man’s puzzled look, Arlin spun the guest book around to search for her name. All of the Blades, it seemed, had double-bunked, except, of course, for the Arch Priestess. Shaking her head in frustration, she glared at the man. “Fine. Do you have another room free?”
Once again, Sábria had come up behind her unnoticed. “You’ll be sleeping with me so I can keep an eye on you.”
Ignoring Sábria, Arlin growled and stared right through the man’s frightened grey eyes. She tapped the book with a stiff finger. “I asked if you have an empty room.”
“Turn and face me when I speak to you.”
Having the Arch Priestess fetch her from the other bar like a recalcitrant child had irritated her. When the Prime had followed her into the barn as though she thought she might run away, her anger had inched up several notches. Speaking with the knight had very nearly put her over the edge. Now, having this woman, the same woman she was doing a favor for, dictate where she would sleep ratcheted her anger up to a whole new level. Turning slowly, she glared at the Arch Priestess with eyes gone the color of burnt umber.
Sábria, who was standing behind Arlin with her arms crossed, mentally readied herself for a fight. If the look in Arlin’s eyes was any indication of things to come, Sábria intended to be ready. “As I said, you’ll be staying with me.”
Arlin’s eyes narrowed. “Are there two beds to a room, then?”
“No.”
Odds were good that whenever someone angered Arlin to the point that her blood boiled, her perverse side would leap to the fore. She’d never been one who meekly allowed others, especially nobles, to dictate her actions, and that obstinacy had only become more pronounced the last turn or so.
So, this woman intended to sleep with her, did she? Wanting to punish this arrogant Priestess for so blatantly taking away all of her control, she pulled her lips into a sly grin and, with a lusty leer, licked those same lips and obscenely undressed Sábria with her eyes as they roamed over those wonderfully rounded breasts, down to her belly and—
Her head snapped back when Sábria backhanded her so quickly and so hard she fell into the chest-high front desk and barely caught herself before she wound up on the floor. With a loud growl, she felt the side of her face with one hand and balled the other into a fist as she straightened and pivoted to once again face the woman. She barely kept herself from beating her senseless. Or giving it her best shot, anyway.
Sábria tilted her head, and with one hand resting on her hip, she raised her brows, lowered her chin, and asked in a deceptively mild tone, “Care to try that again?”
Shirin stepped up to Sábria’s right and Geller to her left. Several Blades who’d gone into the dining hall for dinner, along with that blasted Lady Knight, filed back through the archway into the reception area to see what the trouble was.
Breathing hard, Arlin, who knew she’d been disgustingly flippant with the most powerful woman in Cibía, felt her cheek with the back of her hand and muttered, “No.”
Shirin growled, “No, My Lady.”
Arlin picked up the saddlebags that had fallen from her shoulder when the Priestess slapped her. “Which is your room?” She started toward the stairs, but Shirin blocked her way by putting a hand on the desk, effectively stopping her with one very muscular arm.
Arlin turned and stared into Shirin’s eyes. “Which is your room…” she drawled the final two words, making them into more of an insult than a term of respect, “…My Lady?”
Without saying a word, Sábria moved around the two women and climbed the stairs, bypassing the second floor and continuing up to the third. A Blade stood guard outside one of five doors, and when Sábria approached, the guard came to attention, brought her fist to her chest, and opened the door.
Arlin grudgingly followed Sábria in and looked at the single large bed at one end of the room. This was obviously the best accommodation in the tavern since the space was not only immaculate, but it also had its own bath chamber and cozy fireplace. She walked to the bed and dropped the saddlebags on the floor. Rummaging through them, she pulled out a clean tunic and turned to leave.
“There’s a tub right through that door.”
“You can use that one, and I’ll go find the community bathhouse.”
“Arlin.” Sábria waited for the woman to turn and face her. “For reasons I’m sure are obvious even to you, I don’t trust you to leave my sight until you lead me to my two shivs. We’re going down to eat some dinner. You’ll have one ale with that dinner. Then we’ll come back up here, bathe and get a good night’s sleep. Any questions?”
“I’m not a child to be dragged here and there and followed as though I’m going to run away and leave you to look for your fucking shivs on your own. As if I would. I have Shaya to think about, too. I find your unspoken insinuations condescending and highly insulting.”
If no one had told Sábria this woman was of noble breeding, that last little speech would have given it away in an instant. The words were haughty and spoken in the erudite manner of someone born into the aristocracy. “I asked if you had any questions.”
“I do not.” Arlin purposely left off the honorific, raised her chin, and stared directly into Sábria’s eyes. She flinched, ducked, and blinked when Sábria again swung her arm as if to backhand her. When no blow came, she slowly brought her head up to look the Arch Priestess in the eye. “I do not, My Lady.”
Instead of slapping her, Sábria gently patted her cheek. “Better.”
By the time Sábria stepped out of the bathing room, Arlin was fast asleep on her side of the bed wearing a clean tunic and undratrews. Sábria had sent Shirin to purchase a robe for her to wear since she didn’t think her normally naked sleep habits were appropriate in this particular instance. Her friend had brought back a white cotton robe with a cloth belt that Sábria was tying around her waist as she made her way to the bed.
As she pulled the knot tight, she stared down at the woman who had managed to bring her to the boiling point several times in a relatively short period of time. Arlin’s dark skin over high cheekbones was softer in sleep than it was during the day. The constant stress lines were gone, and the dark shadow Sábria sensed just beneath the surface had disappeared as well, leaving a lost, troubled young woman in its wake.
Knowing as she did the many ways Elyon chose to bring damaged people into her life, Sábria wondered whether tomorrow she’d watch this woman ride out of her life forever or whether her Goddess had other plans known only to her. With those thoughts heavy on her mind, she lay down on the bed and fell into a much-needed sleep.
When she awoke several candlemarks later, the moonless sky outside the window was dark, and Arlin was thrashing around on the bed as though demons were ripping her to shreds. Aware of how violent warriors could be when woken out of troubled, nightmarish dreams, Sábria got to her knees and took hold of Arlin’s flailing wrists. “Arlin. It’s Sábria. You’re safe here with me.”
Arlin opened her eyes to see Sábria pinning her wrists to the bed. She felt the sweat rolling off her forehead and knew instantly what had happened. She closed her eyes and let out a long breath. “I’m sorry. I knew…I shouldn’t have—”
Sábria released her arms and put her fingers to Arlin’s lips. “Shh, it’s okay. I’m here. You’re safe. Close your eyes and go back to sleep.”
Using the sheet to wipe the sweat from her face, Arlin nodded and rolled away from the Arch Priestess.
Sábria lay back down, and even though she eventually heard the steady breathing of sleep, she’d stayed up too many times with too many troubled Blades to know nightmares rarely happened only once over the course of a night.
After about a quarter candlemark, Arlin’s head jerked this way and that, and she growled angry, inarticulate words Sábria wished she could understand. She rested a hand on one of Arlin’s arms and whispered, “Shh, you’re safe. I’m here, and you’re safe with me.” She had to repeat herself several times before the movement and guttural sounds gradually became less pronounced before finally ceasing altogether.
She removed the hand, but before long, the nightmare—whatever memories held Arlin captive while she slept—crept back in to torment and bedevil her. Sábria woke her this time, and when Arlin opened her eyes, she spoke to the young warrior in a soft, reassuring tone. “If it’s all right with you, I’m going to put my arm around you. Touch seems to quiet you enough that we’ll both be able to sleep. Do I have your permission to do that?”
The sweat on her brow told Arlin she was having a particularly bad night. She rolled away from Sábria and nodded, not having the words nor the inclination to explain the recurring nightmares that had plagued her nights for so long. To her surprise, Sábria didn’t simply drape her arm over her. She moved in so the front of her body was up against Arlin’s back and legs. She wrapped her arm over her shoulder and chest and took hold of her bicep, effectively wrapping her in a warm, safe cocoon.
Arlin squeezed her eyes shut in a futile attempt to hold in the overwhelming emotions battering their way to the surface. Sábria’s unforeseen kindness evoked a slew of unexpected emotions deep within her troubled soul. Tears welled in her eyes, and her breathing became shallow and harsh, but when Sábria gently squeezed her arm, she forced herself to relax into that feeling of safety and security and, after a while, fell into the most restful sleep she’d had in a very long time.





Ten

  
F or Ailith, running had always been an outlet for her emotions. If she was angry, sad, confused, annoyed, anxious, or feeling lost and abandoned, the coping mechanism she always turned to was to run, sometimes until she couldn’t breathe and her body seized up so she was unable to take another step.
Several candlemarks earlier, a large group of searchers had come close to Emlyn’s tree. Too close. She’d run to the tree and hissed at Shaya to stay hidden but ready, and then she’d taken off at a steady lope, purposefully letting herself be seen in order to lead the nobs hunting for Emlyn far enough away so she could lose them and then double back. She’d been playing this game of cat and mouse for a half day now, leading searchers deep into the forest and then abandoning them to a futile search while she returned and began the game anew.
The number of searchers had grown over the last day, and Ailith was hard-pressed to keep them away from the tree. She’d overheard one of the men say Lord Hamblyn, whoever that was, had said no one could return—to where he didn’t say—without Emlyn or Emlyn’s body, he didn’t care which, as long as they brought her to him within the next three days.
As she’d moved through the treetops, Ailith had discovered that these weren’t professional trackers. Far from it. They knew nothing about stealth movement, and not once, in the entire three days they’d been searching, had they looked up into the thick canopy to look for their prey.
If she had to guess, she’d say they were nothing more than city guardsmen or perhaps the personal guard of some noble house who knew just enough about tracking people to blunder around in the forest and maybe get lucky enough to find whomever they were looking for.
She didn’t know about their weapons skills. Even the city guard practiced with their weapons at least once a week, and over time, a person could develop skills slightly better than your average street brawler or nob set to guarding a warehouse or private home.
The ones who’d followed her this time had separated into three groups, and by the time each group decided they’d lost her and took the time to find their fellow searchers, she’d be well on the way back to her tree. When they figured out where they were and worked out how to get back to the search area, she’d be off with another group leading them astray.
She was tiring, though, and knew she couldn’t hold out much longer. With yet another plea to the Goddess to bring Sábria and the Blades sooner rather than later, she jumped to the next branch and started back to where Emlyn and Shaya waited.
To her great relief, the majority of the search party had moved south. Even though her personal whistle was Temple business, Ailith felt she didn’t have a choice but to teach it to Shaya, along with a couple of other sequences that might prove critical in her duty to keep her fellow shiv safe. As she moved into the hollow tree’s canopy, she whistled two short uprising notes and one downward curling note before dropping down into their hiding place.
Shaya shifted to give her some room. “Well?”
“They won’t be back for a while, and th’ others have moved south. How’s she doin’?”
“She’s doing better. I can get her to drink out of the waterskin now, and she’ll eat those berries and roots you found. She has a massive headache, but that’s to be expected. The even better news is that she stays conscious for longer periods of time.” Shaya laid a comforting hand on Ailith’s arm. “She’s getting better, Ailith. You’re buying her the time she needs to heal.”
“Aye, that’s good.” She chewed on her bottom lip, thinking.
Shaya knew Ailith well enough by now to know when she was distracted or worried, well, more worried than usual, and even in the meager lighting coming in through the opening, she could see there was something the shiv wasn’t telling her. “Ailith, if we’re to survive this, we need to work as a team. I have to know what’s bothering you, and maybe together, we can solve whatever it is.”
Ailith sighed heavily, “Aye, it’s just that, well, what if Arlin and Sábria ride by when I’m no there to call ‘em in? What if they come when I’m a candlemark away, leading those idiots off into th’ forest? What then? They’ll ride by, and I won’t know it, and I’ll be watchin’ fer ‘em, and they’ll already be past. Arlin’s gotta be bringin’ ‘em by now. She’s been gone long enough.”
Those were some concerns Shaya had been having as well. She’d thought about being a lookout in the tree line while Ailith was gone, but she didn’t have the skills to blend in the way Ailith did. “I know. Look, maybe we should shift our focus to watching for them instead of drawing them away. I can’t stay hidden like you, so I can’t watch, and I have zero tracking skills, so I can’t trick them into following me and lead them away. But I can fight. I’m good with my sword, and if I have to defend the tree, I think I can hold them off long enough for you to get back to me. We need to play to our strengths, Ailith. We’re a team, right?”
Ailith considered the suggestion. If Arlin had made it to Sarlogne, then she should be back any time now. “Well, there’s a bunch of th’ skezzi ró múgromin pounits lost in th’ forest a good candlemark away. I think I ran ‘em around in circles enough that they’ll have to find th’ road and then figure out where we are all over again. With the others in the south, I don’t think ye’ll be overrun by a whole gaggle of ‘em. So…” she lifted a shoulder, “…maybe yer right.”
It was stating the obvious, but Ailith decided to chance it anyway. “Yer gonna have to spend most of yer time out of the tree. If they catch ya in here, ye’ll be dead as quick as it takes ‘em to either burn down th’ tree or skewer ya with a long sword.”
Shaya grinned affectionately at the younger woman. People often underestimated her skills and her age. Her pixie looks had people guessing her to be somewhere around twenty-two or twenty-three when in actuality, she was nearing thirty-one. “I’d figured that out for myself. I’ve been hanging out in the branches of that larger tree to the east. It’s close enough to get here if I need to but far enough away that I’ll be able to see attackers as they advance.”
Ailith shifted and stared out into the forest. “Aye, I’ve seen ya up there, but, like ya said, we need to talk to each other, and I don’t know how much ya know about fightin’ an’ such.” She made up her mind about how to handle the next few candlemarks. “I’m goin’ to go out to th’ tree line and make me way north ‘cuz that’s th’ way th’ Blades’ll be comin’ from. It’ll mean I’m further away from ya than I’d like, but, like ya said, we’re a team. If ya think ya can hold ‘em….”
Ailith sent a questioning glance over her shoulder at the woman she’d initially taken an instant dislike to. Her animosity hadn’t lasted very long, though, and they’d come to a truce fairly early on. The way Shaya had immediately taken charge of Emlyn’s care and thrown herself into the roles of medic and minder had begun the process of thawing Ailith’s stubborn prejudice about the woman’s upper-class mannerisms and speech patterns. Hadn’t Jenx been trying to break her of the habit of immediately assuming all nobles—well, all nobles except those within the Blades—held her in disdain the minute she opened her mouth to speak?
And even though Shaya had a slender frame with delicate facial features, she had a double portion of inner strength that came through loud and clear. Not only that, she was physically strong, as Ailith had discovered one morning as she’d stood watch while Shaya had stripped down and bathed in the stream behind their tree. Her slight stature belied lean muscles that were toned and surprisingly well-defined. Over the course of the last couple of days, Ailith had become convinced she could trust Shaya to protect Emlyn with her life.
“I’ll do what I can. Your Temple’s distress call is four long notes with a rise at the end of each note, right? If I’m fighting, I’ll be whistling like a fool until you get back here, so if you hear it, come quick!” Shaya grinned at Ailith and raised her brows.
Ailith blew out her cheeks. “Old Granther Dingus used to say, ‘Even if yer ‘crap yer pants scared,’ ya hang on until ya can’t hang on no more, and then ya dig deep and hang on some more.’ Aye? If ya whistle, ya hang on, Shaya, because I’ll be comin’ if I can. I swear it. I’ll be comin’.”
Shaya’s bright white teeth sparkled when she grinned and pulled her into a long embrace.
Shocked, Ailith automatically folded her arms around the other woman’s shoulders.
They remained like that for several moments until Shaya held her at arm’s length and shrugged, “Ailith, if we get through this, I’d be proud to, maybe, think about joining your Blades. If they’re anything like you, well….” She stopped and remembered she had Arlin to think about. “Well, we’ll see what happens, yes?”
“Aye.” With that, Ailith checked their surroundings again and climbed out the opening and up into the tree. She moved west toward the road, stopping every so often to listen. The forest creatures were mostly silent, and that worried her. Silence meant predators, and the meanest predators she knew were the two-legged kind.
The road wasn’t too far now, and she stopped one last time to get her bearings. She knew she needed to follow the road north, and she craned her neck to check the position of the sun. It was almost straight overhead. Almost, but not quite. The road was west of the tree line, which meant north was to her right.
She’d just lifted her foot off her branch to start that way when she heard a voice raised behind her. She recognized the distinctive burr of one of the new men who’d come to reorganize the sloppy, untrained searchers. He was dangerous. It had been obvious from the start that he had military training, and the searching had become more focused and intense when he’d arrived.
The voice was between her and Emlyn and Shaya, and there was no way she’d move north with the searchers so close. This man had been the one to lead the majority of the searchers south, and she’d assumed he’d stay there for the rest of the day, if not permanently since they hadn’t found Emlyn in this stretch of the woods. She could hear Dingus’ voice in her head, “Assumin’ don’t do nothin’ but get ya killed, Ailith. Don’t never assume nothin’.”
She leaned up against the tree’s trunk, closed her eyes, and ran her hands through her hair, trying to think. If any good had come out of this whole fiasco, it was that she’d been remembering a lot of the training she’d received in Dreyutha. Both Granther Dingus and Lady Knight Isobel had taught her that the best way to keep ahead of your enemy is to know their plans if at all possible. Isobel would say, “Never pass up a chance to gain intelligence, Ailith. Even if you don’t think you have the time, take it anyway if the opportunity presents itself.” Grabbing two fistfuls of hair didn’t help her decide whether she should stay and protect Shaya and Emlyn or keep heading north like she’d told Shaya she intended to do.
The only way to know what this asshole’s plans were was to take the time she didn’t have and retrace her steps far enough that she could clearly hear what the nob had to say. Moving between trees by stepping from one branch to another was fairly easy because the trees were so densely packed together. It didn’t take her long to get close enough to the gathering where she could listen without being seen.
The voice was low and rough, almost guttural if she had to put a name to it. “They’re coming south, probably looking for the shivs. Nyce says there are thirteen Blades, another warrior—maybe a Blade but not dressed like them—and two hostlers by the looks of them. One of the hostlers is driving a wagon that has someone wearing healer colors riding along.”
Nervous mumbling started at one end of the group, and the man pulled his belt knife and stuck the point against one of the men’s throats. “What was that? Care to share?” He wasn’t big by any means. Ailith guessed he was half a head shorter than she was when she stood in her bare feet. Silver hair pulled tight into a ponytail revealed a thin, menacing face. His nose angled sharply down from between cruel eyes, pointing to thick lips covered by a bushy, well-groomed mustache.
Ailith watched the bobble in the man’s throat bounce up and down before he shook his head.
“I didn’t think so. There’s twenty-five of us, and we can better the odds if we ambush them. That’s hard to do since there’s open prairie on either side of the road. So, here’s what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna ride out to the road and head north, nice and peaceful like. When we meet the Blades, we split around them. Give them the road while we tip our hats and move off to the side. When we’ve got them surrounded, we attack. Any questions?”
Ailith didn’t wait around to hear if anyone was dumb enough not to understand a plan so brilliantly simple. She silently moved away from the group and, when it was safe, dropped to the ground and began running through the trees at a ground-eating pace.
She stayed to the tree line because it was imperative that none of the searchers see her. Every now and then, she glanced back because they’d moved to the road and were riding at a steady pace. They weren’t moving fast since that might alert the Blades, but even so, if Arlin and the Blades were too far away, the horses would overtake her, and that would be disaster for the rescue party.
A cloud of dust rose on the horizon, not unusual since there had been people riding up and down the road at intervals throughout the day. “Please, Lady Elyon. It’s gotta be them. Please, fer Emlyn, not fer me, but for her, aye?”
The searchers were almost parallel to her now, and she knew that if the dust wasn’t signaling the arrival of the Blades, all would be lost. There was a slight hill in the road, and Ailith watched it steadily, hoping to recognize something, anything on the heads she knew would become visible over the crest of the hill. Her nerves were frayed, and so, instead of just relying on running to calm them, she resorted to talking to herself, too. “Well, if it’s too far to see th’ heads, I’ll see th’ shoulder next, and they’ll all be wearin’ black, and it’ll all work out.”
The first inkling that her prayers had been answered was the sight of Sábria’s golden grey hair rising above the horizon. Ailith’s heart soared at the sight. She’d know that beautiful, fierce, protective woman from anywhere at any distance. She’d known Sábria would come, and seeing her riding over the crest of that hill buoyed her flagging spirits like nothing else could.
Looking back over her shoulder, she saw that the searchers had seen Sábria as well. When she returned her attention to the hill, three riders had joined the Arch Priestess, all wearing the midnight black uniforms of the Daughters of Elyon. Relief warred with pride as she watched pairs of riders crest the hill one right after the other. It was almost too hard to believe that these were her people now, a family that she would belong to for the rest of her life.
Unfortunately, there was no time to revel in her rescuers' arrival. The searchers were only about ten horse lengths from the Blades now, and the Blades were oblivious to their danger.
Sound carried better from up high, so Ailith climbed to the highest branches of the tallest tree. She didn’t have time to start the sequence with her personal call. She drew in a deep breath and whistled four long, shrill notes with a rising inflection at the end of each one.
Both Sábria and Shirin’s heads shot up, and suddenly it was like she’d kicked a hornet’s nest with her warning call. Ailith could barely hear the Commander and Prime Geller shouting orders, and within moments, all the Blades were armed and surrounding the Arch Priestess.
The searchers dropped all pretense of being innocent travelers. With a shouted order from their leader, they pulled their swords and charged.
Ailith watched the Blades fight as a cohesive, well-trained fighting unit. Even though they were badly outnumbered, their superior weapons skills and disciplined battle tactics had them whittling down the numbers of the attackers, one dead enemy at a time.
She jerked her head around when she heard what she thought might be the four-whistle distress call riding on the edge of the wind. Stilling her breathing, she closed her eyes and blocked out the sounds of fighting in the distance.
When she heard the faint call again, her heart leapt into her throat. “Fowk.” She descended by jumping from one branch to the next, heedless of the danger that one reckless misstep or cracked, unstable branch would send her body plummeting to the forest floor below. She needed to get back to Shaya and Emlyn.
She hit the ground running, and realizing there was neither the time nor the need for stealth, she veered into the open prairie where she could sprint without having to worry about leaping over roots or downed trees or catching her foot on a trailing vine.
Sábria noticed movement out of the corner of her eye, and having just killed her latest attacker, she chanced a quick glance at the tree line. What she saw sent her heart into her throat.
Ailith was heading away from them in an all-out sprint, breaking a path through the knee-high grass. “Shirin! To me!” She kicked her mare into a gallop, trusting Geller and the Lady Knight to lead the rest of the Blades to victory. If anyone could repel an attack against all odds, it was her Prime. Having a fully trained Knight among their ranks was a boon she hadn’t anticipated but welcomed all the same.
Hearing two sets of hoofbeats behind her, Sábria leaned low over her horse’s neck and looked back. Both Shirin and Arlin were riding in an all-out gallop, trying to catch her hard-charging mare.
When Sábria faced forward, she was afraid she’d lost her shiv again because Ailith was nowhere to be seen.
Arlin shouted up to her, and when Sábria turned to look back, Arlin pointed into the forest, which looked too densely packed to take a horse through at full speed. Pulling her mare up short, Sábria leapt off her horse and sprinted into the woods after her shiv with Shirin and Arlin right on her heels.
It didn’t take long for Sábria to realize she had no idea which way Ailith might have gone. She stopped and waited for Arlin to catch up, and when she did, Sábria grabbed her arm and pulled her close. “Where would she go?”
“I can take you to where we set up the second camp, but they were going to go to where Ailith was keeping your other Blade.”
With her mind working feverishly to sort through several problems at once, Sábria corrected Arlin with a distracted nod, “My other shiv.” She turned south and whistled her own personal sequence, hoping Ailith would hear and be able to answer. When there was no response, she released Arlin’s sleeve. “Take us to that second camp. Maybe Shirin can find the trail from there.”
Arlin had studied the trees when she’d left the first time, and she looked around, hoping to see the huge twisted monster she’d picked as one that would stand out from just about anywhere. She turned a full circle, taking her time to look from the forest floor up into the canopy in each of the four directions.
“There.” She’d caught a glimpse of the unusual trunk through the trees, and she headed toward it with a sureness to her steps that belied her unease. Ailith wouldn’t have been sprinting the way she had if Shaya and the other shiv weren’t in trouble. She only hoped she could get to them in time to save them or die trying.





Eleven

  
A ilith sprinted through the trees, leaping over rotted trunks and exposed roots she’d come to know intimately over the last few days. As she rounded the slope of a rock outcropping, the clanging sound of sword hitting sword rang through the air.
When she came in sight of the tree, she found four nobs driving Shaya away while a fifth was perched belly down in the hole where they’d been keeping Emlyn safe. The sight turned her vision red, and with a feral roar, she pulled her blade and charged into the fray.
The first nob she went after was the one hanging halfway into the tree.
When he heard her roar, he pushed away and fell onto his back just in time to avoid being cut in half by Ailith’s sword that sang through the air and embedded itself in the trunk where his body had been moments before.
He still held his knife in a white-knuckled grip, and while Ailith was yanking her sword free, he leapt to his feet and slashed at her exposed throat, thinking she’d be an easy target with her hands otherwise occupied.
Knives could be more dangerous than swords if only for the speed with which the attacker can move the shorter weapon through the air. Unfortunately for this nob, both Granther Dingus and Lady Isobel had painfully pounded the lesson home that the defense can be even deadlier than the attack because of the close proximity of the two combatants.
The hours and hours of training Ailith had been through for much of her life made her reaction instantaneous. She released the stuck blade, leaving it embedded in the tree, and pivoted toward her attacker. With an open palm, she swept her arm up and caught his wrist in the web between her thumb and forefinger. The tip of the knife bit into her bicep as she shoved the hand straight up. Without conscious thought, she held her other hand balled into a fist, knuckles down, fingers up, tucked in close to her chest. Like a blacksmith’s auger, her fist shot out and rotated into the front of his throat with such force that she felt the small bones crack and his windpipe collapse.
Even before his body hit the ground, Ailith pivoted, grabbed her sword hilt, and, in one decisive pull, wrenched it free and swung around to block an attack from behind. She was of a height with the new attacker, but he had the advantage of bulk and balance since the sword’s release had shifted her weight onto one foot.
The force of his blow knocked her back a step. She would have been able to keep her balance if a root protruding from the ground hadn’t caught her heel and upended her. She landed on her shoulders with a thud.
The nob was on her before her grunt of pain was fully formed, swinging his blade above his head and bringing it down with a wicked gleam in his eyes.
Sensing his friend had the upper hand, one of his companions rounded on her as well.
His mistake.
The instant his leg was within reach, Ailith grabbed it and jerked up, pulling him forward so he landed belly-up on top of her chest. There was a sickening chuff that sounded suspiciously like someone opening a watermelon with a longsword, followed by a muffled thunk as the first nob’s blade sliced through the man’s belly and lodged in his vertebrae.
Ailith caught and held her attacker’s gaze for just a moment as their brains registered exactly what they’d heard. Silence closed in around her as she looked into the man’s charcoal grey eyes that held stupefied shock and unspeakable regret at what he’d just done. With an almost apologetic look passing from her to the man she was less than a heartbeat away from killing, she gritted her teeth and grunted before whipping her sword around and opening a wide gash across his throat.
Apparently, the sounds of their fighting had brought reinforcements as three more searchers entered the fray, bringing the number of attackers back to the original five.
With her tunic soaked in the blood of the two dead men lying on top of her, Ailith pushed out from beneath them. She barely had enough time to bring her foot up into the codpiece of a burly, barrel-chested man who’d belatedly lumbered to his companion’s defense. Since she was still on her back, she shoved the bottom of her other foot against his stomach. The kick to the groin, coupled with the man’s own momentum, allowed her to use both of her powerful legs to leverage him headfirst over her body and into the trunk of the tree.
He was more coordinated than a man his size should be, though, because as he passed over her, he managed to score the lower part of her stomach with the tip of his blade. The man’s head was harder than it looked since ramming it into a solid object only served to ratchet up his killing rage at what she’d done to two of his friends.
Ailith was gratified to see him wobble and shake his head as he made to stand. She was more agile than he was, though, and judging it was more important to help Shaya than to take the time to finish him off, she leapt to her feet and attacked the nobs surrounding her new friend, who was only just barely holding her own against four attackers with her sword in one hand and a knife in the other.
Blood ran from a slice across the smaller woman’s upper arm, and a long red smear ran across her forehead from where she’d angrily swiped her disheveled hair out of her eyes with a bloody hand. But even though Shaya had held off her attackers, she was tiring from the unending onslaught of blows raining down on her from all sides.
As Ailith ran to them, two men turned to face the new threat. The blows came in hard and fast, but Ailith answered each attack with a concentrated ferocity of her own. Knowing the big oaf was at her back, she moved in close to the smallest man, grabbed him by the arm, and swung him into his friend so she could keep an eye on the bigger man, who’d shaken off his unsteadiness and was coming at her with a determined set to his broad shoulders. He was joined by a second nob who flinched at the demented feral glint in Ailith’s eyes.
Her teeth were bared as she blocked first one man’s blow and then attacked the other, all the while moving close enough to Shaya to protect her if the need arose, which happened sooner than Ailith expected.
One of the men got in a lucky kick to Shaya’s ankles, and she fell onto her back beneath Ailith’s feet. Ailith straddled her as best she could, blocking the blows that began raining down on them as the men increased their attacks, trying to stop this demon in her tracks.
At that moment, two of the most accomplished swordswomen in the empire and one very pissed Pheodran warrior joined the fight.
All but the biggest nob turned to face the newest threats, but to their great misfortune, their inexperience and second-rate skills with their blades weren’t nearly enough to save them from an enraged Arch Priestess and her second in command. The women made short work of killing the ones who’d had the audacity to kidnap two of their own.
Ailith was too focused on her fight to notice when the others began cutting down the men left and right. Her focus had narrowed to the biggest man and his sword, who once again attacked her with manic, single-minded determination showing in his seething, heavy-lidded eyes.
Growling, she bared her teeth and swung her blade with such force—a forehand followed by a vicious backhand followed by several other blows—that, despite the disparity in their sizes, she moved him steadily back until he bumped up against a solid tree trunk.
Red tinged her vision when she realized he was touching Emlyn’s hiding place. Deep within the recesses of her mind, the beast howled that no one should touch that tree, let alone this man who’d dared press his attack against her. With a feral growl, she swung her blade forward with such intensity that even though he brought his sword up to block the blow, the sharpened edge of her blade bit deeply into the side of his neck, severing the wildly beating artery pulsing with the combined forces of his anger and fear.
Blood gushed from his wound, and her nostrils flared, pulling in the coppery scent and fueling the inner warrior raging inside. When someone backed into her from behind, her reaction was instantaneous. She swung around, intending to take off the attacker’s head.
It took the combined shout of “Ailith! No!” from Sábria, Shirin, and Shaya to stop her blade a hair’s width from slicing across Arlin’s throat.
Arlin’s eyes widened as she swallowed and dropped her sword, wanting to make it perfectly clear to this killing demon that she was on the side of the angels. Holding her hands out to her sides, she managed to croak, “I brought help.”
Ailith stood frozen in her tracks as her brain tried to make sense of what was happening around her. Her breath roared in her ears, and her chest heaved as she pulled in great lungfuls of air in an effort to disengage her killing rage.
“Ailith.” Sábria stepped forward and, hoping physical contact would bring her around, put one hand on her shoulder, pressed in close to her back, and gently grasped the hand holding the blade so close to Arlin’s throat. She spoke quietly in Ailith’s ear. “We’re here, Ailith. It’s okay. I’m here now.”
It was Sábria’s calm reassurance that broke the spell that had accelerated her movements with such terrible, destructive precision. Ailith lowered her sword and slumped into Sábria, who slipped the hilt out of Ailith’s hands and held it out for Shirin to take. She gently lowered the younger woman, enfolding her in her arms as they sank to the ground.
There was a horrified intake of breath as Sábria’s hand sank into Ailith’s blood-soaked tunic. There was a tinge of panic in her voice when she called out, “Shirin.”
The Commander had seen the enormous amount of blood soaking Ailith’s clothing, but she hadn’t wanted to make any quick moves with Ailith’s berserker blood running so hot through her veins. Not completely sure Ailith had control of her emotions yet, Shirin decided she needed to check in with the shiv before checking her for wounds. She slowly knelt and put a calming hand on Ailith’s knee. “Ailith. Where are you hurt? There’s too much blood, and I need to see what’s happening. May I lift your tunic?”
Ailith’s eyes opened, and she focused on the Commander’s face. Bewildered, she whispered, “Commander?”
“Yes, Ailith and Sábria’s holding you.” Shirin repeated her request, wanting to break through the obvious confusion. “May I check you for injuries?”
Now that her mind was beginning to register things other than where the next attack was coming from, Ailith felt pain in several parts of her body. “Me stomach, I think, and maybe me leg. And…” She lifted her arm but let it fall back to her lap. “Nothin’ bad.”
Shirin turned to Arlin, who had regained her composure and was busy wrapping a cloth around Shaya’s arm to staunch the profuse amount of blood staining her sleeve and running off her hand to stain the leaves beneath her feet. “When you’re through with that, can you run and get Kara? Hopefully, Geller and the Blades have everything under control, and Kara will be with the wagon.”
Arlin used her teeth to tear the end of the improvised bandage in two before knotting the ends to hold it in place. She answered without really thinking. “Yes, Commander.” She didn’t see the surprised look that passed between Sábria and Shirin.
They both quickly schooled their features when Arlin turned toward them on her way back to the road.
While Shirin carefully lifted Ailith’s tunic, Sábria glanced over her shoulder at Shaya. “Are you okay?”
“I will be.”
“And Emlyn? Is she…?” The possible answers to her question were so gut-wrenching that Sábria had a difficult time finishing the sentence.
To her surprise, Shaya walked to a hole in the trunk of a massive tree and pulled herself inside.
An animal-like hissing came from where the tree’s darkened interior had swallowed up the diminutive warrior, and a full-grown possum crawled out and climbed to a nearby branch. Ailith, who was still a bit dazed, shook her head. “Don’t worry. That’s just th’ Commander. She’s fierce, but she won’t really hurt ya.”
Shirin paused, still holding the hem of Ailith’s tunic in her hand. Her drawl held definite pique when she repeated, “The Commander?” Irritation crept into her eyes as she looked at Sábria, who was trying to hide her amusement. Shirin’s jaw cocked to the side as she switched her gaze back to Ailith, who wasn’t even remotely trying to hide the teasing look in her eyes.
“Aye. She’s been protectin’ Emlyn from snakes and such.”
Sighing, Shirin shook her head and mumbled, “If you weren’t already hurt, I’d definitely remedy that situation.” She lifted the tunic and schooled her features at the thin line of sliced flesh reaching from one side of Ailith’s stomach to the other. The shiv was lucky her entrails were still in place and not hanging out on the leaf-strewn ground.
Putting her fingers to the wound, she calmly said, “This is going to hurt, Shiv, so be still.” Shirin gently pulled apart the two sides of the laceration to get a better idea of the wound’s depth. She repeated the process several times to see whether the depth changed at any point.
Sábria tightened her hold when Ailith stiffened. “Shh. I have you.”
“Not as bad as it looks. Where is this other blood coming from?” Shirin pointed to the soaked tunic. “Certainly not from this stomach wound.”
Ailith weakly pointed to two men lying a short distance away. “I was on me back, and I pulled th’ one nob on top of me to block th’ other nob from cuttin’ me in two. He sliced through th’ first one’s belly, and then I sliced through the second one’s throat, and he fell on top of me, too.” She shrugged to hide her disgust. “Bled out like two stuck pigs.”
Shirin lifted the tunic high enough to ensure that Ailith didn’t have any other wounds that she wasn’t aware of. “And you said your lower leg and…I forget, where else?”
Distracted by the time it was taking Shaya from reporting on Emlyn, Sábria quietly said, “Her leg and arm. Ailith, you said the possum was guarding Emlyn. She’s alive, then?”
“Well, when I got back, one of these assholes,” she glanced around and pointed to a man lying close to the tree, “that one there, he were halfway in th’ tree. So, as long as he didn’t get to her while he were in there, she’s been gettin’ better every day. Shaya’s been treatin’ her while I kept th’ assholes away.” She glanced at the tree and then at the bodies strewn around it. “We’re a team, Shaya and me.”
Shaya wriggled out of the hole just as Shirin pulled off Ailith’s boot. Blood had completely soaked through the pantleg and her stocking. Kneeling next to the Commander, Shaya lightly pushed her hand away. “I’m a healer…well, mostly. Can I take a look?”
Sábria needed to know whether Emlyn was safe, and with her impatience growing stronger with every anxious beat of her heart, her voice was sharp and held a definite bite when she had to ask a third time about her shiv. “Tell me, right now. How is Emlyn doing?”
Surprised at the woman’s tone, Shaya glared at her. “She’s fine. Conscious but groggy.”
Shirin automatically corrected her as she used her belt knife to cut away the bottom of Ailith’s trews. “She’s fine, My Lady.”
Shaya puffed out a breath. “Phht. A noble? I’ll bet Arlin liked that.”
At Ailith’s weak chuckle, Shirin gently cuffed the side of her head. “None of that.” She turned her attention back to Shaya. “I’m going to assume you don’t recognize Lady Sábria, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
The blood drained from Shaya’s face, and her eyes became as round as saucers. She blinked into Sábria’s expressive eyes and then, as was done in Pheodra, leaned forward and put her forehead on the ground. She spoke into the leaves and other detritus littering the forest floor. “Forgive me, My Lady. Ailith said you would come, but I thought that was just wishful thinking on her part.”
Sábria’s patience was exhausted, and her response held none of her usual restraint when dealing with people who suddenly realize exactly whom they’re dealing with. “Sit up. You say Emlyn’s groggy? Why?” When a chastised Shaya sat up, Sábria added, “And yes, Arlin and I have butted heads on more than one occasion.”
Shaya’s brows shot up. “I’ll bet.” She looked at Sábria’s arms around Ailith and her brows reversed course and descended to new lows as she tried to process the differences between this Arch Priestess and the sarcastic, power-hungry priests and priestesses in her own country.
Realizing Sábria had asked her a question, Shaya shook herself out of her reverie. “Um, Emlyn has a bad concussion. Ailith told me some men bashed her on the back of the head before throwing her in a box and taking her from the city. There have been search parties looking for her for some Lord who told them not to return without her.”
“What?” Sábria sat up so fast she startled a mentally drifting Ailith into reaching for her belt knife. Sábria grabbed her hand to keep her from drawing it. “I’m sorry, Ailith. We’re fine.” She looked toward the forest where Arlin had disappeared. “What’s keeping Arlin and Kara? Shirin, would you mind—”
Before she could finish her sentence, Arlin came into view with Kara, Killian, and Jenx following on her heels. When they reached them, Kara set her bag next to Ailith and immediately went to work. She pulled a small container from the bag and handed it to Jenx. “Does anyone know if there’s water close by?”
Shaya pointed toward the stream. “That way about a furlong.”
Jenx was hovering over Ailith, and Kara held the water pouch out to her. “Please run and get some fresh water for me.”
With another glance at Ailith, Jenx accepted the pouch and took off at a run.
Rubbing her throbbing arm, Shaya closed her eyes a moment, pulled in a deep breath, and opened them again. “I’m a healer of a sort. If you need help….”
Seeing the pain in the woman’s eyes, Kara nodded her thanks. “If I need your help, I’ll be sure and ask, but you look like you need to rest.”
Killian, who was close to tears, searched the surrounding forest and swallowed her grief at not seeing Emlyn nearby. She’d been afraid something horrible had happened to her shiv, and now it seemed her greatest fears were realized.
Sábria immediately noticed and took hold of her lower leg. “Killian, she’s okay. They’ve hidden her in that tree. Just there.” She pointed to the hole and noticed the possum staring at them from one of the branches. “Oh and watch out for the Commander there. I guess she’s been protecting our shiv for us.”
The Blade’s brows pulled together in confusion. “The Commander?”
Shirin growled, pushed to her feet, and stepped to the tree. “Nevermind.” After examining the hole, she shook her head. “I think I’m too big to go in there.” She grabbed the bottom edge of the hole, pulled herself up, and looked inside, where she saw Emlyn’s dark silhouette. “Can she be moved?” Emlyn tried to pull her leg up under her, and Shirin glanced back at Shaya. “She moved her leg. Is it safe to bring her out?”
Shaya walked to the hole. “Yes, I’ve had her out a couple of times so she could relieve herself.” She turned and sized up Killian. “You’re bigger than me, but not as big as…” she turned to Shirin when she realized she didn’t have a clue who the woman was.
The etiquette training the Blades received kicked in, and Killian immediately filled in the blank, “Commander Shirin, Second-in-Command of the Daughters of Elyon.” Normally she’d give Shaya’s name as well, but she belatedly realized she didn’t know it.
Shaya took a step back and bowed low. “I’m Shaya Deplan.” She gave a self-deprecating grin, “And I’m in command of nothing except my wayward friend over there. She hiked a thumb over her shoulder at Arlin. “And even that’s questionable.”
Shirin glanced at Arlin. “Are you two a couple then?”
“What?” Startled laughter bubbled up from Shaya’s throat. “Absolutely not. But we’ve been friends for many turns and…” she hesitated, thought about what she’d just been about to say, and shrugged, “…well, we’ve been friends for a lot of turns. Anyway,” she turned back to Killian, “…you’re not as big as your Commander. If you go in feet first and slide down to the ground, there’s enough room for you to help her up. If you get her to the window and put her foot in your hand, you can lift her and…well, I had to drape her belly first over the hole’s lip, climb over her and tug her the rest of the way out, but with us here, it’ll be easier. I’d do it, but—” She rubbed the bandage on her arm.
Shirin saw the gesture and put her hand on the young woman’s shoulders. “Don’t worry. Killian can get her up, and I’m strong enough to lift her the rest of the way out. Judging by the amount of blood on your sleeve, you should leave any work that needs done to us and rest.” She affectionately tapped Shaya’s cheekbone. “And judging by how sharp your cheekbones are, I’d say a good meal and a long rest are in order. We’ll be setting up camp soon. We’re indebted to you, Shaya, and we’ll take excellent care of you from here on out.”
“There’s no debt, Commander. Arlin and I have always believed we need to help wherever we can.” At the Commander’s skeptical raised brows and quick glance in Arlin’s direction, Shaya followed her gaze and sighed, “You don’t know what she was like before—” She stopped herself again and, with pursed lips, glanced back at the Commander with a sad look in her eyes.
When she didn’t continue, Shirin looked deep into those eyes and nodded, “We all have our stories to tell, don’t we? Anyway,” she looked at Killian and held her clasped hands down by her knee, “Handler Killian, it’s time to reclaim your shiv.”
As Shirin boosted Killian into the tree, Sábria was arguing with Ailith about the need to let Kara tend her wounds. “Sit still and let her work, Ailith. The quicker she’s done with you, the sooner she can see to Emlyn and the other Blades Jenx says were wounded in the attack. I want you resting here until we get the camp set up.”
“Fowk. Let her get to ‘em, then. I’m fine, and I don’t need no healer pokin’ and prodin’ and…ow!” She glared at Kara, who’d just poked the slice in her leg with a stiff finger.
“Keep your mouth shut, Ailith, or I’ll do it again.” Kara was in triage mode, and she made quick work of wrapping a bandage around Ailith’s leg to staunch the bleeding. She spread an herbal gel on the stomach wound and wrapped a longer bandage around it to hold it in place.
Sábria pushed to her feet. “She’s all yours, Kara. I want to check Emlyn and then get back to the road.” She started for the tree and then remembered something Shaya had said. She pivoted and looked down at Ailith. “By the way, Shaya said something about a Lord who wanted Emlyn brought to him. Do you know who he was? Did you see him?”
After the morning she’d had, Ailith had a difficult time remembering much about the last few days. “Well, there were a fowkin’ noble—” At Sábria’s irritated frown, Ailith amended her last sentence, “There were a noble what rode past, real rich lookin’ with fancy wagons and matchin’ horses fer each wagon. And he had like six outriders watchin’ his back.”
Shaya stepped up next to Sábria, who glanced over at her. The woman’s interest was laser sharp now, and when the Priestess looked at Arlin, she was hanging on Ailith’s every word.”
Arlin shot a look at Shaya and then made a definite attempt to look casual and uninterested. “What kind of horse was he riding?”
Completely unaware of Arlin and Shaya’s intense interest, Ailith shrugged, “Oh, well, I weren’t close enough to tell th’ breed or nothin’, but it were black as coal and muscled and probably cost more’n I made in a turn in th’ army.”
Ailith may have been unaware, but Sábria was watching both women with all her instincts on high alert.
Shaya affected disinterest and shoved the hand of her uninjured arm into her pocket. “What kind of wagons?”
“Fancy ones. All black with th’ wheels painted gold.”
“Which way were they riding?” Arlin absently swiped at a bee buzzing around her head.
“Toward Sarlogne.”
It was Sábria’s turn to ask the question this time. “Do you think that’s the noble who wanted Emlyn brought to him?”
That was a possibility, but Ailith hadn’t thought so at the time. “I don’t know, but th’ wagon what th’ nobs used fer Emlyn weren’t like those. It were old and th’ horses pretty much nags, at least th’ ones pullin’ th’ wagons.” She pointed to the bodies strewn about “Th’ horses of these nobs weren’t bad, but they weren’t as good as th’ noble’s or his outriders, that’s fer sure.” Then she remembered something. “Ya ever heard of a Lord Hamblyn?”
All three women shook their heads, and Sábria gave Ailith a puzzled look. “Why?”
“That were th’ name they used. The one nob said nobody could go back to Lord Hamblyn without Emlyn, and they had to do it in the next three days.”
“When did he say that?”
“Early this mornin’.”
Sábria looked around at the dead men. “That gives us three days to find out who he is and why he needed my shiv.” The deadly tone in her voice wasn’t lost on anyone. “He’ll pay for what he’s done, noble or not.”
Arlin watched Sábria, trying to come to grips with an Arch Priestess who would ride out to rescue two trainees and then go after whomever it was who took them prisoner and transported them away from Sarlogne. Was she reading her right? Did this Priestess mean to find the men responsible? “Right. You’ll bring a nobleman to justice, will you? Slap him on the wrist and tell him what a bad boy he was? Tell us another story, Your Majesty.” Arlin scoffed and walked away.
Sábria stared after her and then met Shaya’s eyes. She could tell the other woman didn’t believe in justice either, at least not where nobles were concerned. A bead of sweat had broken out on Shaya’s brow, though, and Sábria decided to let the sentiment rest. She put her hand on the woman’s uninjured arm. “Come on. We’ll be setting up camp soon. Why don’t you come over here and rest until we’re set up, and we can get some food into you?”
Shaya allowed Sábria to lead her to a comfortable spot where she could lean up against the broad trunk of a tree and rest.
Once Shaya was settled, Sábria knelt in front of her and held her gaze. “I’d like to talk to you once everything is settled. Arlin was…” she glanced away as she tried to come up with the least offensive way to explain their interaction with Shaya’s friend, “…less than forthcoming about the reason you’re in Cibía and what your plans are.”
A loud, frustrated sigh erupted from Shaya’s chest. She rolled her eyes and sadly shook her head. “Don’t tell me. She got drunk.” Her lips thinned, and she spoke more to herself than to the Arch Priestess, “And I wasn’t there to pull her out of the tavern before she was soaked, pickled, and stewed in the stuff.” Disgust slid off her tongue as she thought about her friend’s increasingly self-destructive drinking habits.
Sábria nodded. “I’m afraid so.”
“Well, I’ll try to keep her out of her cups if I can.”
Gently squeezing the younger woman’s arm, Sábria again caught and held Shaya’s gaze and said softly, “We’ll talk later, okay?”
There was nothing Shaya wanted more than to talk to someone about the changes she’d been seeing in Arlin. Her friend was on a path to self-destruction, and Shaya was feeling more and more out of her depth as far as what to do about it.
But she didn’t know this woman, had never heard of the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon before Ailith had come running into their camp, and she wasn’t inclined to tell their tale to just anyone who asked. “I don’t know, My Lady. Life is…challenging right now. Maybe sometime we can talk, but, well, I don’t know you or your people. I’ve come to know and trust Ailith, though.”
Shaya took a moment to look deeply into Sábria’s eyes. The strength and compassion she saw there were things she’d never expected to see in an Arch Priestess. She looked down a moment, collecting her thoughts on the young warrior she’d come to know so well in the last few days. “In her own way, Ailith is honest and honorable, and even though she sometimes says the oddest things, she’s the one who’s kept Emlyn alive, and she’s the one who’s kept those men away from Emlyn and me. If…if you and your people are like her…oh, damn it. I don’t know what I’m trying to say.” She ran her hand up into her bangs, not knowing how to tell this woman that although she didn’t trust her now, the time might come when she’d consider asking if she could join the Daughters of Elyon. If she could just get Arlin sorted, that is.
Sábria moved forward until she could take hold of Shaya’s arm again. “Shaya. I believe it’s important that you and I talk. I can’t force you, but…” a corner of her mouth lifted in affection for this woman whom she’d only just met but who seemed so very lost and alone, “…at least think about it, will you? I’ve dealt with all manner of problems and concerns, and I’m very good at seeing solutions where others just see difficulties. I know your friend is off balance right now, and perhaps together, you and I can help her regain her equilibrium.”
This young woman deserved to know what wall her friend was butting her head against, and Sábria decided a heads up wouldn’t be too out of order. “But, just so you know, if she continues in the same vein as she’s begun with me, she and I will have it out, and I guarantee she won’t like it. And you’re welcome to pass that along if you like. Maybe a warning from you will forestall the confrontation I’m seeing on the horizon between the two of us.” She squeezed Shaya’s arm and then rose and walked to where Shirin and Killian had Emlyn out of the tree and resting in the open.
Shaya watched her go with a sinking heart. There was only one thing that would subdue the beast raging inside Arlin, and once that beast was tamed, she didn’t think her friend would be around for anyone to help anymore. Wiping a tear from her eye, she quietly growled at herself for becoming maudlin and depressed. “Get it together, girl. Just keep her safe for as long as you can, and then you’ll have to let her go.”





Twelve

  
K ara finished the preliminary care of Ailith’s injuries and, judging them to be non-life threatening, walked over to check on Emlyn.
She was in the middle of probing Emlyn’s skull when Sábria, too, strode to where her shiv rested against the base of the enormous tree. She sat next to her and gently pulled Emlyn into an embrace. It didn’t take much effort to carefully guide Emlyn’s head to her shoulder and hold her, offering what comfort she could under the circumstances.
Emlyn’s groggy voice was muted against Sábria’s chest when she whispered, “Ailith said you’d come. She promised you were on your way.” She’d only been awake sporadically over the last several days and had no memory of how she’d come to be out in the forest with Ailith and a total stranger. “I don’t know why I’m here.”
Her head ached horribly, and uncontrolled emotions welled up inside her. Without realizing what she was doing, her fingers spasmed around Sábria’s tunic. Her emotions had been unpredictable at best the last few times she’d awoken, and with Sábria’s comforting arms around her, all the fear and anxiety that had been building each time she regained consciousness came flooding to the fore. Tears fell, and an anguished moan welled up from deep within her chest. “Why am I here?”
Not yet knowing where she could touch Emlyn’s head, Sábria’s hand hovered over her hair, gently stroking here and there, trying to find a safe way to comfort and reassure. She finally settled on lightly caressing Emlyn’s cheek. “I’m here, Emlyn. You’re safe. We won’t let anything hurt you now. You’re safe with me.” She looked at Kara. “What did you find?”
Kara put a hand on Emlyn’s knee to add her comforting touch and looked into her Arch Priestess’ eyes, offering her the reassurance she knew Sábria needed. “Do you remember when Terro had that skull fracture a couple of turns ago? Even our taciturn Senior Guardian had very little control over her emotions.” She indicated Emlyn with a lift of her chin. “These tears are to be expected with the severity of her injury. I imagine having you here, her protector whom she trusts implicitly, has broken the emotional dam that’s been building brick by brick each time she’s regained consciousness, either alone, since Ailith has been busy keeping them safe, or with a total stranger by her side.”
“How severe?”
“She has a skull fracture with an open wound, but it seems Ailith and that woman over there have done their best to keep it clean. Thank the Goddess for that because an infection near the brain can be fatal.”
Tilting her head to get a better look at Emlyn’s injury, Sábria slid her hand up Emlyn’s neck into her hair. “Where exactly is the wound?”
“Here, My Lady.” Kara placed her fingers just above Emlyn’s left ear and parted a wet clump of hair with her thumb and forefinger.
The fingers came away red, and Sábria blinked at the healer. She didn’t want to alarm Emlyn, so all she said was, “Still?”
Kara nodded, understanding why Sábria had limited her question to only one word. “It’s…well, there’s a reason she’s been in and out of consciousness for the last few days, My Lady.” She plucked a bit of leaf from Emlyn’s hair. “They didn’t have any healing potion, and since that one,” she indicated Shaya with a lift of her chin, “says she’s some kind of healer, it’s my guess she decided to keep the wound open in order to clean it and put this in it.”
She held up the crumble of leaf. “It’s peporage leaf, to keep out infection. Mostly it’s used as a spice to season certain meats, and not many people know about its other unique qualities. But, even though it halts infection, it stops healing, too. That’s why this hasn’t closed up. Ingenious, if you ask me because if it had healed over without the proper herbs, a wound this deep would almost certainly have become infected.”
Both women turned to look at Shaya, who had her eyes closed and was resting her head against a tree.
Kara continued, “Anyway, if at all possible, I’d rather not return to Emberfell today. She’s had several days to heal, but I need a bit of time to really assess the injury.”
As Emlyn’s silent tears continued to soak into Sábria’s tunic, Sábria brushed her cheek against her shiv’s soft hair and spoke quietly into her ear. “Shh. You’re safe now.” Even though she needed to gather information on their ongoing situation, she wanted to make sure Emlyn knew she was still her priority.
Sábria appreciated Kara’s professional calm after the battle she’d just been through. Everyone, including the healers and the horsewomen, was required to attend weapons practice if they lived at the Temple. The civilians weren’t nearly as skilled as the Blades, but Geller made sure they could defend themselves and stay alive long enough for a Blade to come to their aid.
Kara might not have had to engage any of the attackers, Sábria didn’t know whether she had or hadn’t, but she’d had to be ready, which could take a lot out of a civilian unused to combat. “We may not be going back right away. If we need to make a detour to capture the man responsible for this, will she be able to travel? In fact.…”
A look of concentration stole across Kara’s face as she continued to assess Emlyn’s injuries, so Sábria turned to Killian, who was kneeling on Emlyn’s other side, listening. “I’ve been preoccupied with things here. Are any of our Blades injured back at the road?”
The battle had been fierce, and Killian shuddered at how close she’d come to being run through by a red sanguine sword before Ursuna Geller had thrown her belt knife across several horses and impaled the man intent on killing her. After the fighting had stopped, the short-tempered Prime had taken her aside and berated her, quite soundly, for losing her focus when a man slashed Marzet across her back, barely missing cutting her vertebrae in two by mere inches. “Marzet is injured, but Kara said she’ll be fine.”
“Injured how?”
“A man rode up behind her while she was fighting someone else and swung his blade at her back. Her horse must have seen the motion because he lunged forward, and the sword scored her across her shoulder blades, but at least the blow didn’t kill her.”
Emlyn’s tears had stopped, and Sábria pulled her in closer and gently kissed her hair again. When Emlyn’s arms tightened imperceptibly around her, Sábria continued questioning Killian. “Anyone else?”
“Yes, several people had cuts, but none are dead. When Arlin came to get Kara, she checked everyone first to make sure she wasn’t immediately needed, and then we came here… well, Jenx and I came because Ailith and Emlyn were here. I know we shouldn’t have, but.…”
The proper protocol would have been for the two handlers to stay and help tend to the wounded, but these were such unusual circumstances that Sábria decided to ease Killian’s conscience. Her customary gesture would have been to reach out and grasp the handler’s arm, but she didn’t want to stop holding Emlyn just yet.
She settled for looking deep into the younger woman’s eyes. “You needed to check on your shivs. I understand, Killian. I was once a handler, too, remember? Our shivs are an extension of ourselves. They may only remain our trainees for a few turns, but they stay a part of us for the rest of our lives.”
At Killian’s raised brows, Sábria smiled. “I happen to know you still keep a close watch on Tanna. That’s why I came to you the night she was injured at the back gate. I knew you’d be worried and wanted to ease your fears. Now, I’ll stay with Emlyn, and I need you to return to Prime Geller and have her locate a good place for us to make camp and have her assign people to set up tents and—”
Shirin put a hand on Sábria’s shoulder. “I sent Arlin back with that same message. I’m sure they’re scouting for a suitable location as we speak, and you know as well as I do that no one takes charge of a situation quite like our Prime.”
The thought flitted through Sábria’s mind that no one took charge better than her second in command, and she communicated that sentiment by resting her cheek against the back of Shirin’s hand. “Thank you. Once we get Ailith and—” She stopped midsentence when she glanced over to where she’d left Ailith resting against the tree trunk.
The stuttered stop of Sábria’s voice caught Kara’s attention, and she followed Sábria’s gaze to where she’d left Ailith a short time ago.
Sábria’s low growl told the two women exactly what she thought of Ailith’s disappearance. “I told that…” she pursed her lips and changed what she’d been about to say, “…shiv to stay where she was and rest. I’m going to—”
Shirin squeezed Sábria’s shoulder and then stood. “I’ll find her. You stay with Emlyn, and when we get the camp set up, I’ll come back for you.”
“Have you sent out patrols looking for any more of this group?” She glanced around the immediate vicinity, indicating the bodies with a lift of her chin.
“I’ll make sure Geller’s done that, but, knowing our Prime, she’s ten steps ahead of us as far as tactical decisions and precautions.” With that, Shirin headed out to find Ailith and check on the rest of her Blades.





Thirteen

  
S hirin was counting heads as she strode through the prairie’s tall grass to the road. Killian and Jenx were with Sábria, which left eight Blades, and Geller. Three Blades stood guard a distance away from the wagons, and Kemi and her helper had the horses tied to a makeshift picket line.
Geller and two Blades were dragging bodies into a pile, and as Shirin walked closer, she could see one Blade lying on her side in the bed of the wagon with another tending to her. No Arlin and no Ailith.
One of the Blades with Geller pointed Shirin out, and the Prime dropped the arm of the dead man she’d been dragging and came toward her. “Commander.”
“Report.”
“Marzet’s injured bad enough to need to sit things out fer a while. Others with cuts and bruises, none bad enough that they can’t stand their duty. I sent Arlin to scout fer a campsite.”
“Have you sent anyone to look for more attackers?”
“No. I haven’t had the people, but nearly fifteen ran once they saw we weren’t going to be easy kills. They’re out there, but it’s been quiet here since they rode off. I’ve put three on watch, just in case.”
“Nine of them died attacking Ailith and Shaya. Some may have been from the fifteen who ran. Hopefully, that will bring down the numbers we’re facing. We need to set up camp and bring all our people together in one place as soon as possible.” Shirin searched up and down the road. “How many riders or wagons have come by since the fight?”
“None.”
That might or might not have been significant, and Shirin put that information to the back of her mind. Sometimes, if she didn’t think too hard about something, the significance would come to her when she least expected it. “What about Ailith?”
“Ailith?” Geller glanced around, thinking she’d have noticed the shiv if she was close by.
“Didn’t she come here a while ago?”
“No, Commander. Arlin’s th’ only one to come out of th’ woods since Kara, Killian, and Jenx went with her to help ya with Ailith and Emlyn.”
A spark of anger flashed in Shirin’s eyes. “I’ll find her. She left us without permission, and we assumed she’d come here to help where she could.”
Geller put her hands on her hips and thought about where Ailith might go. “She’s no shirker, Commander. She’s a good tracker that one, and my guess is she’s out lookin’ fer those other attackers ya were talkin’ about.”
Shirin growled and shook her head. She held up a finger. “One, her belly is sliced from here to here.” She ran a finger from one hip to the other and then held up a second finger “Two, both her leg and arm are injured. I don’t know how bad. And three,” a third finger joined the first two, “Sábria told her to stay where she was.”
Geller rubbed her forehead and shook her head. “Fowkin’ shivs.”
Jenx strode out of the forest and headed for the two women. When she arrived, her color was up, and there were sparks flying from her eyes. “Where is she? I’m gonna kill her. I’ve been worried sick about her for the last several days, we finally find her, and she takes off without a by your leave, without me, by the way, and what?” She looked around before turning her attention back to Geller, “Didn’t she come here?”
Both Geller and Shirin shook their heads and said, “No.”
Geller picked up a rock and threw it as hard as she could. “Bah. Nothin’ good never comes outta Dreyutha. Troublemakers, every one of ’em. I’ll go find her, Commander, and—”
Shirin understood Geller’s diatribe about Dreyuthans was her Prime’s way of handling the unusual closeness that had built between the irascible Prime and the irreverent shiv. “No, I need you here to set up camp when Arlin returns with her scouting report on the best location. I’m going to go find our shiv and…well, I can’t exactly do anything to her right at the moment, but I’m definitely going to pull her up by the short hairs to get her attention.”
Jenx sighed, “I’ll go with you if that’s all right, Commander.” She was well aware of how short a fuse Shirin had when it came to dealing with Ailith. Granted, lately, the Commander seemed to have mellowed somewhat, but maybe it would be good to remind her of just what her shiv had accomplished in the last few days. “You know, Ailith not only rescued Emlyn, but she also kept her alive, hid her from searchers, found help, and—”
There was an amused glint in Shirin’s eyes when she held up her hand to silence Jenx. “I’m just blowing off steam, my over-protective handler. We’re all very proud of everything Ailith’s done. But you and I have talked before about not letting her get away with disobeying orders and acting on her own when she thinks she knows better than we do. Both Sábria and I have heard from several people, Duke Ravenkind, Lady Isobel, and Gweyir Wynlafur, that it will be a disaster if we don’t keep a tight hold on our newest shiv. From everything we’ve learned, Dreyuthan peasants from the Blacktip Mountains are a different breed than our average Blade, and I, for one, don’t want to see what happens if we loosen the reins too soon as she learns to navigate her new life at the Temple.”
Geller lifted her chin in the direction of the tree line. “Speaking of Lady Knights, it don’t look like Lady Knight Farryn had much luck findin’ Ailith, neither. I’m gonna leave ya to it, then. We need to check these bodies fer papers and such, see if we can figure out who th’ fowkin’ assholes are and what ró múgromin shithead sent ’em so Lady Sábria can kick some noble ass when we find ’em.”
The Prime’s use of Ailith’s signature Dreyuthan insult wasn’t lost on either Shirin or Jenx. They both nodded in complete agreement with the sentiment.
Without waiting for a reply, Geller turned and headed to where the other Blades had finished dragging the dead into the middle of the prairie grass, where they’d be hidden from view of the road.
Shirin waited for Ryn to join them.
As she approached, Ryn called out, “Is Ailith with you?”
With her head beginning to ache, Shirin shook her head and growled, “No.”
“And I just came from where Lady Sábria and Emlyn are waiting for the camp to be set up and she hasn’t returned there, either. Damn it.” With that, Ryn turned and headed back into the forest.
“My thoughts, exactly.” Shirin started for the trees as well. She spoke to Jenx as they walked together through the high grass. “Let’s go. I can’t imagine it’ll be too difficult to track her if she’s still bleeding. Plus, as soaked as her tunic was, she’s going to be leaving traces of blood on the branches of every tree she climbs.”
They returned to where Sábria waited with Emlyn. Shirin glanced around. “Where are Kara and Killian?”
Sábria, who was wiping a wet cloth over Emlyn’s cheeks and forehead, looked up from where she was kneeling. “Kara wanted to return to the wagon to check on Marzet. She said that even though the wound was shallow, the sword may have sliced down to the bone, and she wanted to make sure the wound was sterilized if that was the case. I didn’t want her going alone, so I sent Killian with her.”
Shirin made a concerted effort not to sound too exasperated with her Arch Priestess. “And you decided to stay here, alone, with Emlyn even after we were attacked in two locations by at least twenty men and women who wanted nothing more than to kill every Blade they come across….” Despite her best efforts, her anger was getting the better of her. “Let alone the added bonus of killing Sábria, the Arch Priestess of Elyon, who sent her guard away so she was alone in the middle of the forest?”
All the Blades had been witness to the occasional arguments between Sábria and Shirin, and none wanted to be near either one when they occurred. Jenx had just taken two steps back when Shaya’s voice rang out from up in the trees. “I’m keeping watch, Commander Shirin. I’d protect her if it came to that.”
Shirin rounded on the woman in the tree. “Right, with an injured arm and—”
Irritated that Shirin assumed she was some kind of dainty wallflower who swoons from a little blood loss, Shaya interrupted before she could finish her sentence. “I’m fine, Commander. It’s my non-sword arm, and I’m perfectly capable of—”
“That’s enough, both of you. Shirin, you, of all people, should know that I’m not some helpless milksop who needs to be pampered and protected from Goddess only knows what. We don’t even know if there are more attackers, and if there are, Shaya and I will hold them off until help arrives.” She turned to face her second head-on. “We’ve had this discussion more times than I’d care to count and—” She broke off and glanced around. “Wait, why are you both here? Where’s Ailith?”
Shirin rubbed her eyes, and Jenx thought that might be her cue to speak up. “We came back to see if the Commander can track her. She thinks if she starts at the tree where we last saw her, there should be traces of blood we can use to follow her trail.”
Sábria ran her hand up into her hair. “For the love of the Goddess.” She surprised everyone when she whistled her personal sequence and then changed to Ailith’s call.
Shirin wasn’t willing to concede the argument about Sábria’s safety. After waiting long enough for Ailith to answer, she, too, whistled her personal sequence and added the call for a single Blade to attend her. Before long, they heard Faylin’s answering call.
Sábria closed her eyes as she worked to keep her temper in check. Shirin had many responsibilities at the Temple, but the one she held closest to her heart was protecting Sábria from any and all danger and/or disrespect. “Shirin—”
“I know you can defend yourself. I also know fifteen of the riders who attacked us rode away from the fight once they knew we wouldn’t be taken as easily as they’d hoped. Granted, these might be some of them….” She indicated the bodies of the attackers. “Jenx and I need to track Ailith, but I can’t leave you with just one other defender.” She whistled again to give Faylin a point of reference.
“Did it occur to you that you’re advertising our location to those same men?” Sábria realized she sounded peevish, but she’d been a Blade before she’d become an Arch Priestess, and she wished her second would remember that fact.
Shirin glanced at Jenx and raised her chin, indicating the Blade should give them some privacy.
Jenx took the hint and walked over to the tree where Ailith had been resting.
When she knelt next to Sábria, Shirin spoke in the quietly respectful voice she used when she knew her over-protective nature had irritated her Priestess. “Yes, it occurred to me. I also know how helpless you’ve felt, we’ve all felt, the last several days. We’re on edge, all of us, and maybe we need to trust each other to validate our decisions since we’re all operating on very little sleep, and we’ve just fought and killed men who were trying to kill our missing shivs. I’m sorry, but staying here with only Shaya to protect you is not a sound decision.”
Sábria, who’d been resting her cheek on Emlyn’s head, opened her eyes and looked into Shirin’s eyes with weary resignation. “How did you get to be so wise when I’m the one who Elyon supposedly blessed with enhanced abilities?” She put her hand on Shirin’s forearm. “You’re right. I’m tired and petulant and angry, and I’m taking it out on you. It was foolish to stay here with only one guard…who’s not even a Blade, for that matter.”
Faylin jogged through the trees and came to stand in front of Shirin. She brought her fist to her chest. “Commander?”
Shirin pushed to her feet. “Help Sábria and Shaya stand guard over Emlyn until we get camp set up, and we can all be together in one cohesive unit again.”
Faylin’s brows pulled together. “Shaya?”
“Up here.” Shaya waved from her perch in the tree.
Faylin assessed the smaller woman, who didn’t seem capable of defending herself, let alone the Arch Priestess. Even though she had her doubts about the other woman’s abilities, she’d been given her orders. “Yes, Commander.”
With a quick jerk of her chin telling Faylin to begin her duties and then a slow, respectful nod to Sábria, Shirin left them to begin her hunt for their missing shiv.





Fourteen

  
S hirin walked to where Jenx squatted next to a pile of leaves. The handler pointed at a particularly soaked piece of ground. “There’s a lot of blood here. It shouldn’t be too hard to find her.”
“Good, let’s get started then.” It turned out that tracking Ailith was more difficult than either woman expected. Kara had stopped the flow of blood from all three wounds, and Shirin had to follow the more conventional signs, which, unfortunately, Ailith was an expert at hiding. Luckily, Shirin had studied tracking from some of the best practitioners in the Empire for many turns and was able to pick up on the more subtle signs.
Several times she had to slow her steps and search for which direction Ailith was heading. At one point, she stopped altogether, studying the ground, looking for overturned leaves, broken branches, or rocks that were out of place. When she spoke, it was more to herself than to Jenx, who knew enough to follow along silently. “There you are.”
Off to her right, a single strand of a spider’s web hung straight down from a branch where normally it would run from one tree to another. Turning right, Shirin moved forward and was rewarded by a tiny bit of blood on a leaf that must have brushed against Ailith’s tunic without her realizing it.
A half candlemark after they’d left Sábria, Shirin lost the trail. She backtracked, hoping to pick it up again, only to be brought up short by a hiss above her head. She looked up and saw Ailith tucked up close to the trunk with a finger over her lips, telling her to keep silent.
When Jenx, who’d been instructed to stay several paces back, walked into view, Ailith hissed again. The handler looked up, and once again, Ailith placed her finger to her lips. Jenx nodded, and Ailith motioned for Shirin to come up to her branch.
Shirin couldn’t see how Ailith had climbed into the tree as the lowest branches were too high even for her reach. She looked up again, and Ailith pointed two trees over. She stepped to the indicated tree, but before she began her climb, she plotted her course from the ground, seeing how the interconnecting branches would get her to where Ailith sat gazing at something in the distance.
Once she had the route, she had to leap to grab the lowest branch and then pull herself up until she could drape her chest over its rough bark. It was easy from there to swing her leg over, and then, using another branch close to the trunk to balance herself, she pushed to her feet and began to climb. How Ailith had managed that kind of climb with her injuries was anyone’s guess, but Shirin decided she needed to concentrate on placing her feet on solid branches instead of what she intended to do to her shiv when she got her hands on her.
She reached a point where she’d either have to walk across a fairly thick branch without the benefit of other branches to hang onto or straddle it and shimmy across to the next tree. The second option was slower but safer, and she’d almost decided to go that route until she glanced up and saw the knowing glint of amusement in Ailith’s eyes.
While it was true pride goes before a fall, it was also true that Shirin prided herself on being able to do almost anything her people could do. Obviously, Geller’s fighting abilities were far beyond her own, but she’d be damned if she’d let Ailith show her up.
There had been many times when she’d taken Blades out to the forest to teach tracking and climbing skills, and she’d discovered long ago that the trick to moving about high in the trees was not to look down. If you could envision yourself walking along a steady path instead of on a branch the diameter of your thigh, your brain wouldn’t tell your body it needed to balance and wobble this way and that to get across.
Placing her foot out on the branch, she quietly mumbled to herself as she took her first step. “Shirin, your pride will kill you one of these days.” The rough bark gave her boots purchase, and keeping her eyes focused on the tree she was moving toward, she was able to walk steadily across without any missteps.
Acting as though that had been the most natural thing in the world, she finished the climb and settled on a branch next to where Ailith was concealing herself close to the trunk. She whispered, “This had better be good.”
Ailith pointed through a gap in the trees.
Shirin looked where she was pointing. “I don’t see anything.”
Ailith, whose pale forehead and face were covered in sweat, grabbed Shirin’s upper arm and pulled. “Move behind me on th’ branch. Ye’ll have to get close, right up behind me, ya ken?” She glanced away from where she was watching to see if Shirin understood.
“Yes. You’ll need to move in closer to the trunk, though, because there’s not much room behind you.” When Ailith leaned in and hugged the rough bark, Shirin slipped in behind her and held onto the tree just above Ailith’s hands. Once in place, she angled her head to match Ailith’s position and immediately saw what had caught the shiv’s attention.
Seven horses stood in a circle surrounding five warriors on the ground.
Ailith whispered, “Ya see th’ one with th’ grey hair caught up in a tail?”
“Yes. I think he was one of the ones who attacked us out on the road. He must have run when he saw we wouldn’t be easily taken. What about him?”
“He’s th’ leader.”
Shirin stiffened at that. “The noble you were talking about? The one who had Emlyn kidnapped?”
“No. When I first got Emlyn to th’ tree, it were easy to stay away from ‘em because they weren’t followin’ any kind of pattern or nothin’. Then that one showed up,” she lifted her chin to indicate the grey-haired man, “and he got ‘em doin’ searches by grids. Th’ idiots what searched th’ grid with Emlyn’s tree walked right past without so much as a squint into her hole. I were above, watchin’ ‘em and would of killed ‘em if they had, but they didn’t, so I let ‘em go.”
It was that kind of tactical thinking that set Ailith apart from the other shivs. Shirin nodded and whispered, “Exactly the right thing to do.”
Pleased with the praise, Ailith felt a blush crawl into her cheeks. “Well, when they finished their grids, they moved south, and I thought they’d stay there, but I guess one of his scouts saw ya comin’ and warned him. Some nob called Nyce.” The slice across her stomach spasmed, and she stiffened, waiting for the pain to recede.
Shirin wrapped an arm around her shoulders and chest and held her. Her voice was soft when she murmured, “Ailith. You little idiot.” The softness didn’t last long, however. In a more matter-of-fact tone, Shirin once again became her Commander. “Let’s get you down from here and find where Geller set up camp. I’ll send her with some warriors to track down those men and capture them if possible.”
Ailith shook her head. “No. I need to keep an eye on ‘em. Make sure they—”
Shirin put a hand on Ailith’s shoulder next to her neck and squeezed hard enough to make her flinch. Then she squeezed harder. When Ailith closed her eyes and stopped breathing, Shirin asked, “Who am I, Ailith?”
When she didn’t receive an answer, Shirin loosened her hold just a bit.
The relief showed in the slow release of breath. “Yer th’ Commander.”
“I am. Where in the name of the Goddess do you think you can tell me no when I give you an order?”
“But—” Ailith gasped again when the fingers tightened and dug into both sides of the muscle running from her neck to her shoulder.
“You are a shiv in the Temple of Elyon.” Shirin didn’t loosen the hold because she wanted to make sure Ailith was listening this time. “I don’t know where you got the idea that you can pick and choose which of my orders to follow, but you…will…” she added more pressure, “…obey me without question from here on out. Do you understand?”
Ailith’s face had gone even paler than before, and Shirin let go of her grip. “Answer me.”
“Aye, Commander.”
With a last look at the men in the small clearing, Shirin moved away from Ailith and stepped back to her original branch. As Ailith peeled herself away from the tree, Shirin noted the fresh blood staining the trunk and the bottom of her tunic.
The Commander growled with frustration, causing Ailith to glance at her and shrug when she realized what had caused Shirin to react. “It’s nothin’. I’ll be fine.”
“You’ll be fine?” Shirin pulled in a breath and pursed her lips to keep from delivering the well-deserved rebuke sitting on the tip of her tongue. “Let’s go. If you feel dizzy or weak, let me know. All I need is for you to tumble out of the tree and crack open your head, although I think I’d worry more for whatever that stubborn head of yours landed on than I would for the bones in your skull.”
Ailith at least had the grace to blush. “I guess I can be a bit stubborn at times, but, well, I’m th’ one what’s been followin’ ‘em fer days, and I know where they go and where they meet up. I just thought—”
Shirin grasped her chin and made Ailith look her in the eyes. “Warriors who disobey orders can get entire regiments killed, Ailith. Whatever I have to do to get that into your head, I’ll do, if only to protect the other Blades serving next to you.” She raised her brows in warning. “Understand?”
The rebuke hurt, but it wasn’t as though she hadn’t heard variations on that theme from her very first days in the Dreyuthan army. Since the Commander was still holding Ailith’s chin up, the shiv lowered her gaze to Shirin’s throat while she tried to think how to explain what sometimes happened to her. “Sometimes, I just know what th’ right thing to do is, and I have to do it. I don’t know why, but in here,” she tapped her chest, “somethin’ just tells me what to do, and sometimes it’s different from what you or th’ Lady or other people tell me to do.”
Shirin wondered whether enhanced tactical ability had been bred into the berserkers along with everything else. If it was, she needed to figure out how to break the hold it had on her shiv because she absolutely would not allow anyone to disobey her or Sábria’s direct orders.
She’d been holding Ailith’s chin with all five fingers, and she released all but the one directly beneath her jaw. “We’ll talk about that later. I’m glad you told me, but it doesn’t change anything. When you disobey an order from anyone senior to you, which is just about everyone in the Temple,” she almost smiled at Ailith’s nod and raised brows, “then you will be punished, and I can guarantee you, whatever form that takes won’t be pleasant.”
Sighing, Ailith nodded again. “Aye, Commander.” When Shirin’s finger dropped away, Ailith slipped down to the next branch and mumbled something Shirin couldn’t quite make out. “What did you say?”
There was a mischievous glint in Ailith’s eyes when she glanced back at her. “I said, ya walked right past me with yer trackin’. I’ll have to teach ya a thing or two about sneakin’ when we get back to th’ Temple, aye?”
As she gazed down at her, Shirin remembered something Gweyir had said about Dreyuthan mountain peasants. “There’s none tougher or crazier or wilder than a Dreyuthan peasant. If ya don’t keep yer thumb firmly pressin’ down on her head, ye’ll be shakin’ yer dizzy noggin when she blows up in yer face.” She also remembered Gwe’s story about throwing her second mate off the ship and having him climb back on board and eating dinner as though nothing untoward had happened. As her gaze roamed over the blood-soaked tunic, knowing exactly what types of injuries were concealed beneath, Shirin realized she hadn’t appreciated the full import of the Captain’s words.
This young woman was forged from pure steel. The healer who’d bred the berserkers had indeed created warriors who were a step above any Shirin had ever met, with the possible exception of Ursuna Geller and a few others sworn to Temple service. All of these thoughts and many more were running through her mind as she followed Ailith down the tree.
Jenx waited for them at the base. It was evident from the anger lines radiating out from her eyes that she was livid with her shiv, but she was professional enough to see that now wasn’t the time to give vent to that anger.
Ailith stopped at the final branch where she sat and dangled her feet in the air. It hadn’t been easy getting up into the tree with her injuries, and the thought of getting down was a bit daunting.
Shirin lowered herself to Ailith’s branch and knelt beside her. “How did you get up here in the first place?” When Ailith absently felt her belly, Shirin took a tighter hold on a small branch near her head. “Did it tear more when you pulled yourself up?” Shirin lifted Ailith’s tunic and saw that she had, indeed, opened the wound wider, most probably when she’d pulled herself into the tree.
Not wanting anyone to treat her like a child, Ailith angrily batted the Commander’s hand away and jerked the tunic back into place. “I don’t need no fowkin’ coddlin’. I’m fine.”
The Commander’s shoulders grew stiff, and her entire body stilled. The hand remained poised in the air, where it had come to a stop after Ailith had knocked it away. To anyone who knew the signs, the rippling of Shirin’s jaw muscles was a frightening portent of things to come.
Down below, Jenx’s eyes went round and wide, and the color drained from her face. No one, especially not her shiv, would dare treat Commander Shirin’s concern with such disregard and outright disrespect. Her voice was hesitant as she stared up at the frozen tableau above her head. “Commander, I’m sorry that any shiv of mine would—”
Shirin, who was trying very hard to contain her anger, held up a finger to silence the handler. She slowly took the front collar of Ailith’s tunic in her fist and twisted until her knuckles were pressed into her throat. Not wanting to do any more damage to Ailith’s stomach wound, Shirin leaned in until her lips were right up against Ailith’s ear. “I’ve told you over and over that I will not have anyone within the Blades who doesn’t understand their place within the hierarchy of the Guardians of the Temple.”
The quiet intensity radiating off the Commander sent chills down Ailith’s spine. She realized she’d allowed her pride in her self-reliance and her anger at everyone’s mollycoddling to cloud her judgment. Knowing how fear made her gabble, she bit her tongue to keep from saying something that would make the situation worse. She stilled her breathing, not wanting to do anything that might ratchet up the Commander’s anger to an even higher level. The front of her throat pushed against Shirin’s knuckles when she nervously swallowed down her fear.
When she felt Ailith’s throat move, Shirin twisted her fist until the tunic’s collar was biting into Ailith’s neck to an even greater degree. “Either you get control of your mouth and your actions around me and Lady Sábria, or, by the Goddess, Ailith, I will never promote you to full Blade status. In fact, I will kick you out of our training program altogether. I will not allow you to place my Blades in danger by your reckless disregard for me or my orders. You will treat us with respect due, Ailith, because my patience has run its course.”
Ailith’s face had gone from red to purple, and still, the Commander held on. Even when she’d been in the Dreyuthan army, Ailith had borne their punishments easier than these whispered threats coming from her Commander. When Shirin finally let go, Ailith gasped, pulling in a deep breath to feed lungs deprived of life-giving air.
Other than Ailith’s labored breathing, no one moved. Shirin glared at Ailith, Jenx stared up at her Commander with respect tinged with just a bit of awe, and Ailith sat immobilized by the rebuke she’d just received. She would have preferred the Commander cuff her ear or take her belt to her instead of threatening to keep her out of the Blades. She was a warrior, and after the miserable time she’d spent without her blade during her time of madness, she couldn’t envision spending the rest of her life without a sword in her hand.
There was no doubt in Shirin’s mind that she’d gotten through this time. Perhaps the threat that she’d not promote Ailith to full Blade status lent more credence to her words, or maybe it was the near strangulation that had done it, but the gears in Ailith’s head were definitely turning, and in this instance, that could only be a good thing for their newest shiv.
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B etween them, Shirin and Jenx managed to get Ailith out of the tree without any more damage to her stomach. They met Geller on their way back to Emlyn’s tree. Even though they hadn’t left an obvious trail, Shirin wondered how the Prime had so unerringly found them in the middle of the forest since tracking wasn’t one of Ursuna’s many talents.
As if sensing her Commander’s thoughts, Geller simply pointed into the trees where Sela stood watch. Sela was another one of the Temple’s better trackers. The idle thought popped into Shirin’s mind that, of course, Geller would use her people in such a way as to take advantage of their individual skill sets.
Geller stopped and waited for the trio to reach her.
If Ailith had been looking, she’d have seen the anger smoldering behind the Prime’s eyes whenever her gaze landed on her. Still stinging from Shirin’s words, though, the shiv stared glumly at the ground in front of her feet, trusting her handler and Commander to keep watch while she trudged over the leaf-strewn forest floor.
When they reached her, Geller nodded at Shirin. “Ya found her then?”
“We did.”
“We’ve got the camp set up over this way near th’ stream. Fresh water and a bit of open ground where our sentries will be able to see anyone tryin’ to sneak up on us. Faylin, Arlin, and Shaya escorted Sábria and Emlyn to th’—”
Shirin held up her hand to stop the Prime. “I’m quite sure you meant to say that Lady Sábria had Arlin, Shaya, and Faylin’s help while she escorted Emlyn to camp.”
Geller considered Shirin’s words. “Oh, aye. I misspoke. It’s been a long day, Commander. Lady Sábria’s taken Emlyn to camp. She had us set up the larger tent fer th’ wounded. That includes Marzet, Emlyn, and th’ shiv here.” She glowered again, expecting a denial or angry retort from Ailith, and cocked her head when Ailith continued staring at the ground.
That was unusual enough that Geller looked up into Shirin’s commanding brown eyes. All it took was a raised brow and slight nod for the Prime to realize Ailith had received one of the Commander’s more serious rebukes. Anyone who’d been chastised or punished by Shirin knew enough to be glad the rebuke hadn’t been aimed at them.
Shirin glanced back at Sela and motioned for her to join them.
The Senior Guardian quickly descended the tree and presented herself in front of her. “Commander?”
“There are at least five men and seven horses back along the way we just came. I want you up in the trees monitoring their moves. If they split up, follow the man with the grey hair pulled into a tail at the nape of his neck. If they set up camp, let me know. I’ll send Harkins out to you, so keep an eye out for her. When the time’s right, Prime Geller and some Blades will ride out and try to capture some of them alive.”
Sela brought her fist to her chest. “Aye, Commander.”
“I’ve left trail signs for you to follow.” Many turns earlier, Shirin had devised a set of signs for other Blades to follow that wouldn’t be obvious to anyone who hadn’t been taught their significance. She glanced at Ailith, thinking that even though she was still a shiv, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to teach her the markers since she had no delusions that this would be the last time anyone would need to hunt down or simply follow their wayward shiv.
Sela nodded and headed in the direction Shirin had indicated.
A sentry challenged the four women when she heard them talking on their way to the camp. “Halt.” There was a beat between the two words. “Phrase.”
The shick of a blade scraping a scabbard’s metal locket reassured Geller that proper procedure was being observed. She always kept the challenge short. If there was a problem, she didn’t want the sentry wasting time with extra words. Likewise with the response. “Retribution.”
That was so typical of the Prime that Shirin simply looked at the back of Geller’s head. When she thought about it, there really couldn’t be a better countersign. They would exact retribution from the person responsible for kidnapping one of their shivs.
“Pass through.” The sentry, Keisin, stood battle ready with her sword drawn until she had visual confirmation of everyone in the group.
As the last one in line, Jenx touched her left shoulder in a prearranged signal the Blades used to indicate they weren’t being coerced in any way.
Only then did Keisin, a tall, muscular woman whose piercing hazel eyes scanned her surroundings with sharp focus and fierce determination, relax and sheath her weapon. She nodded at Geller when the Prime walked past and then brought her fist to her chest when Shirin followed. She watched Ailith walk by with her head down and then nodded and gave Jenx a wink and a wry smile, telling her she knew Ailith had caught hell for disappearing again.
Jenx rolled her eyes in exasperation at her shiv’s antics. The two had been friends for a long time. They’d shared a room the night before and would be tentmates for however long it took them to complete their mission. They’d talk quietly about their day later that evening when they were comfortably ensconced in their bedrolls.
She wouldn’t tell Keisin about Shirin’s words with Ailith, as that was between the Commander, Ailith, and Jenx. There were times when the discipline someone received couldn’t help but be common knowledge within the confines of the Temple, but if privacy could be had, every handler allowed their shiv the dignity of receiving their punishment without everyone in the Temple knowing the extent of the discipline.
Sábria and Kara stepped out of the healer’s tent as the four came into the camp proper. Kara shook her head and murmured, “Wish me luck. I want to get Ailith into the stream to soak off the dried blood and then get her into a clean tunic.”
The healer hadn’t seen the downcast set to Ailith’s hunched shoulders, nor did she comprehend how unusual it was for the shiv to walk into a camp without looking around.
But Sábria had noticed. Usually, Ailith cataloged all the happenings in whatever room or situation she walked into. The fact that she simply stopped when Geller and Shirin did captured Sábria’s full attention.
When she glanced between Ailith and Shirin, her second simply raised her brows to indicate she’d explain later. Sábria was still very much of the belief that it would be so easy to break Ailith’s unique spirit, and she and Shirin had spoken many times about the best way to discipline her without taking it to the extreme—something they’d both been tempted to do on numerous occasions where Ailith was concerned.
She watched Kara approach and say something to Ailith. Without looking up, Ailith simply headed for the stream. She sat on a rock and pulled off her boots. Stepping into the stream, she rolled onto her belly and stretched out, letting the flowing water pick her up and carry her downstream. It didn’t seem as though Ailith cared whether the water took her into the neighboring duchy or simply deposited her in the shallows.
Sábria looked at Shirin, who barked, “Ailith.”
The Commander’s voice carried when she used that tone, and Ailith rolled onto her back to see what she wanted. Shirin pointed to the bank, and Ailith guided herself to the rocky edge, where she sat in shallow water and watched Kara walking downstream to fetch her holding a bar of soap and carrying a towel slung over one arm.
While she was still a distance away, Kara shouted something Sábria couldn’t hear, and she watched as Ailith peeled off her tunic and began rubbing the material together to get most of the blood out.
The Arch Priestess’ stiff posture as she walked toward Shirin had both Geller and Jenx finding something else to occupy their time.
Shirin met her gaze as Sábria stepped up beside her. “I couldn’t continue to let her blatantly disobey orders.”
“So you…what?”
“We had a discussion about consequences.”
“Which are?”
“That if she continues to disobey direct orders, I’ll kick her out of the Blades.”
Sábria’s brows came down as she gave a brief recap of her understanding of the situation. “Let me get this straight. That shiv,” she pointed at Ailith, “saved Emlyn’s life several times over, found people to bring a message to me despite being hunted day and night, but she leaves when she’s told to stay, and you tell her that if she does that again, she’s out of the Blades?”
Shirin crossed her arms. “There’s more to it than that.”
The quiet, controlled way Sábria spoke left no doubt as to what she thought of Shirin’s discussion with Ailith. “Such as?”
“Such as Ailith thinking she knows better than the two of us. You know perfectly well she obeys orders if she doesn’t think she has a better idea.
Such as her hitting my hand away and snarling when I pick up her tunic to check her wound. Such as, I had an epiphany out there. I came to absolutely understand what Gweyir meant when she said we’ll be sorry if we don’t get her under control from the very start. I didn’t—” She’d been staring at Ailith and Kara, but now she turned to Sábria and shook her head. “How many times has one of us physically corrected her without her batting an eye? I needed to get through to her that she will obey orders or face the consequences.”
“And how did you do…” she motioned to a subdued Ailith, “…that?”
“Some pain here…” she touched her shoulder, “…to get her attention and a quiet word in her ear. For the first time, Sábria, I saw her hear what I had to say and actually think about it.”
Both women turned and watched as Kara gently cleaned Ailith’s wounds. For once, Ailith wasn’t complaining or pushing the healer’s hand away.
Sábria sighed, “Well, as long as she’s still the annoying, forward-thinking, bright young shiv who’d jump in the back of a wagon to save her fellow shiv, it’s all good. I was afraid you had…” She trailed off, not knowing what she was afraid of really.
They’d spoken about their differing philosophies concerning Ailith before, and Shirin voiced her concerns again. “You and I command two hundred and fifty-two headstrong warriors at this Temple. We can’t have one who thinks she can disregard our orders whenever she thinks it’s the right thing to do. You have a soft spot for Ailith. I get that. But I also know that where you are at times too lenient, I need to pick up the slack.”
They’d always complemented each other in so many ways. A day didn’t go by that Sábria didn’t thank Elyon for bringing Shirin into her life. “You and I balance each other, and yes, I don’t know how many times Gwe has warned me about letting her get away with things.” She reached out and squeezed Shirin’s upper arm. “But don’t forget, strength tempered by a loving spirit. Isn’t that how we’ve always dealt with our Blades?”
Shirin smiled. “I know. How can I forget as long as you’re my Arch Priestess?” She put a hand on her hips and stared out to where Kara was tending Ailith. “And…I didn’t mean it, you know.”
Sábria wound her whole arm through Shirin’s and pulled her closer so their shoulders were touching. “I know.”
“She’s one of the best shivs I’ve ever commanded, and I’d be a fool to kick her out of the Blades. But she will learn respect and obedience if it kills me.” Her voice took on a playful, low growl when she mumbled, “Or her.”
Kara had apparently forgotten something in the tent because she left Ailith and headed that way.
They both turned when Geller called out, “Commander.”
Shirin squeezed Sábria’s hand and went to see what the Prime had to say. Sábria watched her go and then slowly walked to where Ailith was sitting in the shallows, still scrubbing her tunic. “I don’t know if you’ll ever get that blood out.”
Ailith lifted a shoulder but didn’t respond.
Not wanting to get completely soaked, Sábria stepped up onto a flat rock above where Ailith was sitting. She lowered herself down and let her legs dangle over the edge. “Did you find what you were looking for?”
“Aye.”
“And what was that?”
“I needed to see if any of ‘em were still around.”
“Did you not think we’d send out people to search for them?”
“I knew where to look.”
“Ah.” Sábria waited a beat and then asked, “Did you hear me tell you to stay where you were until we set up camp?”
Ailith glanced over her shoulder and up at Sábria.
The blush rising into her cheeks was all the answer Sábria needed. “So, you deliberately disobeyed my orders.”
Once again, the shoulder lifted.
“Answer me.”
“Aye.”
“And I understand Commander Shirin explained to you what needs to happen from here on out? Because normally, as you’re well aware, when people blatantly disobey me in the middle of a critical incident, I handle their punishment myself. In this instance, I’m deferring to the Commander and will back her in whatever she deems necessary to protect you and the people you work with. Are we clear?”
The only sound was the gurgling water as it ran through the shallows and the occasional chuff from the tunic as Ailith rubbed two parts of the cloth together as she tried to rid it of all the blood. After a long pause, she nodded. “Aye, Milady.”
“Good. Now, did I mention that my heart is bursting with pride for what you accomplished these last several days? You saved Emlyn, tended her, found people you could trust to get a message to me, and then saved all the Blades and me from an ambush out on the road.” She hopped down and decided she didn’t care if she got wet. She wrapped her arms around Ailith’s shoulders and pulled her into a loving embrace. “Ailith. You are wonderfully unique, and I’m so proud of you.”
She heard a chuckle and pulled back to look into Ailith’s smiling face. “Don’t tell that to th’ Commander. She’ll be that toshed that yer not boilin’ mad at me like she is.”
Sábria sobered. “Oh, don’t mistake me, Ailith. I am boiling mad. And I will back her. Disobey me again, Youngling, and find out just how much you’ll regret not doing as you’re told.”
Ailith sobered, too. “Aye. I know.” She sighed and went back to cleaning her tunic.
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S ábria watched Ailith for a moment and then glanced up to see Kara and Ryn walking toward them. Ryn’s gaze was locked onto Ailith with such intensity Sábria wondered whether there was more going on between her shiv and the Lady Knight than she’d previously thought. As far as she knew, they’d only been together on two occasions, but seeing the anxious look on Ryn’s face made her wonder otherwise.
Ailith hadn’t seen them yet, so Sábria climbed back onto her rock and stretched her legs out, hoping to gather a bit more information on what was happening between the two. If getting a bit of sun and drying her trews was a happy byproduct of indulging her curiosity, well then, so be it. She leaned back on her hands to watch the three women.
Both Kara and Ryn sketched a quick bow to Sábria, who dipped her chin in greeting. Kara was the first to speak. “Your stomach wound is bleeding again. I know you said you didn’t want stitches, but we may not have a choice.”
Ailith blew out a breath, more a scoffing sound than anything, and shook her head. “Never been sewed up and don’t intend to start now, so you can ferget that notion and get it right outta yer head.”
Kara batted her eyes, “Why, Ailith. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re afraid of a little needle and thread.”
The truth was, Ailith had seen too many of her friends sewn up after a battle, and the process terrified her more than actually going into that battle. “Psshh. It don’t scare me. I just don’t need it, that’s all. I heal quicker than most, so you can keep yer sewin’ to patchin’ yer tunic and trews.” She held up her tunic and stuck her finger through a hole. “In fact, ya can sew this up fer me if yer really itchin’ to be a seamstress.”
Ryn stepped into the water and knelt. “Ailith.” Her brows descended, and her mouth dropped open.
Sábria had seen the blood oozing from the long gash just below Ailith’s ribs, but knowing Kara was returning to deal with it allowed her to ignore it for the time being. And, to be honest, the wound and the blood they were seeing now was nothing compared to what she’d thought she’d find after her fingers had sunk into a completely saturated tunic after the fight near the tree.
But Ryn hadn’t seen Ailith’s bloody tunic, and if the sudden pallor of the knight’s face was any indication, she was horrified at what she saw, and she quietly repeated, “Ailith.”
It seemed to Sábria that Kara had noticed Ryn’s pale face as well because she took hold of her arm and pulled her up. “She’ll be fine, My Lady, but maybe you should stand over here while I work on her. You’re looking a little pale.”
Ailith, who was still scrubbing her tunic, looked up at that. She sounded exasperated when she grinned up at the knight. “Ah, I’m fine. It’s a cut, is all. Maybe longer than most, but nothin’ more’n that.”
Kara shook her head. “Come on out of the water, Ailith, and sit next to Lady Sábria.”
“I’m fine.”
“Ailith.” Sábria bit off the name.
Ailith turned and looked up at her and then sent a quick glance in Shirin’s direction. Without another word, unusual enough that Kara’s brows rose in surprise, Ailith moved to sit on the rock.
The medical bag Kara had brought from the tent contained everything she’d need to treat the wound, whether that meant sewing it up or simply slathering the herbal gel onto it and wrapping her with a long bandage. She set it down and motioned for Ailith to lie down. “I need you on your back so I can get a better idea of the severity of your wound.”
The muscles in Ailith’s jaw jumped, and she glowered across the open area between the rocks and camp.
Sábria followed her gaze and suppressed a smile when she saw Shirin speaking with Geller. It seemed that her second had gotten through to their shiv, even if it was probably a temporary thing. She put her arm around Ailith’s shoulders. “Here, you’ll hurt yourself more if you use those stomach muscles to lie down.”
Ryn jumped up onto the rock and knelt on Ailith’s other side, mimicking Sábria’s position.
Ailith’s chin dropped to her chest, and with great frustration, she muttered, “Fowk.”
Well, so much for getting through to her, Sábria thought as she gently pushed on Ailith’s collarbone. “Come on. Lie back. And didn’t Commander Shirin warn you about swearing around us?”
Distracted by thoughts of what Kara was planning to do to her, Ailith didn’t answer. She grudgingly lay back like she’d been ordered.
Kara handed Ryn a folded towel, which she took and gently placed behind Ailith’s head.
Ailith put her thumb and forefinger into her eyes and muttered, “Oh, fer fowk’s sake. I’m fine. I won’t break in two just because me gut’s sliced open.” Despite being mortally embarrassed by the way they were handling her, Ailith rested her head on the towel and waited to see what other ridiculous thing the healer had in store for her.
This was the first time Kara was able to see the entirety of the wound. She bent over and gently probed the edges. “Good, the water washed away the dried blood everywhere except.…” She lifted a wet cloth and rubbed at a particularly crusted spot between the folds of skin.
Ailith hadn’t realized her hand was resting on Sábria’s leg until her fingers spasmed.
Sábria jumped at the sudden pain and quickly plucked the hand off her thigh and held it in the air. “Here.” She held Ailith’s hand and twined her fingers between hers. “You can squeeze that all you want.”
Ailith gasped out, “Sorry, wasn’t expectin’ her to do that.”
Oblivious to the exchange, Kara bent closer and gently pried apart the folds of skin so she could get an idea of the best way to move forward. It was similar to what Shirin had originally done but more thorough and much more painful.
Ryn grasped Ailith’s other hand in both of hers and pulled it into her lap.
After she finished, Kara sat back. “Sorry, Ailith, that needs stitches.”
“It don’t.”
“It’s going to scar either way, but at least with stitches, it will be a neat one.”
“Ugly scar’s just fine. I could be layin’ there with me lover, and she could run her finger across me belly, maybe kiss along it…” She grinned up at Ryn, whose cheeks had gone a deep shade of red.
No one had mentioned Ailith’s visits to Ryn’s house to Kara. The healer watched the exchange with an uncomprehending expression on a face that, as a healer, she usually kept bland and unconcerned. Kara glanced back and forth between the two women before turning a questioning gaze on Sábria.
Knowing full well what Ailith was doing, Sábria brought the discussion back around to the stitches. “Don’t try to distract Kara, Ailith. If she says she needs to sew your wound, that’s what’s going to happen.”
Ailith rolled to her side and pushed to her knees. “Nai. Won’t be happenin’.” She stood, took a step, and then noticed Shirin standing with one foot propped on the rock and her arms crossed over her knee. Ailith froze mid-step and stared into Shirin’s face.
Shirin raised her brows. “Did you just say, nai, to the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon?” Nai was the equivalent of nope, and until now, Ailith had managed to wipe it from her vocabulary when she was around anyone of rank. “If either of these women says you need stitches, then you’re getting stitches.”
With her heart pounding in her throat, Ailith looked down at her feet. “Um…well, I think me brain’s skippin’ here and there, and I shouldn’t of said that, but th’ healer wants to poke holes in me stomach with a needle and pull a fowkin’…” she stuttered to a stop, and tried again, “sorry, with a thread, and that’s just not gonna happen, and I’m sorry fer sayin’ nai, Milady, but—”
Sábria pulled in a breath. “Ailith.”
Relieved to be able to turn away from Shirin, Ailith turned and faced Sábria. “Aye?”
“You have one chance to redeem yourself, and that’s to lay back down, and all of us will pretend you didn’t just say nai to me.”
All of the times she’d held the hands of friends who screamed their lungs out while army medics sewed them up in battlefield hospitals came racing into Ailith’s mind. Every time the needle went in one side of the wound until it finished pulling the thread through to the other side, the patient’s eyes would bug out of their sockets, and they’d scream, and all Ailith ever wanted to do was cover her ears to block it out. But she never could because she had to hold their hand or hold them down while the medics shoved needles into flesh and pulled them out through the other side.
Her breath caught in her throat. When she tried to pull in air, a strange wheezing whistle was the only response. Her mouth gaped open, and a cold sweat broke out on her forehead as visions of Kara doing that to her swam through her brain. She swayed as her vision darkened, and there was a roaring in her ears she hadn’t heard in a very long time. She shook her head to clear it and felt Shirin’s arms wrap around her, steadying her.
“Whoa. Breathe.” Shirin pulled Ailith’s head into her chest and held it there.
After a moment, Sábria’s hand rested on her back. She was speaking close to Ailith’s ear, something that always helped ground her.
“Breathe, Ailith. Push against my hand. In, that’s it. Now out through the mouth. Good.” After a few times, Sábria began rubbing circles on her back to calm her further. “Something terrifies you about Kara sewing you up, doesn’t it?”
While Ailith was used to Sábria’s touch, having the Commander hold her was definitely odd, despite the leather of Shirin’s tunic feeling soft against her forehead when she nodded.
“Can you tell me why? What is it that panics you?”
Sábria was so close now, Ailith could feel wisps of her hair brushing the side of her cheek. The Commander’s strong arms around her, coupled with Sábria’s nearness, grounded her enough that she could pull in a breath and push away. She was a warrior, damn it, and didn’t need to be coddled like a baby, especially by her Commander.
That was her first mistake. As she pushed back, she noticed Kara watching them. Her second mistake was to glance down at the healer’s bag, where a packet of thread was sitting on top, ready to be used. The roaring began anew, and the next time she opened her eyes, Shirin had swept her into her arms and was in the process of laying her down on the rock.
The amused look in the Commander’s eyes when Ailith glanced at her helped with the mortification of knowing she’d just passed out in front of her.
Shirin shook her head. “There’s never a dull moment around you, is there?”
The humor was more than appreciated, and Ailith half-guessed that had been the intention. “Aye, that’s what old Granther Dingus used to say.”
Sábria knelt in front of her. “Why would you have that kind of reaction to the idea of getting stitches?”
Ailith shot her an unbelieving look. “Ya ever seen someone get stitched up, Milady?”
There was a confused look on both Sábria and Shirin’s faces as Sábria answered. “Of course. Blades get knife or sword wounds more often than I’d care to count.” Sábria cocked her head and looked deeply into Ailith’s eyes for a moment. “But you’ve only seen them given in the Dreyuthan army.”
Ailith looked down but didn’t say anything.
“Does the army have herbs to dull the pain?”
Ailith shrugged. “Aye.”
The Priestess’ eyes narrowed as she continued to stare at her shiv. “But, if my guess is right, not for the peasants and not in emergency battlefield conditions.”
Kara gasped, “What?” The look of horror, as she stared from Ailith to Sábria and back to Ailith again, would have been comical under different circumstances. “They at least rubbed numbing salve on the wound first, surely.”
Ailith blushed. Kara’s tone made her realize, yet again, just how barbaric conditions in the army were for people like her. People who were her friends. “They done their best with what they had.”
Kara practically shouted, “That’s barbaric! They sewed people up with wounds like this…” she pointed an incredulous finger at Ailith’s stomach, “…while they were awake without any pain-suppressing herbs? And you were there to see it and hear the—?” She stopped when Sábria held up a hand, glaring at her with such directed meaning that Kara actually put a hand over her mouth as though she couldn’t believe what she’d just implied.
Ailith hadn’t noticed the exchange, and she swallowed hard. “They were me friends and…,” the blush intensified, and guilty tears welled in her eyes as she thought about how she’d contributed to their agony, “…and I had to hold ‘em down so they could—” Her voice broke as waves of guilt washed over her, and she ground her teeth to keep the tears from falling. She looked into Sábria’s eyes, hoping to see some absolution there. Her voice shook with the suppressed guilt and anguish she was feeling. “They were me friends, and I had to…”
She stopped when Sábria sat facing her with her legs stretched out past Ailith’s back. Her Priestess pulled her head into her chest and held her close. “Of course, you had to be there for them, Ailith. You wouldn’t have been you, otherwise. They needed you, and even though you knew how horrible it would be, you stepped up and held them so they could get the treatment they needed to live. You should be proud of what you did because I know I am.”
Now it was the Commander’s turn to add her comforting hand to Ailith’s shoulder. “One time, some Blades were on the road, and Prime Arenda’s horse stepped on a snake. The horse spooked and reared, Arenda came off, and the horse came down on her arm.” She paused a moment and shook her head as though to clear it of the sights and sounds associated with that event. “The bone was broken in two. We didn’t have a healer with us and no herbs. Terrowyn had to hold her while I pulled the bone back into place. Sometimes at night, I can still hear her screams.”
Her voice quieted, and she continued, “But Ailith, we have the herbs here with us now and an excellent healer. As someone who has received her fair share of stitches, I can tell you, no, I can guarantee you won’t feel anything except maybe a bit of tug on your skin.”
Even though she was still embarrassed by her earlier gaffe, Kara added her agreement. “Oh, absolutely! I can even put you completely out if you’d rather not be awake for it. It won’t hurt, Ailith. It won’t be anything like the horrors—” She stopped when Sábria’s lips thinned and a single brow lifted in her direction.
Kara let out a breath and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m a bit shaken, that’s all.”
Ailith’s tone was droll when she glanced up at the healer. “Oh great. A poxy healer what has th’ shakes when she wants to stick me with a needle. Just fowkin’ great.”
Shirin chuckled and cuffed Ailith’s ear.
It was a half-hearted effort, but Ailith appreciated the normality of it all the same.
Knowing she hadn’t been the most professional healer when dealing with Ailith’s revelations, Kara stepped closer and knelt. “If we were back at the Temple, you might be able to go without stitches because we could confine you to bed and slather on healing salve every half-candlemark or so. Unfortunately, that’s not the case here. We’ll be riding on a road surrounded by clouds of dust and dirt. Plus, your sword may be needed at some point. With stitches, you can, in an emergency, use your sword without making the gash any worse. As it stands, you’ve already made it worse, doing whatever it was you were doing when the Commander found you.”
When Ailith didn’t respond, Sábria made the decision Ailith dreaded. “Where would you like to do it?”
Kara motioned to her bag. I have everything I need right here. The light’s good, but something soft for her to lay on and something else for me to kneel or sit on wouldn’t go amiss.”
Ryn hopped down off the rock. “I’ll get my bedroll.”
“Uh.” Kara shook her head. “That’s a nice gesture, My Lady, but there may be a bit of…”
Ailith scoffed when Kara hesitated. “Blood. And no just a bit of it neither.”
That had been exactly what Kara had intended to say, but Sábria’s glares had made her more hesitant than usual. “Yes. Probably not a lot of blood, though, Ailith. I have herbs to mix in with the water in the bucket to sterilize it, and I’ll clean the wound with that before you get on the blanket.”
She looked back at Ryn. “I have several pads and blankets in the healer’s tent. I’ll go with you because I didn’t anticipate needing to let Ailith sleep through my work of art.” She grinned at Ailith, who rolled her eyes.
“I don’t need to be out, now, do I?” Ailith’s pride was singed at the fact they knew she wouldn’t do well and that watching Kara would make her sick to her stomach.
Shirin shook her head. “Not your choice.”
Even though she was relieved that the Commander had taken the choice away from her, for form’s sake, Ailith still made a point to scowl. “Aye, well, I’m no a baby. I can watch just fine.”
Shirin cocked her head and glanced at Sábria with a questioning look in her eyes. “At any point in my last sentence, did I say she’d have a choice about either getting stitches or staying conscious while Kara is sewing her up?”
Sábria swiped a stray hair out of Ailith’s face. “No. It’ll be all right, Ailith. I trust Kara to do an excellent job. You won’t be out long, and when you wake up, you can scowl at the Commander to your heart’s content.”
Shirin shook her head and pushed to her feet. “No, I’ve had more than enough of her scowls, thank you very much. I have things I need to do, Youngling, but I’ll see you when you wake up, and I better not hear you’ve given anyone any trouble about anything. Understand?”
With a big sigh, Ailith nodded before lying back on the rock. “Aye, Commander. Whatever ya say.”
“Phht. That’d be a welcome change.” With a loud scoff, Shirin walked back to help finish setting up the camp.





Seventeen

  
S ábria followed Kara into the healer’s tent and watched as she gathered the supplies she’d need. Emlyn was lying quietly on a bed of leaves that Kara had covered with a blanket before she’d helped her to lie down. Sábria walked over and sat on the ground next to her. “How are you feeling?”
Emlyn, who’d been watching Sábria ever since she’d come into the tent, slowly held out a shaky hand.
That was so unusual that Sábria immediately took it and bent forward so she could be as close to her shiv as possible. “What’s the matter? Does your head hurt?”
Emlyn’s face crumpled as she fought to hold in the tears that had been plaguing her ever since she’d been rescued.
“Oh, Emlyn. You don’t need to hold back.” Gently pulling her into a hug, Sábria waited patiently for her shiv to collect herself. When Emlyn’s breathing slowed again, Sábria pushed back and held her hand in her lap. “You’re safe, Emlyn. I’m sorry I had to leave you for a short while, but I promise you’re safe.”
Emlyn spoke so softly that Sábria had a difficult time hearing the words. “I remember little bits, but I don’t know why I’m here. What happened to me?”
“We’re not sure. Do you remember receiving a letter?” Emlyn was quiet for so long that Sábria thought she might not answer.
“No. But when I think of Tomisa, I get panicked like I should be doing something, but I don’t know what.”
“Do you remember getting a book from the library?”
Emlyn shook her head.
“The book was called, Inside the Midnight Sun, by Lady Minta of Strego.” At Emlyn’s sudden gasp, Sábria knew this was the right direction to take to help her shiv regain whatever memory she might have of the events leading up to her capture. “Tell me about the book.”
“It’s…it’s a very small book. Tomisa and I both had a copy as children. We made up a coded language that only we knew, and the book was how we’d work out the code.”
“Who else knew about the book or the code?”
“No one.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m positive, My Lady.”
That gave Sábria pause. Was it possible the letter had actually come from the princess? Could someone have learned of it and co-opted it for their own plot to kidnap Emlyn? And to what end? There were too many unanswered questions to come up with an educated guess, so Sábria decided she’d try for more information. “Emlyn, I need to ask you some questions that might hurt you to answer, but I need your help to find out what happened. Can you do that for me?”
A strange sound came from Emlyn’s chest, and it seemed as though she was trying to hold in emotions that were fighting to come to the fore. “What is it, Child?”
Emlyn pulled in a strangled breath and managed to ask, “Is all this my fault?”
Sábria never lied to her people, but she decided a bit of prevarication wouldn’t go amiss in this situation. “It’s the fault of whoever plotted to kidnap you.” She left off the fact that Emlyn had received a letter she’d thought was from her princess, and instead of running it by her handler or even Sábria, for that matter, she’d gone running off to the codpiece on a fool’s errand all by herself. Thank the Goddess Ailith had been there to see what was happening, or it was anyone’s guess whether they would have ever seen their shiv again.
“Is Ailith hurt?”
“Yes, but she’s already driving Commander Shirin mad with her impertinence, so all is well in that quarter.” Sábria smiled when her words had the desired effect of making Emlyn chuckle. “So, here are some difficult questions. Are you ready?” At Emlyn’s nod, Sábria asked, “What kind of perfume does Tomisa wear?”
Emlyn was silent again. After several breaths, she finally said, “My Lady?”
“Please just answer the questions without trying to figure out why I’m asking them. It’ll be easier that way.”
“Ihemma Bissa.” Emlyn’s guard must have been affected by the blow to the head right along with her emotional control because she continued, “It’s the only one she’ll wear because she knows it drives me wild with des—” She stiffened when she realized what she’d just said.
Hoping to lighten the mood, Sábria chuckled and patted Emlyn’s forearm. “One of the more pleasant kinds of sensory conditioning. Nothing to be ashamed of, Emlyn. We all have those smells or sounds or touches that arouse our sensual responses.”
Emlyn whispered, “My Lady!”
The bright red suffusing Emlyn’s cheeks was comical, but Sábria relented and changed the subject. “Let’s move on. Do you know anyone named Lord Hamblyn?”
The sudden stiffening of Emlyn’s whole body told her in no uncertain terms that the shiv was familiar with the name. Sábria did some deep breathing exercises to quiet her suddenly, wildly beating heart. With as much calm as she could muster, she said, “Tell me.”
The forearm muscles beneath Sábria’s comforting fingers bunched as Emlyn curled her hands into fists. “Is he the one who kidnapped me?”
“I’m the one asking the questions right now, Emlyn. Tell me who Lord Hamblyn is.”
Some strength returned to Emlyn’s voice when she answered. “He’s the brutal, self-centered, conceited, pompous ass who would have taken over the throne if Tomisa and I had run.”
“Is he her brother?”
“Uncle.”
“So, he’s a duke?”
“Yes.”
That information sent Sábria’s thoughts flying, and she searched her memory, trying to think what might be happening in three days’ time. Unfortunately, she came up blank. “Hon, do you know anything that might be happening in three days?”
Emlyn went very still before she caught and held Sábria’s gaze. Her complexion lost all color, but it was the look of sheer panic in her eyes that jolted Sábria’s memory into making the connection she should have made days ago. “Crown Princess Tomisa’s wedding is in six days.”
Emlyn pushed to her knees in preparation to stand. “I have to get to her. To warn her. He’s planning something and—”
Sábria was already on her knees with her hands planted firmly on Emlyn’s shoulders. “We’ll help her, Emlyn, as you’re in no shape to do much of anything right now.”
In her panic, Emlyn was jerking her head this way and that, looking everywhere as though hoping the answer to how she could save her beloved was hiding in a corner somewhere. She hadn’t heard a word Sábria said, and it was clear to her just how this young woman could have rushed out of the Temple after receiving a note saying Tomisa needed her down at the docks.
Sábria took Emlyn’s face in her hands and made her look into her eyes. “Emlyn. Stop moving around. Look.” She gently touched the white bandage behind Emlyn’s ear, and when she brought her fingers forward, two of them came away slick with blood. “You can’t move like that, and you can’t help Tomisa if you do something that slows your healing. Now, lay down and let me get some of that gel Kara’s been putting on it.”
“But—”
Unlike with Ailith, one raised brow from Sábria was all it took to silence Emlyn, who obediently lay back and waited for her to retrieve the small jar and a clean bandage from a bag near the tent opening. When she returned, she scooped a good amount onto her fingers. “Turn your head and listen to me while I’m putting this on.” She carefully unwound the bandage and applied the gel.
Kara had cut most of Emlyn’s auburn hair around the affected area. When Emlyn felt Sábria’s fingers directly on her skin, she put her hand near hers and sighed. “She cut my hair? I didn’t know.” Her worried eyes met Sábria’s. “My lady, what am I going to do?” She pushed two fingers into her temple and moaned. “My head’s pounding, and I feel like throwing up just because I sat up too fast. But I have to make sure Tomisa is okay. Her marriage is supposed to happen six days from now, and he’ll do anything to stop that from happening.”
“Emlyn, listen to yourself. You belong to the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon now. We’re a family. We’re your family. You asked me what you can do to protect Tomisa. The real question is, what are we going to do?”
She finished with the gel and wound the new bandage around Emlyn’s head. “Now, how bad is your nausea and aching head? Because you have a nasty head wound, and you need your rest.” When Emlyn opened her mouth to protest, Sábria held up a hand. “We're staying at this camp overnight. There’s no rush. When you’re feeling better, there are some more questions I’d like to ask you.”
Besides the gel and bandage, Sábria had also brought over a mug full of one of Kara’s potions. Slipping her arm behind Emlyn’s shoulders, she helped the young woman to sit up on her elbows. “Here, drink this. It’ll help with the headache, and if I’m right about what herbs Kara added, it should help settle your stomach, too.” What Sábria didn’t mention was that the caneleid powder she’d seen go into the mix would put her into a deep and restful sleep.
Emlyn obediently drank the potion, and Sábria gently laid her back on the pillow. “You’ll sleep now, Emlyn, and when you awaken, we’ll make a plan together. All of us in Elyon’s Blades will do whatever it takes to help you with your problem.” Sábria sat gently stroking Emlyn’s hand until her breathing deepened into the soft cadence of sleep.





Eighteen

  
A rlin had just raised her cup to her lips when she paused at something Shaya had said. She lowered the cup and studied her friend. “Really?”
The two of them were sitting a short distance from camp, eating a barely palatable assortment of dried fruits, hard biscuits, and jerky. Shaya smiled as she bit off a chunk of meat and chewed while watching what was happening on a rock downstream. “I don’t know how someone like Ailith could survive in a military organization. She doesn’t have much of a filter on that mouth of hers, but I like her.”
“Don’t try to change the subject. You said you were thinking of joining the Daughters of Elyon?”
Shaya brought her attention back to her friend. “Not until we finish what we started out to do, but….” She stopped, not sure how to broach a different subject that had been on her mind for the past several moons.
Arlin helped her out, “But I haven’t been a very good friend lately, or even a very good person. I drink too much, stay out too late, and you’re worried I won’t be around for you much longer.” She set the cup on a rock, pulled her knees up, and wrapped her arms around them. “I’m sorry, Shaya, and…I’d love to see you join the Blades. From what I’ve seen, you’d fit right in. They’re strict, but you’re good at following orders and blending in.”
They watched as Kara added another stitch to Ailith’s stomach.
Shaya stopped chewing. “I hope she’s okay. That cut across her stomach looks worse than it actually is. I would have recommended stitches, too, though, with us traveling on these dusty roads.”
Arlin picked up her cup and brought it to her lips. “Here comes Sábria. What do you think she wants?”
“I don’t know, but please be nice.”
“I’m always nice.”
Shaya shot her an incredulous look before setting her food aside and pushing to her feet. “My Lady. We’re having a bite to eat. Would you like to join us?”
Sábria glanced down at Arlin, who’d remained seated, and then smiled at Shaya. “Thank you. I came to see how your arm is faring. I never had the chance to see it before Arlin put the wrap on it.”
“It’s a little sore, but it was a shallow slice, not very long.”
“Has Kara taken a look at it yet?”
“No, My Lady, she’s been busy with the Blade who was sliced across her back and with Emlyn and Ailith.” She looked over her shoulder at where Kara was sitting back, surveying her work. “It looks like she’s finished. I’m glad she decided to stitch her up since we’ll be riding through dust and dirt.”
Sábria motioned to the ground. “Please, sit.” She glared down at Arlin. “And you will stand when I approach.”
Arlin raised her brows. One side of her mouth quirked, and she dipped her chin once. “Got it. Stand when you walk by. No Problem.”
With a voice as cold as ice, Sábria stepped to where Arlin sat with her back against a tree. “Stand.”
When Arlin scoffed and rolled her eyes, Sábria shocked her by breaking off a branch and falling on her, twisting her arm behind her back and pinning her to the ground with practiced ease. Knowing she couldn’t fight an Arch Priestess without suffering dire consequences, Arlin had to settle for yelling, “Hey, what the—” Her sentence ended with a gasp as Sábria brought the stick down hard and fast on her back, butt, and legs.
When she’d finished, Sábria released her and stepped back. “I said, stand.”
Arlin rolled onto her back, staring up at Sábria with shock and outrage. Her mouth gaped open, and her eyes were wide and unbelieving.
Shaya had taken several steps back and was staring at the Arch Priestess, too. Arlin hated nobles, and it didn’t surprise Shaya in the least that her friend would bait any she came across with insults and disobedience. What shocked her was that Sábria would personally punish her here and now. Arlin constantly insulted the nobility, but being a noble herself, she rarely received consequences for her foul mouth and disrespect. This was different, and, knowing her friend as she did, she waited with growing trepidation to see how she’d react.
Arlin pushed onto a knee and then stood, all the while staring in disbelief at what had just happened. Leaves and other detritus stuck to the front of her clothing, and once she’d gotten over her initial shock, she used swift, angry strokes to brush down her tunic and trews.
Not entirely sure they were done, Sábria kept hold of the stick and once again smiled at Shaya. “Please, sit so the three of us can talk. And a bit of fruit wouldn’t go amiss, either.”
With raised brows, Shaya hesitantly stepped to where she’d set her cup and food. She looked from Arlin to Sábria and, without a word, lowered herself to the ground.
Arlin pushed past Sábria on her way to the camp.
Sábria snapped, “Arlin.”
Arlin stopped but didn’t look back.
“Look at me when I’m speaking to you.” Sábria watched the young woman’s hands curl into fists. Arlin’s shoulders were stiff and hunched, and Sábria gave her a moment to get her temper under control. Eventually, Arlin pivoted to face her, and Sábria lowered her chin and held her gaze. “I know you just heard me say I want to talk to the two of you.” She didn’t need to elaborate on what she expected, so she quietly tapped the stick against her leg while she waited.
Angrier than she’d been in a very long time, Arlin moved back to her place and turned. She indicated the ground with her hand. Derision fairly dripped off her tongue when she spoke. “After you, My
Lady.”
Before anyone could take a breath, Sábria was on her again, pushing her up against the tree and holding her there while the stick sailed through the air over and over again. Arlin didn’t cry out, but it was a near thing. She hadn’t believed Sábria would attack her again, and after initially trying to block the blows, she turned toward the tree and pulled her hands into her chest to keep them from being struck.
Once again, Sábria stepped back. No one spoke until she propped a fist on her hip and cocked her head. The mock confusion on her face didn’t fool anyone. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch what you said. Would you repeat that for me?”
Still leaning against the tree, Arlin looked down at Shaya, who’d scooted away to distance herself from the battle of wills taking place in front of her. Breathing heavily, Arlin turned her attention to Sábria and wasn’t surprised to see the Commander glowering behind her Priestess. Swallowing hard, Arlin looked at the ground and quietly repeated herself with respect that had grown rusty with disuse. “After you, My Lady.”
There was no way Sábria would sit on the ground while Arlin towered over her. “I told you to sit.”
Arlin nodded and lowered herself to the ground.
Although Sábria hadn’t seen Shirin come up behind her, she knew she’d be standing just off her right shoulder. She turned to her and saw other Blades watching from a distance. “If they have time to stand and gawk, they have too much time on their hands.”
Seeing Sábria had matters under control, Shirin held her gaze a moment and then said, “Yes, My Lady.” She shot a warning glare at Arlin before leaving to tend to her Blades.
Crossing her feet at the ankles, Sábria finally sat. She sent a reassuring smile to Shaya and patted the ground next to them. “You can come back now.”
How this woman could go from livid to genial in the time it took to blink confounded Shaya. As she scooted back to her place, she searched Sábria’s eyes and realized the Priestess hadn’t acted out of anger as she’d first assumed. She was the voice of the Goddess and the co-ruler of the Empire, and she expected people to treat her with the respect due. Glancing over at Arlin, she wondered whether her friend had finally met her match.
She looked back at the Arch Priestess who was watching her as well. The gentle concern shining from her eyes moved her in ways she couldn’t understand. It had been ages since someone had looked at her like that, as though they honestly cared for her well-being.
Sábria held Shaya’s gaze for a while, wanting to know more about this young woman who’d tended Emlyn with such care and was willing to fight off five armed men to give Ailith the time she needed to answer her call for help. She had the soul of a healer and the heart of a warrior, just the type of person she hoped would petition for a place within the Blades. When Shaya looked at Arlin, a cloud passed over the young woman’s face, darkening her usually light, friendly demeanor.
Sábria wondered about the dynamic between these two. One was honor and kindness personified, fierce yet caring, while the other, on the outside, at least, was surly and disrespectful. She hadn’t made up her mind about Arlin just yet, though. There was something just below the surface that intrigued her, and she intended to find out what it was. There were other questions she needed answered, as well. Why were they traveling together, and why had Ailith’s description of the noble on the black horse been so interesting to them? “How long have you two known each other?”
Shaya handed Sábria a cloth with dried apples, a hard ginger biscuit, and blueberries. “I was about twenty-three when Arlin and—” Again, the quick glance at Arlin. “When I met Arlin. I was in pretty rough shape, and she and…our friend rescued me.”
“Your friend?” Shaya’s guilty glance at Arlin, coupled with the smoldering glare Arlin turned on her, was enough for Sábria to decide to move on to other topics for now. “So, you’ve known each other for, what, two or three turns?”
That elicited a bark of laughter from Arlin and rolled eyes from Shaya. The smaller woman lightly punched her friend in the arm before answering. “Seven turns, My Lady. I’m older than I look.”
Sábria wasn’t sure whether she was pleased to see the perpetual mask of amusement slip back onto Arlin’s face. She took a bite of dried apple and addressed Shaya. “So that makes you thirty?” She grinned, “I’m sorry, but I never would have guessed that. And you, Arlin? How old are you?”
The side of Arlin’s mouth lifted in a lopsided grin. The first time Sábria had seen it, she thought it almost cute. Now, she knew it for what it really was, and she fingered the stick by her side, readying herself to go after her again if the expected sarcasm followed.
The movement wasn’t lost on Arlin, who saw the steel return to Sábria’s eyes. She swallowed the biting rejoinder she held ready and waiting on the tip of her tongue. How the woman could communicate so many varied emotions with just her eyes amazed her. “Too old to be spanked outside of the bedroom, My Lady.”
“Not in my book.”
Well, Arlin had to give her that, so she smiled and lifted a shoulder, conceding the point. “I’m thirty-one, My Lady.” There was still anger behind the words, but at least she wasn’t speaking with disdain or disrespect.
Sábria allowed just a hint of approval to slip into her eyes at Arlin’s acquiescence. “And where did you learn to use your sword? In the bar, you told everyone that you’re a noble. Is that true?”
“Unfortunately.”
“And you despise everything to do with nobility. I assume you learned your sword fighting skills at home?” A cloud had settled over Arlin at the mention of her family, so again, Sábria changed the direction of her questioning. She looked at Shaya. “And you. Are you also a noble?”
“No, My Lady.”
“And yet you speak eloquently and wield a sword as well as any noble I know.”
“I was very lucky to be befriended by two such wonderful—” She blanched and shot an almost panicked glance at Arlin, who had completely closed down now.
Immediately after Shaya’s complexion lost all its color, Sábria looked at Arlin. All trace of emotion was gone from her face. It was as though she’d become a rock, unmoving and without feeling of any kind.
Shaya touched Arlin’s forearm, something Sábria wasn’t sure was such a good idea right about then. “I’m sorry, Arli. I don’t know why talking to her loosens my tongue, and…well, I think we can trust her.”
Arlin threw the rest of her water into the forest. “Finish up and meet me by the horses after you break down the tent and pack. I’ll get them saddled and ready to go.”
She began to rise, but Sábria held out a hand. “Wait.”
Arlin ground her teeth but did as she’d been told.
“Go where?”
The thought of ignoring Sábria and striding away flitted through her mind, but then she felt the welts burning on her arms and legs. Narrowing her eyes, Arlin chose to glare at her instead. “What business is that of yours?” She thought a moment and then added, without the usual rancor, “My Lady.”
Maybe she was trainable after all. After Sábria had seen how many men had been involved in the search for Emlyn, she knew she’d underestimated the number of Blades she’d needed for this rescue. Now, she intended to hunt down this Lord Hamblyn, and she needed all the people she could muster, including Shaya and Arlin.
Sábria had promised Arlin she’d regret it if she continued to disrespect her, and the timing of the punishment hadn’t been random. It had actually served two purposes. If she was going to take her into battle as one of her people, she needed Arlin to see her as the alpha, the one she had to obey, no matter what.
And as for the second purpose, Sábria had needed to know what kind of a person Arlin was, whether she’d fight back, pull her blades, and attack. If she had attacked her, that would have been the end of things. She’d have sent Arlin on her way and tried to convince Shaya to stay and join the Blades.
But she hadn’t fought back, and for just a moment, when Arlin had been staring at her in wide-eyed shock, she’d seen into her soul. For that one moment, she’d felt the pain and anguish Arlin had been living with—no, not simply living with, but battling it as surely as if it were a demon tearing at her jugular with sharpened blood-stained teeth. She knew that for whatever her reasons, Elyon had her eyes on both of these young warriors.
“Sit back down. I have some things I need to speak to you about.” She glanced at Shaya. “Both of you.”
With a great show of reluctance, Arlin lowered herself to the ground and brought one knee up in front of her chest. She wrapped both arms around it, subconsciously protecting herself from whatever Sábria had to say.
Sábria recognized the gesture and decided to take some of the attention away from Arlin. She turned to Shaya and clarified what she and Ailith had discovered. “Shaya, do you remember Ailith saying she heard people talking about someone who goes by the name Lord Hamblyn?”
“Yes.”
Sábria looked at Arlin. “And you?”
Arlin shook her head. She refused to look Sábria in the eye and stared out into the forest instead.
“Well, after speaking with Emlyn, I believe Lord Hamblyn is behind the kidnapping, and I intend to hunt him down and bring him to justice before the Goddess’ court.” She ignored the snort of disbelief from Arlin and continued, “Lord Hamblyn appears to have quite a few fighters at his disposal, and as you know, I only brought ten blades plus the Commander, Prime Geller, Kara and her assistant, and the hostlers. Marzet is injured and out of action, as is Emlyn. Ailith might be able to fight by the time we find him and his men. That leaves me shorthanded, and I’m hoping the two of you will volunteer to help us bring this man to justice.
Arlin turned an incredulous stare on the Arch Priestess at the same time Shaya blurted, “Of course.”
Arlin’s leg came down so that both legs were flat on the ground. She leaned forward, staring at Sábria as though a pair of horns had suddenly sprouted from her head. Thoroughly nonplussed, she leaned on one hand for support while the second knee replaced the first as her unwitting protector. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Other than the fact that Shaya and I need to get to Sarlogne sooner than later, you just whipped the shit out of me with a stick, and now you have the nerve to ask for my help?”
Sábria sat back on her hands and met Arlin’s gaze with a steady one of her own. “Arlin, how many times did I warn you about what would happen if you continued to treat me with utter contempt and disrespect?”
Arlin’s eyes flashed with deep-seated anger. “I’m a fucking noblewoman. I can beat peasants to death with impunity. I can rape women as long as they’re not members of the noble classes. I can murder children in the streets, and your justice will do nothing to me except possibly fine me or confine me to a comfortable villa for a few sevendays. But be disrespectful to the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, and you beat welts into my back and legs? Where is the justice in that?”
Sábria leaned forward and continued to hold Arlin’s gaze. “At least I try to administer justice where justice is due. I bring them up on charges, and we try our best within the Goddess’ Court to hold nobles accountable for what they do. My Blades and I protect battered and abused women, and when they have no other choice, we relocate them to places of safety. What exactly do you do to try to change the system? How do you hold nobles accountable?”
Arlin stared deep into Sábria’s eyes with a face gone cold with fury. “I kill them, My Lady.”
Shaya sat bolt upright. “Arlin!”
The shock in her voice must’ve gotten through because Arlin blinked and looked at her friend. To Sábria’s surprise, a blush rose into Arlin’s cheeks, and she pulled her knee in closer to her chest.
No one spoke while Sábria tried to understand what Arlin had just implied. She wondered whether that was the secret to the darkness hiding within Arlin’s soul. Did she really take justice into her own hands and kill nobles she judged guilty? Did she play judge, jury, and executioner?
Not waiting to be dismissed, Arlin pushed to her feet and strode angrily into camp.
Sábria let her go this time. She turned her attention to Shaya, who covered her eyes and lay flat on her back. The smaller woman’s quiet growl said it all. “Shaya?” When she didn’t get an answer, Sábria repeated herself. “Shaya.”
With a sigh, Shaya sat up and crossed her legs. She rested her elbow on her knee and put her head on her fist.
“Does she really mean that?”
“Not…exactly, and I’m sorry, My Lady, but I need to go talk to her.”
Sábria thought about stopping her, but she decided she might learn more if she followed and listened in on their conversation. “I’ll be close by if you need me.”
“Thank you, My Lady.” Having been granted permission to leave, Shaya hurried after her friend.
Arlin laid her saddle pad over Bendru’s withers and took a moment to place it just right.
Shaya stood on the other side of the horse with her arms crossed, glaring at her friend. The Arch Priestess herself had asked for their help, and Shaya felt that helping was the right thing to do. “Arlin, they need us.”
“We’re too close, Shaya. I’m too close to let the last one slip away.” Arlin left off saddling her mount and stepped to where Shaya stood with her arms crossed over her chest. She put both hands on either side of her friend’s face and looked deep into her eyes. “You go with them.” She rolled her eyes and grinned sheepishly, “Despite them beating the shit out of me every time I turn around, I like them. More importantly, I think you’ll like them.” Arlin held her gaze, trying to communicate just how much she thought Shaya would fit in with the Arch Priestess and her Blades.
Placing her hand over Arlin’s, Shaya leaned into her touch and closed her eyes. She’d known her long enough to understand this was Arlin’s way of finding her a home, of taking care of her when she, herself, would no longer be around to do so. A tear slipped from the corner of her eye, and she let it slide down the side of Arlin’s fingers until it rolled onto her chin and finally fell onto her tunic. She spoke softly then, the rending of her heart making it impossible to raise her voice above a whisper “Arlin, please. Don’t do this.”
Sábria watched the two women. They were speaking in riddles, and whatever those hidden meanings entailed was breaking Shaya’s heart in two. Her instincts were on high alert, and with a certainty born of her Goddess-enhanced abilities, she knew beyond any doubt that Arlin needed to stay with them while they hunted down Emlyn’s kidnappers.
When Shaya tried to lower her face and look away, Arlin lifted it so they were looking one another in the eyes again. “Shaya. I don’t have a choice.”
The anger that had been building for the past turn rose to the fore, and Shaya shoved Arlin’s hands off her face. “You always have a choice. You have always had a choice. This whole time, I’ve been by your side, and have you ever asked what I wanted? Have you ever cared about me and what I thought we should do?”
“Shay, you know I care about you. About your future. These people—”
“These people, what? Will take me off your hands so you can act out the last scene of the play you’ve been living for the past turn? Because I know what happens in that last scene, and you think that if I’m safely tucked away in Elyon’s Blades, I won’t care what happens to you?” She choked on the last words and turned and stalked back to the camp.
Arlin watched her a moment, and then her gaze flicked to the Arch Priestess who was standing nearby with her arms crossed, watching the two of them. There was no doubt the woman had overheard their conversation, but Arlin didn’t care. She winced at the hissing voice in the back of her head. Just one more. Hoping Sábria hadn’t noticed, Arlin picked up her saddle and settled it in place. When she glanced over her shoulder, the Arch Priestess had gone.
Sábria followed Shaya back to camp and saw her duck into the tent she shared with Arlin. She stood outside the opening and called out. “Shaya, it’s Sábria. May I come in?” When there was no answer, she pulled the flap aside and looked inside.
Shaya sat cross-legged with her back to her. She held part of a blanket to her face, and her shoulders shook from the quiet sobs she was trying so hard to hide.
Even though she didn’t need to repeat herself, Sábria infused her voice with caring and understanding so the young woman would realize she didn’t have to be alone in her grief. “Child. May I come in?” When Shaya pulled in a breath and wiped her face on the blanket, Sábria moved forward and sat facing her so they could look one another in the eyes. “We haven’t had a chance for that talk I spoke about earlier.”
Shaya whispered, “I’m sorry.”
“For?”
“We can’t help you. We have…Arlin has something she needs to do, and I can’t…I won’t leave her alone. We’ve come too far for me to abandon her now.”
“It sounded to me as though she thought you might want to remain with us. Maybe even petition entry into the Blades?”
The puffiness around Shaya’s eyes was apparent when she looked into the Arch Priestess’ face. She still hadn’t made up her mind, but she knew the time wasn’t right to acknowledge what she’d been thinking concerning the Temple and what role it might play in her future. “She may want it, My Lady, but if I’m not there to pull her out of bars and keep her from foolishly throwing away—” She stopped, realizing she’d almost said too much.
“Throwing away?”
Shaya grabbed her saddlebag and began jamming her extra clothing down into its depths.
The packing was frenzied and angry, and Sábria put a hand on Shaya’s forearm to still the movement. “Shaya. Throwing away what? Her life?”
The young woman’s face crumpled, and she jerked the end of the blanket back out of the bag and held it to her face. “Damn it. I’m just an emotional fool right now, My Lady. Please, I need to pack and catch up to her before she gets too far ahead.”
To Shaya’s surprise, Sábria rose and stepped out of the tent. She heard her call out Shirin’s name and, after a moment, gave her some instructions. “Arlin is leaving without my permission. Please stop her and bring her back to camp.” There was a pause, and then, “And take Ursuna with you.”
Dumbfounded, Shaya rose and halfway turned to stare at the tent flap. When Sábria reentered, Shaya’s brows descended, and she propped a fist on her hip. “If you think Arlin is going to willingly let you hold her here or take her with you, for that matter, that’s not going to happen. We’re not your prisoners.”
Affectionate amusement crept into Sábria’s eyes as she looked at this diminutive woman who had such an indomitable spirit coupled with a fiery temper and soft heart.
Shaya turned to face her fully. “You find that amusing?”
“I enjoy people with wonderful, multi-faceted personalities, and because of that, I enjoy spending time with you.”
A blush spread into Shaya’s cheeks at the compliment, but then she remembered what she’d just said. “My Lady. Arlin will not go with you.”
Sábria’s knowing smile said otherwise.
“You don’t know her like I do. She’s stubborn, angry, determined, and will fight you every step of the way.”
There was a definite twinkle in Sábria’s eyes now. “Perhaps.” The twinkle disappeared when she stepped forward and placed a hand on Shaya’s shoulder. “Shaya, I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on. Why were the two of you so interested in the noble Ailith saw riding in the direction of Sarlogne?”
Shaya’s head jerked up at that. “What do you mean?” It only took a slight narrowing of Sábria’s eyes and a tilt of the head for Shaya to realize she shouldn’t try to mislead this woman. “It’s not something I can talk about, My Lady. Please don’t ask me to because, well, I won’t talk about it with you or anyone else.”
“You’re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders, Child. I’m very good at keeping a confidence.” Sábria watched a range of emotions flit across Shaya’s face. Despair and worry, definitely, but was that a bit of hope mixed in there as well? “The Goddess has blessed me with many enhanced abilities, Shaya. Seeing solutions to other people’s problems is one of my gifts. But I can’t help you if you won’t confide in me.”
Shaya looked into Sábria’s eyes. The depth of care and concern she found there almost undid her resolve to keep their business theirs alone. She glared at the tent flap when they heard Arlin cursing up a storm on the edge of camp.
“I said let go of me, you skezzi piece of worm eating…ow! You think you can…fuck! Stop…”
The look of concern on Shaya’s face was comical when Arlin’s voice became muddled and then suddenly went silent.
They heard Shirin’s voice outside the tent. “My Lady?”
“Come in.”
The tent was tall enough for Sábria and Shaya to stand up in, but Shirin had to stoop when she entered. “What would you like us to do with her?”
“Well, she’s going with us to find this Lord Hamblyn, and if we have to truss her up like a hog and tie her in the back of the wagon, so be it.”
Shaya jammed a second fist onto her hip. “You can’t do that. You’d be no better than Hamblyn if you force her to go somewhere she doesn’t want to go.”
Sábria rose and mirrored Shaya’s stance. “First of all, this is my Empire, and if I decide I need to keep a drunken, foul-mouthed warrior by my side until I figure out just what her game is, then that’s exactly what I’ll do. Second, your words imply that she’s on some kind of suicide mission, and if that’s the case, I won’t stand by and let her self-destruct. Finally, you may have a temper, Shaya, but you would do well to know I have a very short fuse with people who blatantly disrespect me. Blade or otherwise.”
Sábria turned to Shirin. “Tell Geller that until I take over, Arlin is her responsibility. She’s to keep her with her at all times and has my permission to do whatever it takes to accomplish that.”
Since Shaya was in the tent with them, Shirin merely blinked her surprise at Sábria’s words. After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Yes, My Lady.”
When she left, Sábria turned back to Shaya. “You and I are going to have that talk. Right here, and right now.” She pointed at the ground, ordering the other woman to sit.
Without understanding why, Shaya felt the need to unburden herself to this caring woman who seemed to genuinely want to help her with the anguish and grief that had been tearing her apart for so long. “It’s more Arlin’s story to tell, My Lady. I shouldn’t—”
“Did you live through whatever happened, too?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“Then it’s your story, too. I can see that you’ve been swept up in events that you don’t always agree with because of your love and loyalty to Arlin. This is your chance to take back the control you seem to have lost over your life. Tell me your story, Shaya. Please.”
Shaya blew out a breath and glanced down at the leaf-strewn floor of the tent. Once again, Sábria surprised her when she stuck her head out of the opening.
“Jili. Is there any tea left? There is? Good. Please pour two cups and bring them to the tent. Thank you.” She brought her head back in and smiled at Shaya. “I find a good cup of tea often helps to ease the soul. Don’t you?”
That small act of kindness was what finally broke the dam for Shaya. The last turn had been a nightmare for her, and the thought of unburdening herself to someone, not just anyone, but to a woman who might be able to help her out of her nightmare strengthened her resolve. She and Arlin normally packed their bags and bedrolls together. They had a system where Arlin packed the bags, and Shaya rolled their bedrolls and pillows so they fit into their tight, cylindrical coverings. Shaking out Arlin’s bedroll, she doubled it up and set it on one side of the tent. “Please, My Lady. I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable sitting, as well.”
Understanding that Shaya was using the exercise as a way to take back a bit of control, Sábria stepped to it and lowered herself down. “Thank you.” She waited while Shaya took longer than necessary, folding and placing her own bedroll just so.
By the time she finished, Jili, Kara’s assistant, was outside the tent opening. “My Lady?”
“Bring them in, please, Jili.”
The young woman stepped into the tent and handed each of them a cup of tea before reaching back through the opening and bringing in a jug and setting it on the ground between them. “Them cups ain’t so big, an’ I thought ya might need some more, dependin’ on how long ya plan to bide.”
Sábria’s face shone with approval for the woman’s forethought. “Wonderful. Thank you for such a thoughtful gesture.”
Jili, a slight woman no bigger than Shaya, stared at her feet. She’d come to the Temple by way of an abusive homelife, and praise of any sort worried her. “I—” Even though she’d been with the Blades two full turns now, she still felt her jealous mother’s fists thudding into her belly every time her father dared give her any kind of compliment or praise.
Knowing this, Sábria always made it a point to accompany any praise with a gentle touch. Since the only spot she could reach were Jili’s legs, she patted the woman’s calves and smiled up at her. “You can go, and thanks again for the tea.”
Inordinately relieved to escape the tent, Jili hurried out without a backward glance.
Shaya carefully held her tea so it wouldn’t spill and lowered herself onto her pad. She sat cross-legged and held the cup in front of her like a shield.
The young woman telegraphed her unease in so many ways, so Sábria began with simple questions that wouldn’t be too difficult to answer. “Where are you and Arlin from, originally?” Their accents, of course, had given them away immediately, but it was a simple question to answer, and Sábria went with it.
“Pheodra, My Lady.”
“Shaya, while we’re here speaking like this, let’s dispense with My Lady. We’re two friends taking tea together, yes?”
Interacting with the Arch Priestess was usually an easy thing for Shaya, but now she found it difficult to look into those penetrating blue eyes and simply stared down at the cup in her hands. “Yes, My Lady.” She realized what she’d said a fraction too late, and her gaze shot up to meet Sábria’s eyes. The intensity of the vivid blue startled her. She hadn’t remembered the color being that intense before, but as she felt herself falling into their depths, a sliver of ice that had frozen around her soul cracked and slid away.
Those same expressive eyes softened, and when the older woman smiled affectionately at her, Shaya found herself smiling back. “I’d like your help, My— sorry. Before I tell you about the last fifteen full moons, could I tell you who Arlin was before?”
“Of course.”
It was unsettling to Shaya that she had to take a moment to think back to better times, to try to remember what Arlin had been like before their lives were changed forever. “Let me back up even before that. In Pheodra, it’s illegal for women to love women or men to love men.”
“Yes, I’m aware of that.”
“From the time Arlin was a small child, she had a friend, Cressida, well…we called her Cressi. They were in love from their earliest memories, and neither could remember a time that they hadn’t loved the other. Have you ever heard the term, Rukbya ye?”
Sábria blinked and then slowly shook her head. “No…I don’t believe I have.”
“One of Pheodra’s lessor Gods, Rukbya, is said to bless certain people by implanting a part of one person into another and vice versa. They are…I guess you could say soul-bonded, but that doesn’t come close to the concept. The two people are one. Well, whether you believe in Rukbya ye or not, that was Arlin and Cressi.” Shaya waited a moment to see whether Sábria would scoff at the concept. When she just tilted her head, encouraging her to continue, Shaya took a sip of tea and then set it on the ground next to her.
“As I said, in Pheodra, loving someone of your own sex is illegal,” she held up a finger, “however, as in every kingdom we’ve ever been to, if you’re noble born, you can get away with just about anything. Because they were both nobles, Arlin and Cressi ignored the laws and lived…well, to the consternation of just about everyone in the noble classes, they each considered themself a wife to the other, and they lived accordingly.”
Sábria’s brows rose. “Let me guess. The nobility treated them with disdain and hatred, and that’s where Arlin’s hatred of the upper classes comes from.”
“Not exactly, but I’ll get to that in a moment. Arlin was the most loving, caring, fun-loving person in the kingdom. She was always laughing, and even though she and Cressida were a couple, people always invited them to their parties because Arlin lit up every room she ever walked into with this huge, wonderful smile.”
Shaya didn’t realize her face lit up with the memory. Sábria tried to imagine this other Arlin and could almost see her in her mind’s eye.
“Arlin was one of the best card players at court, too. People came from all around to try to best her, and she always walked away with a purse ten times fuller than what she’d started with. Cressi would sit in her lap, and Arlin always had her kiss the cards before she even looked at them.” A cloud passed over Shaya’s face. “It was that habit that started everything. A Cibían nobleman was visiting two friends in Phaxdon. That’s the capital of Pheodra.”
Sábria’s smile told Shaya it should have been a given that she knew that little geographical fact. She appreciated that the Priestess was listening so intently without interrupting, and she took another sip of her tea to wet her throat. Shaya was coming up to a part of the story that always took her speech away. She stared at the ground and didn’t continue, couldn’t continue, really.
Their bedrolls were too far away from each other for Sábria to touch Shaya’s arm, so she moved hers to where they were practically sitting with their knees touching. Without saying a word, she took Shaya’s hand and held it in her lap. Sábria recognized that they were coming to a critical juncture in the story, and she wanted to ease into it so Shaya could get through it without too much emotional pain. To help her find her voice again, she asked as innocuous a question as possible. “How did you meet them?”
It was as though a second lantern had been lit next to the one hanging from the center tentpole. Shaya’s face shone with a happy glow at the memory. “My brother was a carter. My mother died when I was born, and I had moved out of my abusive father’s home turns earlier. I had a small cottage I’d paid for by selling healing herbs, and my good-for-nothing brother moved in without permission and stayed. I couldn’t get him to leave. One day, he found me kissing another girl in my bedroom. He beat me, threw me over his shoulder, and climbed the ladder to my roof. He threw me off just as Arlin and Cressi were riding by. Arlin managed to get her horse under me and caught me in her arms.”
She grinned at Sábria. “Would have been romantic if she weren’t already taken. Anyway, they kicked my brother out and threatened to castrate him if he came back.” Shaya stared at the tent, lost in her memories. “They were wonderful, My Lady. They became my family and my protectors. Cressi taught me to speak correctly and to read and write, and Arlin taught me swordwork.” There was a sparkle in her eyes when she finally looked at Sábria, “And made me a pretty decent card player in my own right.”
“Sounds idyllic.”
“It was.”
Sábria was holding Shaya’s hand in her own, and she moved to cover it with a second hand. She squeezed lightly and waited for Shaya to look into her eyes. “What changed?”
Shaya drew strength from those mesmerizing eyes, and she suddenly believed she could tell this woman anything, and the world wouldn’t really stop spinning, and her life wouldn’t really be over. “Do you remember that Cibían noble and his friends?”
At Sábria’s nod, she continued, “Well, they joined Arlin’s table at one of the higher-class gaming establishments. They lost a lot of money and drank more than any of them could handle. The two Pheodrans convinced the Cibían that it was disgusting to see two women parading their sins around town and that they should teach a lesson the kingdom wouldn’t readily forget. The next morning, when Cressi went to buy some embroidery thread, they, along with four of their servants, kidnapped Cressi and…well, it was Arlin and me who found her body. What was left of her body. They’d—”
When she choked on her words, Sábria moved over and pulled Shaya into her arms. She kissed her hair and then whispered, “I’m so sorry, Child. No wonder she’s such an emotional wreck. And you’ve been having to deal with your own grief while trying to hold her together, too. I can’t imagine how difficult it’s been for you to deal with all of that alone.”
It felt good to be held, and Shaya rested in Sábria’s arms for a while, stubbornly shoving the images of Cressi’s body back into the mental box she secured with a metaphorical lock and key. Pulling in a deep breath, she sat up and wiped her eyes. “Thank you, My Lady.”
Sábria smiled. “We don’t need the My Lady right now, remember?” She waited until Shaya finished wiping her eyes before asking, “So, knowing a bit about Arlin’s personality, the two of you have been chasing those seven men ever since?”
Shaya turned so she could look her in the eye. “My Lady, have you ever heard Arlin say, ‘Just one more?’”
With dawning realization, Sábria fought not to show her unease at what Shaya was telling her. “I remember her saying something about the two of you being too close to stop now, and that there’s only one more. Are you telling me Arlin killed six of the seven men?”
Shaya lowered her gaze and shook her head. “Not exactly.”
“How do you not exactly kill six men?”
“After they’d sobered up, they realized what they’d done and scattered. Well, the servants scattered, anyway. She…we tracked all of them down, crisscrossing Pheodra to do it. We brought all of them back to Phaxdon one at a time to be tried. Arlin found witnesses willing to testify, and the four commoners were found guilty and executed.”
“And the nobles?”
“The two Pheodrans had only gone as far as their ancestral homes. We…or rather Arlin, since she was also a noble and could do such things, brought them before the magistrate. They were found guilty, also, but they were only fined. The Cibían had already left the kingdom by the time the trials ended.”
“The fines must have been large since Cressi was a noblewoman. Yes?”
“They were.”
“But you said they’re dead.”
Darkness descended and settled around Shaya. “Arlin was already broken, but seeing the noblemen basically getting away with murdering her wife changed her. She became obsessed with making sure they paid for the brutal things they’d done to Cressi. Everyone knows that if a man enjoys raping women, he doesn’t stop with just one. Arlin went to the cities where those noblemen lived and began playing cards in the bars closest to their homes. She found family members of women and children whom the men had raped and….”
“And?”
“And, since I was only along at this point to try to keep Arlin sane and alive, I think the rest is her story to tell.”
There was no way Sábria could allow her to stop after only telling this much of their story. She needed to know everything if Elyon expected her to work miracles. “I’m sorry, Hon, but it doesn’t work that way. Did she kill those nobles?”
Shaya shook her head. “If you mean did she physically push a sword into their bellies, then no, she did not.”
Neither woman spoke while Sábria processed all that she’d heard. She pulled Shaya in close again and absently rested her chin on her hair. “I have the feeling that you think if Arlin goes after the last nobleman, she’ll die in the attempt. Why do you think that?”
“I don’t know. I just feel it…” she tapped her belly with her fist, “…in here. And it’s why Arlin is so supportive of me joining the Blades.”
“Because she loves you and wants to make sure you’re not alone in the world.” Sábria released her and sat back on her own bedroll with a pensive look in her eyes. “Okay. You’re going to have to let go and trust that I have Arlin’s best interest at heart. You may not agree with my decisions or my actions, but I’ll do what I can to heal her broken heart. Do you trust me, Shaya?”
It felt like a huge weight was being lifted off her shoulders, but still, Shaya wondered whether she’d be doing the right thing if she turned the welfare of her best friend over to this woman. “My Lady, I know you don’t like her and—”
That glimmer of amusement flickered in Sábria’s eyes. “Don’t I?”
That brought Shaya up short. “Well, she’s not very likable anymore.”
“Whether I like her or not is immaterial. My role as the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon is to succor all women the Goddess brings to me. Elyon brought you to me.” She paused and let that sink in. “And she brought Arlin. You are just as important to me as your friend, Shaya, and I don’t intend to let either of you down.”
When Shaya blushed and looked at the ground, Sábria put a finger beneath her chin and raised it until she could look directly into the younger woman’s eyes. “Now, do you trust me with Arlin?”
Tears came to Shaya’s eyes as she whispered, “I do. I trust you, so please don’t hurt her or let anyone else hurt her. She’s damaged, My Lady, but if you’d known her before—” she sighed and looked away.
Sábria lowered her hand and stood. “Perhaps we can restore most of the Arlin you knew when Cressida was alive. Not all, because her soulmate was brutally murdered. But I think, given time, together you and I can find the woman she used to be.” She turned and ducked out of the tent, leaving Shaya staring after the most remarkable woman she’d ever met in her life.





Nineteen

  
S ábria ran into Shirin standing near the healer’s tent. She stopped to check in with her second. “I forgot to mention I don’t want Ursuna to break anything…”
Shirin raised her brows and nodded, “I took care of that for you, although I wouldn’t have minded….” She let the sentence hang.
Sighing, Sábria rubbed tired eyes, “You know, I didn’t think I’d be saying this so soon after Ailith’s…problems, or…actually, I didn’t think I’d ever be saying this again, but I don’t want to break her, Shirin. She’s already broken, and we need to put the pieces back together again.”
The fondness Shirin felt for her Arch Priestess shone brightly in her smile. “I was afraid you were going to say that. When is Elyon going to see that we have enough on our plate for a while and stop bringing us more recruits?” She looked at Shaya’s tent. “I can see Shaya as a shiv, but Arlin?”
“I don’t know if Arlin will ever petition to become a Blade, but she’s a woman who needs my help and guidance, and I won’t turn her away.”
“But does she want your help?”
Sábria grinned, “Absolutely not. But I answer to Elyon, not Arlin, and I know deep in my heart that my Goddess has her hand on Arlin’s life, which means I do too.”
“Which also means all of us will support you, no matter how obnoxious she becomes.”
“Where are they?”
“Geller’s out checking on the sentries.”
“And Arlin?”
“Right behind her. She walked away once.”
“How’d that go?” Sábria hoped Geller hadn’t broken anything.
“Let’s just say I don’t think Arlin will be testing her boundaries again any time soon.”
As if she knew they were talking about her, Geller walked out of the woods with a mutinous warrior stalking a few paces behind. They came to where they were chatting, and Arlin broke off and headed for her tent. Geller glanced over her shoulder and snarled, “Did I say ya could leave?”
The murderous glare Arlin turned on her would have intimidated most people. Not Geller. She simply snapped her fingers and pointed to the ground at her feet.
Sábria wondered what the Prime had done to exact the woman’s obedience, but Arlin growled and stalked to where Geller had pointed. She noticed a slight limp as she walked, and when Geller turned back to her, Sábria raised a brow.
Geller innocently raised her brows in return.
Sábria turned to Arlin. “So, as I mentioned earlier, I need your help to capture the man who kidnapped one of my shivs.”
“You’re conscripting me against my will?”
“I prefer to think of it as asking for your help.”
“I decline.”
“I insist.”
“You can’t do this.”
Sábria raised her brows and held one hand out, palm down. She moved her hand up slightly with each of her words. “Peasant, merchant, Baron, Viscount, Earl, Marquis, Count, Duke.” She shrugged, “Knights can be interspersed at any of those levels.”
She brought her second hand up to the same level as the first and raised them both slightly, indicating the next two ranks were equal, “Seneschal and Commander.” She raised them again. The Emperor and the Arch Priestess. You seem to be operating under some kind of misconception that you hold a rank above mine?”
At Arlin’s silence, Sábria continued, “Shaya told me why you need to get to Sarlogne—”
“She what?” Arlin spun around, intending to confront her friend in their tent.
Geller wrapped her fingers around the back of Arlin’s neck and spun her back to face Sábria. “Again. Did I say ya could leave?”
In her anger and belief that Shaya had betrayed their secrets, her secrets, Arlin hit Geller’s forearm with her own, trying to loosen her hold on her neck so she could go and confront the woman she’d thought was her loyal friend.
Sábria watched the muscles in her Prime’s forearm tighten and grimaced, knowing just how strong those hands were after a lifetime spent wielding weapons.
Arlin’s knee’s buckled, and she ended up on her knees beside the Prime.
Geller had handled all types of personalities throughout the turns. Even though it didn’t happen often, there were times when shivs and Blades acted out and needed to be brought into line. While Arlin’s attitude was a bit more hardened than most of those women, dealing with her hardly fazed the Prime.
Sábria rested her hands on her hips. “Stand up.”
The forearm muscles relaxed, allowing Arlin to stand.
Spending time shadowing the Prime had been an interesting experience. Arlin still considered her a dangerous opponent, but she’d begun to enjoy annoying the woman whenever possible. She held out her arms and, with an incredulous look, turned to Geller. “What the fuck, Ursuna?”
Geller released her hold on Arlin’s neck and, with exquisite precision, delivered a brachial stun to the side of her neck with her forearm that knocked her unconscious.
There were times when Sábria appreciated her Prime’s succinct, uncomplicated ways of dealing with people, and, although normally she’d prefer a little more finesse, Sábria supposed this was one of those times when her unsophisticated methods worked for the best. She ran her hand up into her hair, scratched her scalp to give herself time to think about how she wanted to phrase her next words, and then looked into Geller’s eyes. “The Commander tells me she told you not to break any bones?”
“Aye, Milady.” The Prime glanced at the body lying at her feet and then back at Sábria. “Nothin’s broken.”
“Yes, I see that. I’m going to go one step further and ask you not to break her.”
Geller settled her elbow in her hand and rested her head on her fingers while she rubbed her forehead. “I was afraid ya were gonna say that.”
Sábria chuckled at Geller’s uncharacteristic stab at humor. “Am I so transparent? Commander Shirin said the same thing not that long ago.”
“It’s not a surprise to me, Milady.” She glanced at Arlin again. “I hate to say it, but I saw it too. There’s good buried in there, and with a lot of work….” She lifted a shoulder and trailed off before looking at Sábria with a touch of humor in her eyes. “Th’ Goddess dropped her off fer ya to work on, did she?”
A bark of laughter erupted from Sábria, surprising them both. She covered her mouth and then smiled at her irascible Prime. More times than she’d cared to count, she marveled at how such a simple woman from peasant stock could be blessed with such a gift of discernment and down-to-earth common sense. “I believe she did. Why Elyon felt I needed Ailith and Arlin to deal with at the same time is anyone’s guess, but my lot is to serve and not ask many questions.”
Arlin’s eyes fluttered open, and it took a moment for her to realize she was on the ground looking up. She closed them again. After shaking her head to clear the cobwebs, she rolled onto her knees. It took another moment for her to get a foot under her and stand.
Without a word, Geller simply grabbed the back of her tunic when it looked like she’d overbalance as she tried to regain her equilibrium.
Arlin blinked several times, held a finger in Geller’s face, and growled, “That was not nice.”
“Ya call me Prime or Prime Geller, or ye’ll be greetin’ the dirt on a regular basis, ya ken?”
Arlin glared at her a while longer and then turned to the Arch Priestess. “How long do you plan to hold me hostage?”
“You’re not a hostage.”
“Prisoner, then.”
“Ally.”
“Hardly.”
Sábria considered her newest acquisition. She almost smiled at her mind’s use of the term acquisition but knew that wouldn’t go over well. “I have a proposition for you.” She glanced at Geller. “Thank you, Prime Geller. You’re dismissed.”
Geller brought her fist to her chest and looked inordinately relieved to be rid of the extra burden she’d had to bear.
Sábria motioned Arlin to the healer’s tent. “Come on. I need to check on Ailith. Kara and Lady Knight Farryn carried her to the tent after Kara finished sewing her up.” Acting as though she fully expected Arlin to follow, Sábria walked to the healer’s tent with just a hint of a backward glance. When she saw Arlin staring at the tent she shared with Shaya, she kept walking because she needed to establish her dominance one way or the other. Arlin could either choose the easy way or the hard way. It was completely up to her. She ducked into the tent and went to check on Ailith.
She found her on the far side, lying on the same type of arrangement as Emlyn. A blanket had been laid on a large pile of leaves, and Ryn was seated on the ground next to her holding her hand. When Sábria walked in, the knight hastily dropped it as though it had burned her.
Ailith turned bleary eyes her way and shook her head to shrug off the last vestiges of the potion Kara had given her.
Sábria felt more than saw Arlin step up next to her.
Arlin chuckled, “I leave you for a few days, and what do you do? Let some bastard open you up like a grin on a fairy feast melon.”
Ailith grinned up at her. “A what?”
“Don’t you carve fairy feast melons here or in that backwater kingdom you’re from?”
“Nai.”
Sábria growled, “Ailith. Get that word out of your vocabulary. You’re a shiv now, and you don’t need to be using slang like that with anyone, let alone a noble.”
“Ah, Milady. She might be a noble, but she’s a good ‘un. I trust her. I trusted her, and she brung ya to us, didn’t she?” That reminded her that Arlin and Shaya had been on their way somewhere when she’d waylaid them and asked for their help. “What are ya still doin’ here, anyway? Didn’t ya tell me ya had to be somewhere?”
“I’m being held prisoner.”
“By who?” Ailith’s brows descended, and the angry look she turned on Sábria was a portent of things to come.
Sábria rolled her eyes and looked at the ceiling. “Give me strength.” She put her fists on her hips and glared down at her shiv. “I’m going to tell you this once, Ailith. My dealings with Arlin and Shaya are just that. My dealings.” She turned her glare on Arlin. “And you will not bait my shiv with your silly word games. Do I make myself clear?”
Arlin met her glare for glare. “Word games? What do you call holding someone against their will?”
The short nights and emotional upheaval of the last several days finally took their toll on Sábria’s temper. “You want to leave? Then go. I hoped I could help you with your problem, but first, I needed you to help me with mine. If you can’t take time out of your precious vendetta to bring a treasonous bastard and kidnapper to justice, then by all means, go.”
Arlin’s brows rose, but she quickly turned toward the tent flap before Sábria changed her mind. She ran into Shaya, who’d come in behind her. “We’re leaving, Shay. Let’s pack up and get out of here.”
“No.”
That brought Arlin up short. “What do you mean, no?”
“They asked for our help, and I, for one, intend to give it to them. If you’re still in Sarlogne when I get there, we can talk. Otherwise….” Her voice broke, belying the undeniable strength and determination etched onto her features.
The only emotion on Arlin’s face was shock. She stared first at her friend and then turned to look at Sábria and then Ailith. Sábria’s cool gaze told her nothing, but Ailith had a definite look of confusion written across her face. Arlin made an effort to relax and then returned and knelt next to Ailith’s makeshift pallet. “I’m glad it all worked out for you, Ailith. You’ll be okay?” She motioned to Ailith’s stomach wound.
“Oh, aye. It’s nothin’. I know ya said ya had somethin’ ya needed to do.” She took hold of Arlin’s forearm. “Goddess go with ya, Arlin.”
Taking Ailith’s hand in both of her own, Arlin looked into her eyes for a long moment. “Take care of my Shaya for me, will you?”
Ailith looked to where Shaya was standing next to the Arch Priestess. “Aye. I owe her me life. And you, too. I give ya me word, Arlin. I’ll always look after th’ both of ya.”
When Sábria heard that, she growled quietly in the back of her throat and once again looked at the top of the tent. She spoke low enough that no one but Elyon heard her words. “Help me out here, My Lady.” She stepped aside when Arlin rose and, with one final look at Shaya, left the tent.
Both Shaya and Sábria followed her out and stood watching her with identical poses—legs shoulder width apart and arms crossed over their chest. As they watched Arlin throw her pad onto Bendru’s back, Shirin and Geller stepped alongside them.
Shirin crossed her arms, too. “Decided to let her go?” She watched Arlin saddling her horse and, despite her being a pain in the ass, felt a twinge of regret that she wouldn’t be around anymore. There had been times when Shirin found herself looking around, trying to find where Arlin had gotten to, and was always surprised when her heart did a bit of a stutter whenever she happened to catch sight of her.
Even though she was devoted to a military order, she sometimes found herself wishing for something different, uncontrolled, and chaotic. Arlin’s wild streak had provided that for her. Over the last several days, she’d often been drawn to that irrepressible personality. The fact that she found her sensuous curves enjoyable to look at was simply the icing on the cake. She sighed as Arlin threw her saddle onto the saddle pad.
Sábria’s sigh mirrored Shirin’s. “For now. May Elyon keep her in her arms until our paths cross again.”
Everyone watched her pull her cinch tight, throw her saddle pack behind the cantle and, with one last long look at Shaya, ride toward the road to Sarlogne.





Twenty

  
I t took longer than Sábria hoped to get everything stowed and ready to move the following morning. Emlyn, Marzet, and Ailith all elected to ride rather than sit in the jouncing wagon. Sábria couldn’t blame them. There really was nothing more uncomfortable than feeling every bump or rock in the road, especially when your head felt like it was going to explode.
She turned in her saddle and studied each of her wounded warriors, making sure the group was moving slowly enough for them to keep up. She’d considered leaving Emlyn and Marzet but had quickly discarded that idea. Until they captured this Lord Hamblyn, Emlyn was still very much a target, and Sábria couldn’t afford to leave any of her Blades as part of a security detail. Once they arrived in Fayburgh, the nearest town in the direction the kidnappers had been traveling, Sábria would try to hire sell swords she could trust and then assign two Blades to guard their wounded.
About four candlemarks past the midday meal, Killian and Jenx galloped back to the group and pulled their horses to a stop in front of Sábria. Killian, as the senior of the two, brought her fist to her chest. “Fayburgh is about a candlemark away, My Lady. We’ve secured rooms at the Fayrest Inn.”
Sábria knew her Blades well enough to know when they had more to report but were reluctant to do so. “And?”
The two women exchanged glances, and Killian continued, “And Arlin beat us there, My Lady.”
Shaya, who’d been listening to the report, kicked her horse up past Geller and Shirin, a definite breach of protocol. “She decided to help us after all!”
Jenx glanced at her. “No, Lass. She got a head start on the ale, too.” She turned back to Sábria. “She’s about as bad as she was when you found her in Sarlogne, My Lady.”
When Shaya saw Sábria’s angry shake of her head, she broke further protocol, rode up beside her, and grabbed hold of Sábria’s arm to make sure she was listening.. “No, you don’t understand. That’s how she tracks people.”
Sábria gave her a sharp look, and Geller barked, “Oi!”
Realizing what she’d done, Shaya quickly let go. “I’m sorry. But you have to listen to me. Your people know how to track in the forest and probably in Sarlogne with all the intelligence they gather. Arlin has tracked seven men across three kingdoms by drinking in the ale houses and gambling with people who are more than willing to give her information when they realize just how much she hates the nobility.”
She reached out to grab Sábria’s arm again but stopped herself. “Don’t you see? Sarlogne is that way.” She hiked her thumb over her shoulder. “She’s doing what she does best, My Lady. She’s tracking Lord Hamblyn for you. I wouldn’t put it past her to have an invitation to join his guards before the night’s out. But you have to pretend you don’t know her. We all have to pretend not to know her. Her strength is in her anonymity. She’ll act the fool and bait you. She’ll bait all of us, but you have to treat her as you would any other drunken sot.” A huge grin spread across her face. “I knew she was still the decent woman I’ve loved all these turns.” She turned fierce eyes on the Arch Priestess. “I knew it.”
The two scouts took their places among the rest of the Blades, and the group started forward again. When Sábria turned her attention to the road ahead to process what Shaya had said, Shirin touched Shaya’s arm and motioned with her thumb that she should return to her place in the back of the group.
Hoping Sábria had believed her, Shaya studied the Priestess’ profile a moment and then gently pulled back on her horse’s reins, slowing him so the rest of the blades could move around her. When Emlyn rode by, she matched her horse’s pace and studied the woman’s pale face. “How are you feeling? How’s your head?”
Emlyn reached inside the hood Kara had insisted she wear to help keep out the dust from the road and touched the white cloth that covered most of the back and sides of her head. “Kara gave me a potion when we stopped for the midday meal that took away most of the pain. I almost didn’t take it because I thought it would make me too sleepy to keep up, but she said she hadn’t included the caneleid powder, so I didn’t have to worry about that.”
Shaya glanced at the healer who was sitting in the wagon behind them. “I have to get that recipe from her. All of the pain remedies I have either make me groggy or put me to sleep.”
Emlyn glanced at Shaya’s arm. “And you? How’s your arm?”
Shaya lifted it slightly, “Well, since I didn’t know about this miracle potion, I haven’t taken anything for the pain. But really, it’s all right. It mostly hurts when I lift it, so,” she grinned over at her friend, “I don’t lift it.” After that, they rode in companionable silence until they began seeing the rooftops of buildings in the distance.
Sábria turned and motioned for Killian to ride up next to her.
“My lady?”
“Did you get the feeling that Arlin was actually drunk, or was it more that she was playing a role?
“She was slurring her words and was really sloppy drunk. It wasn’t an act.”
Sábria was afraid of that. From what she’d seen in Sarlogne, Arlin could only hold her drink for so long before she passed out. She wouldn’t be able to uncover any information for them if she were so drunk she didn’t know where she was or what anyone had said to her. “Thank you.” She pulled her horse to a stop and turned him, holding up a hand indicating the rest of the Blades should stop as well. She spoke quietly to Geller. “I need to speak with everyone, please.”
Geller twisted in her saddle so she could face the rest of the group. “Half circle around the Arch Priestess. Now.”
All of the Blades did as they were told, and Kemi brought the wagon up behind them so they were close enough to hear as well.
As she spoke, Sábria looked each woman in the eye, moving from one to the next, somehow leaving each woman with the impression that she was speaking directly to them. “I’m sure most of you heard that Arlin changed her mind about returning to Sarlogne and is now in Fayburgh. While Shaya believes this is a good thing, I’m not so sure. Killian and Jenx say that she appears to be drinking quite a lot, so much so that she’s already completely drunk. I know a couple of you were in Sarlogne with me when we retrieved Arlin the first time. It wasn’t pretty.”
A few of the Blades made scoffing sounds and nodded.
“I don’t know what shape she’ll be in, but I’m sure her inhibitions will be dulled. Shaya says that it’s imperative none of us acknowledge that we know her.”
Sábria looked directly into Ailith’s eyes. “You need to control that mouth of yours, Youngling. Arlin will try to bait us, and we can’t rise to the bait. She may insult me, Commander Shirin, or Prime Geller. If she does, you’ll leave the response to the three of us.”
Her gaze again roamed the group. “Any questions?” When no one said anything, she continued, “Shaya says that this is how Arlin hunts people in an urban environment. She drinks and gains the trust of the people she’s drinking with. Apparently, she’s often able to gain vital information on the person she’s hunting. She also says that Arlin might insert herself into Lord Hamblyn’s group of warriors. If that’s the case, be aware that she’s acting.” She looked directly at Geller. “If there’s a fight, I want you to engage her and remove her from the fight. If that means stunning her, then so be it.”
At Geller’s nod, Sábria sighed, definitely not looking forward to dealing with a drunken Arlin again. “Let’s go, then.” She turned and led her Blades the rest of the way into town.
In addition to arranging for rooms, Killian and Jenx had spoken to two liveries in town since neither one had enough room for all of the horses the Blades were traveling with. As she dismounted, Sábria overheard a conversation between two of the hostlers, who seemed distracted as they came forward to take her and Shirin’s reins.
The shorter of the two stopped mid-sentence and almost tripped when he looked up and realized who’d come into their barn. He immediately tugged his forelock and bowed low. “Milady, it’s an honor it is to take care of yer horse. Th’ Blade who come earlier said ya were travelin’ with a bunch of folks, but I thought ye’d be puttin’ yer horse at Berkins’ place down th’ road and maybe yer wagon pullers here. Berkins be the fancier place th’ nobles usually like fer their mounts. But, now that ya come to th’ Goose, I’ll be taking extra special care of yer lad here, that I will.”
Sábria hadn’t seen any signs indicating the name of the barn, and she had to smile at his words. “The Goose?”
When the man returned her grin, there were several dark holes where teeth had once been housed. “Aye. At night, we got geese what patrol th’ barn. Only a fool would come in and mess wit’ th’ horses while they’re on duty.” As if to emphasize his words, a goose’s loud honking and a ruffle of feathered wings erupted from behind the gate of the third stall.
Sábria produced a copper and handed it to him. “I’m glad we came to your livery, then. I’ll sleep better knowing your geese are protecting my boy here.” She ran a gentle hand down her gelding’s neck. “I don’t know whether either Blade told you, but we’ll be staying at the Frayrest Inn.” As though it didn’t matter to her in the least, she asked, “Did I just hear you say there’s something unusual happening at the inn?”
He was a short, muscular man with a thatch of straight blonde hair and blue eyes that rivaled Sábria’s. He raised a hand to her gelding, intending to stroke the muzzle, but the horse jerked its head up and away. Immediately the professional hostler rose to the fore. He spoke in a kind, gentle manner and placed his fist beneath the horse’s nostrils so he could get his scent.
Once the horse settled, he turned his attention back to Sábria. “Aye, Milady. It’s nothing to worry about, though. Just some noble in her cups what has nothin’ good to say about other nobles.” He glanced around at the assorted group of Blades. “I’m fearin’ what she has to say might be a touch insultin’ to ones such as yerselves. I’m no sure, but I think maybe someone went to get th’ city guard to try to shut her up. I’m sure it’ll all be taken care of soon, so you don’t need to worry yerself none.”
The city guard? That did worry her because if Arlin got herself locked up, she wouldn’t be able to help them search. She thanked the man and hurried down the street to where she’d seen the sign for the inn. Even before she stepped through the door, she could hear laughter, and Arlin’s voice raised above all the rest. “C’mon, darlin’. Let’s dance!”
A band struck up a lively reel, and Sábria realized there must be a lot more people than she’d anticipated inside because the raucous sound of clapping and boot stomping took up the tempo of the song. She turned to Geller. “Get everyone settled in their rooms, please. No one’s to come down tonight without my express permission.”
“Aye, Milady.”
Thinking it better to keep Shaya with her, she motioned her over and spoke quietly in her ear. “Are you okay with going in there with me?”
Shaya grinned up at her. “She’s going to be bad. Are you sure you’re okay going in there with me?”
Sábria wasn’t sure of anything where Arlin was concerned. She leaned into Shirin and whispered, “Hold your temper. I need you to follow my lead.” When the three of them walked into the dance hall portion of the inn, the dancing slowed and finally stopped. Shortly after, the music died away, and everyone stood staring at the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. One by one, people began to either bow or curtsy, and the men pulled their caps from their heads and held them in front of their chests.
From the back of the dance floor, Arlin drunkenly shouted. “Hey! That’s the fuckin’ noble I was tellin’ you about. Took me fuckin’ prisoner cuz I said I knew where her fuckin’ dirk was, or whatever the fuck they're called.” She pushed her way through the crowd, tripped, and promptly fell on the floor at Sábria’s feet.
Rolling onto her back, she pointed up at Shaya. “Look who tiptoed in! I had a fun night with the little squirt there, didn’t I darlin’? Oooh.” Her gaze roamed up Shaya’s body. “Care to go another round?” She struggled to her knees and then grabbed Shaya’s legs and pulled herself to her feet. She grabbed Shaya’s collar and jerked her into a passionate kiss to great hooting and hollering from the crowd before sloppily nuzzling her ear.
With her arm locked around Shaya’s neck, she lost her balance and grabbed Sábria around the neck as well. She wedged her lips between their two heads and whispered, “Don’t let anyone see Emlyn.”
“Get off me!” Shaya punched her in the stomach, shoved her away, and flounced from the room.
Shirin grabbed the back of Arlin’s tunic and threw her away from Sábria.
Arlin lost her balance and landed hard on her shoulders, sliding into the feet of two dangerous-looking men wearing swords with well-worn hilts. One of them had his long grey hair pulled back and held in place by a leather thong. Arlin pointed at Sábria. “Fuckin’ noble bitch wanted my help, but I tol’ her to go—”
The grey-haired man kicked her hard in the ribs to shut her up and then bowed low to Sábria, who pretended she’d never seen him before. “Forgive the loudmouth drunkard, My Lady. She travels with us betimes but never could hold her liquor.”
Arlin crawled to the side of the room, where she promptly spewed up all the ale and meat pasties she’d consumed during the day. When she’d finished, she sat up and belched. “Oh, fuck yeah. Mush better.”
Sábria’s eyes flashed with anger. “If she touches me again, she won’t just end up in a heap on the floor. She’ll be broken in so many places even the healers will have a difficult time putting her back together again.”
Arlin sneered, “Oh, big talkin’ noble lady. Yer just mad cuz I didn’t help ya out. Well, fuck that shit.”
Shirin strode over and grabbed Arlin by the collar. She picked her up and dragged her in front of Sábria. “Apologize to the Arch Priestess.”
Arlin’s eyes glazed over, and she went completely limp in Shirin’s hands.
Sábria glared at Arlin a moment and then shook her head. “Leave her. I don’t waste my time on drunken sods.” She addressed the grey-haired man. “You need to babysit your people a little better, Master…?”
The man stepped closer to her and bowed again.
Before he could introduce himself, Shirin dumped Arlin off to the side and placed herself between Sábria and the man. She rested her hand on the hilt of her sword but made no other aggressive moves. There was no need to block his access completely, but she let it be known that he was to come no further than where he stood.
Apparently expecting Shirin’s move, the man never blinked an eye. “Jules Kyrius, My Lady.”
Thinking hard, Sábria tried to figure out what Arlin’s game was. There could be many reasons she wanted the fact that they’d recovered Emlyn to be kept a secret. When she and Shirin first walked into the dancehall, Arlin had said something about Sábria asking her for help. If that were the case, it stood to reason that Arlin had drunkenly “let slip” that she knew where Emlyn was but had refused to help because Sábria was a noble. Okay then, she’d fan the fuels of that fire and see where it led.
Sábria glanced around the room, holding eye contact with everyone who dared look at her. She spoke loud enough for them all to hear when she pulled a large purse from the pocket of her trews and shook it several times. “I have ten gold pieces to the first person, man, woman, or child, who gives me credible information that leads me to the whereabouts of one of my Blades. If anyone can lead me to a young woman, close to nineteen turns, about my height, with short brown hair, possibly injured and being kept against her will, these coins are yours.”
Over by the bar, Arlin pushed herself to a seated position and pointed a shaky hand at Sábria. “Fuck, Lady. You never said anything about paying some coin.” She turned and addressed the crowd. “You watch, you’ll give the poxy noble what you know, and she’ll scr—” She belched again, “Screw you over.”
The look Sábria turned on her was one of pure disgust. “You were just as drunk and useless the other day when we spoke to you. Why would I offer a drunk good money to spew lies in my ear?”
Arlin tapped the side of her nose several times and, with a knowing, mysterious lilt to her voice, whispered, “Because I know.”
Kyrius pointed to one of the serving women. “Get her to her room, and for the Goddess’ sake, keep her away from any more ale.” He turned back to Sábria and placed his hand over his heart. “I’m sorry you had to deal with one such as her, My Lady. She’s always goin’ on about how she knows this or that, and it’s always so someone will buy her an ale to quench her thirst.”
When he turned and bellowed at the other people in the room, his diction changed dramatically. “Any of ya slackers know anything about that Blade what’s missin’, ye’ll tell the Arch Priestess. If I find any of ya holdin’ back, ye’ll find yerself lyin’ in pieces on the midden heap, or my name’s not Jules Kyrius.
A large-breasted barmaid helped Arlin to her feet. She pulled her arm over her shoulders, and as she walked her out through the door leading to the stairs, Arlin broke into a lewd drinking song about the fat Arch Priestess and hairy-legged Blades.
Grinding her teeth, Sábria closed her eyes and breathed out a long sigh. She opened her eyes and once again surveyed the room. “If anyone has information, any information at any time of the day or night, you’re to come to my rooms and tell me what you know.”
People tugged their forelocks and mumbled, “Aye, Milady.”
Since her part in the play was done, Sábria left the room with Shirin close behind.





Twenty-One

  
L ater that night, after the bar had closed down and all the revelers had either gone to their rooms or home for the night, Arlin lay awake in bed, waiting and listening for what she knew was coming. When she heard the sound of a key sliding into the lock on her door, she rolled onto her stomach and fervently hoped they didn’t bash her over the head to make it easier to take her wherever it was they were going.
The door creaked as it swung open, and two sets of footsteps sounding heavy enough to be sizable boots approached her bed. A large hand rested on her shoulder, and when she didn’t move, she was pulled onto her back. “Get up. There’s somebody who wants to talk to ya.”
Arlin opened one bleary eye, then the other, and stared dumbly up at the silver-haired man. “Wha?”
The man growled his frustration and motioned to the one who’d come with him. He was a big man, probably strong, but it was hard to judge the amount of muscles through the layers of fat he carried on his body. He grabbed the front of Arlin’s tunic, slipped an arm between her legs, and, with very little effort, hefted her over his shoulder. Well, that answered the question of the muscle beneath the flab.
The timing of what came next had to be just right. The Blades were all on the floor below hers, and Arlin lay quietly across his shoulders as the two men descended the stairs. Their steps were surprisingly light for the size of boots they wore, and when they reached the landing below hers, she began to struggle and yelled, “Hey! Put me down ya fuckin’ overgrown piece of shit.”
Arlin hoped that had been enough because the grey-haired man grabbed her by the hair and slapped her hard. She heard a door open, and Geller shouted, “Oi. What’s goin’ on?”
The big man who was carrying her hefted her up further onto his shoulder, and Kyrius patted Arlin on the back. “Nothin’ to worry about Guardswoman. We’re getting an early start on our travels, and I know our friend here would be that sulky if we left her behind. Sorry for disturbing you.”
Geller played her part perfectly. She strode over and lifted Arlin’s head by the hair. “Are ya goin’ freely, Lass?”
Arlin opened bleary eyes and nodded. “Wha…? Fuck, I dunno.” She twisted around to blink up at Kyrius. “Am I goin’ freely?”
“Aye, Lass. Nothin’ to worry about.”
Arlin grinned sloppily at Geller, “Guess so.”
Kyrius nodded to Geller, touched his forehead, and then headed downstairs ahead of the other man.
Arlin lifted her head and mouthed, “Follow,” to Geller, who nodded once and then returned to her room. Arlin let her head drop down onto her captor’s back and settled in for a very uncomfortable ride.
When Geller stepped back into her room, she quickly threw off the nightshirt she’d been wearing and grabbed the tunic Shirin was holding out. Everyone in the rescue party was in the room, and they all waited to hear what Geller had to say. “Just like you said, Milady. They’re taking her somewhere, and she wants us to follow.”
Sábria nodded. “All right then. As we discussed, Lady Knight Farryn and Caitir will stay here and guard Emlyn, Marzet, Ailith, the hostlers, and the healers. Everyone else is coming with me.” As she turned to go, her glance happened to land on Ailith, who was looking anywhere except at her.
Reading Ailith was getting easier the more time she spent watching and interacting with her. The fact that the normally friendly young woman wouldn’t meet her eyes screamed volumes. Instead of continuing to the door, she pivoted and stepped in front of her shiv. “Something to say, Ailith?”
Ailith shook her head but still refused to make eye contact. A slight blush pinked her cheeks as she crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the smooth wooden floor.
Geller had finished dressing, so Sábria turned to her. “Take Kemi and the rest of the Blades to the barns. When you’re sure Kyrius has left with Arlin, get the horses saddled. Watch out for the geese.”
That done, she took Ailith by the arm and walked her to a corner so they could have a modicum of privacy. “I suggest we talk about whatever’s bothering you, Ailith, because if I find you’ve come after us without permission.…” She let the sentence hang, not wanting to threaten her with being booted from the Blades but hoping she’d make the connection with Shirin having done just that.
Pursing her lips, Ailith glared into Sábria’s eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but Sábria held up a finger and said one word, “Respectfully.”
Ailith shut it again, working her jaw side-to-side while she reordered her words. “I’d like to come with ya, Milady.”
“No.”
“I need to come with ya.”
With her brows lowered, Sábria cocked her head. She was pleased that Ailith was at least talking to her instead of her typical routine of ‘act now, explain later.’ Granted, she was pretty sure Ailith had intended to wait for them to leave and then sneak out to follow, but this would be a good lesson for her in communication and trust. “Why?”
Dark brown eyes that were usually mischievous or playful were now brooding and deadly serious. “Arlin’s in trouble.”
Pullin in a deep breath, Sábria considered her options. She could order Ailith to stay and, most probably, be disobeyed, or she could use this as a teaching moment, letting Ailith know that if she took the time to speak to Sábria or Shirin, or even Jenx, they would listen to what she had to say. “And you gave her your word that you’d give your life to protect her and Shaya.”
The brooding eyes finally met hers. “Aye.”
Sábria held her gaze and then glanced over her shoulder and motioned for both Shirin and Kara to join them. When they did, she asked Kara, “We know Ailith can ride slowly without doing more damage to her stomach. Climbing made it worse. What about fighting if it comes to that?”
She saw Shirin shift her focus from Ailith to her and knew her second was wondering what was going on. As far as Shirin was concerned, Sábria had given assignments, and no one should question her orders. Normally, that would be the case. Only this time, Ailith had trusted her to tell her what she planned to do, and Sábria felt this one compromise on her part might move mountains as far as having her stubborn shiv understand the importance of trusting and communicating with those entrusted with her care.
Kara lifted Ailith’s tunic and pointed to the wrap covering the wound. “I thought that might be the case, My Lady, so this is what Master Haria calls the warrior wrap.”
“Ah.” Sábria had known about Haria’s warrior wrap, but in all that had happened recently, she’d forgotten there were different ways to wrap a wound.
“It’s tightly crisscrossed several times over and should bind the wound securely. I think that unless Ailith has to lay belly first across a limb, she should even be able to climb trees if you need her tracking skills.”
The open-mouthed, shocked look on Ailith’s face told Sábria that her instincts had been right, even though it flew in the face of military discipline to allow a shiv, or even a Blade for that matter, to question her orders. At times, Sábria found it necessary to work outside the black-and-white strictures of a purely military order to build the well-rounded, forward-thinking Blades she preferred.
First, though, she wanted Shirin to understand why she would even consider altering her orders. One sentence was all she’d need. She looked at her second and indicated Ailith with a tilt of her head. “She gave Arlin her word that she’d protect her with her life if needs be.”
As she’d predicted, Shirin, who understood the absolute, unforgiving nature of a Dreyuthan honoring a given word, lifted her chin and mimicked the word Sábria had uttered a few moments earlier. “Ah.”
Sábria met Jenx’s gaze and motioned her over. “Ailith is coming with us.” She looked Ailith in the eyes and, putting as much directed meaning into her gaze as she could, said, “This is just like in Sarlogne, Ailith. As Jenx’s shiv, you’ll do exactly as she tells you. You won’t deviate from her orders, period.”
It was obvious from the slightly narrowed eyes that Ailith didn’t understand the word.
“You won’t go against what she tells you. Do we understand each other?”
The brooding was suddenly replaced by absolute joy. “Oh, aye!” She looked from Jenx to Shirin and back to Sábria again, and then, to everyone’s surprise, pulled Sábria into her arms and hugged her with such enthusiasm that she lifted her off the ground. “Ow, ow, shite.” Ailith quickly let go, bent over, and clutched her stomach, “That hurt.” She looked up at Sábria with a twinkle in her eyes. “But I’m good!”
Chuckling, Sábria shook her head and looked at Shirin, whose face had grown hard watching Ailith’s overfamiliarity. She rested a calming hand on her second’s arm. “Are we ready to go?”
Trying hard to get her irritation under control, Shirin nodded. “We’re ready,” She glared into Ailith’s eyes, “My Lady.”
Ailith looked down and tried to hide the grin that was threatening to split her face in two. She couldn’t believe she wasn’t going to have to sneak out to follow Arlin on her own. If anyone had asked her a quarter candlemark earlier if Sábria would change her mind about keeping Ailith back because of her wounds, she’d have said no, absolutely not. But now. Now, here she was, ready to ride after her new friend with the added bonus of having her handler beside her making the decisions she dreaded having to make on her own.
It didn’t take long for everyone to quietly exit the inn and meet the others near the two barns. The two groups came together, and as they were riding out of town, Tarvin jumped down out of a tree. “I can show you exactly where they entered the forest, My Lady.”
They followed her to where three distinct sets of hoofprints entered the forest. It seemed that, for whatever reason, the men had deemed it easier to allow Arlin to ride her horse than to force her to ride double with one of them.
Once the trail disappeared in the leaves and detritus of the forest floor, both Shirin and Tarvin dismounted and began putting their tracking skills to use. Shirin climbed into the trees and scouted ahead while Tarvin kept her nose to the ground, looking for signs telling her which way the riders had gone.
At one point, having lost the trail, Tarvin stopped and backtracked, then moved forward again, studying every leaf, rock, and spiderweb, trying to find where the horses had turned in a different direction. Planting her hands on her hips, the woman, who was known for her black-and-white personality, stared at the ground, made a decision, and walked back to where Ailith waited with Jenx. Not one for idle chatter, she asked for Ailith’s help in her typical no-nonsense way. “Two pairs of eyes are better than one.”
Sábria was glad to see Ailith look to Jenx for permission rather than simply jumping off her horse and following Tarvin.
Jenx nodded, and Ailith dismounted slower than normal but willingly all the same. Tarvin showed her where she’d lost the trail, and Ailith got down on her hands and knees and put her nose down on the last hoofprint. She breathed deeply and then moved directly ahead and repeated the process. She then backtracked, turned to her left, found nothing, and turned one hundred and eighty degrees. This time when she put her nose to the ground, she brushed away some leaves and sticks, pushed aside a fern, and pointed at something on the ground.
Tarvin knelt, patted Ailith on the back, and moved forward, motioning for the rest of the Blades to follow.
Not sure whether she should remount, Ailith glanced back at Jenx, who nodded and pointed at Tarvin’s back, indicating Ailith should continue the hunt. There was nothing Ailith enjoyed more than a good hunt, and watching Tarvin from horseback had been driving her absolutely crazy. She grinned to herself and quickly caught up with the tracker.
Sábria caught Jenx’s eye and, with a pleased look, raised a single brow. It seemed that their shiv had turned a corner in her training. Neither woman expected it to last forever. They were bound to have setbacks, but for now, this night, at least, she was acting as a well-trained shiv should by checking in with her handler before acting on her own.
Twice more, Tarvin consulted with Ailith, and just before the sun rose in the east, Shirin returned and told them that the two men and Arlin had ridden to a camp about a furlong away. Sábria instructed Shirin to take Blades and place them in a circle around the camp.
Once all her warriors were in place, Sábria moved to where she could see what was happening in the small glade. Three tents had been set up, and they’d apparently been there for quite some time, judging by the elaborate cooking arrangements and the well-dug latrine they’d passed on their way in.
A nobleman sat in front of the largest tent. He wasn’t sitting in a chair, exactly. It was more of a field apparatus that someone had cobbled together by tying smooth, cut branches together with lengths of rope. They’d woven a blanket in and out of the wooden poles, making what looked to be a fairly comfortable seat for the man sitting and looking down at Arlin, who lay face down with her hands tied behind her back.
Despite living in a primitive environment, the man’s clothes were clean and of a fine gold material trimmed with forest green accents. His boots were polished black leather that rose past his knees, a Kibrunian affectation Sábria had always thought pretentious and gaudy. He must have brought along a servant to keep his attire up to his usual standards.
The nobleman nudged Arlin with his boot and snarled. “Get her up.”
The grey-haired man stepped forward and lifted her up by her hair.
“Now, you’ll tell me where Tomisa’s lover is, or I’ll cut that wise ass tongue of yours out of your head.”
Although Sábria couldn’t see Arlin’s face, the way she was swaying worried her. Even though she knew Arlin had known the possible outcomes of allowing herself to be captured, Sábria had hoped to find her before she came to any harm. The sun’s rays were just peeking over the tops of the trees when she stepped into the clearing. “Lord Hamblyn. I’ve been looking for you.”
The grey-haired man, who’d introduced himself at the inn as Jules Kyrius, dropped Arlin and spun on his heels, drawing his sword with impressive speed. One by one, six men erupted from two of the tents while the nobleman remained seated.
Shirin stepped into the clearing with an unconscious sentry slung over her shoulder. She dropped him on the ground and drew her sword.
Jenx and Geller also showed themselves. Each one threw an unconscious sentry on the ground at their feet.
The rest of the Blades stepped forward to complete the circle.
Only Sábria and the nobleman remained unarmed.
“I believe you’re looking for one of my Blades.” With a voice as cold as a mountain stream, Sábria strode forward as though she hadn’t a care in the world.
The man’s dark eyes narrowed as he took his time picking up the glass of wine sitting on a makeshift table. His thin lips slid over the rim as he sipped. Lowering the glass just a hair, he regarded Sábria with a remarkably calm demeanor. He looked at one of the men standing at the opening of the largest tent. “Duris. Have you seen a missing blade?
The man grinned, showing blackened teeth and a scar that crinkled white against his chubby cheek. “No, Soir. I got me blade right here.” He held up his sword. “But seein’ as she can’t find hers, I be no help ‘cuz I didn’t see it nowhere, neither.”
“Jared?”
A thin man who’d erupted from a small tent wearing nothing but his undratrews held up his sword. “Got mine, Soir.”
Lord Hamblyn raised a hand and shrugged. His neatly plucked eyebrows, all the rage among the fashionable elite, rose to two perfect arches over his dark, nearly black eyes. “Wait. These other ladies have their pretty little swords drawn. Maybe you forgot where you left yours.” He pointed amiably at Sábria’s hip. “It’s right there on your hip. Unless you realize you shouldn’t be challenging a full knight without the proper respect. Perhaps you’re frightened. Is that why you keep it sheathed and pretend you can’t find it?”
Kyrius looked from Sábria to Hamblyn and said nervously, “Um. My Lord?” Hamblyn silenced him with a single lifted finger.
Sábria’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “A clown as well as a traitor to the Kibrunian crown.”
The man stilled. His black eyes bore a hole into Sábria’s icy blue ones. “Do you know who I am?”
Sábria’s bark of laughter rang through the glade. She turned to Shirin. “Didn’t we already establish that by calling him by his name? No one ever mentioned he was an imbecile as well as a traitor and clown.”
Shirin obligingly chuckled but otherwise remained silent. Her eyes took in everything, though, taking the measure of every man in the glade. Of the six, two were seasoned warriors judging by the way they gripped their swords and stood absolutely still, moving only their eyes as they sized up the women surrounding them. Their clothing was of a better cut than the others, and they were the only ones wearing Hamblyn’s colors of gold and forest green.
Shirin shifted her attention to her Blades, gratified to see that everyone was similarly engaged in sizing up the enemy and readying themselves for battle. She visually checked in with Jenx, who noticed her regard. Ailith was calmly standing ready with her sword drawn and her feet shoulder-width apart. Jenx said something to her, and Ailith nodded. Good, the handler was checking in with her shiv, making sure she still had her full attention and obedience.
It appeared that the insults were hitting their target because Lord Hamblyn stiffly rose, never shifting his gaze from the Arch Priestess. Sábria assessed the man as she coolly met his gaze. The similarities to Crown Princess Tomisa were startling, from his slightly canted aristocratic nose to his high cheekbones. But what was most telling was his diminutive stature. In her mind, she’d pictured a big man, broad-chested and muscular, someone larger than life, who dared to kidnap one of her Blades in an attempt to seize the Kibrunian throne.
She smiled inwardly as she remembered a conversation she’d had with Terrowyn, who, when searching for the King Slayer, had subconsciously been looking for someone ten feet tall. This man, while muscular, barely stood taller than Shaya.
His face had turned an interesting shade of reddish purple, as he was someone obviously not used to being mocked by a mere woman. Or mocked by anyone, for that matter. He repeated his question in case she hadn’t heard him correctly the first time. “Do you know who I am? I am second in line to the Kibrunian throne.”
“That’s quite a coincidence. I sit on the Cibían throne.”
Many emotions raced across his features, disbelief being chief among them.
Kyrius tried again. He spoke rapidly, hoping to get the words in before he could be silenced. “My Lord, this is the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
Hamblyn leaned back and roared with laughter. He rose to his not-very-substantial height and threw his wineglass into the chest of one of his men. “Bullshit. I don’t know what lies you’ve been told, Kyrius, but there’s not an Arch Priestess alive who would ride out to rescue one stupid little guard.”
Sábria’s mirthless grin widened as she stepped closer to the man.
Shirin shadowed her every step.
With her arms crossed and her weight canted onto one leg in a careless pose, Sábria raised her voice to make sure everyone heard her insult the man she hoped would challenge her to an honor duel among nobles. “Let’s see if we can list his failings thus far, Shirin, shall we?” She raised a finger for each trait. “Clown, traitor, not very bright, and too lazy to do research on the kingdom where he intends to come and kidnap one of my Blades. Does that just about cover them all?”
From off to her right, Ailith called out, “I think ya left out short, Milady.” She pulled herself to her full height. “Laughingly short if ya ask me. Probably needs a stool to get on his horse.”
Arlin, who suddenly wasn’t slurring her words anymore, couldn’t resist getting in on the fun. “And he stinks. He puts sweet water on top of his sweat, then sweats again and adds more sweet water.”
Kyrius swung at her head with an open hand, intending to deliver a backhand that would send her flying.
He held his sword in his other hand, so she ducked the blow, grabbed his legs, and flung him into Hamblyn’s legs.
Both men went down in a tangled heap.
Arlin stood and brushed dirt from her knees. Since she made no further aggressive moves, none of the other men challenged her. “And it looks like you can add clumsy to the list, too.”
Sábria caught Geller’s eye and tipped her head in Arlin’s direction. Arlin wasn’t armed, and she didn’t want the irreverent woman to goad either Hamblyn or Kyrius into killing her before Sábria could get close enough to protect her.
Geller, who’d taken up a position close to Arlin as Sábria had commanded, stalked past the two dangerous-looking Kibrunian warriors as though she hadn’t a worry in the world. She grabbed Arlin by the neck and pulled her back with her as she passed the guards a second time.
Arlin grabbed the fingers pinching either side of her neck. “Hey. Let me go. What the fuck, Ursuna!”
Casually throwing out Geller’s first name hadn’t been the brightest move. The Prime turned so they were both facing in toward the glade, tightened her fingers, and squeezed.
Once again, Arlin, who apparently hadn’t learned anything from the time she’d spent with her, fell to her knees. This was accompanied by a painful gasp followed by desperate taps to Geller’s shins, silently telling her she was ready to give in.
Geller let go and reached behind her back to produce a belt knife. Without a word, she cut the ropes binding Arlin’s hands, reversed the blade, and silently handed it to Arlin, who rose and snatched it angrily out of the Prime’s hands.
Kyrius jumped to his feet and lifted Lord Hamblyn to his.
Ailith belly laughed, and Jenx punched her in the arm. “What? Ya can add baby helpless to th’ list.”
Hamblyn’s gaze shifted to Ailith.
Even though Ailith, who was almost too perceptive when it came to tactical situations, understood what Sábria was doing and why, she needed the man to focus on her instead of her shiv. “Ailith. Not one more word out of you.” Taking her eyes off Hamblyn wasn’t a good idea right then, but once she heard Ailith’s “Aye, Milady,” Sábria continued goading the man. “The shiv does have a point, though, Hamblyn. That was very clumsy of you and Kyrius. Quite a show.”
Since it didn’t seem as though the man would take up her challenge, Sábria upped her game. “Just so you know, when Emlyn went missing, I found that pitiful excuse of a cipher you wrote to entice her to meet Tomisa at the dock. I composed letters to both King Melnor and Crown Princess Tomisa. I’ve been playing the political games long enough to understand why you’d kidnap Tomisa’s former true love a mere six days from the royal wedding day. I immediately sent a messenger to Kibrun with those letters. In them, I informed His Majesty that Emlyn had gone missing, but I’d recovered her, and whatever threats you were using to stop the marriage were null and void.”
A thin smile appeared on her lips. “I’m sure you’ll have an interesting welcoming party when you return to Kibrun.” Not exactly true, not yet anyway, but it would be by the time the man’s ship sailed into the Kibrunian harbor.
Hamblyn pulled his sword. “I’ll cut out your tongue and ram it down your throat, you interfering Cibían wench.”
Sábria slowly pulled her blade. “Finally. I was worried you’d be too much of a coward to challenge me to an honor duel. Is that what you’re doing, Lord Hamblyn? Because if it is, then my Blades won’t have to cut your men down one by one, will they?”
Hamblyn laughed. “An honor duel? Between a duke of the Kibrunian nobility and a woman pretending to be a warrior by wearing a man’s trews and carrying a little play sword?” His laughter increased, and soon all the men were joining in the fun.
All except Kyrius and the two warriors. Kyrius tried again. “My Lord, she really does sit on the Cibían throne, and she is known throughout the Empire for her sword fighting skills. She killed Prince Ewell of Dreyutha in an honor duel.”
The laughter stopped abruptly. Hamblyn took two steps forward, and his lip curled in derision. “This chit of a thing?”
Ailith, who was out of Sábria’s line of sight, scoffed. Jenx must have cuffed her again because she heard, “Ow. Well, look at him. He must of been th’ runt of th’ litter. Ow, fowk, okay, okay, mouth shut, I got it.”
Now it was time for Arlin to laugh at Ailith’s antics, and Sábria pulled in a deep breath, wondering why Elyon had decided that her ultra-disciplined Blades needed livening up. She was thankful to finally hear Shirin’s barked command. “Silence.”
Grudgingly admitting Sábria’s nobility, something he had to do to keep his honor among his followers, Hamblyn brought his sword to his face to salute his opponent.
Before Sábria returned the gesture, she first looked at Kyrius and then at the two seasoned warriors. “Do you understand the laws governing an honor duel among nobles?”
Kyrius nodded. “Aye, My Lady. We’ll not interfere.”
The two warriors sheathed their swords. The tallest one spoke for them both. His voice was deep and held the timbre of one used to command. “I’m Arnot Taulus, senior commanding officer in Lord Hamblyn’s guard. I give you my word, as a man of honor, I won’t interfere. If any of these men makes an aggressive move, I’ll strike them down myself.”
The way he spoke the words convinced Sábria that this role of kidnapper and traitor hadn’t sat well with this man. She understood that he’d had no choice in following his Lord’s orders, and she’d take that into consideration at his trial.
He wasn’t finished, though. “Everyone sheathe your swords.”
To a man, they all obeyed, but there was no military precision in the way they secured their weapons. After glancing around at the Blades, two of the men hesitated before grudgingly sliding their swords into their scabbards.
Others obeyed, but by the way they had to hold the tops of their scabbards, look down, and then insert their blades, it was obvious they rarely practiced the move.
Kyrius, whom Sábria believed was a Cibían who’d hired himself out to help kidnap and then try to recapture Emlyn, was the last to obey. She’d offer no forgiveness to him when he stood before the magistrate.
To honor her counterpart’s gesture, Shirin sheathed her sword and called out, “Sheathe weapons.” Without question, all the Blades secured their swords. The difference in nine swords sounding as one when sheathed compared to the men’s haphazard way they secured theirs was telling.
The point wasn’t lost on the two warriors. Taulus pursed his lips and quickly glanced at his friend before looking away. They were outclassed, and judging by the muscle jumping in the big man’s jaw, they knew it.
Arlin glanced down at the knife she held in her hand and then looked to Geller for help. The Prime simply said, “Hold it down by yer side, but be ready fer anything.” Geller was surprised to hear a quiet “Yes, Prime.” She glanced sideways to see if she was being mocked but wasn’t sure whether the teasing glint in Arlin’s eyes constituted disrespect or simply amusement. She decided to let it go for now and turned her attention back to the duel.
Now Sábria was ready to face the man who’d dared to kidnap one of her own. She brought her sword up and saluted and then readied herself for a fight. As she moved to her left, she studied her opponent, watching how quick and light he was on his feet, where he focused his attention, and at what angle he held the hilt in his hand.
Everything she saw told her this man was, at the very least, a competent swordsman. He was agile, and there was an economy of movement that showed him to be a dangerous opponent who knew his way around a dueling ring. She wanted him to show his skillset, to make the first move because that would dictate how she’d meet the challenge.
Her training came from several masters, women who had studied at schools in kingdoms all around the world. She was an expert in several sword fighting disciplines, which included the ham-fisted style of the Gittian warriors of eastern Tuviste to the softer, more disciplined techniques practiced by the deadly Istyian warriors. She’d even begun training under the watchful eyes of Prya Játhea, an acclaimed Oracle of Elugar.
Even though Hamblyn was excellent at disguising his intention, Sábria saw his attack coming the instant he began his move. She stilled and set herself in a defensive stance.
Hamblyn began with a simple slash, which Sábria easily deflected. Like her, he was starting slow, assessing her skills and finding her strengths and weaknesses.
Since a slash across the midsection was an excellent way to judge quickness and response time, Sábria responded in kind. When she brought her sword across his abdomen, Hamblyn blocked and positioned his sword perfectly to thrust at her head.
She reversed her momentum and stepped to the side, deftly moving her head out of the way of the deadly attack. Pushing his sword to her left, she turned the tables on him, twisted her wrists, and lined up for a chest-high return thrust.
When Hamblyn blocked the thrust a bit too hard, Sábria took advantage of the slight delay caused by his overenthusiastic response. She brought her hilt up to the right side of her head and thrust again, forcing Hamblyn to step back or risk being skewered through his chest.
She immediately retreated when she saw she’d played into his hand. She barely missed being cleaved in two when he brought his sword over his head and chopped down where she’d been standing half a second before. Something like triumph flashed in his eyes as he reset, holding his sword in a two-handed grip, waiting to see what she’d do next.
She waited as well, never liking to commit herself to an opponent as dangerous as this man. She met his bone-crunching backhanded slash with a double-handed block, twisted her wrists around, slid her blade up his, and then came down on his head with such speed he barely moved out of the way in time. The edge passed close to his skull, and she landed a hard blow to his collarbone, sending his sword flying out of his grip.
When he backed off, she was pleased to see that her blade had sliced off part of his right ear. She’d thought it had, as she felt just the tiniest bit of resistance before the blade struck bone. He reached across with his free hand to assess the damage, and when he brought his hand down, rage rose in his eyes when his entire hand came away slick with his own blood.
The only honorable way to respond to an opponent losing his sword in a duel such as this was to back away and allow him to pick it up, which she did. Her blow must have done more damage than she thought because instead of taking up the sword in his dominant right hand, he used his left. He easily flipped the hilt so that it rested firmly in his grip, showing her that he was just as proficient left-handed as he was right.
Sábria didn’t wait this time, intending to take advantage of the pain in his shoulder. She brought her sword above her head and chopped down hard.
Hamblyn blocked the blow and slid his blade over the top, pushing her sword to the side.
The instant Sábria felt downward pressure on her blade, she let her point drop and brought her hilt up to her right ear, where she was perfectly lined up for her thrust. She doubled down on his injured collarbone and drove the blade forward, punching through his injured shoulder with two inches of her blade before he jumped back, effectively removing her sword’s tip from his flesh before she could ram the blade home.
Since his sword was on his left, Sábria circled to her right, using her quickness to thrust into his injured shoulder and collarbone continuously before he could mount an effective counterattack.
He was backing steadily now. Beads of sweat rolled off his brows and cheeks, and a line of blood stained the bottom hem of his tunic where she’d scored him earlier in the fight. His moves were less sure, but when he grabbed the hilt in a two-handed attack, she knew he was either desperate or the damage to his collarbone hadn’t been as severe as she’d originally thought. He came down with a chopping blow, which she deftly caught on her blade.
She stepped in, sliding her hilt down until it caught on his crossguard, which she used to lock their swords in place. Then, using the Gittian Joknai Ji technique, she used their locked hands as a pivot, brought her pommel up under the blades, and slammed it into the underside of his jaw.
Since most knights had never seen a Gittian fighting master, Hamblyn had been utterly unprepared for the strike. He fell to his knees, dazed. As a true warrior, though, even as he spit out two of his teeth and before Sábria could step out of range, his sword sang through the air and sliced through her left thigh like butter.
Knowing she needed distance from his follow-up backhanded blow, she quickly backpedaled. The pain hadn’t reached her brain yet, and she took advantage of that fact to move in and begin an attack sequence she hoped would put an end to their fight.
Though still dazed, Hamblyn pushed to his feet and blocked her first forward slash, and immediately countered with one of his own. When Sábria stopped his sword, he continued on the offensive, probably reaching the same conclusion that he needed to end the battle quickly and decisively. He brought his blade above his head and chopped down.
Using a backhanded defense, Sábria met the blade mid-arc, brought her blade over the top of his, and pushed it to the right. She’d put herself into the perfect position to lay the flat of her sword on his shoulder. With one quick movement, she sliced across his neck, opening the artery that immediately began pumping his life-giving blood onto the ground.
What no one anticipated was what Kyrius, the man who had the most to lose with Hamblyn’s defeat, did next. “No!” He was the closest of anyone to the two combatants, and he drew his weapon and attacked Sábria, who was already growing weak with blood loss.
Both Shirin and Geller drew their swords and rushed forward, but it was the Kibrunian Commander, Arnot Taulus, who stepped in, wrapped his arms around Kyrius’ head, grabbed his chin in one hand, and gave one quick twist. Kyrius’ neck snapped, and Taulus let his limp body drop to the ground.
As he was now the closest to Sábria when she passed out from blood loss, he caught her and gently lowered her to the beat-down grass beneath their feet. As he bent over her, Geller’s knife snaked in from behind and rested against his throat while the tip of Shirin’s blade nearly punctured the space between his collarbone and spine. He froze and then said, “There’s no time for this. The blood from her leg needs to stop.”
Ailith, who’d had training in battlefield emergencies, had begun slicing her tunic into long bandages the instant Hamblyn had sliced through Sábria’s thigh. Ignoring the drama playing out between Shirin, Geller, and Taulus, she slid to a stop near the leg and wrapped it tightly with several lengths of bandages, effectively stopping the blood loss.
Geller pulled Taulus back and away from the Arch Priestess while Shirin checked Ailith’s work.
All of the Blades were drilled in emergency battlefield conditions. Since Shirin and Geller were both occupied, Senior Guardian Sela took charge and called out, “Surround and capture.”
Since they’d been expecting the order, the remaining Blades immediately surrounded the men, disarmed most without incident, and, using bindings they habitually carried as part of their uniforms, bound their hands and had them sit away from where Ailith and Shirin were working on Sábria.
As two Blades approached the second warrior who’d been standing next to Taulus, he moved to draw his sword, but a barked order from Taulus had him holding his empty hands out to his sides while Keisin disarmed him, and Tarvin made short work of binding him.
Ailith glanced worriedly at Shirin. “It’s deep, Commander. I saw th’ fire seed leaves on th’ way in when we was trackin’. I’ll get ‘em and grind ‘em if ya say so.”
Shirin pursed her lips and silently cursed herself for leaving both healers in town. She glared up at Taulus, staring at him as though trying to make up her mind about something. “Do you have herbs here in camp to staunch the bleeding?”
He mirrored her facial expression, right down to the pursed lips and lowered brow. “Aye. We do, but….” He trailed off.
“But?”
“But I don’t trust that Lord Hamblyn didn’t add something of his own to the potion. He was wont to do that. Liked his Rukilla dust a bit too much, though you can’t yet tell by his teeth. He also liked to mix other drugs with his powders. He thought it enhanced his sexual prowess. I wouldn’t trust them on your Arch Priestess.”
Shirin made a decision and called out, “Jenx.”
“Commander?”
“Take Ailith. She said she saw some fire seed leaves in the forest. Remember, there are probably more of the kidnappers out there, so keep your heads on a swivel.”
Taulus shook his head. “I think the ones you didn’t kill were all with us or arrived with Kyrius.” He glanced at the Blades, who were going about their duties with military discipline. “Your people whittled down our numbers like foresters moving through the trees.” He bared his teeth in disgust. “Granted, the ones he hired were about as good with their swords as a duck is at playing cards. But still, I see why Elyon’s Blades have the reputation they do.” His demeanor became serious. “I tried to talk his Lordship out of kidnapping the lass. I’m sorry it happened.”
Growling quietly to herself, Shirin nodded to Jenx, who brought her fist to her chest and motioned for Ailith to join her.
The shiv pounded her chest and then took off at a slow jog. She wasn’t up to sprinting, not yet, anyway, but she kept up a good pace, nonetheless.
Shirin glanced over her shoulder, “Ursuna, take Tarvin, go back to the horses and ride back to town and bring Kara. Tell her what we have and let her decide about bringing the wagon and a stretcher. If we have to, we’ll commandeer Hamblyn’s tent and stay here for the night.”
They, too, brought their fists to their chests and, after depositing Taulus with the rest of the prisoners, took off at the run.
“Sela. Get Hamblyn’s filthy body away from here. Leave him for the buzzards to eat.” Shirin glanced around and found Arlin and Shaya standing by, awaiting orders. “You two, go get the rest of the horses and bring them here.” After they’d left, she resisted the urge to unwrap the bandages and assess the severity of Sábria’s wound.
She’d been impressed by Ailith’s quick thinking and reaction time. Impressed but not surprised. Even though the young shiv drove her mad with exasperation, her knowledge of battles, tactics, and field conditions, including medical procedures, was vast. She’d been with a working army since the age of nine, and while she hadn’t actually fought until her early teens, she was bright enough to have helped in the medic tents or to have run orders, verbal, more often than not, between higher ranking individuals. Her mind was quick enough to have assimilated what those orders meant, and Shirin was sure that was partially where Ailith had learned military tactics.
Feeling helpless as she softly brushed a loose strand of hair off Sábria’s face, Shirin had an urgent need to ask for Elyon’s help. The feeling that gripped her chest was painful and insistent, something she’d only felt one other time, and that had been when she’d thrown herself on the floor next to Sábria’s bed when her Arch Priestess had been dying of the Deathbell disease.
Hamblyn’s tent was bigger than the others, and Shirin was able to stand fully erect when she ducked inside. It was clean and neat, something she’d expected after seeing the systematic and orderly way he handled a sword. Once the fight had begun, she’d known Sábria could best him, but the one thing about fighting a skilled opponent was the ever-present possibility that they’d score a hit, as Hamblyn had done, that could disable you in less time it took to pull in a breath.
Luckily, Sábria had had about five breaths left in her before the blood loss took her down, and she’d used a throat-slicing move she’d learned from Prya several sevendays before to end the match quickly. As the Arch Priestess was wont to do, she’d practiced the move with Geller and Shirin several times a day until she’d had it mastered.
Sinking to her knees in the privacy of the tent, she lowered herself onto her face and called out to her Goddess. She never felt the need to be eloquent when imploring Elyon for her help, but she believed her words needed to be heartfelt and honest and they needed to come from deep within her soul. “My Lady Elyon, she’s hurt badly this time. Please be with her. Keep her with us. We’ll do all we can, but I think this time, we need your intervention. Please, My Lady. I’m begging you.”
Her heart almost stuttered to a stop when the tent filled with light, just for a few moments, and then returned to the filtered light that had illuminated the interior when she’d first walked in. Waiting to make sure she was alone, she finally raised her head and glanced around, not sure if she was hoping to see Elyon in the tent with her or whether she was too terrified to be in the presence of their beloved Goddess.
As Shirin rose to her knees, she discovered she was, indeed, alone, and while she felt just a hint of disappointment, her overwhelming reaction was awe and reverence that Elyon had visited and, hopefully, answered her prayers. It was a life affirming experience she’d carry with her for the rest of her days.
The lantern hung from a hook in the middle of the tent, and as she pushed to her feet, she pulled it down and called, “Soirin.”
The Blade who hurried into the tent was a beautiful woman with hair as black as mica and the distinctive black eyes of the Astrian desert nomads. When she stepped into the tent, her eyes were wide and round. She nervously glanced around, probably worried she’d see Elyon, herself standing in a corner.
Shirin lifted her brows, “You saw that?” At Soirin’s awestruck nod, Shirin said, “I think…I…hope that was the Goddess answering my prayers to keep our Priestess safe. Here,” she held out the lantern, “get this lit, and we can bring her in here and put her on the cot.”
The order seemed to ground the Blade, and she pulled her shoulders back and pounded her chest. “Yes, Commander.”
Following Soirin outside, Shirin motioned to Faylin. “Tie these flaps back so we have more light in the tent.” To her relief, when she checked the bandages on Sábria’s leg, there wasn’t any more bleeding than was there the last time she looked. Ailith had wrapped them tight enough to stop the bleeding for now, and she rethought her decision to unwrap them when Ailith returned with the herbs.
It wasn’t until she rolled Sábria onto her side to check the back of the leg that she immediately changed her mind. Of course, the blood would seep down to the lowest point. Shirin rubbed her eyes. Typically, her thoughts in an emergency were quick and ordered. And they had been until things slowed down, and her gut registered that this was her best friend and mentor lying unconscious at her feet.
She swallowed down the tears that were threatening to erupt, pulled in a deep breath, and felt a hand rest on her back.
Ailith knelt beside her and quietly said, “It’ll be okay, Commander. It’s aye bad, but this’ll stop th’ bleedin’, and Kara can sew her up good.” Without waiting for an answer, she dropped a rock next to Sábria’s leg, picked up a second one, and began chopping and grinding large, dry leaves into much smaller flakes.
She spoke while she worked, sensing that Shirin needed something to occupy her mind other than Sábria’s wound. “I were lucky and found a dead one. Cory said th’ dead ones work best when ya need th’ plant real quick. Makes a powder that ya can turn into a paste.” She retrieved a water pouch, and Jenx handed her a cup. While she mixed, she indicated the leg wound. “Okay, ya can undo th’ wraps.”
As she worked, Shirin smiled to herself, remembering how many times Ailith had been promoted and demoted in the Dreyuthan army. The way the shiv was ordering about the second highest ranking individual in Elyon’s Blades showed she had leadership potential, but the way she usually went about life like a hurricane in a teacup ensured she wouldn’t be making rank within the Blades anytime soon.
The knots Ailith had used to tie the bandage were more than secure, and Shirin had to use her knife to cut them free. She unwound each wrap, her worry growing as each successive layer became increasingly soaked with blood, so much so that she thought an artery could have been severed. She whispered, “Blessed Elyon help her.”
Ailith began slathering her paste onto the wound. “Th’ Goddess’ll see her right. Ya just need to wait a bit. Cori taught me th’ makin’ of this paste, and it’ll hold her ‘till Kara gets here to sew her up.” She looked up into Shirin’s eyes. “She’ll be okay, Commander.”
Shirin absently nodded and made a stab at regaining the upper hand with this young shiv. “I know she will.” She indicated the tunic Ailith had torn to shreds to make the bandages. “I swear, Ailith. You go through more uniforms in a fortnight than I go through in a turn.”
“I know. And I look good in ‘em, too.”
The reminder of their laughter the day Ailith had walked into their lives made Shirin realize just how lost she’d be without the love and harmony she shared with her Arch Priestess. Her breath caught in her throat, and to her horror, she felt a tear slip down her cheek. She saw Ailith glance around, and then the shiv shifted closer and put a hand on her shoulder again.
“Commander. I get it. I really do. But things are still kinda dicey right now, and maybe…well,” she caught and held Shirin’s gaze, “no one’s lookin’, so that’s a good thing, but with th’ Priestess down, everybody needs ya to be strong. So, it might be a good idea to go check th’ tent again, and I’ll finish up here, aye?” To lighten the moment, she grabbed the front of her tunic and shrugged, “I still have more of me tunic to tear into pieces fer a new bandage.”
Swallowing hard, Shirin managed a smile. “I’ll go see if I can find one of Hamblyn’s tunics for you to wear.”
Ailith gave her a disgusted look. “Fowk that shit. I won’t be wearin’ th’ asshole’s colors. God’s balls, Commander.” She scoffed and shook her head at such lunacy.
The absolute normalcy of Ailith’s answer grounded Shirin as nothing else would. She laughed out loud and then cuffed her shiv on the side of her head. “What did I tell you about swearing around Sábria and me?” She took out her knife and walked to where the prisoners sat facing them.
When the men saw her coming with her knife drawn, they exchanged nervous glances.
Looking them all over, she found the one with the cleanest tunic and knelt and put the tip of the knife to his throat.
“Please, Lady. It were just a job. We didn’t mean no harm.”
Shirin glared into his eyes and growled, “Hold still.” She cut the tunic down the front, then cut both sleeves open and pulled the tunic away. As she walked back to where Ailith was still gently slathering the herbs onto Sábria’s leg, she cut the tunic into long strips.
Belatedly realizing she didn’t know how many days the man had worn it, she sniffed one of the disgusting things and then dropped the strips on the ground. Irritated with herself for being so distracted, she shook her head and mumbled, “Get your head together, woman.” She thought for a moment, trying to decide where she could get fresh, clean bandages to use until Kara arrived.
Movement off to the side caught her attention. Arlin and Shaya were each leading a string of horses into the clearing, and it dawned on her that Shaya had said she was a healer. Closing her eyes, she mentally chastised herself for sending her away. Seeing that sword slice across Sábria’s thigh had put her off her game more than she’d realized, and she willed herself to shift from being Shirin to being the Commander of the Daughters of Elyon. “Shaya. Leave Arlin to tend the horses and come over here.”
Shaya handed her string of horses to her friend and jogged over.
“I’m sorry. I forgot you said you were a healer. Could you take a look at Sábria until Kara gets here?”
“Of course.” The two of them walked over, and when Ailith explained what she’d done, Shaya said that with the thick, herbal paste on the leg, the bleeding had stopped, and they could simply cover the wound with a clean cloth until Kara arrived with more herbs. The three of them gently lifted Sábria into the tent and placed her on the cot to await the arrival of the healer.





Twenty-Two

  
I t took a full sevenday before Sábria was strong enough to ride back to Sarlogne and another sevenday before Master Healer Haria deemed her well enough to resume her duties. She’d been growing increasingly restless and irritable, and when Haria finally told her to return to work because she was ruining her reputation as a kind and benevolent leader, Sábria jumped back into her duties with enthusiastic determination.
The trials for the kidnappers had been swift. The remaining Cibíans who’d hired on to help with the kidnapping and search were tried, convicted, and sentenced to ten turns hard labor in the mines. Since people rarely survived five turns being lowered down into the murky black holes, it was the equivalent of a life sentence for all of them.
Shirin had testified on behalf of Arnot Taulus and the other warrior, Iken Caldern. A delegation from Kibrun had arrived with the Kibrunian ambassador, along with the surprise addition of Tomisa’s new husband, who wasn’t interested in the fact that Taulus had saved the Arch Priestess’ life. He wanted them executed.
While the men had been found guilty and sentenced to three turns in the Goddess’ prison, they were given the option to remain in Cibía after their sentence expired or return to Kibrun, where they’d be outcasts in their own land. Both opted to make that decision after they were released, and the Kibrunian delegation sailed back to their kingdom.
Sábria was walking in the inner bailey, meeting with various Blades who weren’t high enough in rank to have visited her either in the healer’s hall or in her private rooms.
Shirin was having a harder time than Sábria coming to terms with her friend’s injury, and though she tried to hide her anxiety, she was rarely away from Sábria’s side.
Several Blades were coming into the courtyard for the evening meal, and just as Sábria was glancing around, deciding whom she needed to spend some time with, she felt rather than saw someone come up behind her. Turning, she found a very distraught Shaya standing behind her with an unsure expression on her face.
“Shaya, I haven’t seen much of you or Arlin since we returned.”
“I know, My Lady. That’s because Arlin’s been hunting, and I haven’t wanted to leave her alone.”
“Because of her drinking? And have you found him? This Lord you’re looking for?”
Shaya caught and held Sábria’s gaze. “Not because of her drinking, no. And yes, she has.”
Interesting. This was the first time Shaya hadn’t included herself in their quest. “And?”
“And he’s invited Arlin to an invitation-only party at his villa.”
Sábria glanced at Shirin, who’d come to hear what Shaya was saying. She looked back at the woman and then asked, “Why would he invite her to an exclusive get-together with, I assume, other nobles from Sarlogne?”
“Because he doesn’t recognize her. That shows you how little Arlin and Cressi meant to him. The fool doesn’t even recognize the woman whose life he ruined in Pheodra. She’s been on her best behavior, though. She’s been gambling in the higher-end gambling houses, ingratiating herself with the nobility, winning enough to get Sagin’s attention but not enough to give him any hints about who she is.”
Both Sábria and Shirin’s heads came up at the mention of the name. Sábria was the one who asked the obvious question. “You’re not telling us that Lord Sagin is the man who murdered Arlin’s wife, are you?”
“Yes, he is.”
“Shaya, that’s not good. He’s a particular favorite of Emperor Aloric, and if he’s throwing a party, especially if it’s one of his gambling parties, there’s every chance the Emperor will attend.” Sábria turned a full circle as she searched the courtyard. “Where is Arlin, anyway?”
The anxiety Shaya had been trying so hard to contain appeared in the slight tremor in her voice. “That’s why I came to find you, My Lady. I know you’re still convalescing, but she’s at the party. She told me it was tomorrow night, so I thought I still had time to figure out what to do, but then I heard that a friend’s husband was working as a serving man at Sagin’s home tonight. I know she’s gone there to kill him, My Lady. That’s why she lied to me about which night because, in her own annoying, protective way, she’s making sure I won’t be anywhere around when Sagin takes his last breath. I can’t be accused of anything if I’m not there, can I?”
The bitterness Shaya felt at Arlin’s peremptorily making the decision for her was evident in her tone. “And if she kills him there, in front of a good number of the Cibían nobility, and if Emperor Aloric will be there too…My Lady, that’s—” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word.
Shirin said it for her. “Suicidal.”
Sábria thought a moment and then turned to Shirin. “I’m going up to change. Please have my guards in full dress uniforms by the time I come down. I need you in full dress, as well.”
Shirin hesitated, “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, My Lady.” Her gaze flicked down to Sábria’s leg.
Sábria’s face hardened, and she pulled her to the side. “Don’t start this, Shirin. You’ve been hovering ever since we returned. Haria said I’m fine. I feel fine, and it’s time I resumed my duties as Arch Priestess. Don’t make this difficult for both of us.”
The full breath Shirin pulled in was telling, but she nodded. “I know. I was overprotective before, and I know I’ve been worse since we returned. I’m trying, Sábria. I really am, but for you to stroll into one of Sagin’s parties with Aloric present…well, both men hate you. What do you hope to accomplish?”
“I intend to pull Arlin out of there. After that, I don’t have a clue.”
Seeing the amused glint in Sábria’s eyes felt like old times. In the past, Shirin would have thought it a lark to tweak Sagin’s nose, and she needed to pull herself together. “I’ll get your honor guard ready.”
“And you, too.”
“Yes, My Lady. I’ll put on my peacock clothes and be happy to strut behind your right shoulder.”
Sábria turned to Shaya. “Give us a half-candlemark, and we’ll be ready to get Arlin.”
Blowing out a shaky breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, Shaya absently nodded and settled in to wait.
A candlemark later, Sábria strode into Lord Sagin’s parlor as if she owned the room. Sagin’s decorating style shouted old money, layered and multidimensional, with almost no hint of feminine charm or warmth. The wall hangings were exquisite renderings of manly activities such as hunting or feasting. One tapestry depicted a man in regal attire, portrayed with a dignified demeanor as he gazed out over his estates. The overall composition exuded a sense of wealth, power, and the aristocratic lifestyle common to men of Sagin’s ilk.
Ornate woodwork peeked out from behind the tapestries, and the air was thick with the aroma of tobacco as men and women in their fine attire sat at several baize-covered gaming tables. The room was filled with lively conversations, the clinking of coins, and the rustling of cards as one game moved to the next with a general air of joviality and good cheer.
Lady Grosvenor, who was apparently doing the hostess duties for the confirmed bachelor, Lord Sagin, hurried to Sábria and curtsied with the precision of a woman raised within the highest echelons of society.
Sábria liked the woman. She was a stalwart worshiper of Elyon and, as the wife of one of the highest-ranking noblemen in Aloric’s court, supported Sábria behind the scenes as best she could.
“My Lady Sábria. You honor Lord Sagin, Lord Grosvenor, and me with your presence.” She turned to Shirin, “And Commander Shirin, we’re honored to have you as well.” She motioned to a young man carrying a tray of drinks. “Tell Wilfric to bring Lady Sábria and Commander Shirin the Verdeluxe Rosé. And make sure he uses the very best crystal.” She shooed him away. “Go, hurry.”
With the air of someone absently glancing around the room, Sábria searched for Arlin among the crowds of men and women at the gambling tables. She smiled at the Lady. “The Verdeluxe Rosé? You honor us, Rowena.”
Rowena glanced around the room as well where people continued gambling and visiting with each other. “I know they didn’t see you arrive, My Lady. Shall I have Garno announce you to the room?”
Sábria hurriedly rested a hand on Rowena’s forearm. “No, please. I won’t be staying long, but I will appreciate the rosé when it arrives. I see Lord Sagin is enjoying a game of Fighting Chance.”
Another friend, Lady Farryn, Ryn’s mother, was engaged in a lively conversation next to one of three ornately decorated fireplaces that had been placed so that no matter where a person chose to be in the room, they’d be warm and comfortable. Lady Grosvenor had turned to welcome another guest, so Sábria wandered over to Farry, as she was called by her friends, and was greeted with a lovely smile and a kiss on the cheek, both of which she happily returned.
Feeling only a little guilty using her old friends as props while she waited for Arlin to make an appearance, she accepted a glass of wine from Wilfric. With Shirin holding forth with the witty banter she’d learned at her Queen mother’s knee, Sábria settled in for a pleasant evening chatting amiably with a group of old friends.
While the Arch Priestess and the Commander had moved into the room to socialize, Shaya remained next to the door, unsure if she’d be welcomed at this type of gathering. The room was crowded, even for Shaya, who was used to enduring great crowds whenever Arlin took over the festivities at bars and gambling houses. She wrinkled her nose at the combined odors of competing perfumes and colognes that were cloying, to say the least.
Of course, she heard Arlin’s “party” voice before she spotted her. She was in a second auxiliary parlor full of a younger crowd, holding forth on the need to taste every wine a host or hostess offered in order to render a proper judgment when asked which wine she’d preferred over the course of an evening.
When the musicians began a quiet, slow blend of a courtly serenade, Arlin shouted, “What in the name of the Goddess do you call that?” before striding over and speaking with the band leader.
With a magical flare that had been missing from the evening’s entertainment, the man smiled and led the band in a rousing dance number that had people jumping to their feet and moving to the center of the room. Arlin bowed to a young lady in a pink gown who blushed and shook her pretty little head.
Being the comic that she was, Arlin fell to her knee, gently took the young woman’s hand, and brought it to her lips. She spoke loud enough for Shaya to hear from where she’d slipped into the room and leaned against a tapestry hung to the left of the door. “I’ve heard nothing but praise for your dancing ability, Lady Terra. I’m something of a dancer myself and am quite adept at leading as well as following. I would be eternally grateful if you’d allow me the privilege of dancing with such a lovely lady.”
Lady Terra, who looked to be in her early twenties, glanced behind her to where an older woman, possibly her grandmother or chaperone, sat with other similarly aged women sipping tea and keeping a sharp eye on the proceedings. The older woman smiled and nodded affectionately, giving the girl such a cheeky grin and wink that Shaya thought the woman might enjoy a dance with Arlin herself.
Shaya snorted and shook her head. From the way the older lady’s gaze followed Arlin as she led the young woman onto the dance floor, Shaya thought there was probably more than one kind of dance she’d enjoy with her irrepressible friend. She muttered to no one in particular, “Arlin, I have no idea how you do it.” As she watched them come together for the first steps of their dance, Shaya admired the way Arlin’s dark skin was a perfect contrast to Lady Terra’s flawless alabaster beauty.
Before long, couples began to step aside to watch Arlin spin and twirl her partner around the dance floor with such skill it was difficult to believe they hadn’t been dancing together for ages. The young woman came alive in her arms, smiling and laughing and keeping up with Arlin’s advanced moves that Shaya had only ever seen her attempt with highly skilled partners. Everyone cleared the dance floor to watch the display of vibrant, joyful, and, at times, sensual dancing and began clapping to the beat as the band rolled from one tune into another, so there was hardly a break in the music.
When the second song ended, Lady Terra whispered something in Arlin’s ear and glanced over her shoulder at the older woman. Shaya knew exactly what Arlin’s answering grin meant, and after her friend deposited the young lady back at her seat, she gallantly strode up to the older woman, bowed, and held out her hand.
Without hesitation, the lady handed her glass to one of her friends and accompanied Arlin to the middle of the room.
Arlin said something and then left her a moment to speak to the band leader again.
The sparkle in his eyes clearly conveyed his pleasure at having someone asking for music rarely played at these types of gatherings. The band began a lively dance, slower than the previous ones but fast enough that Arlin had the slightly rotund woman twirling and high-stepping as though she were twenty turns younger than her actual age.
Once again, others began dancing, and soon the floor was full of bright-faced men and women enjoying an evening that had started as a dull, stilted round of polite conversation interspersed with the occasional humorous retelling of stories they’d all heard many times over.
“She’s quite charming when she wants to be.”
Shaya jumped when she realized Sábria had joined her. She chuckled at her fright and readily agreed. “I think you would have liked her if you’d known her before, My Lady. She was kind and generous and danced like this with Cressi every other night. Sometimes, I’d be walking past their villa and hear someone playing the piano or strumming a guitar, and I’d stop to peek in the window. I’d see the two of them in each other’s arms, dancing cheek to cheek while some musician Arlin had pulled in from the nearby music hall played the latest songs just for them.
When the song ended, Arlin escorted the woman back to her seat, kissed her on the cheek, and then returned a third time to speak with the band. They began a slow tune this time, and to everyone’s surprise, Arlin caught and held Shirin’s gaze as she deliberately made her way across the room. The charming smile she bestowed on the Commander would have been comical if not for the obvious desire lurking behind those suddenly sensual, caramel-brown eyes.
Not wanting to make Shirin self-conscious, Sábria watched her out of the corner of her eyes, hoping she’d take Arlin up on the offer. She’d noticed that between the warning glares Shirin often bestowed on their irrepressible, irreverent new acquaintance, there’d been a few times she’d caught Shirin watching Arlin as she walked across the bailey or sat chatting with some of the Blades.
While Shirin had her dalliances with friends within the Temple, it was often difficult to form lasting bonds for the same reason Sábria often found herself alone. They might have to discipline any one of the Blades at any time, and having an ongoing sexual relationship with someone could make things very uncomfortable under those circumstances. Arlin was a handsome woman, and Sábria hoped that if they could keep her from her suicidal path, Shirin might find a woman she could enjoy, at least for a time.
Arlin held out her hand, and after a glance at Sábria, Shirin took it and allowed her to escort her onto the dance floor. Arlin pulled her in close and began a slow, sensual dance that had Shaya blushing and several of the older women on the other side of the room watching with a delicious mix of envy and desire.
Lady Farryn appeared before Sábria and held out her hand.
Smiling with pleasure, Sábria accompanied her onto the dance floor, and they, too, danced with a familiarity that told Shaya this wasn’t the first time they’d spent time in one another’s arms.
Despite the beautiful scene being played out before her, Shaya watched with growing dread, knowing Arlin hadn’t danced like she was dancing now since Cressi was still alive. She didn’t think her friend was substituting the Commander for Cressi. No, it was more like she was enjoying one last dance before her play finally drew to an end.
When the music stopped, Shirin and Sábria returned to where Shaya waited. Lord Sagin had come into the second parlor to watch the dancing, and neither the Priestess nor her Commander noticed when Arlin caught Lord Sagin’s eyes, giving him a come-hither look that couldn’t in any way be misinterpreted as just a friendly glance.
Sagin gallantly walked over and offered his hand to Arlin, who took it with another of her charming smiles.
When Sábria and Shirin joined her, Shaya muttered, “Here we go.”
Turning abruptly, Sábria watched as Sagin escorted Arlin to the middle of the dancers and pulled her close. They waltzed through an entire set, and when Sagin stepped back to allow her to leave, Arlin whispered something in his ear, eliciting a smile as he pulled her in close for a slow, intimate dance.
Only Shaya and her two companions noticed when Arlin slipped her hand into her pocket and brought out something she kept concealed behind the last three fingers of her right hand. The next time they passed a servant carrying a tray full of wine, Arlin grasped the stem of a glass which she held behind Sagin’s back. Without missing a step, Arlin moved in close and put her other arm around his waist. She said something to him that had him chuckling and then, with a deft sleight of hand, emptied the packet she’d hidden beneath her fingers into the glass.
Sábria had seen enough. She quickly walked to where the two had paused for a moment and neatly intercepted the glass that, with a teasing grin, Arlin was playfully holding up to Sagin’s lips. With an apologetic shrug, Sábria handed the glass to Shirin and grasped Arlin’s hand. “I’m sorry to interrupt, My Lord, but young Arlin, here, promised me a dance, and since we all need to leave shortly, I’m going to hold her to her word.”
Sagin bowed politely. “Of course, My Lady. She is an exquisite dance partner, as I’m sure you’ve seen tonight. Enjoy yourselves.” With that, he left the room, presumably to resume his card playing in the main parlor.
Sábria took the lead and swung Arlin into a slow dance. She pulled her in close and spoke quietly into her ear. “You, my dear, are under arrest for attempted murder.”
Shocked, Arlin tried to pull back, only to have Sábria pull her in tighter and continue to move her around the dance floor. For once, the huntress had nothing to say. Being the consummate dancer that she was, she followed Sábria’s lead automatically while her mind raced through all the ramifications of being caught. The only words that came to her were, “You can’t do this.”
Looking directly at Arlin from a mere hand’s width away, Sábria narrowed her eyes and, without the slightest bit of humor, said, “I just did.” As if on cue, the band brought the song to an end, and with an arm clamped around Arlin’s waist, Sábria escorted her from the room.
Being the perfect hostess, Lady Grosvenor met them at the door. “Leaving so soon, My Lady? The night is still young, and I believe Emperor Aloric will be arriving soon.”
Sábria smiled and nodded. “I’m afraid so. I don’t know if you were aware I was injured a fortnight ago, and I tire easily. Please extend my congratulations to Lord Sagin on an excellent gathering of some of Sarlogne’s most noted luminaries.”
Lady Grosvenor kissed her on the cheek, politely refraining from commenting on the iron-fisted grip Sábria had on Arlin’s belt.
When they walked up to the Temple gates, Sábria handed Arlin to Dina. “Put her in the detention block.”
Arlin pulled back. “What?”
Sábria didn’t feel the need to explain herself to a woman who had nearly done something so monumentally stupid and unnecessary. Lord Sagin would pay for what he did without Arlin destroying her life, not to mention Shaya’s life, in the process. She’d see to it. With her honor guard trailing in her wake, she and Shirin continued into the Temple and headed for the blissful quiet of their rooms within the Sanctum.
Without questioning her Lady’s orders, Dina deftly removed Arlin’s weapons, which she handed to the other gate guard, Larkin, and then secured Arlin’s hands behind her back with a length of cord. The detention block was an extension built off the rear of the Great Tower. Dina escorted a glowering Arlin past several Blades sitting at the courtyard dining tables. She placed her in a cell and then waited while the guard roster was hastily put together, and two Blades retrieved truncheons and the shorter, specialized swords that were easier to wield in enclosed spaces.
After the cell door swung shut behind her, a frustrated Arlin picked up the small, round table next to the bed and smashed it against the wall. Her growl echoed around the chamber that had been built of impenetrable hard rock mined from the empire’s quarries several hundred turns earlier. She considered doing the same to the bed but instead sat on the hard cot with her head buried in her hands. Ending up in a cell had been a given when she’d left the inn earlier that evening, but Lord Sagin being very much alive wasn’t part of her plan. Whatever Sábria’s game was, Arlin had no intention of playing along.





Twenty-Three

  
E ach time Sábria visited Arlin, she saw the warrior’s temper becoming increasingly volatile and out of control. While she never threatened Sábria, a sevenday earlier, she’d flipped the cot into the air, grabbed it and bashed it against the wall. Sábria had ordered the pieces removed and had left nothing but the blanket and pillow for Arlin to sleep on.
That morning, Sábria had decided enough was enough. “I’ve told you every time I come here, either you give me your word you will not take the law into your own hands, or I’ll transfer you to the Goddess’ Court and have you formally charged with attempted murder.”
Arlin paced the small cell that had been her home for the last fortnight. “You’ll let a murderer and a rapist go, but you’ll charge me with attempted murder?”
“I’ve told you, he’s been charged as a Cibían citizen who committed a capital crime against a woman on foreign shores. He’ll be tried for his crimes before the Temple’s Magistrate Court.”
Arlin moved in and towered over Sábria, who’d remained seated on the chair one of the guards had brought in at her request. She shoved her hands onto her hips and leaned in to make her point. “And I’ve told you exactly what sentence he’ll get if and when he’s found guilty. A slap on the wrist and maybe a hefty fine that, judging by the opulence I saw at his villa, he can pay without straining his finances. So, no, Lady Sábria, I will not give you my word to leave matters in the law’s hands.”
Sábria rose, forcing Arlin to step back. “You leave me no choice, then.” She left the cell without looking back.
Two days later, Shaya was sitting at a table eating lunch with Ailith, Emlyn, and Lady Knight Farryn when she looked up and saw two Temple Magistrate guards escorting Arlin from the holding cells. She jumped up from the bench and placed herself directly in front of one of the guards, forcing her to stop or risk running her over. “What do you think you’re doing?”
Irritated at the interruption, the guard glowered at her. “She’s being transferred to the cells at the Magistrate’s Court.”
“No! You can’t do that! I won’t let you.” To emphasize her words, she stepped back and drew one of her belt knives. Although she’d never really attack a Blade, she used the weapon as a prop to help make her point. “I’ve seen the scum who are taken to those cells. They’re hardened men and women who have committed some of the most heinous crimes against women in Sarlogne.”
Sábria, who knew they were transferring Arlin today, had been watching from the second-story window of her office. When Shaya had stopped the guards, she’d hurried down to forestall the drama about to take place. “Shaya. We need to transfer her because the cells here in the Temple are temporary holding facilities. I can’t afford to tie up the six Blades I need to guard her around the clock.
Forgetting she still held her knife, Shaya raised her hand and accidentally waved the blade in Sábria’s face.
Geller, who’d come over when Shaya pulled the blade, deftly stepped in and disarmed her.
Realizing what she’d done, she growled and sighed at the same time. “I’m sorry. I forgot I was holding that. I would never threaten you, My Lady. It’s just that I had no idea you’d do this to her. Those cells are full of the most despicable vermin waiting to be tried or sentenced. Can you even guarantee Arlin’s safety while she’s in there?”
Arlin sneered at them. “She doesn’t give a shit about what happens to me, Shaya, as long as her precious Cibían nobles are safe and protected. Do you think Lord Sagin is wasting his time in a cell while waiting for the farce of a trial Lady Sábria has planned for him?”
Sábria edged Geller aside with the back of her hand since her Prime had taken up a defensive position between Shaya and herself. She stepped in and, with one hand on her hip, poked Arlin in the chest to punctuate each word as she delivered the rebuke she’d voiced so many times before. “Lord Sagin was released on his own recognizance because he gave his word as a Knight of the Realm not to harm any woman while awaiting trial. You, on the other hand, refuse to give me your word you won’t harm him, thereby giving me no choice but to keep you locked up, both for his safety and your own.”
Shaya let out a bitter laugh. “For her safety? You’re sending her into a pit of vipers, and you have the gall to say it’s for her own good? Fine, then you’ll have to take me as well.” She unbuckled her sword belt and handed it to Geller.
Sábria sighed, “Shaya.”
Like the spitfire they all knew she was, Shaya turned on the Arch Priestess, “Don’t you Shaya me. I thought the Blades were honest and honorable and protected all women. But I guess that doesn’t include Pheodrans looking to exact revenge on a Cibían noble. Well, then, you’ll have to lock me up because if Arlin can’t finish what we started out to do, then I will.” She stepped next to Arlin and threaded her hand through her friend’s bent arm.
The magistrate’s guards looked to Commander Shirin, who in turn looked at Sábria to see what she wanted to do.
Sábria ran her hand through her hair, turned, and walked to the wall separating the outer bailey from the inner. When she returned, she stepped in front of Arlin again. Her voice shook with repressed anger as she gave Arlin one last chance. “Look. I don’t want to send you over there. I don’t want to lock you up at all. But, neither do I want Lord Sagin’s death to haunt you for the rest of your days because, no matter how much you despise him, a person with a heart as big as yours will be diminished by taking a life without due process of the law. I know this because you could have killed those other six men outright, but you chose not to. Now, I’m going to give you one more option, Arlin. Give me your word you will not leave the Temple grounds until Lord Sagin’s trial without…” she held up a finger, “one, a Blade escort, and two,” a second finger joined the first, “either Commander Shirin’s or my express permission.”
Arlin, who didn’t want to see Shaya sitting in a cell in Magistrate’s Court, looked down at her friend holding tightly to her arm. She knew her well enough to know that when Shaya made up her mind, nothing could make her alter whatever she’d decided was the right course of action. She raised her gaze to Sábria’s blue eyes and nodded, “You have my word.”
With a relieved sigh, Sábria nodded to the guards. “You can untie her and let her go.”
When Sábria strode past her with Shirin close on her heels, Arlin leaned in and quietly said, “I thought you didn’t care.”
Sábria’s steps didn’t falter as she said over her shoulder, “I never said I didn’t.”
As Shirin followed close on her heels, she caught Arlin’s gaze and, with a slight grin, rolled her eyes at Arlin’s surprised look before falling into step behind the Arch Priestess.
Shaya led Arlin to the tables, where they sat to discuss the day’s events.
Geller stepped to where they were seated and laid Shaya’s weapons on the table. She stared at the petite woman for so long that Shaya actually squirmed in her seat like a child caught stealing a piece of apple pie.
“If ya ever point yer weapon at th’ Arch Priestess again, unless yer sparrin’ with her, I’ll take whatever blade yer usin’ and shove it down yer throat. Any questions?”
Thoroughly embarrassed, Shaya looked down at the table. “No Prime. I’m sorry.”
Geller caught and held Arlin’s gaze and then left to return to the meal she’d left when the trouble had started.
With a sigh of relief, Shaya glanced up at Arlin with raised brows.
Arlin returned the gesture. “That’s one scary woman.” With a wink at her friend, she rose to grab a mouthwatering piece of apple strudel.
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S hirin stood at the window in Sábria’s office and watched Arlin walking toward the arch leading into the Bladefire circle. The sleeveless tunics Arlin favored showed off her muscular arms to perfection. Shirin imagined her fingers lightly tracing the line of the woman’s collarbone, running off her broad shoulder, and languidly moving down the firm curves of those sensual, chocolate-colored biceps.
She sighed, thinking if only Arlin weren’t such a contradictory mess of intentions and emotions, she’d enjoy introducing her to the livelier aspects of the Kiprian arts. That dance they’d shared had been one of the most sensual Shirin had ever experienced. And how many times had she caught Arlin watching her with hungry eyes, only to have the mood spoiled by the woman doing something to annoy Sábria or one of the other Blades?
The side of her lip lifted in a slow smile when she thought of the many ways Arlin had found to irritate Geller or Terro or had taken her life in her hands and poked a metaphorical stick at Marne. That had happened only once, and Arlin had ended up in the infirmary with a swollen eye and strikingly discolored and bruised ribs. When Sábria had asked her whether she’d learned her lesson, the cheeky git had grinned and said next time, she’d poke and run.
“What are you thinking about that has you grinning like a fool?” Sábria had come up next to her and put her hand around Shirin’s waist. She followed the direction of her gaze just in time to see Arlin disappearing into the Bladefire tunnel. “Ah.” She glanced up at her friend. “We’re done with the morning’s paperwork. Why don’t you take a walk around the grounds? Make sure everything’s in order.”
They’d been friends for a very long time, and Shirin was well aware that Sábria worried about her social life or, rather, her lack of one. The smile left Shirin’s face, and she shook her head. “She’s a hot mess, and I’d be a fool to start something with her.”
“Well then, even hot messes need friends they can talk to.”
“She has Shaya.”
“Shaya is too bound up in their problems. You’re not. And,” she smiled up at her tall friend, “I’ve seen the way she looks at you. Go be her friend, Shirin, if nothing else.”
The plaintive sound of the sigh that escaped Shirin’s lips surprised even her. “She loves Cressida.”
“From what Shaya has told me, you and Cressida couldn’t be more different. She was a woman who loved the latest fashions, only knew the barest essentials as far as handling a weapon, and could sing like a bird.” Sábria couldn’t help but add, “And we both know you’re physically incapable of carrying a tune and have been known to frighten entire flocks of birds into taking flight.”
The grin returned, and Shirin shrugged. “Doesn’t that mean Arlin’s not attracted to someone half a head taller than her and can best her at just about any weapon she chooses?”
Sábria put her hand on Shirin’s shoulder and turned her so they faced one another. “It means you don’t in any way remind her of what she’s lost. I don’t know what the future holds for her, Shirin, but for right now, today, you could be a new beginning. She needs a friend, and since I need to remain exactly who I am in her life, that friend should definitely not be me.”
As usual, Sábria’s words struck a chord with her. Shirin pulled her in for a quick hug. “And at least I have you to pick up the pieces if my new friend self-destructs.”
With a tiny shove, Sábria pointed at the door. “I’m always here for you. You know that.” As Shirin walked toward the door, Sábria added, “We can’t live our lives being afraid of what the future might bring.”
With those words ringing in her ears, Shirin left the Citadel and headed for the Bladefire circle. The large circular area surrounding the Bladefire ring was a beautiful flat grassy expanse landscaped with statues and beds full of flowers of every shape and color. Off to the right, however, a small grove of trees—the remnants of the original forest that had occupied the land the Temple had been built on—remained. The trees were old, thick, and beautiful, and Shirin often spent time wandering through them and listening to the wind sough through their leaves.
When she didn’t immediately see Arlin in the open, she headed for the modest forest where there were just enough trees to pretend you were alone with no cares in the world. She spotted Arlin sitting on a branch and leaning against the trunk of one of the ancient trees with her legs hanging down on either side.
Arlin was facing away from her, so Shirin walked to the other side and looked up. “Mind if I join you?”
When Arlin’s expressive eyes met hers, Shirin couldn’t help but be reminded of the innocent, wide-eyed fawns she’d happened upon while their mothers kept a watchful, wary eye. And that thought surprised her, as Arlin was anything but innocent. She’d tenaciously hunted down six men and brought every one of them to early graves.
A slow smile spread across Arlin’s face as she touched a branch near hers. “Mind? I’d love some company. Who knew you could be lonely in a Temple brimming with over three hundred women?”
Shirin felt like an adolescent when she realized she’d jumped up, grabbed a low-hanging branch, and pulled herself up like a youngster flexing her muscles for her girl. When she brought her feet under her, ready to reach for the next branch, she flicked a glance at Arlin to see if she’d noticed. A blush spread up her neck when she saw Arlin’s cheeky grin.
“Nice.”
Looking into her eyes, longer this time, Shirin stilled as the grin slowly disappeared. Was Arlin’s breathing heavier than when she’d first seen her lounging against the massive tree? Shirin’s breath caught, and to hide her reaction to the hungry way Arlin watched her every move, she climbed to the branch near hers and settled herself. A thick offshoot stuck up at a ninety-degree angle, and when she leaned against it, she and Arlin were facing each other with their knees touching in the middle of each other’s thighs.
Shirin’s branch was slightly lower than Arlin’s, resulting in the happy coincidence that they could look each other in the eyes without Arlin having to look up or Shirin down.
A bluebird landed nearby, and Shirin watched it for a while. “I don’t often have time to be lonely. There are so many details to attend to, people to counsel or discipline, shivs to train, healers to talk to about injured Blades. Sometimes my mind spins with all of the duties I have to perform. But, still, I do understand being lonely in a crowd.” She stopped there, not wanting to reveal too much to someone she barely knew and who wasn’t sworn to the Temple.
Arlin watched her as she talked. As with many of the women in the Temple, Shirin wore her blonde hair short and neat. She wouldn’t describe her as a classic beauty. If she had to describe her to someone, she’d say she had soft and rounded cheekbones, an aristocratic but feminine nose, a beautifully sculpted chin, and sensual, full lips.
When those lips smiled, Arlin realized she’d been wool-gathering. She grinned and shrugged, “I heard you. I can appreciate a woman’s beauty while I’m listening. And yes, I’ve seen how busy you keep yourself. I’m surprised you’ve taken the time to come find me. Or, are you checking up on me for the Arch Priestess, seeing if I’ve climbed over the wall to go attack Sagin?”
“No, you gave her your word, and unless you give her a reason not to trust you, she’ll accept you at your word.”
Arlin glanced down and plucked a stray leaf from her trews. “I never got the chance to thank you for coming to me that night in the cells.” She glanced up. “I must have frightened the guards with my nightmares.”
“They were more concerned than frightened, worried that you’d hurt yourself flailing around on the floor and hitting the wall as though fighting the demons of Shael” Shirin regarded Arlin with a serious glint in her eyes. “For future reference, Sábria believes in logical consequences. Breaking the bed didn’t hurt her one bit, but you ended up sleeping on the cold floor for the next sevenday. She’s loving, but you won’t find a stricter master. Stop pushing her, Arlin. Please.”
Having Shirin’s knee resting against her leg was doing delicious things to Arlin’s body. She didn’t want to talk about the Arch Priestess, so she crawled her fingers up the inside of Shirin’s shapely thigh.
Shirin watched for a moment and then closed her eyes, still arguing with herself about the insanity of wanting to ravish the woman who’d given them nothing but trouble ever since they’d dragged her out of the inn completely and hopelessly falling down drunk. As the fingers slowly and playfully crept up her thigh, a gentle pulsing started between her legs, and Shirin knew if she were to check, there’d be a wetness there she couldn’t ignore. A shiver ran down her spine, and suppressing a moan along with a definite pang of regret, she covered the fingers with her hand and stopped their forward progress.
Arlin’s voice was huskier than Shirin had ever heard it before. “I want to slide over, push you up against that branch, and take you right here, high above the ground. What would I find when my fingers slipped between your legs, hmmm? Would you be as wet as I am right now?”
“Arlin. We can’t.”
The voice slowed, and the huskiness became a low growl in Arlin’s throat. “We can. I’d slide your trews down just enough to slip my fingers into your fold. I’d close my eyes and feel my way around your body. I’d run through your wetness, up one side and down the other. My lips would cover your breasts, over your tunic at first. But then, my other hand would slide up and over your bare flesh until I found those lovely, rounded nipples I see straining against the fabric right now, and I’d circle one with my thumb, roll it, stroke it, and pull ever so gently.”
Shirin’s eyes were still closed, and she thought she might come by just listening to Arlin’s throaty voice teasing her with visions of what this woman wanted to do to her. The pulsing had become an aching need, and she gently rocked back and forth on her branch, rubbing her swollen flesh against the roughened bark.
“And I’d lift your tunic and pull that breast into my mouth, and my tongue would suck that nipple until it was so hard you’d moan in delighted agony. And by now, I’d have two fingers inside you, rubbing back and forth, just like you’re doing now. In and out, and I’d find that rough place and stroke it with soft, gentle circles.”
The moan escaping her lips surprised Shirin, and she caught her breath, wondering at this woman who could excite her with words alone. Shirin was a master of the Kiprian arts, and casual, healing sex came easily to her. But for reasons she didn’t understand, she knew casual wasn’t what she wanted from Arlin, and that frightened her. She wanted more. She wanted rough, demanding sex she had no doubt Arlin would be happy to provide.
With an effort, she pushed those thoughts aside. She couldn’t allow herself to become attached to a woman who would more than likely be dead or unavailable in very short order. Shirin abruptly brought her feet up under herself and stood. She swallowed and pulled in a shaky breath. “We can’t do this.”
“Because?” The sadness Arlin saw in Shirin’s eyes brought her up short. It was the last emotion she expected because she knew her words had had the same effect on Shirin as they’d had on her.
“Because you intend to kill a man, and you’ll either be killed in the process or be put to death for your crime, and, like Shaya, I’ll still be here answering to my Goddess and her Arch Priestess. I can’t get close to you in that way, Arlin. I can and will be your friend, but nothing more.”
Arlin watched her climb out of the tree and leave through the covered archway. Her thoughts turned to what she’d almost done to that bastard the other night. She jumped down, landing hard on her feet, so hard she fell backward into the leaves. As she lay there, she stared into the leafy canopy, wondering just what type of a monster she’d become. Shirin had seen the beast raging inside her and had run like a frightened doe. How many times had Shaya said her hatred was changing her, killing her slowly, day in and day out? She didn’t know how long she’d been lying there, quietly hating the person she’d become when a pair of shiny black boots stopped beside her head.
She tilted her head back and looked into Sábria’s bright blue eyes. Slamming the lid down on her self-hatred, she slipped on the rakishly sarcastic mask she habitually wore these days. “I suppose you want me to stand up even though you’re trespassing on my little plot of the forest floor?”
Even though Sábria was looking down from her full height, the sudden icy frost in her eyes was very easy to spot. “Okay, okay.” Arlin rolled over, pushed to her knees, and stood. She set her hands on her hips and raised her brows. “Yes, Your Majesty?”
Sábria set her hands on her hips and glared into Arlin’s mocking brown eyes. She counted to ten and then dropped her hands to her side. Sighing, she lowered herself to the ground. “Sit.”
Arlin sat, but the same heaviness that had overwhelmed her before returned with a vengeance, and she lay down again and covered her face with her forearm.
They were silent for a long time, so long that the birds began calling to one another again, and the squirrels became brave enough to scurry up and down the tree trunks. One even leapt through the air over their heads, spreading his front legs wide and soaring from one branch to another.
Sábria leaned back on her hands and studied the lost young woman lying beside her. “Lord Sagin’s trial is tomorrow. Shaya says you have evidence that will convict him?”
“For all the good it’ll do.”
“I wish I could tell you he’ll pay for what he did to Cressida, but I won’t lie to you. He’s a favorite of the Emperor, and even though the Goddess’ Magistrate, Master Fiyori, will throw the full weight of the law at him, it won’t be nearly enough. I need to know what you plan to do when that happens.”
“Kill him.” The words hung heavily between them until Arlin covered her eyes with her hand. She desperately fought to hold in the unwanted emotions straining to break free of the box she kept so carefully locked inside. Her voice broke on a sob when she croaked out the words, “I almost killed a man in cold blood. I would have if you hadn’t stopped me. What kind of monster does that make me? And what kind of a monster am I that I intend to kill him anyway? I have to kill him. It’s all I’ve thought about for fifteen full turns. I need them dead. All of them. Dead. Because once they’re dead, Cressi can stop coming to me at night. She’ll finally cross into the Goddess’ arms.”
Sábria flinched when Arlin unexpectedly growled and punched herself in the side of her head. “And since we’ve been hunting Sagin, there’s this thing in my brain that keeps whispering, ‘Just one more.’ It hisses and slithers around in my head, in my mind, in my thoughts….”
Words she tried to hold back suddenly poured from her as the tears began in earnest. “But every night, she’s there, and she’s holding the arm they ripped off when they dragged her behind the horse.” Tears flowed down her cheeks, and she spoke through the sobs that were ripping a hole in her chest. She swallowed her anguish, sat up, and glared into Sábria’s eyes. “They rode the horse between two posts, and her body caught between them, and her arm just ripped out of the socket. And they bashed in her face so you couldn’t recognize her, but I knew it was her because the beautiful bright yellow dress I bought the week before was covered in mud and blood and—”
She strained to pull in a strangled breath, but instead of life-giving air, there was a terrible, wheezing, rasping sound tearing her throat to pieces. Before she knew what was happening, Sábria was pulling her into her arms and holding her. To her astonishment, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon slipped between Arlin’s outstretched legs and circled her body with her own legs before pulling her into an even tighter embrace. The comforting full-body contact gave Arlin a feeling she hadn’t had since before Cressi died. She felt protected and safe, as though this woman’s aura of power and protection surrounded her just as her entire body now surrounded and held her close.
The feeling of safety, security, and shelter broke open the floodgates, and Arlin was powerless to hold back the black, roiling tempest any longer. Overwhelming grief wracked her body as she threw her arms around Sábria’s shoulders and dug her fingers into her tunic, anchoring herself against the emotions being wrenched from her body. “Cressi.” The word tore from her throat on a wave of great gasping sobs, and through it all, Sábria held on, running a comforting hand through her hair, gently rocking her back and forth to help her through the grief she’d held bottled up for so long.
With her face pressed against Sábria’s chest, Arlin opened her mouth, and a terrible, aching wail erupted from her throat. It went on and on, punctuated by hiccupping gasps as her lungs fought to pull in air over the terrible agony streaming from her very soul. The eerie keening eventually grew quiet, and still, Sábria held her.
Gradually Arlin’s breathing slowed, and after what seemed like a lifetime, she pushed away. Pulling up the bottom of her tunic, she held it to her face, drying her eyes and hiding from the embarrassment of what she’d just done.
Sábria moved off her legs and sat beside her. She circled her shoulders with an arm and pulled her in close. “Arlin. Look at me.” When Arlin continued to hide her face, Sábria rested her head on Arlin’s temple and repeated herself. “Arlin. Look at me, please.”
Slowly, the tunic came down, and when she finally looked into Sábria’s eyes, those eyes softened and drew her in. “You once told me that there was a blackness roiling inside of you.”
Arlin nodded, but then her brows descended. Her eyes unfocused as she reached for the familiar darkness. It was still there, but it was… different. Less suffocating. Less… soul-crushing. Less. She blinked in confusion and then stared at Sábria as a frisson of fear rolled through her.
Sábria saw the fear and smiled affectionately. “Not me, Child. Elyon took some of your grief onto herself. Not all. She’ll never take it all because Cressi’s memory deserves a portion of your grief. But it can’t consume you anymore, Child. You are so much more.” She released her shoulder and put her hand beneath Arlin’s chin. “Whatever happens, I’ll be here for you. I promise.”
Arlin tried to look down, but the fingers beneath her chin refused to allow the movement.
“And Arlin.” Sábria waited until their eyes met again, and she knew, beyond any doubt, that Elyon was speaking through her. “Cressida is already in the arms of the Goddess. I give you my word on that. And she’s happy and whole again. Your nightmares are nothing more than morbid fantasies that will haunt you no more.”
The intense blue eyes holding her in thrall softened, and Arlin felt safe in leaning over and resting her head against Sábria’s chest. They remained together for at least a quarter candlemark while the young warrior processed everything that had just happened.
When Sábria felt the time was right, she pushed to her feet and held out her hand. “Come on. I’d like to see the evidence you plan to present tomorrow. Let’s take one step at a time, shall we? First, we need to convict the bastard. Then, it’s in Elyon’s hands. Yes?”
Arlin took her hand and allowed the Arch Priestess to pull her to her feet. She’d never met anyone like this woman in her life, and she hoped, with all her being, that Shaya would one day become one of the Daughters of Elyon. And as for herself, well, as the lady said, she’d take things one step at a time.





Twenty-Five

  
A rlin and Shaya sat on the right of the courtroom in the row reserved for witnesses while Sagin and his legist sat to their left at a table directly in front of the raised Magistrate’s bench. Arlin had sat in on a number of cases in courtrooms in several different kingdoms. This one was slightly different and she wondered about the addition of an ornate chair set on a dais to the right of the Magistrate.
As courtrooms went, this one was tastefully decorated and suited the solemnity of trying suspects who committed crimes, often gruesome crimes, against women. An intricately carved variation of the Arch Priestess’ shield decorated the front of the wide bench behind which the Magistrate would sit to proclaim her judgment and administer the Goddess’ justice. While the Priestess’ shield above the Temple entrance displayed yellow for justice, blue for revenge, and red symbolizing woman’s blood, this one held significant differences.
Both crests were split diagonally, and the left diagonal was again split in half. The top of the Arch Priestess’ was red and the bottom yellow. The Magistrate’s top was also red, but the lower portion was purple, symbolizing wisdom. A further difference lay in the color to the right of the diagonal. Instead of the blue for revenge, it was a brilliant emerald green, the color of judgment. The entire crest was bordered by a fine line of white gold.
Both shields portrayed the figure of a woman’s muscular body in the center. Instead of a sword of justice, however, the one in the courtroom held a red and purple feather of wisdom in one hand, and instead of the blue mace of revenge in the other, that hand held a torch burning with the emerald green flame of judgment.
The head characterized two different aspects of the Mother Goddess than the ones representing the Arch Priestess. Instead of a snarling blue beast and a red mother bear, this one had a yellow and red crow’s head looking to the left, representing wisdom, and a green ram’s head looking to the right, symbolizing the strength to judge with impartiality and conviction.
Arlin looked to her left, where Lord Sagin sat drumming his polished and manicured fingers on the desktop. There’d be no justice today, even if this nobleman was convicted of killing her wife. She had to tamp down the rage his arrogant profile churned up deep within her soul. That hawkish nose and haughty, close-set eyes were the last thing her beloved Cressida had seen before she went to join the Goddess on the other side.
Shaya’s hand rested on her arm, and Arlin turned her attention back to the front of the room. They knew each other so well that one touch conveyed the message to get her emotions under control before the hearing began.
The prosecuting legist, whom Arlin had seen drinking with Sagin on several occasions, took the seat at the table directly in front of the witness chairs.
A herald in the yellow tunic of the Magistrate Court came through a door to their left. “All rise.”
Everyone except Arlin stood.
The Herald didn’t see her sitting and continued to introduce the Magistrate. “Chief Temple Magistrate Jestína Fiyori, Elyon’s Arbiter of Justice.”
Magistrate Fiyori strode in, wearing her full-length black robes with a shorter purple capelet draped across her shoulders. She climbed the three steps to her seat and stood waiting.
This type of trial was entertainment for peasants and nobles alike. Behind where Arlin and Shaya sat, nobles rested in special seats reserved especially for them. Standing behind them was a large crowd of merchants and peasants excited about possibly seeing a noble having to defend his actions in court. No one was naïve enough to think he’d be punished, but it was fun to watch all the same. When Fiyori didn’t take her seat, people glanced at one another, wondering what she was waiting for. Normally, she came in and immediately sat.
The Herald began again. “Arch Priestess Sábria of the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon, twenty-third sovereign chosen, marked, and blessed by the Goddess Elyon, Defender of the Weak, Avenger of the Lost.”
Everyone except Arlin bowed or curtsied. Arlin sat in a fog, or was it a catatonic rage? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that this was number seven. The last of the noblemen who’d raped and tortured her wife and then brutally murdered her.
Sábria strode in front of the Magistrate’s bench and ascended four stairs to the dais where her throne awaited her arrival.
Arlin absently thought that it was, indeed, a throne and not simply an ornate chair as she’d originally supposed. Lacking anywhere else to look, her gaze fell on the Priestess’ tunic. She’d expected the black she’d always worn, but to her surprise, Sábria wore a tunic of the darkest blue silk brocade. A master seamstress had embroidered the Arch Priestess’ shield in all its colorful glory on the front, and a length of ivory and gold brocade decorated the tunic’s collar and the outer edges of her capelet. Her sword was sheathed in leather dyed the exact blue of her tunic, and Arlin admired the impeccable shine of its golden hilt and grip.
Someone passed between Arlin and the Arch Priestess, and Arlin roused enough to see Commander Shirin mount the steps and stand behind and to the right of Sábria’s throne. Still, everyone waited, and Arlin grunted in pain when Shaya drove the tip of her elbow into her shoulder. Hard.
Arlin blinked several times, then raised her gaze to Sábria’s face. Livid didn’t begin to describe what she saw there. The Arch Priestess’ gaze bored into hers with such intensity that Arlin sat back and lowered her brows in confusion. Only then did she realize she was the only one in the room still seated. Sighing, she pushed to her feet.
The Commander stepped off the dais and came to stand in front of her. She leaned in and growled quietly, “You will bow to the Arch Priestess and to the High Magistrate.”
Arlin narrowed her eyes, but when the Commander stepped to the side, she lowered herself into a deep bow.
Shirin returned to her place behind Sábria, who continued to glare at the woman Elyon had placed directly in her path… as what? An irritant? A challenge? No. Sábria mentally shook her head as she let out her breath. As a lost, broken soul with a big heart, a cheeky personality, and a lopsided grin that had won her over, even if it was a portent to the disrespectful or sarcastic words she knew would emerge from those often angry and brooding lips. Sábria finally sat, followed by the Magistrate and then the defendant, the legists, and the onlookers, including Arlin and Shaya.
Fiyori looked down at the defendant’s table. “Lord Sagin. You’ve been accused of kidnapping, raping, and murdering a young woman while visiting the Pheodran Kingdom.”
Sagin stood. “I admit, Your Excellency, that I may have had some commerce with the woman. There were many slaves and servants throwing themselves my way. So, yes, I do freely admit I enjoyed quite a few peasant wenches and…” he lifted a shoulder, “I may have played a bit rough at times.”
Sábria watched Arlin. The fact that the young woman didn’t react worried her more than if she’d jumped up and attacked Sagin. Not reacting meant the outcome of this trial meant nothing to her because she’d already decided the man needed to die, an outcome Arlin knew a Sarlognean Magistrate could never order or enforce against a man of noble birth.
Shaya jabbed Arlin again, and when Arlin didn’t move, she got to her feet. “My Lady Magistrate. May I speak?”
Fiyori sent Shaya an irritated look. “Concerning?”
“The woman Sagin killed was a noblewoman, not a peasant. I understand that carries some weight in Sarlogne if he’s found guilty.”
The Magistrate narrowed her eyes. “You will use his title when speaking of or addressing Lord Sagin.”
Shaya flicked an angry glance at Sábria, returned her gaze to Fiyori, and nodded once. “Yes, My Lady.”
“What was her rank?”
“She was the daughter of a Marquis and Marchioness, and she was also her wife.” She put her hand on Arlin’s shoulder.
Fiyori glanced at Arlin. “Rise.”
Arlin glared up at Shaya and then obeyed.
“Your name?”
“Arlin.”
Fiyori, who had no patience for people wasting her time in the courtroom, snapped, “Your full name.”
Arlin pursed her lips and took an aggressive step forward. “My full name isn’t at issue here.” She pointed at Sagin. “That cretin standing there is the one you should be speaking to, not me. Let’s just get this circus done and over with, shall we? We all know that even if he’s found guilty, the most you’ll sentence him to is confinement within his estates for a laughable period of time.”
A buzz of shocked murmurs raced through the room as Sagin turned and shouted at the two women. “Cretin? You two peasants dare come into Elyon’s courtroom to accuse me of murdering a noblewoman, and you have the gall to call me a cretin? I have never kidnapped a noblewoman, nor would I ever harm a lady of any noble standing in any court in any kingdom.”
Shaya, too, had the bit between her teeth now, and she shouted right back. “She’s no peasant, you moron. She’s the daughter of—”
That got a response from Arlin, who placed her hand over Shaya’s mouth. “Shaya. Enough.”
Shaya pushed Arlin’s hand away and shouted, “It’s not enough! If you won’t stand up for yourself and Cressi, then—”
Sábria’s voice cut through the shouting. “Silence! This is a courtroom of the Temple of the Goddess Elyon, and you will act with decorum and respect, or I’ll place all three of you under arrest and have my Blades take you to a detention cell where you can shout at the walls to your hearts’ content!” The intensity of the glare Sábria directed at Shaya was enough to back her down, but only just.
Sagin sketched a quick bow to Sábria while Shaya crossed her arms and glared at the ground.
Arlin simply stared at the Arch Priestess, waiting for the farce of a trial to be done and over with.
Sábria matched her glare. “Arlin. Give your full name and title. Now.”
Growling, Arlin turned her glare on Shaya and then gave in. What did it matter now anyway? This was the seventh man, and once he was found guilty, she’d kill him, and her hunt, and hopefully her life, would be over. “My name is Lady Arlin Dumerier, daughter of Count and Countess Dumerier of Pheodra. My wife was Lady Cressida Lakeford, daughter of the Marquis and Marchioness Lakeford, also of Pheodra, and this cretin and six other men brutally murdered her.”
Once again, the murmuring started, and Sagin forgot himself. His nostrils flared as he shouted, “Lies!”
Pulling several sheets of parchment from a bag at her feet, Arlin shook them at him and shouted over his and his legist’s objections. “I have signed statements from four men who witnessed your brutality.” She pulled the sheets apart so she held half in one hand and half in another. Her voice rose with each word until she was shouting into the now-silent courtroom. “I also have testimony given under truth potion from three of your accomplices confessing in Pheodran courts of law that they and you kidnapped Lady Cressida Lakeford-Dumerier, raped her repeatedly, ripped her arm from her body and slit her throat so she bled to death after you’d finished tormenting her.”
Sagin paled, and Fiyori held out her hand. “Bring them to me, please, Lady Dumerier.”
As she walked the parchment to the bench, Arlin growled, “My name is Arlin. Being equated with the noble classes, such as that cretin was born into, sickens me.” She handed the parchments to Fiyori and happened to look up at Sábria when she turned to go back to her seat.
Sábria spoke softly as she leaned forward and held her gaze. “Control yourself, Arlin. Emotions are your enemy right now.”
Arlin took a stutter step because it seemed as though the Priestess physically held her in place with the strength of her personality. There was more to Sábria now, something… other… that Arlin had also sensed while they’d been together in the Bladefire Circle. Her heart skipped a beat, and then she was moving forward again, unsettled by the experience.
When she was back in her place, she sat while Fiyori examined the documents. As the Magistrate finished each page, she handed it to Shirin, who in turn handed it to Sábria.
Sagin and his legist had their heads together, and the man who was supposed to be prosecuting the case took out a silk pocket cloth and wiped his brow.
Finally, Fiyori passed the last page and looked up at Arlin. “The six men were found guilty.”
“Yes.”
“Stand when you address the court.”
Arlin stood.
“And? These documents don’t give their sentence.”
With a look that said the Magistrate shouldn’t have to ask, Arlin lifted a shoulder. “Four were peasants. Like in any Kingdom anywhere, they were considered nothing but trash, and as is the custom in Pheodra, after I tracked them down one by one and brought them before a magistrate, I was allowed to choose their method of execution. I chose execution by combat and faced each one in a fair fight. After I killed them, I threw them on the midden heap, where they belonged.” She turned her attention to Sagin, but when Fiyori spoke, she returned her gaze to her.
“I didn’t ask for your opinion on their sentences. You will confine your answers to the facts. You said that beside Lord Sagin there were six other men.”
“Yes.”
“What happened to the other two?”
“Nobles who were given fines and sent on their way.” Arlin shrugged, “I heard the families of some of their other victims discovered who they were and what barbarisms they’d inflicted on their daughters and wives. I told them where the nobles went to hide after the first four went to trial.” She narrowed her eyes and glared at the magistrate. “As you well know, noble rapists and murderers are never satisfied with only one victim. Their lust for brutality and power over others is never satiated, and the slaps on the wrists the courts hand down as sentences are laughable and never deter future acts of barbarism and animal proclivities.”
Fiyori narrowed her eyes. She was no fool and knew perfectly well that Arlin was referring to her and her court and not simply the Pheodran justice system. “And? What happened to them?”
Arlin steadily held her gaze and, without emotion, said, “It wasn’t pretty.”
“Did you participate in this vigilante justice?”
“In the actual killings?” Arlin cocked her head and said with a chuckle, “No. That would have been illegal, now, wouldn’t it?”
“But you tracked the men down.”
“I’ve been tracking the murderers for more than a full turn now. Sagin is the seventh man.” Arlin turned steely, hate-filled eyes on the man and then looked back at Fiyori. “And to further answer your question, I tracked each man down, uncovered previous acts of brutality, and proved their guilt beyond any doubt.”
Fiyori bristled, “I told you before, Lady Dumerier, you will refer to Lord Sagin by his proper title.”
“Just Arlin.”
The Magistrate’s voice rose, “You will not correct me in my own courtroom.”
Since she just had, Arlin lifted her brows and blinked impassively at the woman, a clear message that wasn’t lost on the Magistrate.
Shaya stood and threaded her fingers through Arlin’s, squeezing to let her know it would be stupid to antagonize the High Magistrate, especially while Sábria was in the courtroom.
Closing her eyes briefly and sighing, Arlin nodded to let her know she’d gotten the message.
“You may be seated, Lady Dumarier.”
Arlin’s eyes sparkled with droll humor at the lady’s return jab. She thought she might enjoy some verbal sparring with this woman sometime in the future. If she actually had any future to look forward to. She placed her hand over her heart and gave an ironic bow. “Your Excellency.”
Sábria tilted her head and gently rubbed her temple on her upraised fingers.
What that meant was anyone’s guess. Both Arlin and Shaya sat and waited for the trial to continue.
Lady Fiyori glanced at some parchment on the bench. “We seem to have gotten off course. Lord Alstead. You represent Lord Sagin, correct?”
The legist, a rotund, florid little man, stood and bowed. “I do, Your Excellency.”
Nodding, she turned to the other legist. “And you, Lord Clemens, are serving as barrister in this case?”
Clemens stood and bowed. “I am, Your Excellency.”
“Are you ready to present your case?”
The man was almost as plump as his counterpart. He hummed and hawed, cleared his throat, and finally said, “I don’t believe any of us was aware of the victim’s status in society, My Lady.”
Arlin growled loud enough for everyone in the court to hear. “Perhaps if you’d done some preparation for the case, maybe interviewed my friend or me instead of having nightly drinks with the accused, that fact could have been brought to light.”
The laughter in the courtroom subsided when Fiyori banged her gavel.
Arlin stood up. “Lady Magistrate. I’ll save the court a good deal of time by presenting the case myself. I ask the Goddess Elyon to bring her judgment to this courtroom. Yes, to my shame, I’m a noblewoman, and as such, I challenge Sagin to a duel to the death and ask that Elyon stand as judge and executioner. May she use my weapon as her own.”
Since a woman had never challenged a man, let alone a full knight, in her courtroom before, Fiyori was momentarily non-plussed.
Shaya grabbed Arlin’s arm and cried, “No!”
The onlookers began chattering amongst themselves, and Sagin’s legist jumped to his feet. “I object!”
At the same time, Sagin stood and spoke with a condescending air of superiority. “I accept. And since I’ve been challenged, it falls to me to choose the weapons.” The way his eyes roamed up and down Arlin’s body as though remembering what he’d done to her wife was vulgar and offensive. His gaze paused on her hands, assessing her fighting skills by the type and extent of callouses he saw there. When the words came, his arrogant adenoidal drawl was pronounced and deliberate, as though just saying them was beneath his notice and a waste of his precious time. “We’ll use swords.” While he wasn’t the best swordsman in the kingdom, he practiced regularly and was known to be excellent with his blade.
Sábria pursed her lips and once more held Arlin’s gaze. While the Arch Priestess appeared impassive and aloof to most of the people in the courtroom, Arlin stood close enough to see a hint of worry tinged with a bit of sadness, as though she understood that it didn’t matter one bit to Arlin if she lost her life to the seventh man as long as she dragged him down with her.
Arlin held her gaze longer than she normally would, drawing what strength she could from the woman before turning to face Sagin. “Since you chose the weapon, tradition says that I choose the place and time. I choose here and now. And, since Commander Shirin confiscated mine, I’ll need to borrow someone’s sword.”
Shaya looked pleadingly at the Commander. “I’ll run get hers, Commander. She at least needs to use a weapon she’s familiar with.”
Shirin looked down at Sábria, who nodded. The Commander then raised her gaze to the Magistrate, who gave in to the inevitable.
“Yes, fine. Go.”
Shirin stepped off the dais and motioned for Shaya to accompany her.
While it was rare for duels to be fought in the courtroom, it wasn’t unheard of, and Bailiffs began clearing the space in front of the bench and dais, shoving chairs back and removing the legist’s tables from the room entirely.
To their great and vocal disappointment, the poorest of the observers were moved out into the hallway to make room for the nobles, who were being asked to vacate their chairs and move to the perimeter of the room.
Oblivious to the preparations, Arlin stepped to the side where she could stretch and limber her muscles.
Sagin was taking the challenge seriously enough that he moved to the opposite end of the room and began his own warm-up routine.
Sábria called to the Subcommander. “Calit.”
The woman jogged up onto the dais. “My Lady?”
“Have the Blades surround the fighting area. Alternate facing protocol.”
Calit brought her fist to her chest. “My Lady.” She retreated and called out. “Blades, surround and protect the cleared space, alternate stance.”
Sábria had brought thirty Blades with her to forestall any problems Arlin and her unofficial followers might bring. The thirty women formed a circle around the indicated area. They alternated their positions, with one facing out toward the crowd and the next facing in toward the combat area.
When Shirin and Shaya returned with the sword, Sábria surprised Arlin by stepping off the dais and coming to stand behind Shaya. Arlin took the weapon and then, with concern and comfort showing in every line of her face, wiped a tear off Shaya’s cheek. She lowered her head slightly, trying to see into the shorter woman’s eyes. “You’ve never seen me lose, Shaya. Why the tears?”
Shaya raised her gaze and put her hand on Arlin’s cheek. “Because with each death, I’ve seen more and more of Arlin disappear. This is the seventh man. I’m afraid that with his death, there won’t be anything left of the two women who rescued me and loved me and kept me sane.”
Arlin put her hand around Shaya’s neck and pulled her close. She lowered her forehead so it rested against Shaya’s, and they stood in silence for a moment, communicating what needed to be said without using words.
Sábria put both her hands on Shaya’s shoulders and gently caressed the back of Arlin’s hand with her thumb. It was a tiny gesture, one Arlin was sure couldn’t be seen by anyone else in the courtroom, but it meant so very much to her. She wasn’t alone, and even though she intended to leave Sarlogne, the gesture told her she’d been right to encourage Shaya to stay and join the Blades.
She raised her head and whispered to her friend, “You’ll have the Blades, Shaya. You’ll never be alone again. Now. Please go. I don’t want you to—” When she saw the familiar spark of anger flare to life in Shaya’s eyes, she grinned. “Or not.”
“I want revenge, too, Arlin. She was my best friend, and I love her and miss her, and want her back in our lives every single day.”
Nodding, Arlin stepped back and removed her sword from its sheath. “Okay, then.” Handing the sheath back, she winked at Shaya and then finally looked into Sábria’s eyes. The same sadness she’d seen earlier was there, but there was a strength emanating from those ice-blue eyes now. She could feel the Goddess speaking to her through this woman, and she knew she was doing Elyon’s bidding.
Feeling the strength of the Goddess filling her, Arlin breathed deeply, imagining Elyon blessing her as the vessel of her revenge. Then she turned and slipped sideways between two Blades, entering the circle to face the seventh man.
Sábria returned to her throne on the dais, but to Arlin’s surprise, she brought Shaya up with her. Holding her hand, she directed the smaller woman to stand on her left while Shirin took up her position on her right.
No one had seen Arlin handling a blade, and when she began twirling the hilt at an impossible speed, flipping it over the back of her hand and catching it again in her palm, and immediately sending it over her hand again, the room became silent. This display wasn’t meant to flaunt her skills. It was how she cued her body to drop into its killing trance where her opponent’s movements slowed, allowing her to anticipate his moves almost before he began the strike. Any expert swordsman would know there was nothing impressive about the exercise. It was more of a parlor trick. One Arlin had adapted to her own ends.
The blade sped through the air on her right, then her left, switching from one hand to the next behind her back and then in front of her body. If not for the distinctive hum that sounded like the wings of a hovering hummingbird, it would be nearly impossible to know anything moved in her hands.
Up on the dais, Sábria’s grip bunched up the trews on her thighs as she watched Arlin twirling the sword. She whispered more to herself than anyone else, “What is she doing?”
Shaya leaned in and whispered back, “It’s a routine her weapons masters tried to break. They said it was a stupid, dangerous habit, but, well, you can see how well that went over. Arlin says it helps narrow her focus.”
And that was exactly what was happening in Arlin’s mind. Her focus narrowed to nothing more than Sagin and his sword. The man had also become mesmerized by the motion, and as Arlin stepped toward him, he blinked and shook his head. Recovering rapidly, he brought his sword to his face in the traditional salute before a duel between nobles.
Arlin’s sword stilled, and she returned the gesture. Sagin’s attack was swift and brutal, but Arlin met it and countered just as brutally. Her sword came out of her blocking move and sliced across his stomach, opening his tunic and drawing first blood.
Shocked, he stepped back and gaped at the line of blood seeping over the top of his trews.
She could have taken advantage of his inattention, but she simply waited with her sword stilled at her side.
His eyes lit with fire as he bellowed a challenge and came at her with a series of blows that drove her back until she set her feet and let him move in and trap her blade with his. Their faces were inches apart, and he bared his teeth as he took advantage of his superior height and strength to bear down on her sword arm.
Arlin leaned in and whispered, “Beg for your life like she did, you coward.”
His eyes flashed again, and he whispered just loud enough that only she could hear. “She did. And it was delicious.”
Arlin blinked at the vicious rejoinder. She’d expected it, but it came as a gut punch all the same. She pushed their locked hands to her left and swiveled around his body to the right. The pommels came apart, and Sagin whipped around, aiming for a swift victory by removing her head from her shoulders. Expecting the move, Arlin crouched and rammed the point of her blade up, hoping to skewer him beneath the ribcage.
With an impossible desperation move, Sagin brushed her blade aside with the back of his forearm. He sliced open his arm but saved himself from being impaled on Arlin’s sword.
They faced each other again, both breathing heavily. Sweat poured off Sagin’s brow, and to buy himself time to recover, at Arlin’s next jab, he stepped in and locked pommels again. Knowing his words had unsettled her, he brought his face close and hissed in Arlin’s ear, “She was a virgin. But I guess you knew that, didn’t you?”
The acidic taste of bile burned its way up Arlin’s throat, and she swallowed it back with effort.
Up on the dais, Sábria saw the exchange and willed Arlin to move away from the poison Sagin was whispering in her ear. If Arlin had any hope of beating him she had to keep her emotions in check.
Sagin moved his lips even closer to Arlin’s head. “I was the first, you know.”
Blinding rage roared in Arlin’s brain as she pictured Cressi lying on the ground beneath this man’s body. Time slowed, and a curtain of red blurred her vision. She couldn’t breathe until, in her peripheral vision, a tinge of blue slowly began seeping around the edges of the red.
Turning her head, she saw the Arch Priestess leaning forward, willing her to look into her eyes. The memory of Sábria holding her in the Bladefire circle filled Arlin with a strength she hadn’t known she possessed.
Sagin pushed down harder, intending to force her to her knees. Taking advantage of the pressure, Arlin ducked and rolled out from under him. Coming to her feet, she lowered her sword and turned her back on him, showing an absolute disdain for his sword-fighting prowess.
He lunged at her exposed back, and she spun and blocked, pushing the blade to the side. She jeered at him loud enough for everyone to hear. “Just like a noble to stab someone in the back, eh, Sagin?” She blocked a downward slice. “Well done, little lordling. You’re true to your sire’s bloodline.”
Sábria sat back, let out a strained breath, and whispered, “This isn’t the time for your cockiness, Arlin.”
Without taking her eyes off the battle, Shaya whispered back. “You’re wrong, My Lady. That’s where her strength lies. This is exactly the time.”
They exchanged strikes, some hard, some fast, but others slow and light, as they both got a feel for the other’s strengths and weaknesses. One fact became apparent to Arlin as she circled to her left and then changed directions, moving quickly right and dodging a fast slash as Sagin pivoted to keep her away.
He didn’t like her on his left. Was that because he was slower on that side, or… she leapt to her right again and, with an abbreviated forehand attack, slashed across his face, scoring a long line across his left cheek.
He hadn’t flinched before the blade landed, confirming her earlier guess that he had problems seeing out of that eye.
Sagin let out an involuntary cry of pain and covered his cheek with his off hand. Instead of waiting for him to recover as she’d done the first time she’d scored him, she whipped the tip of her sword forward and, with a flip of her wrist, slashed directly across his good, right eye.
The man howled again and grabbed at his eye before coming at her in a wild frenzy. It seemed he could still see shapes and movement from his weak eye—the one she’d guessed gave him problems—but his previously good eye was now a ruined mess. She moved to her left, now, keeping out of what limited vision he had on the other side.
The Magistrates Court had been built centuries earlier, and turns of booted feet had worn the wooden floor into uneven rolling waves so slight they wouldn’t normally be a problem. Unfortunately, they were very noticeable to someone who couldn’t watch where she was placing her feet. Arlin’s ankle buckled as she tripped over a slight rise in the floor and went down.
With a wild two-handed backswing, Sagin slashed downward, scoring a deep cut across her upper back and shoulders as she rolled away.
The crowd roared, whether for Sagin’s lucky strike or for her when she rolled to escape his blade, Arlin didn’t know and didn’t care.
His swings were wild and unpredictable now. He looked like some kind of monstrous demon coming for her, with his one ruined eye dripping bloody goo and the other side of his face covered in blood from her slash across his cheek.
As Arlin rolled around on the floor, dodging his strikes while struggling to get her feet under her, Shaya reached for her sword and started forward, only to be stopped by Sábria’s iron grip on her arm. She struggled to pull away, but Sábria jerked her toward her until Shirin came around behind and controlled her with one arm around her chest and the other holding Shaya’s sword locked in her scabbard.
When one of Sagin’s wild swings caught Arlin on her left arm, Shaya screamed, “Arlin!”
Sábria sent a scathing look at Shaya and hissed, “You’ll distract her, and she’ll be dead. Control yourself, Shaya.”
Arlin heard neither Shaya’s scream nor Sábria’s admonition. She didn’t have time to hear anything. Blood ran off her back and arm, dripping onto the floor and mixing with the blood flowing from Sagin’s many wounds.
The floor was slick and dangerous now, but Arlin managed to get her feet beneath her.
Before she could stand, Sagin kicked her in the chest, a coward’s move in a duel between nobles. She flew backward, landing hard on her open wound. The flesh split even more, and she realized that if she couldn’t end the fight quickly, he’d kill her after she passed out from loss of blood. Since he’d opened the door to dirty fighting, she rolled to his left so he’d see the movement and rush in.
He lunged toward the moving shadow, and his sword clanged onto the tile a finger’s width from her head. He grunted and bent double from the force of his blow.
Taking a desperate, calculated risk, Arlin dropped her own sword and grabbed his fist, flipping his blade back so that the tip pierced his only remaining eye. The tip bit deep and hard into the socket.
Completely blinded now, Sagin screamed and staggered about with clumsy, uncertain steps.
Arlin cupped one foot around his ankle and jammed the sole of her other foot hard against his knee.
He fell backward, hitting his head on the tiles and shrieking in agony as he grasped blindly at his ruined eyes.
The onlookers who’d been so rowdy only moments before quieted as Arlin slowly pushed to her knees. Breathing heavily, she crawled to where she’d dropped her sword. Her fingers were slick with blood, but she managed to wrap them around the pommel and pick the blade up off the floor. It seemed to take forever for her vision to clear, but when it finally did, she dragged one foot beneath her and, using her sword as a crutch, pushed unsteadily to her feet. She stood ten paces away, staring at the man who’d slaughtered the woman she’d believed would be by her side for the rest of her days.
Sobbing now, Sagin rolled onto his knees and then, with his hands covering his ruined eyes, bent over until his forehead was resting on the floor.
Arlin stumbled up behind him.
Hearing her gasps as she fought to pull air into her lungs, Sagin sat back onto his heels and waited.
With shaking hands, Arlin placed the tip of her sword on the back of his neck. She held it straight up and down in a two-handed grip, intending to plunge it down between his shoulder blades directly into his depraved, degenerate heart.
Except for her strangled breathing and Sagin’s sobs, the room was absolutely silent as everyone waited for the execution.
When the cold steel pricked the back of his neck, Sagin screamed, “Kill me! Kill me, you fucking bitch!”
Arlin hesitated and then turned to look at the dais. Sagin’s screams faded into the background as Sábria leaned forward and caught and held her gaze. As their eyes met, a memory slipped into Arlin’s mind, Cressida is already in the arms of the Goddess. And she’s happy and whole again.
Her gaze slid to Shirin, who stood strong and determined behind her Arch Priestess. We can't.
And finally, she looked into Shaya’s pleading eyes that told her the man was ruined and she didn’t need to do this. Because with each death, I’ve seen more and more of Arlin disappear. This is the seventh man. I’m afraid that with his death, there won’t be anything left of the two women who rescued me and loved me, and kept me sane.
As if coming out of a fog that had clouded her mind from the moment they’d found Cressida’s destroyed body, Arlin once again heard Sagin’s howling cries. He begged her to end it, to kill him and put him out of his misery. The pleas rose in volume until she couldn’t stand it any longer.
Stilling her breath, Arlin released the sword’s grip with one hand, grabbed Sagin’s hair, and pulled his head up and back so she could look into the empty sockets that she knew had once looked at her lover with such arrogant disdain. She shook his head once, bared her teeth, and snarled one word, “No.”
His scream of helpless rage rang throughout the courtroom.
Staggering back, she glanced up at the dais where Shaya stared down at her.
Sábria motioned for Shirin to release her, and when she was free, Shaya lifted her chin high and with quiet dignity, walked down the four steps to where Arlin waited.
Neither woman said a word as Shaya ran her arm around Arlin’s waist.
Arlin wrapped her uninjured arm around her friend’s shoulders, and the two warriors slowly pushed through the circle of Blades and made their way out of the courtroom.





Epilogue

  
A  fortnight later, Arlin checked the cinch on the pack mule that was placidly watching the activity in the courtyard. Having already said her goodbyes, Arlin tugged once more on the cinch before climbing into Bendru’s saddle.
She glanced down at Shaya, who looked so perfect in her brand-new uniform—all black except for the grey running up her arm, indicating her new shiv status in the Daughters of Elyon. Sábria stood next to her, resting a comforting hand on her shoulder.
Shirin walked up and stood next to the Arch Priestess. She crossed her arms and angled her head toward her friend. “I still don’t think I should leave. There’s too much to do, and what if something happens and I’m not here to—”
Sábria put two fingers over Shirin’s mouth. “We’ve been through this before. You haven’t taken time off for at least two full turns. That’s unhealthy, and I won’t hear anything about you changing your mind. Now go.”
Smiling slightly, Shirin spoke around Sábria’s fingers. “Yes, My Lady.” She obediently mounted the horse Kemi had picked especially for a trek into the nearby mountains. It was a solid, muscular, dapple-grey gelding who got along fine with Bendru and the mule. She kicked him over to where Arlin waited with a grin tugging at the corners of her mouth.
Arlin reined Bendru around, and Shirin rode up next to them. To Shirin’s surprise, just as they rode through the arched gateway separating the inner and outer bailey, Arlin reached down and tugged on the grey’s reins, pulling him to a stop. She maneuvered Bendru around to the other side so she was now facing Shirin, ran her hand around Shirin’s neck, and pulled her into a long and sensual kiss.
Shirin stiffened, knowing this kind of display wasn’t seemly for the Commander of the Temple, but when Arlin’s lips softened against hers, and she felt them pull into a smile, she softened as well.
A cheer rose from the Blades who’d come to see them off.
Geller shook her head, leaned close to Osstendler, and whispered, “Never saw that comin’. Strangest pairin’ I ever did see.”
Terrowyn, who was standing next to them, snorted, “Psssht. As though you two should talk.”
Osstendler got a wicked gleam in her eye and, for the first time ever, in full sight of all the assembled Blades, pulled her lover into a long, deep, intensely erotic kiss.
Like Shirin, Geller stiffened, but Osstendler’s kisses had a way of melting her insides. As the cheering erupted again at the totally unexpected public show of affection, Geller put her hands behind Traya’s head and pulled her in for an even deeper kiss.
By the time they came up for air, Shirin and Arlin were gone. Geller pulled back, kissed Osstendler on the nose, and heard an “Aw,” coming from somewhere in front of them. She turned to see a goofy grin on Shaya’s face, which quickly disappeared when Geller growled, “Don’t ya got places to be, ya skut-brained shiv? Get on with ya. I swear, nothin’ good ever comes outta that whore infested backwater of a Pheodran Kingdom.”
Shaya suppressed a grin as she brought her fist to her chest. Even the irascible Prime couldn’t darken the sun now that it had finally begun to shine again on her and Arlin’s lives. “Yes, Prime.”
Sábria, who’d started back to the Sanctum, turned and regarded the people in the courtyard, all oblivious to the massive statue of the Goddess Elyon embracing one of her Blades in the middle of a beautiful fountain. With tears brimming in her eyes, she whispered a heartfelt prayer to the deity who watched over their lives. “Thank you for the wonderful variety of women you bring to our door, My Lady. And thank you for being exactly who you are, my lovely, magnificent Goddess.”
Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared in awe as the red, blue, and yellow colors of providence swirled around their Arch Priestess.
Sábria closed her eyes and basked in her Goddess’ love and then, with a cheeky grin, added, “Probably better if you didn’t ravage me right here, My Lady.”
Gentle laughter floated on the breeze as the light faded, and Sábria retreated into the Sanctum’s inner garden.
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