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One
  
E mlyn stood at parade rest in front of Sábria, the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, a military sect of worshippers who practiced their beliefs within the borders of the Cibían Empire. She guessed the woman was somewhere close to fifty, with short, blonde hair interspersed with grey and a muscular build that belied her age.
In the short time Emlyn had stood before the woman, she’d already seen many sides to her personality. Strong and proud certainly, but laugh lines radiated out from a pair of penetrating bright blue eyes. Emlyn had never seen that hint of amusement from the Arch Priestess in the kingdom she used to call home. On the contrary, that woman was brutal and mean-spirited, with little to no regard for anyone’s well-being but her own.
When the Guardian Commander had first escorted Emlyn and her Princess into Sábria’s reception room, out of habit, Emlyn had glanced at the Priestess’ hands and had been surprised by the sword callouses she found there. There’d been no doubt the Priestess had noticed her scrutiny, either. Emlyn mentally added sharpness and intelligence to her growing list of attributes associated with the woman who would decide her fate within the next candlemark.
Tomisa, Crown Princess of Emlyn’s former kingdom, Kibrun, sat in rigid silence. Emlyn had been gratified that the high-backed chair they’d provided her Princess was sufficiently ornate to satisfy even the stuffiest of courtiers, which, thankfully, Tomisa was not. As was her routine, Emlyn took her stance to the right and slightly behind her friend.
The Priestess immediately instructed her to move to the center of the room, effectively separating her from her service as Tomisa’s lead bodyguard and, more importantly, from Emlyn’s habitual place of comfort. With a timbre somewhere in the low alto range, Sábria’s voice held a baffling mixture of gentleness and strength when she began her questioning. “Why would a high-ranking King’s Guard from Kibrun ask to join the Temple Guardians of the Daughters of Elyon in a land as far from her home as possible?”
As was the custom in her former kingdom, Emlyn politely stared at a spot above the Priestess’ head. Between Tomisa and Emlyn, Tomisa was the better linguist. Emlyn still struggled with the Cibían language, and she briefly pulled her shoulder blades together to ease the tension building there. “Our kingdoms have been allies for millennia, My Lady. There is trade between us. We’ve fought at your side and you at ours when enemies have appeared at our respective borders, and our people move freely from one kingdom to the next with no fear of reprisal. Our….”
She stopped, frustrated that, at times, even the simplest words escaped her. She couldn’t help glancing at Tomisa when she asked for the translation of the concept she was looking for. When Tomisa stiffly replied, “Hearts,” Emlyn’s gaze returned to the painting of a Lady Knight on a rearing stallion hanging on the wall above Sábria’s head. “The hearts of our kingdoms and our people beat together as one.”
“A poet, historian, and a warrior.” The words were a statement, and since Emlyn had no reason to reply, she remained silent. After a moment, the Priestess continued, “While I enjoy poetry when appropriate, I prefer you answer the question I put to you.”
Emlyn stiffened slightly. “If you allow me to serve with your warriors, I will serve you with all honor and obedience.”
Sábria came out from behind her desk, leaned against it, and crossed her arms. Her tunic and trews were midnight black, and someone had polished her black knee-high boots to perfection. In fact, everything about her uniform was black, right down to the soft leather scabbard holding her short sword. Judging by the wear pattern on the hilt, the sword rarely went unused. “Still, you haven’t answered my question. If I accept you into my service, you’ll need to learn to respond directly instead of equivocating.” Her voice had become hard. Not angry, Emlyn thought, but stern.
Emlyn didn’t know how the word equivocating translated into the Kibrunian tongue, but she could guess the meaning from the context. Blushing, she again looked to Tomisa, who, after a short hesitation, dipped her chin once, giving Emlyn permission to answer honestly. After pulling in a breath to steady her nerves, she began their tale. “Crown Princess Tomisa and I have loved each other since…well, since forever. We were born days apart, and the Queen chose me as Tomisa’s companion. We’ve been—” Here she paused to give herself time to corral her emotions. She pressed her tongue hard against the roof of her mouth to stem the tears threatening to appear.
It was clear Sábria’s patience was waning as she looked from one woman to the other, hoping to get an answer she could work with. Her voice rose slightly as she phrased the next question in a way she hoped neither could dodge. “I want to know why a Crown Princess would travel halfway around the world and show up on our shores with a fleet of three ships, with one of those ships being the Kibrunian flagship flying the royal standard from its mizzen mast.”
When the ships had first arrived, everyone had expected the Princess to immediately visit the Emperor in his palace. Instead, she’d come directly to the Temple and petitioned the Arch Priestess, asking that her lead bodyguard be allowed to join the Temple Guardians of the Daughters of Elyon, commonly referred to as Elyon’s Blades. Sábria was more than a little puzzled, and her gaze finally came to rest on the Princess.
Tomisa lifted her chin and looked the Arch Priestess directly in the eyes, something few people beneath Tomisa’s rank would dare in Kibrun. “I came because I had to ensure Emlyn would thrive in the environment my father chose for her.”
Sábria’s eyes narrowed as she considered the words. “Thrive and not simply survive. Why is the life of a guard so important to you?”
“That is not your concern, Arch Priestess.”
Angry now, Sábria glared down at Tomisa. She spoke slowly, obviously reigning in her growing temper. “It is if you wish me to consider granting your petition.” She turned to Emlyn and repeated her initial question. “Again. Why would a high-ranking King’s Guard from Kibrun ask to join the Temple Guardians of the Daughters of Elyon in a land as far from her home as possible?” When Emlyn opened her mouth to answer, Sábria held up a finger to stop her. “And if you do not give me a suitable, direct answer, this interview is over.”
Emlyn swallowed and then turned a pleading look on her Princess.
Tomisa slowly raised her eyes and regarded Emlyn. The glare that had hardened her features moments before morphed into disquieting grief. After a moment, she composed herself, nodded once, and turned her face away again.
Emlyn studied her profile a moment before facing Sábria again. She straightened her shoulders and focused on the wild eye of the rearing stallion. “We’ve been lovers for the last seven turns…since we were both eleven turns old. Unfortunately for us, in Kibrun, the Crown Prince or Princess must wed by their nineteenth birthday and begin producing heirs immediately thereafter. Tomisa is betrothed in an arranged marriage to an honorable and kind man.” Emlyn’s jaw muscles jumped when she paused to gain control of the anguish ripping her heart to shreds. When she had herself sufficiently under control, she began again. “We both believe in the sanctity of marriage, and I can’t stay in Kibrun and remain true to our beliefs.”
The steely glint in Tomisa’s eye didn’t go unnoticed by the Priestess, who turned back to Emlyn. “And you never considered running away with your love to a faraway land where you could live together forever?” Judging by their ages, the two were undoubtedly young enough to have considered such a foolish option.
Emlyn couldn’t help her grunt of anger at the woman’s words. “Of course, we did. We’ve dreamed about it for turns, plotted our escape, even found a kingdom where we could live together in peace.”
“But?”
“But Tomisa’s father is a just and honorable King who puts the welfare of his people above his own concerns. Tomisa will also be a great and loving queen one day. And—”
A flash of anger flitted across Emlyn’s face. One the Priestess would have missed if she hadn’t been studying the young warrior intently. “And?”
Emlyn didn’t need to look at Tomisa this time. “And the man who would reign if Tomisa disappeared is neither good nor just.”
Sábria had to decide quickly whether this eighteen-year-old woman standing before her would be a good fit among her people. The Crown Princess had made it clear she’d be returning to her kingdom on the morning tide after a brief formal meeting with Emperor Aloric. “So, you make this sacrifice for the good of your kingdom?”
“Not for the good of my ex-kingdom, no. For my love of the King, who’s been nothing but generous and kind to the daughter of a lowly groomsman and a castle guard. For my love of his daughter, who could not and would not turn her back on her people. And…” she paused and tilted her head slightly to relieve the tension building there, “…we both know, beyond any doubt, we, or rather she could not be faithful to her husband were I to remain in their kingdom.”
Sábria uncrossed her arms and rested her palms on the desk behind her. She crossed one ankle over the other while continuing to study Emlyn. “What rank did you hold?”
Emlyn thought a moment. “I’m not sure of your equivalent. Your Commander, I believe, is the same as the King’s Seneschal in Kibrun. I was one of two Subcommanders within Tomisa’s royal guards. I commanded seven warriors. That was half of Tomisa’s personal contingent.”
After nodding to the Commander standing next to her desk, Sábria turned back to Emlyn and indicated the sword she wore on her hip, “I assume you’re proficient with that sword?”
Commander Shirin stepped forward and waited for Emlyn’s reply.
“Yes, My Lady.”
Walking to a rack of practice swords stored beside a narrow, floor-to-ceiling window, the Commander beckoned Emlyn over.
Emlyn complied with the order and, after silently asking the woman for permission to draw a weapon, pulled out a wooden sword. The weight surprised her, and she tested the balance in the palm of her hand. “It’s filled with something?” She glanced sideways at the Commander, who’d also taken one from the rack.
“Hollowed-out hardwood with a specific weight of molten metal poured into the empty channel. The wood is then shaped into an approximation of a sword.”
Impressed, Emlyn continued to test the weight as she followed the Commander into the center of the room. She admired the tall woman’s sturdy frame and the way her muscles moved beneath her black leather tunic and trews. Somewhere in her early to mid-forties, the Commander moved with the balance and grace of someone who’s wielded her sword for many turns, and Emlyn mentally prepared herself for an interesting contest of skills.
Shirin made a circular motion with her hand. “Remove your own sword and stretch. We have no need of a warrior with pulled muscles, now, do we?” Her voice held the easy cadence of one used to military command, and her dark brown eyes expertly assessed Emlyn’s every move.
Emlyn thought she detected the hint of a friendly smile behind that discerning gaze. She obediently placed her sanguine sword next to the wall and began her warm-up routine, stretching tight leg muscles, warming arm and back muscles with a series of push-ups and arm crossovers, and twisting her torso back and forth to relieve the stress that had developed during the interview. The Commander had apparently warmed up prior to their arrival because she waited patiently with the practice sword held loosely by her side.
When she finished, Emlyn stood in front of the Commander and nodded.
“Begin.” Sábria hiked a hip onto the edge of her desk and settled in to watch.
Emlyn brought her sword to her face to salute her opponent and then lowered it to her side, waiting for Shirin to make the first move. When the woman didn’t initiate the sparring, Emlyn blinked several times, flicking a glance first at Sábria and then to Tomisa, hoping her Princess might have an idea about what she should do.
The Commander cocked her head and lowered her brows, apparently waiting for Emlyn to attack her.
Emlyn stuttered, trying to understand what was happening. “Commander, in…in Kibrun, if after the formal salute, a subordinate lifts a weapon, even a practice blade, before her superior lifts theirs, it’s considered an aggressive move and is punishable by death.”
A glint of understanding flashed in the Commander’s eyes, and she nodded once before lifting her weapon and lunging forward.
Emlyn easily blocked the blow. It didn’t take long for her to realize the Commander was holding back until she knew the extent of Emlyn’s abilities. Well then, Emlyn thought, let’s do this right. She picked up the pace, landing blow after blow, backing the Commander up several steps until a grin appeared on the other woman’s face, and she began to fight in earnest.
Both women slashed and parried, and the Commander’s brows lifted in surprise when Emlyn executed a figure-eight pattern from the right and then shifted her sword to her offhand and repeated the pattern in the opposite direction. The woman blocked the blows, but only just, and stumbled slightly after blocking the second pattern.
Emlyn took advantage of the stumble and was surprised in her own turn when the Commander recovered with unbelievable speed and physical agility, forcing her to jump back or have the tip of the woman’s sword slash horizontally across her midsection. Emlyn had to turn in a half twist to avoid the blade a second time and then, in a complete turnabout, found herself on the defensive, raising her blade above her head to block a bone-rattling downward blow from behind.
Executing another half twist, she once again faced her opponent, who surprised her with a wry smile as she tossed the hilt of her blade so that Emlyn had to catch it in her free hand or risk having it hit her in the teeth. When the Commander returned to her place next to the desk, Emlyn nervously held the two weapons down at her sides. “Have I done something to offend you?”
The Commander shook her head. “Not at all.”
Sábria pushed off the desk and came to stand in front of Emlyn. “Are you as proficient with your knives as you are with your sword?”
Shocked that the woman would approach her while she still held the two unsheathed weapons, practice swords or not, Emlyn immediately dropped the two blades and stared at the Arch Priestess’ boots with a look bordering on panic.
Blinking in confusion, Sábria cocked her head to the side. “Why drop them?”
“I….” Emlyn took two steps back to distance herself from the Priestess. “Holding an unsheathed weapon in such close proximity to the Arch Priestess is a punishable offense. I didn’t realize you were going to approach.” She fell to one knee and kept her head lowered. “Please, My Lady. Forgive me.” She heard a sigh and then felt Sábria tousle her hair before the Priestess turned and approached Tomisa.
“I accept Guard Emlyn into my service, Your Highness.”
Emlyn pushed to her feet and waited to hear Tomisa’s response to the Arch Priestess.
Tomisa rose, and both the Commander and Emlyn bowed. Without glancing at Emlyn, the Princess acknowledged the Arch Priestess’ words with a nod before pivoting gracefully and walking from the room.
The most Emlyn could do once the door shut behind Tomisa was to attempt to pull in a breath through a throat constricted with grief without betraying her shattered soul to these two strangers. The rock that had settled across her chest when she’d first entered the room grew into a crushing weight, one that kept her from pulling in the chest-expanding air she’d need to survive the next few candlemarks alone.
The Arch Priestess watched her a moment and then stepped behind her and put a gentle hand on her chest and the other on her back. “Breathe in, Emlyn. Breathe in.”
Emlyn concentrated on the hands resting on her body and forced herself to expand her lungs enough to push against them.
“Good. Now let the air out slowly. Slowly. There, very good. Now, again. Breathe in.”
They repeated the process several times. Emlyn listened to Sábria’s calming voice, and eventually, the heavy weight lifted enough for her to breathe normally again.
Sábria patted her on the back and removed her hands. “Better.”
The only way Emlyn could answer without breaking down was by again pushing her tongue against the roof of her mouth and nodding.
The Priestess returned to the front of her desk and leaned against it. That seemed to be where she preferred to stand during an interview. She turned her head in the general direction of the Commander, and the woman left the room. That was the second time, Emlyn noted, that the two had communicated without using words, and she guessed they’d worked together many, many turns to develop that type of understanding.
Emlyn hoped the Priestess didn’t intend to prolong her “welcoming” speech. All she wanted to do now was find a bed, crawl under the covers, and cry like the pitiful, mewling infant her inner self had become the instant the door had clicked shut behind the only person she’d ever truly loved.





Two
  
S ábria crossed her arms and studied the young warrior who was barely holding her emotions in check. She’d visited Kibrun once many turns earlier and had come away disgusted with the traditions of the Kibrunian Temple of the Gods. Granted, Sábria’s order and theirs worshipped entirely different deities, and while she’d expected there to be differences, she’d been appalled by the abject cruelty she’d witnessed there.
It was no wonder this woman panicked every time she committed an offense against Kibrunian rules and regulations during their interview. Between losing her beloved and being thrown into a completely new social, religious, and military environment, Emlyn’s emotions had to be roiling nearly out of control. “We need to discuss some of the differences between your experiences in Kibrun and what you’ll find here.”
The barely hidden look of resignation on Emlyn’s face told her exactly what she thought about that. Emlyn was at the end of her rope and had been hoping for a quick welcome and release. Sábria mentally shrugged since she needed to go over some concepts to make sure Emlyn had time to change her mind before Tomisa left port. “First. I know the discipline within your military is harsh. Well, let’s call it what it is. It’s brutal and, at times, barbaric. Here, within the Temple Guardians, we’re also hands-on when it comes to discipline. The difference is we never break bones, cut off body parts, or leave lasting scars on a warrior’s body.” She waited a beat. “Or on their soul.”
Emlyn nodded her understanding, so Sábria continued, “There will undoubtedly be times when you’ll be whipped with one of these….” She picked up a leather crop from her desk. It was about the same size as her finger and nearly as long as her forearm. “But unlike what is administered to warriors in Kibrun, you’ll never be disciplined to the point of breaking skin or whipping so hard you bleed. If you’re expecting punishment similar to what I witnessed in the Temple of the Gods in Kibrun, you can rest easy.”
When Emlyn’s shoulders relaxed, Sábria knew her concerns had been spot on. It must be terrifying not knowing the rules of the game in this Temple and expecting to be beaten or disfigured or even killed for committing an infraction.
Emlyn shifted to ease the ache in her tight shoulders, “May I ask a question, Arch Priestess?”
“Of course.”
“What are the infractions that will earn a beating?”
“Good question. The severity of the punishment is dependent upon the infraction. Disobeying an order will get you a few stripes. Willful disobedience during a critical incident will end in ten or more stripes at the discretion of the person administering the punishment. If a warrior in training does something without thinking while they’re on patrol in the city, they might receive a slap across the back of their head to get the trainee’s undivided attention.” She smiled at Emlyn’s rolled eyes and emphatic nod. Apparently, she’d had to administer that punishment several times herself. “I’m sure you’ll fill in the blanks as you learn our ways.”
Sábria waited to see whether Emlyn had any more questions. When none came, she continued, “The Second facet of service you need to understand and acknowledge is that joining the Daughters of Elyon is a lifetime commitment. Are you aware of that?”
“Yes, Arch Priestess.”
“Are you willing to commit to that now? Because there are aspects to our order that may never leave this Temple. If your intention is to stay just long enough for Tomisa to sail away, freeing you to leave our service without her knowing, I suggest you leave now and not make a commitment because the punishment for leaving after knowing what our life entails behind the Temple walls is quite severe.”
Emlyn had been staring at the painting behind Sábria, and when her gaze flicked down and held hers for a moment, Sábria tried to gauge the thought process behind those brooding brown eyes. When the woman immediately turned her attention back to the painting, Sábria decided it was time for a correction. “In the Empire, a subordinate looks their superiors in the eyes. They don’t stare at a point above their heads.” The fierce blush rising into Emlyn’s face surprised her. Sábria hadn’t realized how deeply ingrained averting one’s eyes was to the Kibrunian military and religious orders. “That disturbs you?”
“I’ll do as you ask, Arch Priestess.
Sábria crossed her arms. “Emlyn. As I mentioned earlier, when I ask you a question, I expect a direct, honest answer. Not prevarication.”
Emlyn swallowed. “Prev…I’m sorry, I don’t know that word.”
“Prevarication. It can mean an out-and-out lie, or it can have more subtle meanings dependent upon the context. For example, evading the truth with a response that doesn’t quite answer the question. So, I’ll ask you again. Looking me in the eye bothers you. Why?”
Emlyn nervously crossed her arms but quickly dropped them back to her sides when she realized what she’d done. A blush suffused her cheeks, and she balled her hands into fists before murmuring, “Forgive me.”
“Emlyn, look at me, please.”
When she did, Sábria allowed her to see the affection she felt for this very lost young warrior. “You’re nervous and probably a bit afraid. I understand that and would never punish you for accidentally crossing your arms during an interview.” Sábria chuckled, “Now, would you please answer my question, so I don’t have to ask a third time?”
“Well…My Lady…” Emlyn let out a tight breath, “…the eyes are the gateway to our soul. They reveal our innermost thoughts. We’re taught in the military not to look our Commanders in the eyes because it would be wrong for us to see into their souls.”
And, thought Sábria, it would be frightening in an environment such as is found in the Kibrunian military to have a Commander see into your soul. You poor child. She thought she might accomplish more with this woman if they were both more comfortable. There were two overstuffed wing chairs at the other end of the room, so she indicated them by holding out her upturned palm. “Come over here.”
Emlyn followed her to the chairs, but when the older woman indicated she should sit, another look of panic flitted across her features. “My Lady. I…no.” She backed away from the chairs, shocked that an Arch Priestess would even suggest such a thing.
Sábria rubbed her eyes with her fingertips and decided to prop herself on the arm of one of the chairs instead of insisting Emlyn sit. It was time to get into who she was and what her role would be in Emlyn’s life. “After hearing the few things I’ve told you, do you willingly commit to a lifetime of service with the Daughters of Elyon?”
“Yes, Arch Priestess. When I was on the ship, I admit I considered doing exactly what you described. But that would be a betrayal of both Tomisa and her father, the King. Also, I’ve never gone back on an oath or a promise, and I don’t intend to begin my new life by doing so now. I swear to you, on my honor, I will remain within your service for the remainder of my life.”
If her words hadn’t convinced Sábria, the fact that Emlyn met and held her gaze while she spoke them told her that the woman meant every word. “Then, let me tell you about me and my role here in the Temple. Being the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon isn’t simply a ceremonial role, as is the role of Arch Priestess in the Temple of Kibrun. Here, the person who will one day become Arch Priestess is chosen and marked by the Goddess at an early age.”
She held out her hand, which had a light blue skin discoloration resembling a ring around her right index finger.
Emlyn stared at the mark, trying to decide whether it was a tattoo or a blemish on the skin. “Pardon, My Lady, but when you say marked by the Goddess, do you mean the previous Arch Priestess chose you and tattooed your skin?”
Sábria moved closer and continued to hold out her hand. “No, Emlyn. This is part of me. I wasn’t born with it, but neither was it applied artificially to my skin. It appeared on my twenty-second nameday.”
Hearing that, Emlyn felt as though her heart would beat a hole in her chest. She dropped to her knees and then onto her face. This woman was marked by the Goddess herself. What right did she have to stand in her presence?”
While the woman’s face was plastered to the tile floor, Sábria rubbed her eyes with all ten fingers. She stifled the sigh that always emerged whenever she received this reaction to the ring. She moved back and once again hiked one leg up onto the arm of her chair and crossed her arms. “Emlyn, at times, we prostrate ourselves before the Goddess. You will never prostrate yourself before me.”
When Emlyn remained on the ground, Sábria spoke with more pique than she intended. “Get…up.”
The young warrior immediately obeyed.
“I am not holy. I’m simply a warrior who was chosen by the Goddess to do her work. So, if you continue to look like you’re going to pass out because you’re in my presence, I’ll have to wrestle with you so I can knock some sense into that prim and proper Kibrunian brain of yours.”
Her smile had a touch of wicked humor in it, and Emlyn answered the gesture with the first tiny smile she’d given that day. “Yes, My Lady.”
“Good. Now, the point I was trying to make is this. As soon as the mark appeared, I was put into a strict and stringent training regimen that has continued for the last twenty-seven turns and will continue until I pass into the arms of the Goddess. My role is to see to the emotional, spiritual, and physical needs of my warriors, and my training encompasses all three of those aspects of a person’s life.”
Sábria waited a moment to allow Emlyn the time she needed to understand what she was saying. “I’m trained to read people better than you can imagine. I think the Goddess enhances the abilities of her chosen because, at times, my perception startles even me.” She needed Emlyn to relax and decided humor might be the way to do just that. For the second time, a hint of amusement shone from Emlyn’s eyes, and Sábria knew she’d chosen the correct way in.
“Any woman, from the lowest trainee to the Commander herself, may come to me for counseling. For the most part, people look to other warriors or to their Guardian Prime, Subcommander, or Commander for emotional support. But if the need is great enough, they look to me. My training, and therefore my knowledge and understanding of the human psyche, is vast. Often, I’ll simply sit and hold a warrior, and at times, I’ll bring them into my bed to provide comfort throughout the night.”
Emlyn gasped and took an involuntary step back.
Sábria chuckled at the anticipated response. “At this point, I need to explain some aspects of our lives here that will probably make you uncomfortable. It’s also one of the practices that you are forbidden to discuss with anyone outside the Temple.” She caught and held Emlyn’s gaze, “And that includes Tomisa. There’s still time to back out of your commitment, Emlyn, but if I continue, there’s no backing out. Do you want me to continue?”
Emlyn straightened to attention. “I have already given you my word, My Lady. I will never back away from that.”
Sábria moved from the arm of the chair to the seat. “I need to sit comfortably, and I’d like you to do the same.” She indicated the other wingback chair with an open palm. “Please, sit down.”
When Emlyn continued to stand at rigid attention, Sábria hardened her voice just a bit. “When I give an order, Emlyn, I expect it to be obeyed.”
Sitting in the presence of the Arch Priestess was the equivalent of sitting in the presence of Kibrun’s King Melnor. Something he’d never permit. But she was in the Cibían Empire now and would have to adapt to their strange ways. “Yes, My Lady.” She reluctantly lowered herself onto the chair, staying on the edge so as not to look too relaxed or comfortable.
Chuckling, Sábria pointed at her stiff posture. “I’d order you to relax, but….” She shrugged and was rewarded with a half-smile that Emlyn tried to hide by dipping her chin. “So, back to my training and my place in your life. I have extensive training in and am a practitioner of the Kiprian Arts. Are you familiar with the term?”
“No, My Lady.”
“Those who practice the Kiprian Arts believe sensual pleasure is not something that should be hidden away. We believe the Goddess gave us the ability to heal, soothe and comfort through the stimulation of the sensual areas of our body.”
Through turns of giving this lecture to new warriors, Sábria had learned that it was better to get the whole concept out in the open and then ask for questions afterward. “I mentioned earlier that in my role as Priestess, I care for your emotional, spiritual, and physical needs. One of the tools I might use to comfort a warrior who is grieving over a death and hasn’t slept in days is sexual stimulation because often, the body is able to relax after reaching a state of heightened arousal.”
She watched Emlyn carefully but didn’t see any warning signs of revulsion or fear. Good. “Everyone is free to comfort a fellow Blade in whatever way they see fit, including sexual pleasure. But at times, a warrior will come to me for comfort, or I’ll go to a warrior if I see a problem developing.” She cocked her head to the side. “Any questions so far?”
“Just two, My Lady. Do I have to allow the…sexual act? And if you believe the act shouldn’t be hidden behind closed doors, why is it a secret that can’t be shared outside the Temple?”
“Excellent questions. Very good.”
Two red crescents formed on Emlyn’s cheeks at the praise.
“To answer the first, I presume you’re aware that the mission of the Blades is to either protect the empire’s women from violence or to avenge the violence or their death should we become aware of the problem too late to make a difference.” At Emlyn’s nod, she continued, “Then I presume you already know the answer to your first question. We always ask for the warrior’s consent. Well, let me amend that. We ask for consent to gift the person with sensual pleasure. We don’t ask for consent to administer physical punishment, which will never have anything remotely to do with sex.”
Sábria rose and poured two glasses of juice from a decanter on a side table.
Emlyn immediately rose as well. “I can get that for you, Arch Priestess.”
Handing one glass to Emlyn, Sábria took the other and returned to her seat. When Emlyn sat as well, Sábria settled back into her chair and sipped the juice. “As to your second question, the majority of the populace has the mentality of twelve-turn adolescents. Can you imagine the ribald comments that would come if people were aware of that aspect of our lives here? In order to maintain the respect necessary to perform our duties, we must remain silent about certain things. Our open, relaxed stance on sexuality being one of them.”
Emlyn took a sip of the juice and was surprised by the tangy sensations running across her tongue. She’d never tasted it before, but she definitely liked it. She glanced up at Sábria as she formed her next question. “Are there couples here, inside the Temple?”
“Yes, but not with men. Women form bonds with other women, but that doesn’t preclude either person from ministering to a fellow warrior should the need arise. Often, a couple will invite a third woman into their bed if that person is lonely or suffering in some way. For example, hypothetically speaking, when Tomisa married, there would have been no reason for you to leave Dreyutha because there isn’t the taboo against sensually comforting a third person outside of the marriage bond.”
Sábria could tell that Emlyn was a bit overwhelmed, and when the bell for the midday meal sounded, she rose and took the empty glass from her hands. “There’s much more to learn, and so much more I will offer you as your Arch Priestess. But for now, Commander Shirin is waiting for you in the outer reception area. She’ll get you to the proper people who will help you settle into life here at the Temple.” Setting the glasses on the side table, Sábria turned and held her arms at her sides. “Normally, at this point, I’d offer you a hug, but I sense that would make you uncomfortable, yes?”
“Yes, My Lady.”
“Then,” she placed a hand on Emlyn’s back and directed her to the door, “I’ll be seeing you soon to continue with your orientation. Welcome to our family, Guardian Emlyn, and well met.”





Three
  
B eing summoned to the Temple’s back gate near the deadnight bell wasn’t something that happened to Sábria anymore. When she was younger, it happened on a regular basis. People brought battered and misused women to the gate every few days, and it was the duty of the younger warriors guarding the gates, which she’d been at one time, to bring them inside and assess their needs. But for one of those guards to request the presence of the Arch Priestess was not only unusual, it was unheard of.
She’d thrown on her black tunic, pulled her knee-high boots over her trews, and strapped on her sword before hurrying from her room. Even though the slap of her boots against the wooden floor echoed off the plaster walls, Sábria was too preoccupied with the summons to hear them. The young warrior who’d brought the request knew nothing other than the Commander, who’d been summoned first, had sent her to wake the Arch Priestess and bring her to the gate immediately.
The cadence of her steps increased as she hurried down the stairs, but she made an effort to slow her descent into the unhurried, confident stride her people were used to seeing. The warrior at the front of the Sanctum pulled one of the heavy doors open for her and saluted as she moved past. Both the Sanctum and the Citadel had walled gardens, and as she strode beneath the arched gateway leading to the Temple’s inner courtyard, instead of continuing straight ahead, as she normally would if she were to leave the Temple through the front gate, she turned left and followed the curve of the wall until she arrived at the rear exit of the inner bailey.
The door of the vine-covered archway was left open during peaceful times, and she strode through it and was immediately met by Shirin, who spoke while they walked through the outer bailey to the back gate. “You know that peace contingent that rode in from Dreyutha the other day?”
“Yes.”
“There’s a sergeant carrying one of their warriors over his shoulder. He asked to speak to you.”
Trying to remember how the Dreyuthan military was structured, Sábria put a hand on Shirin’s arm before she opened the gate. “Sergeant is the equivalent of our Guardian Prime, correct?”
“That’s right.” When Sábria didn’t have any more questions, Shirin slid the latch mechanism back until it clicked against the metal backstop, pulled the heavy wooden gate open, and stood back, allowing Sábria to precede her.
Curious as to why a low-ranking individual from Dreyutha’s army would need to see her in the middle of the night, Sábria stepped through the door. Her first impression of the man waiting for her was that he probably had some Dak blood running through his veins. The top of his head came no higher than her collarbones, but his chest and arms were twice the size of hers, and his legs were the size of small tree trunks.
When she appeared, his bright, blue eyes lit up beneath a pair of hoary eyebrows. “Ye be th’ High Priest lady o’ this Temple?”
“Yes.”
“An’ this be th’ Temple of that there Elyon lady? Th’ one wit’ th’ army full of pidges?” He shifted the still body lying over his shoulder to a more comfortable position and waited for her reply.
Her affirmative was drawn out with exaggerated patience this time. “Yes.” She decided she’d learn what he had to tell her faster if she didn’t correct the man every time he misspoke.
He grunted and tossed the body at her feet. “I be Granther Dingus, a sergeant in King Prather’s armies.” He indicated the woman he’d just deposited on the ground with the toe of his boot. “This be a Dreyuthan warrior. Ailith’s her name. That skud of a Commander we got beat ‘er near t’ death. I tol’ 'em she were dead and brung ‘er to ya. She’s a gran’ warrior, one o’ th’ best, but if she stays wit’ us, she’ll be dead sooner than later.” He glanced down at the woman. “If’n ya sees what I mean.”
Sábria turned to the healer who’d just stepped through the gate. “Check her, please.” The healer, Kara, had obviously been woken from a sound sleep because her hair was standing at odd angles, and she still had sleep lines etched into the side of her dark face.
The man took a step back and pointed to the prone woman. “Tell ‘er old Dingus said it’s fer th’ best.” With that, the man turned and started down the short incline to the city.
“Wait! You can’t just leave her here without….”
Dingus raised a hand in farewell and kept walking.
Sábria sighed and squatted next to Kara. “Well?”
“Unconscious, but you already knew that. I can’t find any broken bones, but someone stomped the heck out of her. She looks about eighteen, nineteen.” Kara stood and motioned to the gate guard, “With your permission, My Lady, I’ll have Dina help me carry her to the infirmary.”
Sábria sighed. There was little else she could say other than, “Fine.”
Kara brought out the stretcher that was always kept inside the gate, and Dina helped lift the woman’s body onto it.
When everyone had retreated inside, Shirin locked the gate and motioned to a woman crossing the outer bailey. “Take the watch here until Dina returns.”
The warrior altered course, stopped a moment to bring her fist to her chest, and then took a position next to the gate.
Shirin hurried to catch up to Sábria, who hadn’t waited for her. “Are you going to allow her to petition entry? We just accepted Emlyn, whose emotional upheaval is going to be difficult to manage. Do we really need another new recruit on top of the three we accepted four days ago and the others already in training?”
“I don’t know. I’ll speak to her tomorrow if she’s regained consciousness by then and get a feel for what type of warrior she is. Sergeant Dingus didn’t give us much to go on.” She glanced at her second as they walked into the inner bailey. “It’s not like you to call me out for something like this.”
Shirin recognized the irritation in Sábria’s voice. Normally, it took a lot to get on the Arch Priestess’ nerves, but apparently, dealing with Emlyn and the Crown Princess earlier had grated on her. “I’m sorry. I thought this might turn into an inter-kingdom incident, and since she’s part of the contingent that came with the peace delegation to visit the Emperor, I knew you’d want to be in on any decisions about letting her into the Temple.”
Pulling in a deep breath, Sábria acknowledged the words with a slight nod. “And you were exactly right. If the Commander who beat her so badly discovers that she not only didn’t die but also finds out we allowed her into the Temple and brought her to the healers, he may end up on our doorstep demanding we return her. I have no idea what I’ll do at that point, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
“I’ll go make sure she settles in.” Shirin paused and put a hand on Sábria’s shoulder. “Does the Arch Priestess, who usually helps other people get to sleep, need some help relaxing tonight?”
With her shoulders tense and aching, Sábria realized a thorough massage would do her a world of good. “Yes, please. If you come after you tuck that warrior in for the night, I would love some lavender oil and a good massage.”
Shirin squeezed the shoulder and nodded. “I’ll grab the oil from Kara and be right up.” She held the door open and, once Sábria was inside, headed for the healer’s wing to make sure their newest petitioner had settled in for the night.
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S ábria couldn’t help smiling the following morning as she remembered Shirin’s pleasurable ministrations the night before. She must have fallen asleep in the middle of them because she awoke this morning more relaxed than she’d been in quite a while. The cook had prepared a hearty breakfast of eggs, sausage, and bread rolls, and with a full belly and a light heart, she walked into the healer’s wing to check on the woman from the evening before. She found Shirin standing off to the side talking to Kara, and when the two women noticed her, Kara waved, and the two walked over to where she waited.
Kara breathed deeply and fluttered her hand in front of her face as though wafting a scent toward her nose. “Ah, I love how lavender mixes with your natural scent. I’m glad Shirin offered to help you relax. Otherwise, I was going to bring the oils to your room myself and order you to disrobe and lay on your belly whether you thought you needed it or not.”
Amused at her healer’s good-natured banter, Sábria raised her brows and tapped the woman on the tip of her nose. “I’m the one who gives you the orders around here, my dear, not the other way around. Now, how’s the Dreyuthan warrior?”
Shirin grinned, “Awake and laughing about Sergeant Dingus. Although I can tell it hurts to laugh. The woman’s ribs are bruised but probably not cracked, so that explains the pain.”
“Anything else broken?”
Kara shook her head. “Not as far as I can tell. She’s a tough one. I had to threaten to tie her to the bed before she stopped trying to get up. She’s resting over there by the herbal cabinet if you want to speak with her.”
“Thanks.” Sábria and Shirin wound their way through the rows of mostly empty cots and came to stand on either side of Ailith’s bed.
Ailith was resting on her side and rolled onto her back and then sat up when she realized the two women were coming to speak with her. “Commander Shirin.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood.
Sábria crossed her arms. “I thought you were told to stay down.”
Ailith glanced over her shoulder at Sábria and then back at Shirin. Since she didn’t know who the second woman was, she decided it was safer to face the rank she knew rather than the one she didn’t. She swiped her short bangs up into her even shorter black hair and winced when pain shot through her arm and ribs.
“The Arch Priestess is talking to you.” Shirin didn’t expect Ailith to know who Sábria was and therefore didn’t take offense at the fact that she hadn’t immediately responded to Sábria’s statement. She mentally nodded her approval when Ailith immediately turned to face Sábria and pounded her fist to her chest. Approved, that is, until Ailith opened her mouth to speak.
“Shite, ow, that hurt.” Ailith bent over and then pulled herself erect again. “I mean, sorry, I forgot I got this really bad bruise on me girl here.” She grabbed her breast and bounced it a few times before dropping her hand back down to her side when she remembered that might be an inappropriate gesture in front of an Arch Priestess. “Yeah. Sorry again, Yer Grace.” She realized Sábria was staring at her and decided the best course of action would be to shut up and wait, which she did.
Sábria’s tone was cold when she addressed the young warrior. “You will address me as My Lady or Arch Priestess. Not Your Grace.”
“Yes, Milady.”
“Now, were you told to remain on the bed?”
“Yes, Milady, but not in front of th’ Commander, or you for that matter. I mean, ya outrank th’ Commander, I think, right? And it’s not right to stay lyin’ down when rankers come sidling up to the’ side of yer bed, now, is it?”
Sábria ground her teeth. “It’s not up to you to decide when to obey an order and when to disregard one. If you think it’s inappropriate to follow a previously given order, you bring up the previous order and ask whether you should follow the new one or the older one.”
Ailith blinked at the Arch Priestess and remained silent.
Sábria pointed to the bed. “Down.”
“I’m fine, Milady.”
That bit of disrespect earned her a hard cuff from Shirin, who followed it up by moving in close and growling, “Did the Arch Priestess ask you if you were fine?”
“No, Commander.”
“Then get in that bed, or I’ll put you there myself, and I guarantee you won’t enjoy it.” Shirin rested her hands on her hips.
The young warrior turned, careful not to brush against the Commander, who was standing a hand’s width behind her, and lowered herself onto the bed.
Sábria felt the previous night’s tension building between her shoulder blades again. “Did your sergeant feel you’d be better off here than with your own regiment because you have a difficult time following orders?”
“No, Milady.”
“Why would he bring you here, then?”
“Because I have a hard time with assholes.”
Both Shirin and Sábria stared at the young woman. Neither was used to hearing their warriors speaking to or about a superior that way, and they were too nonplussed to immediately respond.
Uncomfortable with their silence, Ailith decided to elaborate. “Well, see, th’ man King Prather put in charge of our garrison for this peace mission is an asshole, and last night he were beatin’ up a young lad because th’ lad didn’t run fast enough with his dinner. I’d been in trouble with th’ asshole before because, well, he’s an asshole, and it don’t sit right lettin’ him beat th’ shite out of people for no reason, so whenever that would happen, I’d step in and get him mad at me so he’d stop beatin’ on th’ other warriors. Which is what I did last night with th’ young lad, and I guess th’ sergeant felt I probably wouldn’t live much longer if I stayed with th’ garrison as long as th’ asshole was in charge.” She dipped her head, “Yer Grace.” Then she remembered her previous instructions and amended that to, “Milady…uh…Arch Priestess.”
The two women were spared having to respond by a warrior coming through the infirmary door and hurrying over. She came to attention and brought her fist to her chest.
“What is it?”
“My Lady. A report from the watch tower that approximately forty soldiers and four mounted officers are headed this way.”
When Ailith swung her feet over the side of the bed, Sábria jabbed a finger in her face. “Stay.”
Ailith glared up at her but remained on the bed.
Sábria hurried from the room with Shirin and the Blade following on her heels.
It didn’t take long for Sábria to get to her room, slip out of her everyday tunic, and don the ornately decorated overtunic of her office. She buckled her sword belt over the tunic and slid her two throwing knives into their sheathes at the small of her back.
By the time she reached the front gates, Shirin and a hastily assembled force of twenty Blades waited in close formation. Sábria nodded at the Commander, who in turn signaled for the gate guards to pull open the two massive wooden doors that protected the Temple entrance from unwanted visitors.
Sábria moved a few paces beyond the entrance, folded her hands in front of her waist, and waited for the riders to approach. Her guards fanned out to either side, and the Commander took up a position slightly behind and to her right.
A wide and deep cobblestone expanse fronted the Temple, separating it from the rest of the city. Green trees with wide canopies dotted the landscape, and midway between the Temple and the row of buildings facing it, a statue of the Goddess Elyon welcoming battered women stood with her arms open wide.
The man in the lead, obviously noble judging by the cut and quality of his green overcoat and soft leather trews, pulled his mount to a halt and sneered down at her.
Another man, solidly built with a square jaw and a long, shallow scar that started at his forehead, ran over the top of one eye and continued down to his chin, pulled his bay gelding to a stop slightly behind the nobleman. A third rider waited behind him, and the fourth stayed with the rest of the troops, who fanned out to form straight lines, four rows deep, facing the Blade contingent.
The nobleman might have been a handsome man if it weren’t for his pinched lips and squinty, narrowed eyes. Sábria wondered if he had problems seeing or if his condescension toward those around him altered his face to such an unpleasant extent.
They remained staring at one another long enough that the man’s horse began to dance in place. A vicious strike with his whip across the poor beast’s withers brought it to a wild-eyed standstill.
Still, Sábria waited.
Finally, the man snarled, “You have my warrior. I want her back.”
Lifting a shoulder with practiced nonchalance, Sábria shook her head. “Perhaps you’re not familiar with the tenets of the Daughters of Elyon. When a woman presents herself at our doors with grievous bodily injury, it is our duty to provide her protection under the laws of the Empire.”
“The Gods shit on you and your tenets. The bitch arrived with me, and she, or at least what’s left of her when I get through educating her, will leave with me.”
Sábria nearly lost her composure when Ailith walked up beside her and calmly said, “If ya haven’t figured it out yet, that’s th’ asshole I was tellin’ ya about.”
Spittle flew from the man’s mouth as he shouted and pointed at Ailith. “Sgt. Ahern. Take that bitch into custody!” He didn’t notice the scarred man behind him silently wave the sergeant off.
Sábria grabbed Ailith by the collar and swung her into Shirin. Her teeth were bared when she brought her face to within inches of the young warrior’s ear and growled, “Stay…here.”
Shirin grabbed Ailith’s arm in a vicelike grip, and Ailith yelped when she jerked her close.
The Arch Priestess turned back to the man, stepped forward, and placed her hand on the hilt of her sword. “I don’t think you quite understood what I said, My Lord. She stays here under my protection.”
The man leapt from his horse and pulled his sword. “Are you challenging me?”
“Not at all. If you wish to fight me for the right to take Ailith, that’s your prerogative. Otherwise, take the rest of your people and go.” She calmly drew her sword from her scabbard and stood holding it down by her side.
The nobleman’s eyes moved from Sábria’s stoic face to the sword she held and then back to her face again. “I’m warning you now, woman. If you’re challenging me, then be prepared to die.”
The man with the scar was still mounted, and nearly everyone on the Blades’ side caught his eye roll and slight shake of the head.
Sábria sighed as though she were dealing with a particularly dense child. “As I clearly said a few moments ago, I’m not challenging you to a duel, My Lord. I’m simply telling you Ailith will remain with me when you quit the Temple and return to your camp.”
His gaze flicked to Ailith, whose mocking grin held an equal measure of mischief and hatred. She tried to pull out of the Commander’s grasp, and when that didn’t work, she spoke directly to Sábria. “Milady. Please. This is my battle, not yers. Let me fight him in a fair fight.”
The man’s sneer grew more pronounced. “A peasant duel a noble? Don’t insult me with your stupidity.”
Ailith opened her mouth to respond but instead gasped aloud when the Commander’s grip tightened to a seemingly impossible extent. Later, Ailith would swear the woman’s fingers actually grated against bone. The thought flitted through her mind that those fingers were definitely going to leave distinctive bruises when all was said and done.
All was quiet for a moment, and if she hadn’t been watching for it, Ailith would have missed the moment when the nobleman imperceptibly readjusted his grip on his sword hilt.
Sábria noticed the movement as well and was ready with her block when he viciously slashed toward her throat without any verbal warning whatsoever. It was a coward’s move to attack an opponent in a duel without both parties saluting one another and setting themselves before the fight. Since he’d begun with such a disgusting lack of chivalry, she was no longer bound by the strict protocol of an honorable contest between nobles.
She parried his blow easily and followed up with a swift kick to his codpiece. Because the piece was metal, something she’d anticipated, she used the top of her foot to kick upwards to avoid injuring her toes by landing a direct blow with the tip of her boot. The gesture, the meaning of which wasn’t lost on any of the onlookers, eloquently showed her disdain for the man and his ill-bred manners.
His grunt of pain told her she’d done enough damage to get his attention. She followed with a quick tap to the tip of his sword, testing his reaction time and follow-through. He wildly deflected her sword, obviously expecting her to come in with a full-on swing as he would have done.
His reaction was interesting enough that Sábria slashed a second time with a harder blow. He again blocked wildly, leaving himself open to a thrust.
She refused to take advantage of the opening, though, because she had a difficult time believing a man in his position, with, she assumed, turns of training in swordsmanship, would overreact to her move as blatantly as this one had done. She took her time, keeping her distance and feeling out his fighting style, thinking he might be setting her up for a trap by opening himself up the way he had.
Moving to the left, she watched the lazy way he pivoted on his right foot instead of stepping lightly as any seasoned fighter would have done. His style might have been fine for the battlefield, where powerful men and women swung at opponents with double-handed haymakers, but not here, not now.
For no reason that she could fathom, he suddenly grabbed his hilt with two hands and moved in on her, thrashing right, left, and right again, backing her up with each blow until he thought he had her on the run. To any seasoned fighter, the sound of sword meeting sword was slightly off as she cushioned each blow rather than meeting it solidly, as many fighters would have done.
He mistakenly took that as weakness on her part—an inability to meet his strength with a matching strength of her own. Sensing triumph within his grasp, he returned to a one-handed grip as he growled and redoubled his effort.
She continued to move to her left, giving her the offensive advantage in a fight with two right-handed warriors. It also gave her a defensive edge over his more powerful backhanded swings. Her bafflement was evident as she studied this man who was no warrior and who seemed to have no clue as to what she was doing or why.
His movements were clumsy. She would have said lazy if it weren’t for the tremendous amount of energy he expended with his ham-fisted fighting style. Her bafflement turned to disgust as, with each successive blow, his thin lips lifted in a nasty grin, exposing bleeding gums and rotting teeth, sure signs of Rukilla dust addiction.
That didn’t change the fact that his clumsy fighting style was extremely dangerous because it was so out of control and unpredictable. She’d been in enough fights to know there was no guarantee a lucky blow wouldn’t kill her outright. Arrogance and overconfidence had killed too many warriors in her time, and with that thought in mind, she decided she needed to end this charade.
She planted her feet and blocked his blows, watching his confusion when she no longer moved in what he’d obviously thought of as a fearful retreat.
Slashing across his midsection, she pulled the blow at the last second. Just as she’d anticipated, he blocked the attack with the same exaggerated movement that opened him up to a well-placed thrust. She’d pulled the blow to align the tip of her sword with his chest, and when his sword arm swung up wildly, she closed in and thrust her sword through his heart.
With wide eyes and mouth gaping in shock, he fell forward onto his knees.
When she jerked the sword from his chest, his body slowly toppled forward. She took two steps back to avoid him falling onto her legs.
Both sides watched in silence, and a few warriors groaned when his face bounced off the cobblestone entry fronting the Temple.
Looking up at the scarred man, whom she assumed had just become the de facto leader of the Dreyuthan delegation, Sábria waited to see what his reaction would be. Had she just precipitated a war between the two nations? Would this peace delegation end in failure because she’d claimed her right as Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon to protect a battered woman?
To her surprise and relief, the dangerous, obviously battle-hardened warrior dipped his chin and congratulated her with a deep, baritone voice. “Well fought, My Lady.”
“Thank you, My Lord—?” She paused, hoping he would introduce himself, unlike the idiot she’d just killed.
The second horseman, an aristocratic-looking gentleman whose well-worn sword hilt suggested he, too, had fought in many battles, edged his mount forward and eloquently gave the introduction. “My Lady, may I introduce His Grace, the Duke of Ravenkind?”
She blinked stupidly, wondering why a duke would serve beneath the man lying at her feet. “But….” Her fingers flicked toward the prone body, followed by a quick, bewildered glance down at the man she’d just killed.
The second man bowed slightly to her and, with his palm covering his heart, supplied the answer she was searching for. “I apologize for the belated introduction. That was His Royal Highness, Prince Ewell, our Queen’s younger brother.”
Sábria stiffened and turned livid eyes on Ailith.
Ailith grimaced and nervously pulled on her ear. “I told ya I should probably be th’ one to fight him, Milady.”
The Duke chuckled and dismounted. Handing his reins to his second, he pulled off his glove and offered his hand to the Arch Priestess. “Have no fear, My Lady. If I know Queen Sophia, which I do very well, indeed, you can expect to receive a bouquet of flowers as thanks for honorably answering Prince Ewell’s challenge of your authority. On behalf of our Kingdom…” he put his hand over his heart and bowed slightly, “…may I offer my apologies for his boorish behavior.”
“While there’s no need for an apology since he’s the one lying face down on the cobblestones, Your Grace, I thank you for your reassurance.”
“Please, I’d be honored if you’d call me Levan.”
“Sábria.”
Levan turned to Ailith. His voice almost sounded jovial when he asked, “And now, for you, young warrior. Do you wish to stay or return with us?”
Shirin released her hold, and Ailith bowed low. She glanced at Sábria and then out at the assembled Dreyuthan warriors. Returning her gaze to the Arch Priestess, she quietly said, “I’d like to stay if I could.”
Not sure she wanted such a troublemaker in her order, Sábria stepped closer and stared into Ailith’s eyes. “You understand we’re an all-woman order and that if I allow you to join, it is a lifetime commitment?”
“Aye, Milady.”
“And do you understand you’ll never have relations with a man again?”
The look Ailith turned on the Priestess would have been comical under different circumstances. “There’s no again, Milady. Every one of these soldiers knows that if they tried to put their prick between me legs, I’d cut it off and shove it down their throats.”
There was a lively chorus of, “Aye, that she would,” and lots of hooting and laughter at her words.
One man from the center of the ranks yelled, “Come over here, and I’ll show you what you’ll be missing, you skut-brained wench.”
Ailith growled and pushed past Sábria, knocking her aside in her haste and throwing herself into the ranks of the Dreyuthan soldiers. She ignored the Arch Priestess’ shouted orders to stop and return immediately. The male voice taunting her was more than merely familiar. It belonged to the nob she’d pulled off countless young women as he’d held them down and raped them.
The nob registered the rage on Ailith’s face and turned to run, but the men and women behind him closed ranks, pinning him in.
Ailith tackled him, driving him to the ground and pummeling him until someone grabbed her by the collar and dragged her off. She caught a glimpse of the barely contained fury in Sábria’s eyes before the Priestess shoved her into the Commander’s arms. “Get her to my office, and you personally keep her there until I arrive.”
Shirin nodded and dragged Ailith out of the circle of soldiers.
Knowing she probably shouldn’t, Ailith pulled to a stop and spoke to the Duke. “Yer Grace. With th’ Prince dead, if ya need to promote a Subcommander to even things out again, then think on Sergeant Dingus. Ya won’t regret it.”
Not waiting for a response from the Duke, Shirin jerked her away and marched her through the open gate. They crossed the outer bailey, ducked through the archway into the inner bailey, and continued across it until they came to the Citadel doors. As they started for the stairs, Shirin growled under her breath so anyone walking or standing nearby wouldn’t overhear. “Arch Priestess Sábria is livid with you, and you need to know what will happen unless you turn around right now and rejoin your fellow Dreyuthan warriors. First, you haven’t yet been accepted into the order, so it’s not too late to change your mind. Second, if you still wish to petition for entry after I tell you what’s going to happen, then you’ll wait in the Arch Priestess’ office until she arrives.”
The Commander pulled Ailith to a halt at the top of the stairs. “There’s no doubt in my mind if you choose to wait, she’ll do as she’d do with any of her people who blatantly and openly disobeyed her the way you did. She’ll whip welts into your back and legs, and then maybe,” she tightened her grip on Ailith’s arm and shook it to make sure she had her full attention, “maybe she’ll listen to your petition to join the Temple.”
Shirin opened the door to the Arch Priestess’ office and dragged Ailith inside. Pulling the young warrior around until they faced each other, she spoke through gritted teeth. “When that happens, if you struggle or fight with her, I will take over and whip you until you decide it’s no longer prudent to struggle, and then the Arch Priestess will finish what she started. Any questions?”
Ailith swallowed hard and nervously eyed the woman’s solid shoulders and arms. “Just one.” Her voice shook slightly when she spoke. “In Dreyutha, if someone’s whipped, they use a bullwhip or one with nine leather cords with small stones attached to th’ ends. If that’s what she’ll use, then I’d rather go back to Dreyutha and….”
Shirin’s shoulders relaxed, and she softened a bit. “No, Ailith. We’re strict here, but we’re not cruel.” She reached behind her and took a leather crop from the wall. “With this, nothing more.” She raised her brows. “Although, these do hurt quite a bit more than you’d expect.”
Ailith pursed her lips and nodded to the woman who stood a head taller than her five foot seven. “Okay, then.”
Pointing to a spot in front of Sábria’s desk, Shirin indicated that was where Ailith should stand.
Ailith obediently stepped to the indicated spot, clasped her hands behind her back in the parade rest position, and waited for Sábria to arrive.
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T aking a moment to get her temper under control, Sábria returned to where Levan waited with a half-grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. He moved to a private spot beneath a nearby tree and beckoned her over. “There are a few things I think you should know about Ailith.”
Sábria looked into the tree’s canopy and chuckled, “Only a few?”
His grin broadened into a full smile that brought out two small dimples on either cheek. “Well, quite a bit, actually. She’s a handful, but I guess I don’t need to tell you that. She’s strong-willed, can be abrasive, and definitely has a temper. But she’s also one of the most unique warriors I’ve ever had the privilege to train. It’s not that she tries to be different. She just doesn’t always have a filter on what she says, mostly when she’s nervous or frightened.”
“I think I saw a bit of that when I spoke to her earlier today.”
A far-off look came into his eyes, and he shook his head. “I remember the first time I met her. We were recruiting new soldiers, and this wee mite of a thing was waiting in line with the rest of the hopefuls. I was the training master back then, and when it was her turn, she came forward, half-starved, malnourished, and said, ‘I’m here t’ be a warrior. Where do I get me things?’ When I asked her why she wanted to join the military, she sniffed the air and said, ‘Cuz ya got food.’”
Having taken on many starving waifs to feed and shelter before moving them to safer environs, Sábria understood Ailith’s response. “Where was her family?”
“All dead. We had a fever sweep through the Blacktip Mountains, and practically her whole village died. Anyway, I felt sorry for her and liked her spunk, so I put her with the junior trainees, the youngest ones. I think she was around ten turns at the time. She was mouthy and stubborn and got into fights on a regular basis. After the first sevenday, I wanted to strangle her and throw her back.”
“Why didn’t you?”
He broke a dead branch from the tree and began absently snapping it into little pieces. “There was an old man in the training division who took her on as a project. Well, he was a trainer, but because he was too old to fight anymore, he doubled as one of the cooks. He saw something in her, believed she had the potential to become a great warrior one day.”
He shrugged. “Maybe even a great leader, although in our army, it’s unheard of for a peasant to rise above Subcommander. That’s not the only thing keeping her from leadership, though. Every time she earns rank, she does something to get demoted. Anyway, he spent time with her, learned her quirks, and as the turns went by, he taught me to appreciate her for who she was. She’s not great yet. She’s only nineteen, but I’ve come to agree with him that there’s a lot of potential in her. The problem is, with her personality, I think she’d be a better fit here, with you, than with me and my army. Our discipline can be somewhat—”
Sábria looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Brutal?” At his nod, she asked, “Are you sure you’re not just pawning your problem warrior off on me?”
“Honestly? If it doesn’t work out, I’ll take her back with open arms. There’s something else, though.” He looked down at his boots and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I know a little about the Daughters of Elyon. You’re strict disciplinarians, and like us, you believe in physical punishment. I just hope you don’t break her to the point where she loses that humor, that cheeky side to her that’s allowed her to survive in a brutal environment that even some men can’t endure.”
Now Sábria glared up at the man. “I don’t break my warriors, Your Grace.”
He held up a placating hand, “Perhaps I misspoke. I know you’ll discipline her, probably quite a bit at first, because if you don’t, you’ll regret it later on.” He raised his brows to emphasize that point. “But, well, if you could just maybe be patient and appreciate her for who she is, I think she’ll be an excellent addition to your Blades. Because from what I’ve heard, you’re a strict but loving sect. Like a family of sorts. Something she’d never find within the Dreyuthan army.”
“I haven’t accepted her petition yet, and after the way she’s disobeyed me several times this morning, when I get through with her, she may not want to join after all.”
He shrugged, “Perhaps.” Walking her back to where a warrior waited with his horse, he stopped and held out his hand.
When she grasped it, Sábria looked down at the body of the Prince. “I am truly sorry about your Prince, but, well, I mean no disrespect to Dreyutha, but was he really an example of the quality of swordsmen your kingdom produces?”
That brought on a bark of laughter that morphed into a hacking coughing fit. When he caught his breath, he rested a big hand on her shoulder. “Let’s just say he never felt a prince needed to attend weapons practice like us mere mortals. As a consequence, even my most junior warriors handle a sword better than our not very lamented dead Prince Ewell.”
“Thank the Goddess for that. Have a safe journey home, Laven.”
“May the Goddess bless and keep you, Sábria.”
She remembered something she’d wanted to ask, and before taking her leave, she looked him squarely in the eyes. “One last question. I see the man who brought her to the Temple last night standing among your ranks. Why wasn’t he punished for going against the Prince?”
He raised his brows, “Who do you think put him up to the task? Which reminds me.” He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “Dingus, come up here.”
When Sergeant Dingus trotted forward, he stopped and stood at rigid attention. The man actually had the temerity to grin at Sábria and wink.
She smiled back, and as she turned to go, the Duke pointed at Prince Ewell’s horse and raised his voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Subcommander Dingus. I believe your mount awaits you.” A loud cheer greeted the man’s promotion.
Sábria walked back to her troops and stopped next to Subcommander Calit, who’d assumed command of the twenty Blades after Shirin left. “Remain here until they leave, then come inside.”
Calit thumped her fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.”
With a last look back at the Dreyuthans, Sábria headed to her office, dreading the discipline she’d have to mete out to one very headstrong young warrior. It was a part of her duties she rarely had to perform since most of the newer recruits were terrified of stepping out of line, and the older ones had learned not to. And to be honest, her subordinates usually administered whatever punishment was coming to the offender. Remembering Ailith’s blatant disobedience, her temper rose. Not this time, by the Goddess. Not this time.





Six
  
S ábria’s anger hadn’t cooled by the time she strode into her office.
Shirin was standing just inside the door, leaning against the back wall with her arms crossed. When Sábria walked in, Shirin lifted a brow and handed her the leather crop.
Sábria wanted to make completely sure Ailith understood her options. “Did you explain what she’s in for and that she can leave if she chooses?”
“Yes.”
“And she chose to continue her petition?”
“Yes.”
Sábria growled quietly. “Fine, then.” She strode to where Ailith waited with her back to them. Grabbing the warrior’s collar, she pushed her down onto the desk, raised the whip, and brought it down—hard. The whip cracked as she started low across the younger woman’s back and worked her way across the buttocks and then onto the upper thighs.
Each time the whip whistled through the air, Ailith’s hands doubled up in anticipation of the pain slicing across her body. One hand inadvertently wadded up one of the parchments on Sábria’s desk. Her other hand, though, found a dagger-shaped letter opener which she clenched in a white-knuckled grip.
Sábria caught sight of the blade, realizing a fraction too late that she’d left it lying out in the open where Ailith could grab it. She stopped and placed the knuckles of the hand holding the crop on the young woman’s back. “Drop the letter opener, Ailith.”
When Ailith didn’t move, Shirin stepped beside Sábria and lightly placed her fingers on Ailith’s lower back, ready to intervene if she moved to attack the Arch Priestess.
Sábria held up a finger, telling her to wait. She gently shook the fist holding Ailith’s collar to get her attention and repeated herself. “Ailith. Drop my letter opener.”
Finally hearing Sábria’s words, Ailith jerked her head up. She looked at her right hand and threw the miniature sword away as though it had burnt a hole through her skin. “Shite!” She stood and turned. Panic twisted her features, and she shook her head vehemently. “I didn’t know I had that! I—” When she saw that Shirin had come forward, she shoved away, pushing the desk back with frightened determination. “I didn’t know!”
Sábria dropped the whip and took hold of Ailith’s shoulders. “Ailith. It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean to. Stop.”
The backward movement stopped.
No longer angry, Sábria patiently reassured the young warrior. “If either of us thought you meant to attack me with the letter opener, you’d be lying on the floor with your arm broken in several places.”
Seeing that Ailith meant no harm to Sábria, Shirin returned to her place by the door to give Ailith the distance she needed to tamp down her panic.
Ailith quickly swiped a tear from her eye and then covered her face with her forearm so she could use her sleeve to wipe her cheeks dry.
Once she’d composed herself, Sábria indicated she should stand in front of her desk.
Ailith took her place again, facing the desk that was now pushed almost to the back wall.
Sábria leaned against the desk and crossed her arms. Sighing, she held Ailith’s gaze for a long while. When she judged the young woman had regained her sense of internal balance, she lowered her chin and spoke very softly, wanting to give Ailith every opportunity to change her mind and return to her people. “Now, Child. If, after that, you want to return to the Dreyuthan army, Duke Ravenkind said he’d welcome you.” She was more than halfway hoping the youngster would take her up on the offer.
Ailith got a stubborn look in her eye. “I can’t say I’m partial to this thing.” She kicked the crop out from under her feet. “But it’s better than what I’m used to.” She turned to Shirin and rubbed the welts on her backside. “And yer right. It hurts way worse than ya’d think.”
Shirin lifted a brow and dipped her chin once, agreeing with Ailith’s assessment.
Ailith turned back to the Arch Priestess, “But, I’d still like to stay if ye’ll have me.”
Sábria lifted one shoulder. “Okay then. I have some interview questions I’d like to ask. Would you prefer to answer them now, or do you need some time to—”
A guttural scoff was Ailith’s answer. The whipping had hurt, but none of her bones were broken, and she was still conscious. A definite improvement over the beatings she’d taken at the hands of the Dreyuthan army. Her backside stung like a thousand bees had planted their stingers in her butt, but all-in-all, she was fine.
“Let’s begin, then. The Duke said you’ve been demoted before. How many times has that happened?”
That wasn’t normally a difficult question, but Ailith had to stop and think a moment. She was nervous because she really wanted to be accepted by this woman, but the answer to that question probably wasn’t going to do it for her. “Four or five, okay, more like seven. Well, two weren’t my fault.” She raised her brows and flipped her hands out to the side. “Okay, maybe they were my fault, but th’ last one, Sergeant Ahern was really hungover, so it were partially his fault. So, when ya get right down to it, demoted seven times, but only six-and-a-half times were my fault.” She nodded decisively and hoped they could move on to the next question.
Sábria had never seen someone make such a rapid recovery after receiving one of her punishments. She blinked and then made the mistake of glancing behind Ailith at Shirin, who was biting her lip to keep from smiling. “Okay. Let’s move on. I know you became a warrior at an early age and have some training. Which weapons do you prefer?”
“Well, I’ve tried a bunch. When I use th’ bola, I can get th’ thing goin’, but I don’t have a clue about where th’ sucker’s gonna land. I usually try to practice between two hills, but one time I were on a mountain, and I were facin’ this way,” she pointed forward, “and th’ damned thing flew that way.” She hiked her thumb over her shoulder. “It sailed over a cliff, so I had to climb down because if ya go back without yer weapon, they beat th’ shite out of ya, and I had to dive into a river, well, a stream, really, but deep enough to dive, and it took me half a candlemark to find th’ bastard.” She finished and glanced at Sábria to make sure she was still with her.
For her part, Sábria was having a difficult time keeping a straight face. She nodded, indicating Ailith should continue.
“Well then, there’s th’ bow and arrows. I’m a bit better at those. At least I can send th’ suckers in th’ right direction, ya know, somewhere near th’ target.” She gave Sábria a warning look. “Just don’t be standing next to th’ target unless ya need a few extra holes to piss out of, if ya get me meanin’.”
Not able to look directly at Shirin without bursting into laughter, Sábria glanced out of the corner of her eye and saw the Commander close her eyes and pinch her nose shut before turning to face the wall. Sábria looked down at the ground to compose herself before asking, “Any other weapons experience we should know about?”
“Oh, aye. I guess I’m pretty good with th’ sword, and I’m really good with me knives.”
Having gotten herself under control, Shirin pulled in a deep breath and faced the room again.
There were many more questions to pick from, but Sábria chose the most important one. “Why do you want to join the Daughters of Elyon?”
“Well. I like that ya protect th’ women, and I like that all th’ warriors are women. And—” She stopped and shrugged.
“And?”
Ailith shook her head and scrunched her nose up. “It’s nie important. Well, it’s important to me, but I don’t think it’ll be important to you.”
“Let me be the judge of what I consider important. Why else do you want to join our order?”
“Well.” Ailith looked down at her boring brown tunic and trews and then pointed to Sábria’s uniform. “It’s because I look good in black.” Her brows rose into her hairline. “I mean, I look really good in black.”
Shirin left the room, and Sábria held up a finger. “Would you excuse me a moment? Wait here.” Her second wasn’t in the outer waiting room, but Sábria knew where she’d find her. She went down the hall and opened the door to her dayroom, where she found Shirin lying back on the sofa, laughing so hard she was crying.
Shutting the door so Ailith wouldn’t accidentally overhear them, she sat and began to chuckle at her friend’s reaction. It didn’t take long for the infectious laughter to overtake her, and soon, both women were laughing and repeating Ailith’s answers to each other before breaking down into laughter again.
Shirin sobered a bit. “Do you think she’s really as air-headed as she appears?”
Sábria finally got herself under control and wiped the tears from her eyes. “No, I don’t. There was a definite trace of mischief in her eyes as she was playing the fool.” She smiled and shook her head. “Well, what do you think?”
Shirin sat up and placed a hand on Sábria’s knee. “What do I think? Yesterday, I asked whether we’d be wise to take on another recruit on top of Emlyn and the newer young ones. That question still stands. But,” she shrugged, “I like her. She’s got spunk, and I didn’t see an ounce of self-pity after you disciplined her. I hate to say it, but I think she’d be a good fit.”
Sábria grinned. “And she makes you laugh. That in and of itself is reason enough to keep her.” She rose and headed for the door with Shirin close on her heels.
When they returned to the office, Ailith was still standing where they’d left her. Shirin took up her place by the door, and Sábria leaned against her desk. “Do you have a last name, Ailith?”
“No, Milady.”
“Ailith, as Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, I accept your petition to join our order. As you know, this is a lifetime commitment that can never be rescinded.” She moved forward and hugged her. “Welcome to our family.” When she released her, she indicated Shirin with a wave. “Commander Shirin will assign someone to get you settled in. We give everyone a sevenday to make themselves comfortable, and then you’ll begin your training. Any questions?”
Ailith hadn’t stopped grinning since she heard the words, “I accept you into our order.” She was afraid that if she tried to answer, she’d start crying, so all she managed was a quick shake of her head.
Shirin was already holding the door open, and with a glance and a wink at Sábria, the Commander escorted their newest recruit into her new life as a trainee Blade.





Seven
  
A ilith sat outside on a wooden bench, one of several set on either side of a series of fifteen rectangular outdoor tables placed at the far side of the central courtyard. With her back facing the portcullis, the dining hall was directly in front of her, and the rest of the cobblestone yard was surrounded by various multi-story buildings. At this time of year, the meals were served in the inner bailey, otherwise referred to as the central courtyard, which was an open area inside the Temple proper.
The inner courtyard was vast. Thirty horses could easily stand nose to tail until the final horse’s nose bumped against the wall separating the inner bailey from the outer one. In the center, a large statue of Elyon embracing a warrior stood in the middle of a round water-filled fountain. Trees shaded sections of the yard, and colorful flowers brightened the beds surrounding them.
Apparently, during the Greenmere season, the Temple residents preferred the relatively cooler outdoor temperatures to the sweltering indoor heat that builds up by early afternoon. People were assigned to eat in shifts to accommodate the nearly two hundred and fifty warriors and one hundred support personnel who were permanent residents there.
The group Ailith had been assigned to eat with included full Blades as well as another shiv. Over the last two days, she’d received several briefings from Commander Shirin, and she was scheduled to meet a sergeant, or Guardian Prime as they referred to them, the day after next. Her actual training wouldn’t begin until the sevenday orientation was over, and apparently, they’d kept her next day’s schedule free from any appointments to give her time to explore.
The dormitory to her far left was a rectangular building built from roughened red blocks. Tall windows, approximately a hand-width wide, ran from about waist high to the ceiling of the first floor. These were spaced the distance of two good-sized men lying head to foot on the ground.
Regular, rectangular windows began on the second floor. Each of the successive five floors also contained windows, and several double doors opened onto balconies that dotted the walls at irregular intervals. Ailith craned her neck, looked up to the fourth floor, and then counted four windows to the right. She smiled inwardly when she saw the small piece of blue ribbon she’d attached to the lowest louver on her shutters. No one else knew it was there, but to her, it proclaimed that the room was hers and hers alone.
She’d been sure Commander Shirin had been teasing when she’d opened the door to the room and told her that was where she’d be living. Her entire life had been spent in coed dorms where twenty to thirty farting, snoring soldiers slept in cots they shared based on their shift rotation with at least one other person. Even out on campaigns, there’d been at least five soldiers to a tent. Her room here wasn’t big by any means, but it was hers. Her bed. Her closet. Her dresser.
The infirmary was to the right of the dormitory, and between it and the dining hall stood a magnificent tower that, to a peasant such as Ailith, was absolutely awe-inspiring. The building was a round, eight-story structure made from highly polished slabs of some type of black stone Ailith had never seen in Dreyutha. Windows dotted the circumference from the ground to the top floor, where a dome with four floor-to-ceiling windows allowed for unobstructed views of the surrounding city.
Turning her attention to the food she’d piled on her plate, Ailith picked up her mug of herbal tea and raised it to her lips but was stopped by one of the Blades sitting opposite her, who’d taken a dislike to her from the start.
“Are you still drinking that sissy drink?” The woman held up her own mug. “The ale here can’t be beat. Or isn’t it up to your Dreyuthan standards?”
Ailith had already had this conversation with the Blade, who’d introduced herself as Khaldo, but she was willing to play along. “I’m no good with spirits. It can make me kinda mean, and I don’t think that’d be such a great idea here in th’ Temple.” She shrugged and grinned, and the Blade returned the smile with a reasonable facsimile of something friendly and cheerful.
She wasn’t much older than Ailith, twenty or twenty-one at the most. Her blonde hair was shorn close to the scalp, an affectation Ailith had noticed on a certain number of women who hung together as a group. Her eyes were small, resembling the eyes of a tulsi horn potato from Ailith’s childhood garden back home. Ailith grinned down at the spuds on her plate, scooped some onto her fork, and shoveled them into her mouth. She swallowed and then rinsed everything down with the last of her tea.
 Khaldo rose, picked up her own mug, and held out her hand for Ailith’s. “Here, I’m going for more. I’ll grab your tea while I’m there.”
Suspicious of her sudden affability, Ailith nonetheless handed over her mug. As she knew from previous experience, being new was a walk on a bouncing tightrope. There was definitely an art to balancing between being friendly and not letting the bullies walk all over you. And there were bullies in the Temple, just as there were in any military organization. Here, though, they hid their bullying a little better than most.
She thanked Khaldo when the Blade returned and resumed her seat on the other side of the table. One sip told Ailith the wench had substituted ale for her tea. She spat the mouthful into Khaldo’s face, threw the mug at her, and dove over the table, wrapping her hands around the woman’s throat.
Using her momentum, Ailith shoved her off the bench and down onto her back. As they hit the cobblestones, she jammed her knee into Khaldo’s stomach, driving the wind from her lungs. Khaldo was a full Blade, used to hand-to-hand fighting, but apparently not as used to it as Ailith, who’d had turns fighting with the bullies in her previous regiment.
As they rolled over and over, trying to get enough of a purchase to throw punches that would get the other’s attention, the cobblestones dug into Ailith’s still-aching back. She was finally able to get Khaldo pinned beneath her and trapped her legs by locking her ankles together and pushing down with all her considerable leg strength. She pummeled the woman’s face and shoulders until someone roughly pulled her off and hauled her into the guardhouse twenty paces away.
“Stand where I put ya.” As soon as her captor spoke, Ailith recognized Prime Geller’s distinctive Trenchian Isles accent and knew she was in for it. Geller’s reputation was of one who had no patience for troublemakers and even less for troublemaking shivs. When the little powerhouse drew her weapon and stepped behind her, Ailith accepted the two thwacks from the flat of the woman’s blade with stoic resignation. The second blow actually shoved her forward a step and drove the air from her lungs, so she moved her foot back into position and waited. Apparently, the Prime had finished because she growled, “Stand at attention when yer in front of me.”
Ailith hadn’t realized she’d bent forward to get away from the blows, and she pulled herself into the stiffest military posture possible.
“What was that about, ya skut-brained shiv?”
“No more’n horsin’ around, Sergeant…uh, Guardian Prime Geller.”
“Ach.” The Prime spat on the floor in disgust. “Yer th’ troublemaker from Dreyutha. Nothin’ good ever comes outta that whore infested backwater, an’ here I’m t’ be stuck wit’ ya on deadwatch wit’ t’ other worthless shivs. Bah.” Without another word, she pivoted on her heel and left Ailith standing in the little room.
Ailith realized she was still angry enough that if she returned to the meal, she’d just get herself in trouble all over again. There was a side door leading into the outer bailey, and she used it now to get away from the Temple. She needed a place of quiet where she could calm herself enough to face the ridicule she’d get from being disciplined a second time.
It hadn’t been a secret that Sábria had been angry enough to beat her after the death of the Prince. Most people had simply ignored her after the whipping, but several had whispered quiet taunts in her ear, letting her know that with such a disgraceful start, she’d never make it out of shiv status and would end up working in the kitchens for the rest of her miserable life. She stalked across the outer bailey and left through the front gate. The portcullis was left in the raised position during the day, so all she needed to do was nod to the gate guard and be on her way.
She knew which direction the forest lay because she could see the tops of the trees from her fourth-floor window. Her angry strides took her down the main thoroughfare, through a residential district, and eventually into the market square. Several Blades turned to watch as she angrily strode past the vendors and their wares, but none made a move to stop her. Turning down an alley that ran in the general direction she wanted to go, she ran into two little skellies—orphan girls who lived hand to mouth on the streets and in the sewers, and a nint, the male equivalent to the skellies—who looked like they hadn’t eaten in days.
The skellies backed up a pace, but the nint stuck his foot into the alley to block her path. The boots he wore were several sizes too big, and he kept them on by winding a wire around each ankle and twisting the ends several times to hold the boots in place.
One of the skellies, who couldn’t have been more than seven or eight, pulled a blade from her waistband and tried for a menacing look. All she managed was a hollow-eyed, pitiful glare. Her voice was high and sharp when she snarled at the woman who dared invade her alleyway. “Gie us yer coin, bitch, an maybe we let ya live.”
Ailith sighed, reached into a slit sewn into the outer thigh of her trews, and pulled her own blade. “I don’t think ya really meant t’ threaten me, now, didja, little skelli?”
All three scattered, with the two skellies shinnying up a drainpipe and the nint disappearing down the road at the end of the alley. Sheathing her knife, she continued on for another ten blocks until she came to the wharf, where several boats bobbed up and down with the tide. Turning east, she followed the shadows made by the sun setting directly behind her until she eventually came to the outer limits of the city.
Here, the forest ran to the water’s edge. When she’d ridden through the trees with her garrison, one of the soldiers, a scholarly nob more suited to bookish learning than soldiering, had explained that these plants had adapted to the ocean and preferred growing next to the salty sea. She moved past the tree line and felt at home when the dark forest closed in around her. After close to a candlemark of hiking, she came to a freshwater stream full of large, mouthwatering fish.
She’d learned young to always carry a flint stone in her pockets, and it wasn’t long before she had a cookfire burning in the middle of a small clearing she’d chosen as the perfect spot to make a comfortable little camp. Whenever she traveled with Duke Ravenkind’s forces, he regularly assigned her the task of catching as many fish as possible to supplement whatever meat the hunters brought in that day.
Peeling off her clothes, Ailith waded into the river and waited with her knife just under the water’s surface. She held perfectly still for at least a half candlemark, clearing her mind of everything except the water, her knife, and the fish. Finally, a fat salmon, easily big enough to feed her, and a couple more besides, swam by, lazily ignorant of the fate about to befall it. Lightning-fast, she impaled it and sent it flying toward shore before it had time to react.
She quickly killed it and had it gutted and expertly skewered in a matter of minutes. After pulling her clothing back on, she returned to her fire and planted two sticks with y-shaped ends deep into the ground on either side of the fire pit. She carefully set her stick with the fish into the grooves at just the right height to keep the heat from burning the delicate flesh. Knowing the difference between raw and burnt was a matter of moments, she watched it cook until she judged the time was right. At the precise moment the first side was seared to perfection, she rotated the stick to allow the coals to cook the opposite side as well.
Darkness had fallen while she’d worked, but a full moon blazed overhead, giving her enough light to see by. Heading back to the stream, she found a large flat stone to use as both a platter and a plate and then gathered more wood to keep the fire fed for the rest of the night. Since nothing was scheduled for the next day, she didn’t intend to return to the Temple until the following evening, wanting to give herself enough time to unwind and destress alone among the trees.
She sensed the presence of others near her fire before she saw them. Maybe it had been a soft murmuring or a snapped twig, but whatever it was, she needed to be wary until she knew who had invaded her tranquil resting spot. Silently lowering her armful of sticks to the ground, she climbed a tree near the camp and used an interconnecting branch to come up on the people unawares.
Grinding her teeth in frustration after recognizing the backs of the Arch Priestess and Commander Shirin, Ailith dropped down behind them and landed solidly on her feet.
Both women reacted instantly, pivoting and drawing their swords in one smooth movement. The tip of Shirin’s blade was at Ailith’s throat before she had time to do more than blink.
Ailith slowly held her hands out to her sides, letting them know she wasn’t holding a weapon. “Uh, I guess I shoulda made a bit more noise up in th’ tree before I jumped?”
Lowering their swords, both women made a concerted effort not to bite Ailith’s head off. Shirin re-sheathed her sword with an exaggerated schick while Sábria slid hers back in with a bit more decorum. Shirin indicated the fire and roasting fish with an irritated wave. “Would you like to tell us what you think you’re doing out here?”
It suddenly occurred to Ailith that she’d caused the two most powerful women in the Temple to drop whatever they’d planned for the night to search for an impulsive and unruly shiv. Fishing and preparing the campsite had relieved some of her stress, but in an instant, it surged back to the fore. The only thing she could think to say was, “Cookin’ fish?”
To keep herself from blathering on about mindless nonsense, Ailith retrieved her bundle of firewood and began methodically stacking it next to the fire. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sábria touch Shirin’s forearm.
The Commander pulled in a long breath and made a conscious effort to relax her shoulders before emptying her lungs in one long, slow breath.
The Priestess knelt next to Ailith, took one of the sticks from her bundle, and laid it onto the crosshatch pattern Ailith preferred for storing campfire wood. She spoke in a quiet voice that had a soothing effect on the young warrior’s frayed nerves. “What Commander Shirin meant was, what are you doing out here in the forest, far away from the Temple, after the gates have been locked for the night?”
Ailith stared at the fire and began to put two and two together. Irritated now, she turned and glared at Sábria. “Th’ two of ya came after me instead of sending some Blades because ya thought I was runnin’ away, didn’t ya?” She rose and looked from one sober face to the other, waiting for an answer. When neither woman said anything, her growing temper sparked into a flame. She controlled herself as best she could and said with as little anger as she could manage, “Me word not good enough fer ya?”
Sábria hadn’t been idle the past few days. She’d asked their archivist to bring her any manuscripts on the societal norms of Dreyutha and specifically on the interactions between members of the Dreyuthan military. Because of that, she was able to stop what might have become a minor disaster before it flared out of control.
As though defection had been the farthest thing from her mind, Sábria picked up another stick and set it neatly on the carefully stacked pieces of wood. “Of course, your word was good enough. I know that to a Dreyuthan, a given word is sacrosanct. Your word binds you, and if you betray it, your value as a human being is lost.” She shrugged, “I’ve heard many people take their own lives after betraying a given word.”
 When Ailith visibly relaxed, she continued, “We’re here because we heard about an incident at the evening meal and were concerned when you didn’t return. I assume you didn’t realize that the only time trainees are allowed off Temple grounds after dark is if they’re on duty with their handler.”
That didn’t sit well. Within the confines of the rules of the Dreyuthan military, Ailith had been self-sufficient and independent her entire life. “Ya mean I’m a prisoner?”
Sábria chuckled and glanced up with amusement sparkling in her eyes. “I guess you could say that until you become a full Blade, you’re my prisoner. I prefer to think of it as keeping you safe while you learn the ways of the city…” she indicated the forest by glancing out into the darkness, “…and of the dangers of the forest after dark. There are a lot of deadly outcasts who roam these woods at night.”
“I guess you don’t mean that Blade,” she pointed into the dark forest to her right, “or that one,” she lifted her chin, indicating the trees behind Shirin, “or….” she hiked her thumb over her shoulder to suggest there was a third Blade she’d sensed somewhere behind her.
Shirin raised her brows, “It seems we need to give some remedial training in covert surveillance.”
“In Dreyutha, ya die if ya don’t know what’s around ya. Besides, there’s not many better at stalkin’ than me.”
After staring at the young warrior for several long moments, Shirin nodded. “Good to know.”
Ailith needed a moment to think, so she motioned for them to wait. “I’ll be right back.” She walked to the river and found two more flat rocks that she rinsed in the coolness of the stream. She brought them back and set them on the ground next to the first. The fish was done to perfection, and after placing it on a flat stone, she removed the skin by rubbing up both sides with the back of her knife. With that done, she slid the fish off the stick, cut the filets into thirds, and lifted a piece onto each of the improvised rock plates using the flat of her blade.
While she worked, Sábria pulled a heavy log over and used it as a backrest.
Ailith had no idea an Arch Priestess would know how to get comfortable at a campsite and wondered why Shirin hadn’t jumped in to drag it for her. So much was different here than in Dreyutha. She had no doubt whatsoever that the fat slob of a Priestess in Dreyutha’s Temple had never even seen the inside of a forest. When Sábria was settled on the ground, Ailith handed her one of the flat rocks containing a fish filet.
Sábria held it beneath her nose and sniffed. “Oh Goddess, it’s been too long since I’ve had fish cooked over an open fire. Thank you for this treat.”
When Ailith held out the second rock, Shirin politely declined. “That’s your dinner. You enjoy it.”
Seeing the resignation in the droop of Ailith’s shoulders, Sábria pointed to the rock. “I understand that in Dreyutha, offering a guest part of your meal is a way to confer respect, correct?”
Shirin immediately picked up on the hint and lowered herself onto the ground next to Sábria. “In that case, hand it over. I’m starving.”
Ailith hesitated. “Ya sure? If ya don’t want it, it’s okay. I need to learn yer ways, ya don’t need to learn mine.”
Shirin lowered her chin, raised her brows, and grinned, “Hand it over, ya pain in the ass.”
Sábria gave an undignified snort and jabbed Shirin in the arm with her elbow, “Shirin.”
“Well, she is.”
Ailith blushed with pleasure as she handed the rock to the Commander. Only one other person had ever referred to her by an affectionate nickname, and pain in the ass suited her just fine. “I don’t have anything to eat it with. Ya gotta use yer fingers.”
Sábria picked a flake up and juggled it to help it cool before blowing on it and settling it into her mouth. Her eyes rolled back, and she groaned with pleasure. “Oh, my Goddess. If you don’t make it to Blade, you’re ending up in the kitchen.”
Ailith scoffed, “Yeah, that’s exactly where everybody says I’m gonna end up, ‘cept they have me washing pots and pans instead of cookin’.”
Shirin swallowed the piece she had in her mouth and cocked her head. “People giving you a hard time?”
“No. Well, yeah, but it’s nothin’ I can’t handle.”
“Like you handled Khaldo?”
Feeling a little foolish because now that she’d had time to calm down, Ailith realized she could have managed her temper a little better back at the table. “Not really, no.”
Sábria popped a second piece of fish into her mouth and rubbed her fingers together to wipe off some oils. “What did happen today, Ailith?”
“Nothin’. We were just messin’ around, that’s all.”
“Khaldo’s black eye and broken nose say different.”
Ailith winced, “I broke her nose? I didn’t mean to.”
The two women waited for more of an explanation, and when none was forthcoming, Sábria said, “If I ask a question, I expect a direct, honest answer.” When Ailith opened her mouth to repeat her denial, Sábria held up her hand. “Stop right there. I know that in the Dreyuthan army and, to some extent, in the Blades, you never admit to fighting amongst yourselves. But Ailith, this is something you need to remember.” She waited until Ailith looked into her eyes, listening intently. “I am the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. If and when I ask a question, you will answer me with a direct answer, or I’ll know the reason why. Now, why did you react the way you did at the table?”
Ailith set down her plate and rubbed her eyes while trying to adjust her way of thinking. Telling tales against a fellow warrior went against her every instinct, but now she knew she had little choice when speaking with the Arch Priestess. She lowered her hands and sighed. “Well, I explained to Khaldo twice that I don’t drink spirits because I’m not only a mean drunk, but ale loosens my tongue, and I say things I either don’t remember sayin’ or I should never say in the first place.”
Shirin shook her head, “Oh, blessed Goddess. I can’t even imagine you worse than you are right now.” That earned her another jab from Sábria. “Well, I can’t.”
Sábria shook her head in exasperation at her friend before saying to Ailith, “Go on.”
“Well, I drink tea. Practically everybody else drinks ale at meals. So, I finished my tea, and Khaldo offered to get me some more when she went to refill her ale. Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I gave her my mug—”
Sábria interrupted her. “That’s an odd thing to say that you knew you shouldn’t. Why wouldn’t you want to allow a Blade to do you a favor and get you a second mug of tea?”
Ailith closed her eyes, leaned back, and interlaced her fingers on the top of her head. “Can I just not answer that, please? It’s not right for a warrior to speak bad about another warrior to her superiors. It’s just not.”
“That’s too bad because if you don’t answer, this pleasant evening won’t remain pleasant much longer.”
The tone Sábria used left nothing to the imagination. She meant what she said, and Ailith knew it. She growled, “Fine,” and then lowered her arms and opened her eyes. She wasn’t happy doing it, but she thought of and rejected several possible ways to explain before finally giving up. “I don’t know how to say it without soundin’….”
“Just say it, Ailith. Commander Shirin and I have been doing this for a long time and probably already know why you didn’t want her to get your tea.”
That made sense. What little experience she’d had at the Temple had shown her that these women kept a strict eye on all the happenings among the Blades. “Well, every military camp has a few assholes who let th’ power of being a warrior go to their head. They swagger about an’ push around us poor sods who they think have less power than they do. Like us shivs, fer example. Well, they only do it when no one with more pull than them is lookin’, a course.”
“Bullies.”
Ailith shrugged, “I guess that’s more polite than callin’ ‘em assholes.”
“So, Khaldo. Anyone else?”
This line of questioning was getting on Ailith’s nerves. She’d never liked being forced to do something she felt was wrong, and her irritation began to slip through her attempts to keep it bottled up. Unfortunately, she’d never been good at bottling up her feelings. “So, yer makin’ me into one of yer babblers, then?”
The hand holding a piece of fish froze halfway to Sábria’s mouth, and she met Ailith’s scowl with an angry glare of her own. It took a while, but when the Arch Priestess held Ailith’s gaze without blinking, Ailith finally submitted and looked away.
Only then did Sábria lower the fish and offer an explanation. Her tone was brusque, and there was more than a hint of irritation in her voice when she spoke. “I don’t need to explain myself to you, Ailith, but I see your anger building, and I’ve found it’s important to address problems with my people before they get out of hand.”
Sábria set her rock down and lifted a finger. “First, no, I’m not singling you out as a babbler. At various times, I speak to every person in the Temple and ask questions. Everyone knows this, and none would be angry or surprised that you’re providing me with honest answers to my questions.”
The muscles in Ailith’s jaw flexed.
Sábria made a mental note to work on reigning in the girl’s temper because Ailith tended to swing from genial to angry between one breath and the next. “Second, I rule over two hundred and fifty—well, two hundred and fifty-two now—iron-willed, headstrong warriors, over six-thousand warriors if you count those in the thirty subordinate Temples scattered around Cibía, and as you are well aware, I rule with an iron fist. Discipline tempered by benevolent care of their emotional, physical, and spiritual needs. I, therefore, am the one who asks uncomfortable questions and demands honest answers from every woman in the Temple, be they warriors or supporting staff.”
Ailith closed her eyes and pushed her fingers into the back of her neck. She rotated her head to either side, trying to loosen muscles grown stiff with tension. When that didn’t work, she set her rock down and added her second hand to the first. She dug into her tight neck muscles, trying to loosen the knots growing harder by the minute.
“Do you have any questions?”
“No, Milady.”
“Are there any other women causing problems with the shivs?”
Ailith nodded and sighed. “Aye. Ya just need t’ look at th’ ones wearin’ th’ same cut of hair as Khaldo.”
“All of them?”
“Aye.”
Shirin finished the last of her fish and pitched the flat rock into the forest.
Sábria took her last bite and handed her rock to Shirin. “Your turn to wash.”
Smiling, the Commander took the rock and pitched it after the first. Knowing the interview was finished, she rose, caught Ailith’s attention, and pointed to the fire. “Let’s get that put out.”
That kind of order put Ailith back on familiar ground. She took her flat rock and scooped up heaps of dirt which she piled on the fire. Taking a stick, she stirred the dirt and embers together. While she worked, she asked Sábria, “How’d ya know where to find me?”
Sábria quirked one side of her mouth in a half smile. “Do you think anything happens in either the Temple or the city that I don’t know about?”
“Oh, those Blades I passed told ya I headed for th’ forest. I’m pretty far out, though. Once ya got to th’ forest, how’d ya find me?”
“Shirin is the best tracker at the Temple.”
Ailith glanced sideways at the tall Commander and grinned. “Well now, I weren’t tryin’ to hide me tracks, and I did manage to sneak up on ya, didn’t I?”
Shirin’s jaw cocked to the side, and her eyes narrowed as she stared at Ailith. She spoke to Sábria without looking at her. “Did she just mock my tracking skills?”
Ailith tried to hide a smile but couldn’t quite manage it. “Ach, don’t ya worry none, Commander. I’ll be happy to teach ya what I know.”
She ducked a swat from Shirin, who growled, “I’ll teach you what I know, and you’re not gonna like it.”
Dancing back from Shirin, Ailith’s grin widened even more. “I’m shakin’.”
Since most Blades were respectful and a bit awed by the two of them, neither Shirin nor Sábria knew quite how to handle Ailith’s playfulness. Sábria was getting a clearer understanding of what Duke Ravenkind had meant when he’d asked that she not break her. It would be so easy to inadvertently extinguish that spark driving this unique personality. Seeing the twinkle in Ailith’s eyes made her realize something else. The Temple needed Ailith just as much as she needed them.
Wrapping her arm around Ailith’s neck, she walked a few steps with her newest warrior’s head tucked beneath her armpit. “Let’s get you back home before Commander Shirin’s eyes pop out of their sockets, shall we?” She smiled over at her second, who was shaking her head at Ailith’s temerity. They needed to have a long talk about how to approach discipline where Ailith was concerned. But right now wasn’t the time nor the place for that particular discussion. She let go of Ailith, and the three women retraced their steps back to the city.
Several Blades acknowledged Sábria and the Commander with fists to their chests as the women made their way through the crowded night market. All of them glared at the shiv walking between them.
Ailith glared right back. “They all think I tried to run away. Well, fowk ‘em, I say.”
Sábria put her arm around Ailith’s shoulders and pulled her close. She felt the knots in the young woman’s muscles and decided she needed to do something about them when they returned to the Temple.
As they were passing the Temple outstation where the Blades held their briefings before and after their shifts, Sábria directed Ailith inside, where Guardian Prime Geller was handing out the latest assignments to the deadnight watch.
Everyone in the room stood as the three women walked in. Ailith expected the Arch Priestess to release her hold, but Sábria continued to rest her hand on her shoulder as she addressed her Blades. “Prime Geller. Trainee Ailith wasn’t aware of the rule of keeping trainees in the Temple after dark unless accompanied by their handler. I think it would be wise to move some of that type of training forward from here on out so we can avoid such misunderstandings in the future.”
Geller’s eyes narrowed as she glared at Ailith, but all she said was, “I’ll arrange it, Milady.”
Sábria grinned, “Although she did cook Commander Shirin and me some of the best fire-roasted salmon I’ve ever eaten in my life.”
Shirin patted her stomach and nodded. “I’ll say.”
Geller’s glower lost most of its intensity. “Well, now, Milady, I think you know fire-roasted salmon is one of my favorites. I may take th’ shiv out myself to check out her campfire cookin’ skills.”
Sábria had promoted Geller to Guardian Prime specifically because she was almost as quick as Shirin to catch on to what she was trying to accomplish. With that one rejoinder, Ailith had gone from traitor escapee to someone who’d made a mistake and would be accepted back into the fold. Word would make its way around all two hundred and fifty-two warriors by the time the next morning’s breakfast rolled around.
Sábria directed Ailith back out the door, but Shirin stayed behind a moment to address the watch. “Carry on, Ursuna. Stay alert, everyone, and the Goddess be with you and keep you safe.”
In unison, the deadnight shift gave the standard reply, “Goddess be with you, Commander.”
Shirin caught up with Sábria and tousled Ailith’s hair. “You know, there are better ways to solve things than getting angry, Ailith. You just witnessed the master at work. Keep an open mind and learn from those of us who’ve been at this a while instead of simply growling, ‘Fowk ‘em.’”
Ailith dropped her head and sighed, “Aye, that’s kind of what ol’ Granther Dingus used to say before he lit into me about somethin’.” She grinned over at Shirin. “At least yer not knockin’ me on me backside.”
Shirin raised her brows. “It was a close thing, youngling. It was a close thing.”
They reached the Temple, and Sábria stopped Ailith in the inner bailey with a hand on her arm. “Ailith, do you remember me telling you that part of my responsibilities include taking care of the physical needs of the Blades as well as their emotional and spiritual ones?”
“Aye.”
“I felt those knots in your shoulders. I want you to head to the bathing room and climb into a hot tub, and I’ll be up to give you a massage. The heat helps start the relaxation process for the muscles.”
Ailith’s brows rose up into her hairline. “You will not. Yer th’ Arch Priestess fer fowk’s sake. What Arch Priestess rubs th’ shoulders of a trainee shiv?” She made a clicking sound with her tongue and cocked her head to the side. “Is this one of those consensual sex-type things Commander Shirin was tellin’ me about?”
Sábria's lips disappeared into her mouth as she stifled the urge to laugh out loud. “No, it’s one of those consensual massage-type things. If you’re shy about taking your clothes off, you can—”
Ailith let out the most unladylike snort Sábria had ever heard. “Shy? Ya don’t know much about th’ Dreyuthan military, do ya? We live in barracks, men and women together. The weather’s awful hot most of th’ turn, so soldiers all sleep with no clothes on. If two of ‘em want sex, there’s about ten rooms around th’ barracks where they can go to play.”
Shirin's mouth fell open. “Men and women sleep naked in a barracks? How many sleep in one room?”
“Depends. Sometimes thirty, forty.”
“And there’s no rape?”
“Nah. Everybody, men and women alike, sleep with their shivs in their hands. Just like I do now. Somebody tries somethin’, they get stuck. And if th’ person they’re on top of can’t move their knife, someone in th’ cot next to ‘em stabs the attacker in th’ back.” She lifted a shoulder as though stabbing a rapist in the back was the most natural thing in the world, “It works. Nobody attacks nobody in th’ barracks.”
Sábria hadn’t read about that particular facet of military life, but it would serve Ailith well as she adjusted to Temple customs. Their nurturing hands-on ways were often quite a shock for the more sheltered shivs who joined their ranks. “Well then, you won’t mind if I bring some oil to loosen those muscles. You start training in a few days, and I’m afraid you’ll tear something with the degree of stress you’re holding in your shoulders. Massage is one of my specialties, Ailith. I’ll have you loosened in no time.”
“How do ya have time to massage every fowkin’ person in th’ Blades?”
Now Sábria did laugh. “I don’t. The Commander, all the Subcommanders, and most of the Primes have advanced training in many of the Kiprian Arts. And often a friend will see someone who needs help relaxing, and they do whatever needs to be done to help.”
Ailith held up a finger. “Ah! The consensual sex stuff.”
“Yes, possibly, if that’s something the person needs to be able to sleep, then someone will help them relax in whatever way the person requires. I only step in when I think there’s a need, and I think you need me tonight for a relaxing massage.”
“Well, okay. I never had a massage before, but I guess there’s a first time fer everythin’, eh?”
Shirin grabbed Ailith’s arm before she left for her room. She’d been holding in her anger because Sábria had a point she was making, and for whatever reason, the Arch Priestess had decided to ignore Ailith’s casual manner with her, but Shirin had had enough. “A warning, Ailith. If you ever swear again when speaking with the Arch Priestess of Elyon, I’ll give you a beating future generations of Blades will be talking about for turns to come.”
At least Ailith had the grace to look chagrined. “Oh, aye, yer right.” She looked into Sábria’s bright, intelligent eyes. “I’m sorry fer cussin’ around ya, Milady. It just comes out, ya know, a habit like, but one I’ll be workin’ t’ change.” She glanced at Shirin as well. “And I apologize to ya, too, Commander.”
Satisfied she’d gotten her point across, Shirin released Ailith’s arm, and she and Sábria watched the young woman cross the inner bailey before heading to their own rooms.





Eight
  
T here were still a few bathers in one of the eight communal baths when Ailith walked in, but she decided she preferred one of the private rooms to get her first massage since she didn’t know exactly what that entailed. She undressed and tested the water in the first room she entered.
The first time she’d taken a bath at the Temple, she was shocked that the water always started out steaming hot. She couldn’t figure out how a small trickle of water constantly ran into the tub from a hole in the wall, either. Then she’d discovered that when the round tubs became too full, water ran over the edge into a drain in the floor. Also, there was another pipe she could pull the stopper on that added cold water if she wanted.
The door opened, and Sábria stepped in. She was wearing a sheer dressing gown with nothing on underneath.
Staring at the gown, Ailith rested her hands on her hips. “I thought ya said this wasn’t gonna be one of those sex things.”
Amused, Sábria pointed to the overlarge tub. “It’s not. Climb in, and I’ll show you how we can use the hot water to relax those muscles.”
Ailith decided she’d already said she’d like a massage, and since she didn’t know what that meant exactly, she climbed into the hot water, slowly lowering her body as it adjusted to the intensity of the heat.
“Move forward so I can climb in behind you.”
“What?” Ailith sloshed water over the side when she jerked to face the Priestess. She took one glance at the woman’s nude body, blushed, and faced forward again. Nudity didn’t bother her. A nude Arch Priestess that didn’t look like the blubbery Arch Priestess she was used to in Dreyutha did, mostly because Sábria’s body was fit and definitely a pleasure to see. Not that she’d ever seen the Dreyuthan one naked, thank the Goddess and every God in the heavens.
Used to such reactions when she first introduced the shivs to this and other aspects of the Kiprian arts, Sábria explained the process matter-of-factly. “I need to sit behind you to have the best angle to massage your shoulders. May I get in? If you’d rather I not, I can leave.”
“No, no, you can get in. It’s just…strange, is all, to have a Arch Priestess climbing naked into th’ same tub as me. But after seein’ th’ two of yer faces, yers and Commander Shirin’s, after I told ya how we slept in th’ army barracks, I guess we’re even.” She moved forward and felt Sábria settle in behind her. When Sábria’s feet moved around her waist and settled next to her legs, Ailith raised her brows but didn’t comment.
“Now lean back.” Sábria gently placed her hands on Ailith’s shoulders and pulled her back.
“On yer…on yer breasts?”
There was an overabundance of patience in Sábria’s voice as she drew out her reply. “Yes.”
Ailith allowed her to pull her back until she was comfortably resting up against her.
“You need to sink down enough so that your shoulders are underwater.”
Ailith slowly slid down and looked at Sábria’s breasts on either side of her head. Her heart sped up, and she tried to control her breathing as best she could.
Reaching for the jar of scented oil, Sábria rubbed some into each hand and began gently working out the knots in Ailith’s shoulders.
After a while, Ailith said, “I kinda like this massage stuff.”
“Shhh.”
Ailith was just about asleep when a soft knock announced someone at the door. A quiet squeak told her someone had opened it, and a second one meant that person had entered and closed the door. To her surprise, it was Commander Shirin who’d come in. She was fully dressed, and she pulled the only chair in the room over to the tub and sat. “Sorry to interrupt, but I thought you’d want to know a message came from the palace.”
Sábria continued rubbing the muscles in Ailith’s left shoulder. “Actually, it’s a good thing you did. I think you might have a better angle on this muscle. I can’t seem to get enough leverage to break these knots right here.”
Shirin knelt next to the tub, dipped her hand in the oil, and asked, “May I touch your shoulders, Ailith?”
“If it feels as good as what she’s doin’, then strip off an’ jump in.”
Shirin’s jaw muscles flexed at Ailith’s impertinent tone, but when she looked at Sábria, the side of her mouth quirked up at the glint of amusement in her Arch Priestess’s eyes.
When Shirin lightly pinched the muscle at the shoulder’s outer point and slid her fingers along its length, Sábria asked, “Did the messenger say what the message contained? Here, Ailith. Relax your head over onto my breast. That will help lengthen the muscle.”
“No, it was just a castle page running an errand for the seneschal.” After quite a while of gentle kneading, two knots released beneath Shirin’s ministrations. She moved to the other side of the tub and began on that shoulder. When she smoothed that knot as well, she returned to the chair.
Sábria gently pushed Ailith forward and rose. “All done for tonight.” She stepped out of the water, and Shirin handed her a towel.
When Ailith reluctantly emerged, the Commander handed her one as well.
Once she’d dried herself and donned her robe, Sábria indicated a long scar on Ailith’s upper left thigh. “I’m curious, Ailith. That’s a horrendous scar. What happened to give you as severe a wound as that?”
Ailith slowly ran her finger down the scar that stretched from her hip down to the middle of her thigh. “Oh, that. It’s a long story. Ya probably don’t have time.”
“We have time, and since you’re my warrior now, I’d like to know.” Sábria handed Ailith a robe. “Let’s go to your room where we can all relax and hear your story.”
Once there, Sábria sat in the only chair, and Shirin pointed to the bed. “Do you mind if I sit on the foot of the bed?”
Ailith’s brows descended. “Yer th’ Commander. Ya can sit wherever ya want. No need to ask.”
“It’s your bed. Of course, I’d ask.”
The brows rose. “Huh. Well, yeah. Sit.” Unsure of the protocol of having these two in her room, she settled on the prudent course and stood in the ease position with her legs slightly apart and her hands behind her back.
Shirin sat and motioned to the bed. “Relax, Ailith. Stories are better told when everyone’s comfortable.”
Ailith sat stiffly on the bed until Shirin got up and growled, “Oh, for the love of fire and ashes….” She shoved the pillow against the wall at the head of the bed, grabbed Ailith beneath her arms, lifted her slightly, and pushed her up against it. With no warning, she scooped up Ailith’s legs and threw them onto the bed. That done, she resumed her place and raised her brows. “So, tell.”
Smirking at the Commander’s gruff treatment, Ailith pushed herself into a more comfortable position and crossed her legs at the ankles. She’d never told this story before and wasn’t sure she’d make it all the way through. “I’m not sure if it’ll come out okay, but I’ll try. It’s uh, not somethin’ I talk about much, but, well… we were in a bloody battle, hundreds of nobs and pidges in this small little field, and ya couldn’t move without bumping into someone on yer sides or steppin’ back an’ fallin’ over a body. They’d surprised us, so there weren’t nothin’ sane about it.”
She stopped speaking, and her head turned slightly to the left. Her brows descended, and her eyes moved back and forth as though she were seeing the actual battlefield in front of her. “I remember I killed this nob. He had a huge, two-handed sword, and I got in a lucky slice across his throat. It were kind of a panic swing, ya know?”
She shook her head, and her eyes narrowed until they were nearly shut before she glanced up into Shirin’s eyes. “It were th’ kind of battle where ya kill one, and immediately somebody near ya kills th’ one their fightin’ and then swings around, and then yer battlin’ them before you’ve even caught yer breath from th’ last one. I killed this pidge, she had two swords, but it were like they got tangled somehow, and I ran her through. No skill on me part, just dumb luck again. And then I turned to me right and saw th’ Duke fightin’ this huge berserker.”
She looked at Sábria, “Ya ken, berserker?” The Arch Priestess nodded, and she continued, “Well, he had an axe. It were like watchin’ somethin’ happen super slow, but it weren’t slow. Does that make sense?”
Sábria nodded again. “Yes, it does. Was this the Battle of the Night when those rogue forces from Kibrun sailed into the harbor during the deadnight shift and attacked the garrison stationed there?”
“Ya know about that? Aye, that were th’ one. We won, but so many people died. Friends an’ all.” Running her hand up into her hair, Ailith closed her eyes and tried to block out the scenes flitting through her head.
“How old were you?”
“Uh,” She looked at Shirin and lifted a shoulder. “Fourteen, I guess?”
Concern showed on both women’s faces as they watched Ailith absently play with the ends of the belt on her robe. Sábria broke the silence. “So, there was this berserker….”
“Aye.” Ailith’s heart was pounding painfully. She’d never made it through the entire story with anyone. She’d always wanted to tell someone what happened—to get it off her chest—but she was afraid of the reactions she’d get from people if they knew, like maybe they’d pull away in disgust, and she didn’t think she could handle that because that’s exactly the way she felt about what happened. These two women were warriors. Sure, all her other friends were warriors, too, but to a person, whenever she’d start to tell them what happened, they’d hold a hand up in her face and tell her to stop, mostly because they knew it could happen to them and they didn’t want to hear the story to the end. She pulled in a quick breath and began again. “Well—” She stopped and almost couldn’t breathe.
Sábria moved her chair closer so she could put a comforting hand on Ailith’s arm. “It’s okay, Ailith. You’re safe here.”
How the Arch Priestess knew exactly what she needed was beyond her, but the gesture and words helped her regain her composure. She swallowed hard. “Well, th’ Duke tripped over a body an’ went down on his back, an’ his sword somehow got stuck in th’ mud an’ he couldn’t bring it up to block when th’ berserker swung th’ axe over his head, and then th’ nob brought it straight down at th’ Duke’s chest.”
She looked up at Shirin with remembered panic in her eyes. Her chest and throat had tightened, and she was having a difficult time pulling in enough air. Out of habit, she tried to make a joke to lighten the mood and ease her tension. “I think I ruined yer massage.”
Thankfully, Sábria gently squeezed her arm and acknowledged the attempt with a smile. “We can fix that, hon. What happened next?”
Sábria’s matter-of-fact acceptance of her fears settled Ailith enough to where she could continue with the story. “Well, I…I didn’t think, I just threw myself on top of His Grace, and th’ axe chopped into th’ upper part of me leg, right there.” She closed her eyes and only realized she was grinding her teeth when she heard them squeak. Thankfully, the top of her thigh felt whole through the fabric of her robe.
When she felt Sábria squeeze again, she continued, “Nearly chopped me leg off, well, it did chop th’ bone nearly in two an’ th’ blade kinda stuck, I think. I don’t rightly remember exactly about th’ blade. And then Lord Raglan, he were th’ noble what introduced ya to His Grace, he chopped th’ berserker's head clean off. I remember passin’ out and comin’ to over and over and over again.”
The haunted look stole into her eyes again, only this time, there were darker overtones, as though the horror she’d experienced was happening right there in the room with them. Sábria considered stopping her, but her instincts told her that Ailith had never spoken to anyone about the battle, and bringing her memories to the fore in a safe environment might begin a healing that had been missing from the young warrior’s life.
Ailith wasn’t aware of the concern in the Priestess’ eyes, and she slowly shook her head as she continued the story. “And th’ battle was just ragin’, and there were mud and blood, and, well, th’ Duke and Milord scooped me up and carried me through th’ field.”
She looked to the right, and her face screwed up in disgust. “An arm landed on me chest, but there weren’t no body,” she ran both hands through her hair, oblivious to the other two in the room, “and I grabbed it an’ threw it away, an’ we got to th’ command tent, an’ they dropped me on a cot, an’ His Grace yelled to his personal healer, a powerful magicker….”
Ailith blinked and was surprised to see the two women sitting with her. To cover the sick feeling of disorientation, she lowered her hands and asked, “Uh…ya ken magicker?”
Shirin nodded, and Sábria clarified, “We understand your more powerful healers use a kind of magic that can accelerate healing.”
“Well, His Grace and Milord ran back into th’ battle. I begged th’ magicker t’ slit me throat ‘cause th’ pain…well, he shooshed me, and then he took two fingers, like this…” she held two fingers together, “…and touched me between th’ eyes,” she tapped the bridge of her nose, “…and that’s th’ last I remember until I woke up a fortnight later with nothin’ more than this scar, and th’ little limp ya probably noticed when I walk.”
To Ailith’s relief, there weren’t any horrified intakes of breath or shocked looks on the two women’s faces.
Sábria pushed back her chair and pulled Ailith to her feet.
Ailith hoped the woman wasn’t going to hug her and tell her everything was all right. To her surprise, Sábria pulled back the sheets on her bed and said, “Take off your robe and lay down. I can see I need to start all over again on those muscles.” Her eyes seemed to smile out at Ailith when she said, “I guess I shouldn’t ask those kinds of questions right after a relaxing massage.”
Ailith’s brows came down, and she shrugged. “Well, maybe it were because of th’ massage, I could tell ya. I never talked about it before to nobody, but—” She stopped, not liking how close tears were to falling down her cheeks.
Instead of embarrassing her by trying to say comforting words, Sábria turned her around and pulled the robe from Ailith’s shoulders. “Lie down. Commander Shirin went to get more oil.” When the Commander returned, Sábria spent the next half candlemark gently soothing Ailith’s tight muscles.
When Shirin heard Ailith softly snoring, she quietly pulled the sheet over the sleeping woman.
Sábria stared down at her newest shiv, softly rubbing the excess oil into her hands and marveling at the damaged people the Goddess brought into their lives under the most unusual circumstances. The two women left the room and pulled the door shut behind them.





Nine
  
I t wasn’t often that Emperor Aloric asked to meet with Sábria. The two were equal in power and were considered co-rulers of the Cibían Empire, but they didn’t particularly get along. Aloric could best be described as a sausage of a man who had a reputation for being power-hungry, licentious, and greedy; all things Sábria was not.
When the invitation to the palace arrived, to Sábria’s surprise and definite concern, it had specifically requested she present both Ailith and Emlyn to Emperor Aloric. Emlyn wasn’t the problem. She’d lived her entire life in the Kibrunian palace and had grown up bowing and scraping to the royals and their sycophants.
Ailith, on the other hand, had grown up in army camps among course and common soldiers. She had no courtly manners, a disdain for most nobility, and little to no control over her mouth.
They were standing in the seamstress’ dressing room. Emlyn looked regal in her midnight black tunic and trews with the trainee grey stripe running down the outside of both arms. Her sword hung at a perfect angle on her left side.
Ailith was standing on the pedestal while the seamstress made some final alterations to the inseam of her trews.
Sábria and Shirin looked on, elegant in their tight-fitting all-black dress uniforms. All black, except for the gold brocade running around Sábria’s upper collar and down between her breasts, where both sides branched out to the seams and continued down to her waist. A short black cape was attached at her shoulders and flowed down her back to a gold, double-wrapped cummerbund that covered the tunic’s hem. A ceremonial sword belt angled down across the cummerbund and Sábria’s ornate gold and silver scabbard and sword hung off it. She’d chosen to arrive as the warrior aspect of her office and hadn’t donned the highly embroidered tunic she often wore in her role as the Arch Priestess.
She wore an understated golden crown on her head. Understated as far as it being a single band of white gold rather than the ornate headgear worn by most monarchs. However, interspersed at regular intervals along the circumference were alternating blue sapphires, yellow diamonds, and red rubies, which, when added to Sábria’s bearing and ebony uniform, gave the Arch Priestess a majestic appearance any monarch would envy.
Shirin’s uniform mirrored that of the Arch Priestess, except her trim was in silver, and she wore no crown.
Ailith fidgeted with her collar for the hundredth time. “I don’t know why I need t’ look like a popinjay. I’ve never seen none of th’ other shivs wearin’ such fancy dazzle.”
Sábria concentrated on presenting a calm and confident air, even though her tripes were in knots. “You will refer to your status as ‘trainee’ while we’re at the palace, not as ‘shiv.’”
“But…ow!”
The seamstress poked her in the leg with a pin. “Ye’ll listen to th’ Arch Priestess and speak with respect, or I’ll know th’ reason why. Now, take off yer trews, and let me do some final stitchin’. I’ve never in me life seen such thick leg muscles on a pidge before.”
Ailith glared at the woman while she pulled off the trews. “Well, ya never seen a soldier what hikes up an’ down mountains their whole life neither, I ‘spect. No mountains round here to speak of fer th’ Blades to climb.”
Sábria flicked a glance at the scar running down Ailith’s thigh and thought the girl was lucky to have both legs, let alone two muscular ones. She crossed her arms and continued with her instructions. “You will not speak unless directly spoken to. You will not use crude language anywhere in the palace. You will bow to the Emperor and Empress and anyone else Emlyn and Commander Shirin bow to. You’ll take your cues from them, including how to address different people you’re introduced to.”
Ailith ran her hand up into her hair. “Oh, Gods’ balls. Ya mean I need to talk to th’ popinjays at court?” She let out a long sigh. “Fowk.”
Sábria lost the battle to remain calm and cuffed her hard on the side of her head. “No camp talk. Starting now.”
Ailith pulled herself to attention. She understood and actually appreciated camp discipline. “Aye, Milady.” She studied Sábria’s uniform, starting at the collar and moving down to the highly polished, knee-high boots. She did the same with Shirin. After looking down at her own tunic, she glanced up with a definite twinkle in her eye. “I have to say, I do look good in black. I’m afraid I’ll be makin’ th’ three of ye look a bit shabby, though.”
Shirin put her head in her hand and murmured, “This is going to be a disaster.” Shaking her head, she sighed and left the room.
Emlyn glared at Ailith and followed Shirin out the door.
Now Sábria had to battle to keep the amusement out of her eyes. She didn’t want Ailith to think for a moment that humor was appropriate when visiting the Emperor. “Emperor Aloric will try to bait you into saying something inappropriate. Don’t take the bait, Ailith. He was quite insulted when Crown Princess Tomisa visited me before visiting him. Then, because of you, I killed the peace envoy from Dreyutha. A minor prince. His hackles are up, and you’re in his sights. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Ailith thought a moment. “I’m sworn to th’ Temple, not to th’ palace.”
“That’s right, and I can protect you as long as you keep a civil tongue in your head. Insult the Emperor or any of his people or guests….”
“And I’m toast.”
“You’re dead toast.”
Ailith blinked at that, “Aye, I understand, Milady. That would bring dishonor to you and to th’ Blades, and I won’t do that. Ya have me word.”
That was more than Sábria had hoped for. “Excellent. I need to go speak with Emlyn in private. Commander Shirin will bring you to my office.”
Sábria found Emlyn and Shirin in the waiting room. “Emlyn, with me. Shirin….” She indicated the dressing room with a lift of her chin.
Emlyn fell in behind the Arch Priestess, and when they entered the study, she shut the door behind them. “My Lady?”
“Emlyn, there’s something you need to know before we go to the palace.”
“That Tomisa is still there.” At Sábria’s questioning look, Emlyn elaborated. “Her ships are still in the bay. I assume Emperor Aloric requested she remain for a few extra days as an envoy of her father. A request she could hardly refuse.”
“I see growing up in the palace has given you a thorough political education.”
“Yes, My Lady.”
Sábria stepped close and laid a comforting hand on Emlyn’s arm. “I’d foolishly hoped that with your room overlooking the market instead of the harbor, you wouldn’t notice her ships. I’d also hoped that you wouldn’t have to see her again. It’s going to make the break that much more difficult for you.”
“Nothing I can’t handle, My Lady.”
Emlyn had remained distant since she’d arrived. Her personality was the complete opposite of Ailith, and if Sábria had to make an educated guess, the transition would be easier for the common soldier than for the common-born pseudo-aristocrat. “My door is always open to you, Emlyn.”
“Thank you, My Lady.”
There wasn’t much chance she’d be able to get through that wall of etiquette Emlyn had erected during her stay, so Sábria squeezed her arm and started for the door.
“My Lady.”
Turning, Sábria waited for the young warrior to speak.
“This is probably not my place, but…I’m sure you’re aware of the reasons the Emperor asked for you to present Ailith and me at the palace. I know you’re co-rulers, but—”
Sábria absently rubbed the ring of office the Goddess had bestowed on her. “But Ailith is a wild card,” she raised her brow, “in more ways than one. I’m aware of it, Emlyn, but thank you for sharing your concerns.”
Shirin and Ailith were waiting in the hallway when they emerged. Without glancing at them, Sábria led the way down the stairs and out of the Temple. Ten Blades in dress uniforms waited in the outer bailey. Sábria strode past them without stopping.
Shirin stopped Ailith and Emlyn. “You two will march behind the honor guard. When we get to the palace, you’ll move up and stand behind the Arch Priestess and me.” When both women nodded, Shirin glared one last time at Ailith, pointed a finger at her, and lifted her brows. When Ailith pursed her lips and nodded, Shirin hurried to overtake the honor guard that had already fallen into step behind Sábria.
As they marched forward, both peasants and nobles moved to the side of the boulevard running between the Temple and the palace grounds. Horses and cart beasts were stopped, and everyone respectfully bowed their heads or curtseyed when the Arch Priestess walked by in full ceremonial regalia.
Until that moment, Sábria’s title hadn’t registered with Ailith. She’d considered her more of a military general than anything, nothing to scoff at, but not someone to bow to, either. When they’d returned from the forest, Sábria had been in her everyday uniform, and while people politely stepped aside and nodded as they’d walked past, no one had reacted to this extent. Seeing people moving aside, holding their animals’ heads to keep them quiet, and bowing and scraping was an eye-opener for her. “Fowkin’—”
“Ailith.”
Emlyn’s barked warning got her attention. “Sorry. I’ve been told I tend t’ bleat like a sheep when I get nervous.”
“And how well do you bleat when your head is separated from your shoulders?” Emlyn continued to look straight ahead while she spoke.
“Aye. I get yer point, and thank ya, Emlyn.”
Emlyn had expected an angry retort, not the polite rejoinder Ailith had given her. She spoke with a little less heat. “Let’s just get through this in one piece, shall we?”
“Aye.”
The walls around the palace were twins to those surrounding the Temple. The Priestess led them through the gates and up to the wide steps leading up to the palace entrance. The bottom step took up practically three-fourths of the width of the fortress, and the remaining ten steps narrowed incrementally as they approached the top. The ornate double doors stood open with a palace guard stationed in front of each door. Both men bowed low as Sábria stopped on the threshold.
Emlyn whispered, “Here we go. Follow my lead.”
Only too happy to follow, Ailith marched forward in lockstep with Emlyn. At least, that was something that was second nature for her. When Emlyn stopped behind Sábria, Ailith stepped behind the Commander and stared at Shirin’s wide shoulders.
Courtiers stood in two lines on either side of the entry hall, and several late arrivals filled in the few empty spaces scattered up and down the lines. Double doors at the end opened onto a cavernous throne room, and a herald stepped into the opening and announced their arrival. Everyone in the entry hall bowed or curtsied as Sábria walked through their lines.
“All bow to the Arch Priestess 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.”
Ailith bit her tongue to keep from whistling at Sábria’s title. She heard a rustling as everyone except the royals in the other room rose and bowed, and then they were making their way forward behind Shirin, who’d fallen in behind Sábria.
Shirin stopped halfway into the room while Sábria continued toward the dais. Sábria nodded to the Emperor and then to the Empress, who was seated to his right. She glanced at Crown Princess Tomisa, who sat on the Empress’ right but offered no form of greeting.
Ailith had never been in a throne room, and the colorful embroidered wall hangings and dozens of mounted shields with various coats of arms amazed her. A shield separated into four quadrants, yellow and white on top, red and blue on the bottom, hung above the Emperor’s throne. The top white quadrant held an ornate, and to her eyes, gaudy enamel crown, while the lower left had a rearing stag.
Impressive, but in Ailith’s eyes, nothing compared to the shield hanging above Sábria. It was the same design carved into the capstone above the outer gate into the Temple. The background was split diagonally. The left diagonal was also split in half, with the top being red, symbolizing woman’s blood, and the lower portion yellow, the color for justice. The right half of the diagonal was blue, symbolizing revenge. A thin border of white gold ran around the entire outer edge.
In the center, also white gold, a figure of a woman’s muscular body held a sword of twirled red and yellow in one hand and the blue mace of revenge in the other. It was the woman’s head that impressed Ailith the most. It represented the two facets of the Mother Goddess. A blue, snarling beast looked to the left, while the loving aspect of a red mother bear looked to the right. Each wore a crown identical to Sábria’s. The sight gave Ailith the courage she needed to face whatever the day brought, and she turned her attention back to what was happening on the dais.
Emperor Aloric rose and held out his sausage-like hands to Sábria, who took them in her own. They exchanged smiles and air kisses to both cheeks before Aloric resumed his throne.
Taking her place on an identical throne on the middle right of the dais, Sábria moved with the effortless grace of the black panther she resembled.
After everyone rose from their bows, the herald announced Shirin. “Princess Shirin Dorin Burchard, Commander of the Guardians of the Daughters of Elyon, fifth daughter of the House of Burchard, rulers of the Tuvistian Kingdom.”
As Shirin strode forward and bowed low, first to Sábria, then Aloric, and finally to the Empress, Ailith realized her mouth had dropped open. She quickly shut it and hoped no one else heard her teeth clacking together.
Shirin nodded to Tomisa before taking her place behind Sábria’s left shoulder.
Ailith wanted to rub her eyes and curse, but turns of military training kept her arms, legs, and eyes locked rigidly in place.
A bead of sweat rolled down her back, and she concentrated on that instead of the fact that she and Emlyn were the only two left standing in the middle of the room. Suddenly, it was time for the herald to announce them, and he did so with much less pomp than he’d given to Sábria and Shirin.
“Guardian trainee Emlyn Deleon, formally of Kibrun, and Guardian trainee Ailith, formally of Dreyutha.”
For the first time in her life, Ailith regretted never taking a second name. After her parents died, she’d been too busy surviving to care about her family name, and by the time she signed up for the army, she’d completely forgotten what it was. Following Emlyn’s lead, she bowed low to the dais, unsure whether she should bow to everyone the way Shirin had or just leave it as a general bow. When Emlyn straightened and didn’t bow a second time, Ailith pulled herself to rigid attention.
Aloric took a noisy sip from a goblet handed to him by a page who appeared out of nowhere.
The Emperor’s appearance suggested that of an overstuffed hog, and Ailith stifled her revulsion at the man’s triple chin and overlarge belly that rested on his thighs while he sat. His eyes were wide, although not close-set like she’d expect on a hog. An aristocratic nose canted down at the end, pointing to wide, fat lips that took up too much of the bottom third of the man’s face. Disdain dripped off his tongue when he finally spoke. “Duke Ravenkind. I believe this brat belongs to you?”
Ailith ground her teeth at the Emperor’s derision but managed to keep her composure as the Duke stepped out of the gallery of onlookers and came to stand a few paces to her right, bowing once as Emlyn had done. Ailith belonged to the Temple now, not to Duke Ravenkind and this fat pig knew that perfectly well.
Duke Ravenkind replied to the Emperor's insinuation. “No, your Imperial Majesty. Not mine any longer, and if the battles she’s fought are any indication of maturity, not a child, either.”
The Emperor scrunched his nose in disgust as he raked Ailith with contemptuous eyes. “I can see why you’d want to be rid of the scrawny chit of a thing, but why Sábria would lower her standards to accept such gutter scum is something I don’t understand.”
Ailith concentrated on the shield above his throne and ignored the titters running through the crowd. She knew she was anything but scrawny. Hadn’t the seamstress commented on her muscular thighs that very morning? And her arms had been honed by turns of swordwork and hand-to-hand combat. Knowing he was probably jealous of her physique helped her hold her tongue.
Sábria’s voice was polite enough when she answered in place of the Duke, but there was definitely steel behind her words. “I don’t believe it’s your place, Aloric, to question my decisions regarding anything to do with the Daughters of Elyon.”
Aloric ignored her and snarled, “Look at me, girl, when I’m speaking to you.”
While it had never happened before, Ailith felt a calmness settle over her as though his contempt and ill manners were somehow beneath her. Beneath her. An orphan peasant from Dreyutha. At the last moment, she stopped herself from smirking at her private joke. She lowered her gaze to his and calmly stared at him.
He continued, “When a possible spy from another kingdom is settled into my co-ruler’s Temple, Sábria, it becomes my place. Are you a spy, dirty little skelli?”
A spy? The words brought her close to panic, and Ailith wanted more than anything to look at Sábria or Shirin or even Emlyn for help, but she’d been told to stare at the Emperor and stare she did. “No, Yer Imperial Majesty.”
“Explain to me, then, why Dreyutha would beat a peasant soldier half to death for blatant disobedience and then leave her on the steps of the Daughter’s Temple instead of taking her back to Dreyutha for execution.”
Usually, when dealing with this type of bully, Ailith’s mouth got the better of her, but now, somehow, her survival instinct was telling her to say as little as possible and let others fight the battle. “I have no explanation, Yer Imperial Majesty.”
Aloric turned his attention to her right, giving Ailith a moment to grab a quick look at Sábria, who just as quickly winked imperceptibly at her. The small gesture calmed her heart which was beating like the hooves of a horse galloping across an open field. She immediately returned her attention to the Emperor and mentally patted herself on the back. Sábria believed in her, and she wouldn’t let her down in front of this fool.
Rising from his throne, Aloric stepped off the dais and stood in front of Ailith. Sábria joined him, something that seemed to surprise the Emperor. He glanced over at her and then spoke to Ailith’s former Lord Commander. “Duke Ravenkind. Perhaps you have an explanation since your half-witted spy has none.”
Ailith felt the blood rising into her cheeks, and she concentrated on the ugly mole to the left of the Emperor’s nose. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Duke nod and forced herself to relax when he responded in the affirmative.
“I do, Your Imperial Majesty. Five turns ago, Temple Guardian Trainee Ailith saved my life at the Battle of the Night. Since then, I’ve been looking for a way to repay her. When the peace delegation arrived in Sarlogne, I was told about the Daughters of Elyon and knew immediately Ailith would be a perfect fit if they would have her. When Prince Ewell beat her unconscious, I had her taken to the Temple for healing and requested she be allowed to stay.”
The Emperor looked from Ravenkind to Ailith and back to Ravenkind again. “And you’re telling me it took five turns for you to come up with an adequate reward?”
Ravenkind stiffened. “My life is worth quite a bit to me, Your Imperial Majesty.” Apparently, the Duke was getting irritated at the Emperor because he chose to remind the man just what his position was within the Dreyuthan Kingdom. “Don’t you agree that the life of King Prather’s first cousin has a greater value than, say, a simple palace courtier?”
Not able to come up with a suitable rejoinder without giving offense to the King of Dreyutha, the Emperor reared back and attempted to look down his nose at the Duke. Given that he was a good head shorter than Ravenkind, he only succeeded in looking like a toad trying to stare down a predator standing above him. “Then give me your vaunted word as a Dreyuthan that she’s no spy. I understand you’ll die before breaking your word.” He made the word “vaunted” sound like a taunt, and that galled Ailith. She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth, something she’d learned to do when she couldn’t afford to have people see they’d gotten under her skin.
Ravenkind naturally had a military bearing, but by the way he pulled himself fully erect, emphasizing the size difference between them, he’d caught the intended slight as well. Being the consummate diplomat, he swallowed his temper and placed his right hand over his breast. “As a Duke of the Dreyuthan royal family, I swear on my honor, Temple Guardian Trainee Ailith is no spy.”
The Emperor twitched his nose and turned to Ailith. “And you, halfwit? Do you swear by the vaunted Dreyuthan code of honor you’re no spy?”
Ailith looked him squarely in the eye. “No, Yer Imperial Majesty. I’m no a citizen of Dreyutha no more, but I will swear by me oath to th’ Goddess as a Daughter of Elyon.”
Aloric clearly didn’t like her contradicting him, but he couldn’t object without insulting the Goddess, not to mention the Arch Priestess and her Temple. “Kneel then and swear your oath.”
Hesitating a moment, Ailith took one military step to the right, placing herself directly in front of Sábria. She knelt on one knee and looked up at the Arch Priestess. “I swear by th’ oath I’ve given to th’ Goddess and to th’ Temple of th’ Daughters of Elyon, I’m no spy, of that I give ya me solemn word.”
Sábria nodded. “I accept your word. You may rise, Ailith.”
Ailith rose and resumed her position in front of the Emperor.
Ailith’s unspoken insult to Aloric and Sábria’s acceptance of it infuriated the man. His face became even more bloated than before, and the small veins in his cheeks flooded with blood as he sputtered and ground his teeth and cursed her name.
Ailith moved her left foot back imperceptibly and braced herself for what she knew was coming.
Aloric backhanded her with a hand full of rings, but since she was braced, the blow only rocked her back on her heels instead of throwing her onto the floor as he’d intended. Spittle flew from his mouth as he shouted, “Your word means nothing to me, you pissant guttersnipe!”
Blood trickled from several cuts on her cheek, but she stared stoically ahead.
Sábria inserted herself between Ailith and the Emperor. She elegantly placed her fingers on the Emperor’s chest and pushed him back to give herself room. “You insult the Goddess’ Temple of the Daughters of Elyon, Emperor Aloric. And you dare to strike one of the Temple Guardians?” She placed her hand on the hilt of her sword and began to draw it. “I claim—”
People within the throne room gasped.
The Empress put her hand to her mouth, “No, please, Sábria. Aloric, you must apologize.” The woman, who’d turned a sickly shade of grey, rose and tried to pull her husband back from the aura of absolute power radiating off the Arch Priestess.
Since Ailith was now standing with her nose practically touching Sábria’s shoulders, the Duke quietly ordered, “Two steps to the rear. Now.” In lockstep with the Duke, she and Emlyn took two steps back.
Out of the corner of her eye, Ailith saw Shirin nod to someone at the back of the room. Although they’d only come with ten warriors for an honor guard, she heard the sound of many, many more booted feet jogging to either side and fanning out. Temple warriors appeared in her field of vision on both sides of the dais, and judging by the sound of things, she knew the two lines must stretch all the way back to the entry door.
Ailith knew how fast the Arch Priestess could pull a blade. She also understood that by taking her time, Sábria was allowing Aloric precious moments to consider his options.
The Emperor stared dumbly at the two lines of Temple warriors bracketing his throne room.
“Aloric.” The Empress’ hissed words finally jerked him out of his shock.
At his wife’s panicked utterance, he lowered his gaze to Sábria’s sword, which was making its way inexorably from its scabbard. His jowls quivered when he shook his head and whined in such a quiet voice that only those closest to him heard. “Forgive me, Sábria. That was foolish.”
In direct contrast to the Emperor, who obviously wanted his apology to stay between the two co-rulers, Sábria’s brittle, angry voice echoed throughout the room. “In this instance, Aloric, you will refer to me as Arch Priestess. If you intend to apologize, then do so with the same volume as you used to insult my Goddess and me.”
After hearing the livid anger in Sábria’s voice, Ailith decided she’d treat the Arch Priestess with a lot more respect than she’d done in the past. Since the Emperor’s attention was focused on Sábria’s sword, Ailith chanced a quick glance at Shirin, who, for some reason, was staring directly at her.
Livid was the only way to describe the Commander’s tight jawline and stiff shoulders. For an instant, Ailith panicked, thinking the Commander’s ire was directed at her. She quietly let out the breath she hadn’t known she was holding when Shirin raised her chin, silently telling Ailith to do the same. Realizing the Commander wasn’t angry with her, Ailith returned her gaze to the back of Sábria’s head and proudly lifted her chin until it was exactly parallel to the ground.
The Emperor’s cheeks had gone from flushed with anger to grey in the blink of an eye. In his arrogance, he’d forgotten that given enough provocation, the Arch Priestess could challenge him to a blood duel, one that would quickly end in his death. He smiled placatingly at Sábria and waved his hands back and forth, speaking loud enough for the assembled to hear. “Arch Priestess. Please accept my apologies to the Goddess and to you and the Daughters of Elyon.”
He chuckled as though what had just happened was no more than an amusing anecdote to the morning. “My temper sometimes gets the better of me. Come, join me on the dais. I completely forgot we have a surprise for you and the Commander.” He reached out as though to grasp Sábria’s arm but stopped short of actually touching her.
Sábria sheathed her sword, which made a sharp clack as the crossguard rammed against the scabbard’s metal locket. She turned to face Ailith and Emlyn. Light blue eyes that exactly matched the color of the Goddess’ ring held a frightening strength that sent chills down Ailith’s spine. “After you’ve bowed your respect to the dais, you’re dismissed. Take yourselves to the back and wait.” With those orders, she stepped up onto the dais and resumed her seat. Ailith found it interesting that the Emperor and Empress waited for her to be seated before sitting down themselves.
Emlyn bowed, and Ailith hurried to follow suit. Blood dripped from her chin and landed with the rest of the drops scattered about her boots. When they straightened, they pivoted in place and began marching to the back of the room. Barely moving her lips, Emlyn spoke loud enough so that only Ailith could hear. “At the back, peel off to your left, step behind our warriors, and stand at parade rest.”
She did as instructed, and as she approached the warriors on her left, all of whom had turned to face the center of the room, she recognized Senior Guardian Keavey Terrowyn, who stepped forward and to the side, creating a hole for Ailith to march through. Ailith did so, pivoted in place behind the line, and assumed the parade rest position.
Guardian Terrowyn silently stepped back into place.
Now that Ailith had a clear view of the room, the sight that greeted her made her chest swell with pride. Easily, forty fully-armed Temple warriors lined both sides of the hall. Every one of them had a hardened look that would put fear into an opposing army. Anger, determination, and discipline were written in every line of every face. Ailith remembered Commander Shirin’s gesture and raised her chin, proud to be part of this body of warriors.
Back at the dais, Duke Ravenkind bowed and retreated to his place in the gallery. Trying to save face, Aloric smiled at his courtiers and loudly proclaimed, “There’s no need for these brave warriors to remain, Arch Priestess.”
Sábria rose before she replied. “You’re right, Aloric. It’s time for me to take my leave.”
Aloric waived his fat arms. “No, no, no. We’ve prepared a feast to welcome you and Commander Shirin, and I’d hoped to allow the Crown Princess to say a final farewell to her former bodyguard.”
Sábria, still obviously furious, glared at the man. “Under the circumstances, I decline. Perhaps another time.” With that, she stepped off the dais with Shirin close on her heels. Shirin paused, executed a precision military turn, and bowed before catching up with the Arch Priestess.
Senior Guardian Terrowyn took a step forward. Another Senior Guardian in the opposite line standing in front of Emlyn, did the same. Terrowyn pivoted around and spoke directly to Ailith. “Into line. Now.” After Ailith stepped forward and into Terrowyn’s place, the Senior Guardian pivoted to face the opposite line again.
Ailith hadn’t noticed Guardian Prime Geller standing at attention to the right of the entry doors when she and Emlyn had marched to their places. The only sound in the room was Sábria’s muted footsteps on the tile floor as she strode toward the doors. When she was halfway to them, Geller’s voice echoed off the walls as she ordered, “Guardians of Honor. Stand to arms!”
As one, forty fists pounded forty chests. As soon as Sábria and Shirin were out the door, Geller gave the command for the two lines to face the back doors and file out after them.
Marching with the others, Ailith exited the throne room. They didn’t stop in the atrium but instead marched straight out into the bright sunshine of a warm, Greenmere day. As they exited the gate in the outer bailey, she was shocked to see two lines of fully-armed warriors on either side of the boulevard stretching from the palace steps all the way to the Temple gates.
As Sábria strode past with her entourage of fifty-two warriors following in her wake, Geller shouted from the top step for the Guardians lining the boulevard to stand to arms. There was no doubt the Emperor heard the booming thud of two hundred fists hitting the chests of Sábria’s warriors, and the shouted “Hai!” that accompanied the gesture.





Ten
  
W here Ailith was impressed by the Blades’ show of force, Emlyn was simply numb. Seeing Brita standing on the dais behind Tomisa, the place Emlyn had stood her entire life, had shoved a knife between her ribs and twisted until her intestines were wound around the blade like eels swarming a bind of salmon.
She’d tried not to look. Goddess knows she’d tried, but her eyes had betrayed her. She’d chanced a glance at Tomisa, just a glance, to see if her best friend and lover would even look her way. The shattered pain in the Crown Princess’ eyes so closely mirrored the torment roiling in her own that, despite a lifetime of stepping to the courtly dance of protocol, she’d very nearly bolted from the throne room.
Bile had filled her mouth, and only Aloric’s petulant display of childish posturing, accompanied by the resounding slap, had jolted her out of her misery. She’d very nearly taken her blade and run him through, except the Arch Priestess had taken even that act of defiance away from her.
Now, as she marched through the Temple with the other Blades, she mentally shook her head. It wouldn’t have been defiance. It would have been a way to achieve what she’d wanted since the day Tomisa had walked out of the Arch Priestess’ office. Death. She’d wanted death, and Sábria had saved her from suicide by mere moments.
Thank the Goddess. She intended to wait until Tomisa was far, far away before she took her own life. Once inside the inner courtyard, Emlyn hoped Geller would give the order to disperse. She didn’t. Instead, here they were, standing in formation, waiting for Sábria to speak.
The Arch Priestess slowly started up the five black marble steps leading to the doors of the eight-story watch tower. The semi-circular stoop was the highest point in the bailey and, therefore, the logical place for her to hold an outdoor audience with her Blades.
Sábria looked over their heads at the women guarding the opening between the inner and outer bailey. “Close the gates.”
Emlyn heard the order repeated to the guards at the outer gate, and within moments, the chain on the portcullis whined and clanked as the massive metal behemoth scraped its way down the vertical grooves in the block walls. When the noise cleared, she heard the two heavy oaken doors slamming shut. A clang reverberated throughout the courtyard as the iron bar was levered into place.
No one moved. Even the servants, who’d been witness to the earlier military display of might, stood motionless against the walls.
Sábria remained silent, and Emlyn guessed she was fighting down the rage she’d felt at Aloric’s boorish, insulting behavior.
Shirin stood at parade rest behind and to the right of the Priestess. Emlyn knew only too well what a comfort it was to Sábria that Shirin was standing by her side. How many times had Tomisa told her exactly that? That without Emlyn’s solid, physical presence, she’d be unable to perform her duties.
Sábria rested her hand on her sword’s hilt, which tilted forward slightly from the added weight. Even though there were over two hundred warriors and an additional number of civilians crowding the central courtyard, it was as silent as a tomb. An insult such as the one Aloric had just given at the top of his lungs had been felt by every single warrior, and people were livid.
Sábria studied her people, gauging the extent of the anger she saw reflected in their faces. Her gaze came to rest on Ailith standing ramrod straight with blood still seeping down her cheek. Seeing it drip onto her new tunic ramped up Sábria’s anger again, and she had to look away before her face betrayed her. “I don’t need to tell you what happened today will go no further. I will not be gentle with any of you who feel the need to protect my honor, or the honor of this Temple, with your fists. As you’re aware, the palace guards did nothing when my forty took over the throne room. That in and of itself tells me they were ashamed of their Emperor and of the way he insulted my Goddess, my Blades, and, more particularly, you, Ailith.”
Now she let her gaze rest on Ailith’s face. “Your strength and fortitude in the face of his abusive attempt to mock your word and your former kingdom were a testament to who we are.” She looked out over the formations of warriors standing straight and tall before her. “We are the sharpened steel, the ones who protect the women he scorns and mocks and holds in contempt.” She drew her sword, held it high, and shouted. “Elyon’s Blades!”
All two hundred-plus warriors held their swords high and shouted, “Elyon’s Blades!” The swords lowered and raised twice more, each time accompanied by the shouted oath, “Elyon’s Blades!”
There was no doubt that, even though the gates were shut and barred, both the castle and the city heard their roar. Sábria nodded to Prime Geller before descending the steps and striding to the Citadel where her offices were housed.
Geller waited until she and Shirin walked through the door before shouting. “Open the gates. Deadnight shift, report to me. The rest of you are dismissed.”
The portcullis once again scraped its way up the wall. Ailith wiped her cheek on the back of her sleeve as Emlyn fell into step beside her. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, thanks.”
They overheard Geller giving orders to deadnight as they walked past. “All deadnight Blades. Fan out over th’ city. Dawning shift is still out there, and they need to know from us what really happened before any rumors get started. Keep track of who ya speak to and then report to Prime Osstendler at th’ outstation with th’ names. Then yer free to do what ya want until yer shift begins.”
Ailith detoured into the dining hall for some water to clear the blood from her mouth. A fresh container of water was always kept on a high table at the far side of the hall. As she strode to it, she realized Emlyn was walking by her side. The other shiv took a glass from a rack behind the ceramic water container, dipped a ladle into the water, and poured it into the glass. “Here. Let’s go outside because you’ll need to take some and then spit.”
Emlyn led Ailith into the sunshine, where she handed her the glass. The water felt cool in her mouth as she swished it back and forth and over her teeth. The once clear liquid came out pink as she spat it out onto the cobblestones. She repeated the process several times and then returned the glass to a tub inside the hall reserved for dirty dishes.
When she reemerged, most of the warriors on deadnight shift had left the bailey. Geller was giving last-minute instructions to three of the senior Blades. The three women saluted and strode toward the gate.
By that time, Emlyn and Ailith were walking through the doors into the main atrium of the dormitories. Emlyn’s room was on the third floor, and Ailith’s the fourth. As they climbed the stairs to their rooms, Ailith put her hand on Emlyn’s shoulder. “What about you? That couldn’t ‘a been easy seein’ th’ Princess again.”
Emlyn shrugged off Ailith’s hand. “That’s none of your business. Keep yourself to yourself, Ailith. I don’t need your pity.”
Ailith lowered her hand and shrugged a shoulder, “Ain’t pity. Just thought ya might need a friend, that’s all. Nothin’ more’n that.”
“I don’t.” They’d reached the third-floor landing where Emlyn left Ailith on the stairs watching her back.
“Well, if ya change yer mind—”
“I won’t.” Emlyn let herself into her room, where she undressed and crawled beneath her covers to try to hide from her grief.
Ailith climbed the stairs to her floor and was surprised to see a woman in healer blues standing near her door. When the woman turned to face her, Ailith smiled and shook her head. “No, Kara, I don’t need yer services. It’s no but a few scratches from th’ asshole’s rings. I’ll be fine soon enough.”
“Right. And all that blood on your shirt is from the cuts on his hands that your cheeks gave him when he hit you.”
Opening her door, Ailith turned to block Kara from following her. “How’d ya hear what happened, anyway?”
Kara shouldered her healer’s bag, put both palms on Ailith’s chest, and shoved her into the room. “It’s not exactly a secret down in the bailey. Besides, I saw the blood on your face and asked someone.”
“So, how’d ya beat me up here? I left when th’ Prime said we could go and came right up. Well, after I rinsed me mouth.” Giving up on keeping the healer out, Ailith went to her side table and poured some water into the basin on top of her dresser. She grabbed an old shirt and dunked it, but before she could clean her face, Kara grabbed her arm and pulled it down.
“Don’t you dare clean those cuts with that filthy rag.”
“Filthy rag? They come an’ took it when I got here an’ washed it up proper. That were only a couple days ago.”
Jerking the rag out of Ailith’s hand, Kara threw it down next to the door. “And how many times have you worn it since then?”
“Well, every day, but—”
Pointing to the bed, Kara growled, “Sit.”
“Well, ain’t you bein’ pushy.” Ailith sat and glowered at the plump little healer.
She didn’t see Sábria open the door and let herself in. “Kara. Good. I went to the infirmary to find you, and they told me you’d grabbed your bag and headed this way.” She walked over and put her fingers beneath Ailith’s chin. “How bad are they?”
Kara held a small bottle in one hand while she dabbed at the cuts. Since her hands were occupied, she lifted an elbow indicating the tunic on the floor near the door. “They would have been a whole lot worse if I hadn’t stopped her from cleaning her face with that.”
Sábria glanced behind her and then turned an incredulous stare on Ailith. “With that? You were going to put a filthy rag up to fresh cuts so you could, what? Make sure those cuts become infected, so you’re assured of having scars on your cheek for the rest of your life?” The Priestess sounded exasperated when she rubbed her eyes and sighed, “Ailith.” The way she said the name left no doubt about what she thought of that idea.
Ailith winced when Kara dabbed the wound with something she’d poured onto her clean cloth. “Ow! What’s that stuff?” She knocked Kara’s hand away, but Sábria grabbed her wrist and pulled her arm down.
“Be still. She needs to put the aidledown on to kill any germs that might be in there. Goddess only knows where Aloric’s hands have been.”
Ailith recoiled at the thought. “Oh, yuck. Yer kiddin’ me. That’s…” She couldn’t come up with a disgusting enough word to describe the pictures flying through her head. She grabbed the cloth out of Kara’s hands. “Gimme that thing.”
Before she could scrub the skin off, Sábria grabbed her wrist again. “Ailith. Stop that. Either you let Kara do her job, or I’m going to confine you to the healer’s hall until those heal.”
Ailith growled at the two women. “Look. I’m fine. I’ve had worse than this breakin’ and trainin’ horses.”
Sábria put her hands on her hips and raised her brows. “Here and now, Ailith, or at the healer’s hall. Your choice.”
“Fowk.” Ailith sighed and handed the cloth back to the healer. “Fine. Do what ya want, and then I just want to sleep a bit.”
Kara took the cloth and dripped some more aidledown onto it. As she dabbed the cuts, she looked first into one eye and then the other. “Does your head hurt?”
“Me head’s fine.”
Sábria cocked her head. “Did she ask you whether your head was fine?”
Glaring at the Arch Priestess, Ailith shook her head and remained silent.
Pronouncing each word slowly to get her point across, Sábria asked, “Does…your…head…hurt?”
Remembering their conversation in the forest, Ailith put her thumb and forefinger in her eyes. “Aye, a bit. I just need to lie down and sleep fer a little while. I’ll be fine.”
Sábria leaned in to get a closer look at the cuts. “Will you need to sew her up?”
“I don’t think so. She’s right. Once I get them cleaned, I’ll give her something to help her sleep and check back later tonight.” Kara glanced over her shoulder at the bed. “I’ll give you a clean towel to put on your pillow. Try to keep your cheek on the cloth. I’m also going to put a cleansing cloth over the cuts and hold it there until it adheres.”
“Until it whats?”
“Sticks. Otherwise, you’ll wake up in the morning with the towel stuck to your face.”
“Yer gonna stick somethin’ on me face so somethin’ else don’t stick to it?” Ailith pulled her brows down low and shook her head. “Look. Do ya think after a battle, th’ healers even look at somethin’ like this? We take care of ourselves. Do I look dead to ya? I don’t need all this…messin’ about.”
Sábria smiled affectionately at her newest Blade. “Well, you’re my shiv now, and I take care of my people.” She put her hand on Ailith’s undamaged cheek. “I meant what I said earlier, Ailith. I was so proud of you today. And…I’m sorry. I saw you shift to brace yourself, and I didn’t react quickly enough to stop Aloric from hitting you. I almost wish I could have killed him for what he did and said, but that would have put someone far worse and much more dangerous on the throne.”
“Ach, I’ve had worse an’ I lived, didn’t I? Don’t be feelin’ sorry fer me. And…well, I gave ya me word, didn’t I? Told ya I weren’t gonna react. Ya didn’t need to worry. I’ll always keep me word to ya.”
Sábria patted Ailith’s cheek. “I never doubted it. Now, you do what Kara says, or I’ll know why. Understand?”
“Aye, Lady.”
Kara stayed a good while after Sábria left, tending the wounds and adhering the promised square of sheer cloth to Ailith’s cheek. Ailith felt like a fool with the damn thing sticking to her like it was, but she kept it on even after Kara gave her the sleeping draught and took her leave. Sighing at how different this new life was, she pulled off her dress uniform and sighed again at the blood staining the front. She didn’t think she’d get another uniform like that one any time soon. Still, she carefully laid it over the wooden chair she kept in the corner before climbing into bed and pulling the sheets over her naked body.
Her mind was churning, going over and over what she could have done differently to keep the Emperor from getting so mad he backhanded her. What if Sábria had killed the man? Would it have been her fault for not saying or doing something differently?
It wasn’t long before the drink Kara had given her turned her racing thoughts into slow-moving eddies that eventually dragged her down into a deep, untroubled sleep.
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S ábria left Ailith’s room and went immediately downstairs to check on Emlyn. If Aloric hadn’t slapped Ailith so hard, she would have checked on the Kibrunian first, but quite a lot of blood had seeped onto Ailith’s cheek and tunic, and she wanted to make sure Kara was seeing to her wounds.
When she didn’t immediately receive an answer to her knock, she called out, “Emlyn. It’s Sábria. Could I come in, please?”
Bed springs creaked, and before long, Emlyn pulled open the door. She wore an elegant silk dressing gown and robe, which Sábria studied a moment. It was a night dress suitable for a princess, and certainly not something she’d ever seen at the Temple before. An expert embroiderer had taken a great deal of time on the meticulous yet understated designs sewn into the fabric.
A delicate, floral scent wafted out to her, and she recognized it as one she often used when people were in need of relief from stress and anxiety. When Emlyn bowed her head and stepped back, Sábria entered and gently pushed the door shut behind her. “We haven’t had the final meal of the day, Emlyn. You’re going to bed so soon?”
“Yes, My Lady. I haven’t been sleeping well lately.”
“Nor have you been eating. At least, that’s what the dining hall matron tells me.”
“No, My Lady. I haven’t been very hungry.”
The words were said so quietly that Sábria wouldn’t have heard them if there had been other people in the room. The Priestess held out her hand, indicating the bed. “May I sit with you on your bed?”
Emlyn hesitated and didn’t answer right away.
“That bothers you?”
“No, My Lady. I was hoping to be alone for a while.”
“And that’s precisely why we need to talk. Come.” She gently took Emlyn’s arm and led her to the bed. “You sit here, and perhaps you’d be more comfortable with me in this chair, yes?” From what she’d read, physical contact with anyone but your lover was rare in Kibrun. Apparently, even parents shied away from touching or hugging their children, and the sudden change here at the Temple had to be terrifying to a young woman taught the strictures of court protocol and decorum from her earliest time in the cradle.
Emlyn hurried to the chair before Sábria could pull it over herself. “Let me, My Lady.” She half-lifted, half-dragged the overstuffed wing chair next to the bed. “I was surprised to find such a comfortable chair in my room. I thank you for your kindness in providing it for me.”
Smiling, Sábria lowered herself onto the soft, maroon cushion. “I wish I could say we provided it expressly for your enjoyment, but I have to be honest and tell you there is one similar to this in every dorm room in the Temple. Some are maroon, some floral, some blue or yellow, or even pink. If a different color suits you better or perhaps matches your decor once you begin to purchase personal items to make this room your own, then simply tell the dormitory matron, Lady Ingry, and if she has one more to your liking, she’ll provide it.”
Emlyn sat on the edge of the bed and, with a distracted nod, replied, “Thank you, My Lady.”
If it were possible to feel waves of despair rolling off the young woman, Sábria thought she would have been buffeted by them by now. “Emlyn, I’m so sorry you had to see Tomisa this morning.”
To Emlyn’s surprise, she blurted out what had bothered her most about that morning. “It wasn’t just seeing her, My Lady. When I saw—” Her throat closed up, and she covered her eyes with her hand. Emlyn’s other hand was wadded into a fist in her lap.
Sábria leaned forward and gently covered it with her own. “When you saw?”
“Brita.” The word stuck, painfully scraping by as it rose from her throat and barely escaped her lips.
The term stumped Sábria, and she vaguely wondered if it was a Kibrunian expression Emlyn didn’t know how to translate. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that means.”
A tear slipped down Emlyn’s cheek and dropped onto her robe, leaving a dark spot on the delicate, pink fabric. “She shouldn’t have been—” A sob choked off the rest of her words.
The tears fell steadily now, and Sábria shifted over to sit next to her. “If you don’t want my touch, just say so, Child.” She put an arm around Emlyn’s shoulders and pulled her head close so it rested against her shoulder. Running her hand through feather-soft auburn hair, Sábria remained quiet while Emlyn cried out her grief. Knowing the woman needed to talk about the morning, she waited until the tears stopped before asking, “Who shouldn’t have been where?”
Emlyn pulled in a breath and sat back, using the palm of her hand to wipe away the tears. She took the square of linen Sábria offered and dried her face and nose. “Brita. That was my place. Not hers.”
Understanding dawned, and Sábria gently stroked Emlyn’s back. “You mean the new lead guard standing behind Tomisa on the dais.” Pursing her lips at her stupidity for not realizing the impact that would have on Emlyn, Sábria softly apologized for her oversight. “I’m so sorry. I never thought to prepare you for seeing something as wrenching as that must have been. You’ve probably—” She stopped when she realized her words were driving the stake further into Emlyn’s heart, and instead of finishing her thought, she simply settled for, “I’m sorry, Child.”
When the tears began anew, she sighed and pulled Emlyn in close. She couldn’t even say the woman’s heart was breaking. It was broken, and she could only hope it wasn’t damaged beyond repair.
Emlyn pushed away, and the two sat in silence for a while until Sábria ran a comforting hand down Emlyn’s back. “After this afternoon’s fiasco, as you can probably guess, I have many, many details to see to today. Would you like me to send someone up to be with you until I can return later this evening?”
Pulling in a deep breath, Emlyn once again wiped her face. Shaking her head, she lowered her hands and smiled sadly. “No, My Lady. I’d like to sleep for a while. I’ll be fine, really.”
“Well then, I’ll send Kara to you. She’ll give you enough sleeping herbs to help you through the rest of the afternoon.” Rising, Sábria pushed the chair away from the bed and put her hand beneath Emlyn’s chin. “It may not seem like it now, but you’ve found a second family here with the Blades. You’re not alone, Emlyn. Never alone here with us.”
Emlyn nodded, and when the Arch Priestess left the room, she lay with her back to the door and pulled the covers up while she waited for the blessed herbs that would quiet her troubled soul.
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T hat evening, Ailith sat at an outdoor table, receiving pats on the back from a few of the Blades who passed behind her bench. The accolades weren’t something she’d looked for, and she politely mumbled her thanks while surreptitiously looking around for Emlyn. She’d known the woman was upset. That was evident to anyone who had two eyes to see.
Even though they weren’t scheduled to begin training for another two days, they’d been assigned as shivs on deadnight shift. Because they’d be working nights, they’d both been put in the last group of diners for the evening meal. In fact, for the last two days, they and the third shiv assigned to Geller’s watch, Nox, had all eaten at the same time for all three meals.
Ailith hadn’t seen Emlyn eat at all that day, and when she finished her portion of potato and kidney pie, she rose and took her plate to the tubs set up on tables near the doors to the dining hall. There was always the possibility that Emlyn had dined inside, so she slipped through the door and let her eyes adjust to the relative darkness. Outside, lanterns burned on every table, and torches hung from sconces set in the walls around the courtyard.
Since most people had eaten outdoors, only a few tables were occupied within the hall, and only they had a small lantern with a dull, yellow flicker of light putting out the minimum amount of light to eat by. Of course, there were torches burning inside, too, but only enough to allow the servers to make their way from the kitchen to the tables or the doors leading outside.
The tall Kibrunian had an erect, stiff bearing that wasn’t difficult to miss among the more relaxed Blades, but Ailith didn’t see her at any of the tables. She decided to grab a plate on which she piled a ladle of potatoes and kidney pie, two rolls, and a sweet dainty she’d seen Emlyn enjoy the previous day.
Food wasn’t allowed in the dormitories, so as she crossed the courtyard, Ailith kept to the shadows, casually using her body to hide the plate from any curious onlookers. The front desk in the dorm entry hall was always unoccupied at this time of the evening, and she quickly made her way to the stairs on the right side of the hall. Luckily, she didn’t pass anyone coming down, and when she came to the third-floor landing, she counted three doors down and quietly knocked. When she heard nothing, she knocked again and stage-whispered, “Emlyn. It’s Ailith. Open up.”
“Go away, Ailith. I’m trying to sleep.”
“Ya gotta eat. Trainin’ starts soon, and ya won’t do very good with no food in yer belly.”
The door jerked open, and Emlyn glared out at her.
Instead of seeing the warning anger on the other woman’s face, Ailith’s gaze fell on the erect nipples poking out the fabric of the silk nightgown Emlyn wore. “Uh…” She realized she was staring and quickly looked up and held out the plate. “I brought ya a plateful.”
“Can’t you follow any rules? If you were one of my guards, I’d have you flogged for constant disobedience.”
Ailith shrugged, “Yeah, well, I can’t say that hasn’t happened before, but—” She jerked back when the door was slammed in her face with a bang.
Turning, she was surprised to see an angry Shirin standing behind an amused Sábria. Her gaze wandered down to the full plate in her hands and then back up at the two women. “Well, ya see, I haven’t seen her eatin’ fer a while, and if ya work when ya don’t eat, it’s no good, and somehow this plate jumped into me hands, and I thought, well, here’s a full plate, maybe Emlyn could use it and…well, th’ door to th’ dorm was open, well it weren’t exactly standin’ open, but it weren’t locked neither, and—”
Sábria held up a hand. “Ailith?”
“Aye?”
“Go.”
Nodding decisively, Ailith tucked the plate down by her side and skirted around them. “Aye, Lady.”
For good measure, Shirin cuffed her as she stepped by.
Ailith glanced at her and grinned, “Aye. And…me thanks.” She ducked when Shirin whipped her hand out to grab her. Hurrying down the stairs, she heard Shirin mutter, “I’m not going to survive this….” and was gratified to hear a soft chuckle from Sábria before there was a gentle knock on Emlyn’s door.
Figuring the Kibrunian couldn’t be in better hands, Ailith returned the plate to the tubs and climbed the stairs to her room.
The dawn bell woke her the following morning, and she decided it wouldn’t hurt to stop and knock on Emlyn’s door. Maybe the woman would go to breakfast with her if she asked. She knocked several times before giving up. She put her head close to the door and spoke to the wood. “Okay, I tried. I’m here if ya need a friend. I’m no a noble like yer used to, but, well, I guess friends can come in different disguises, eh?”
She waited another few moments and then made her way down the stairs. When she came out into the dawn light, her attention was caught by the sharp clacking of wood striking wood. And not just a single sound. She’d forgotten someone had told her that every third morning was set aside for drilling with the six-foot wooden staves the Blades sometimes carried.
Ailith hadn’t been taught staff work in the Dreyuthan army, mostly because it was left to the bigger men to learn the use of the glaves, long thin poles with vicious cutting blades attached to one end. Nobles learned staff work, but as far as Ailith was concerned, that was nothing more than another toy the bored nobility learned to pass the time. In the army’s ranks, mere staves were considered nothing more than a child’s long stick, an inferior weapon the Dreyuthan soldiers preferred not to learn.
Curious, she walked around the corner of the outer wall enclosing the Citadel, where somewhere around thirty pairs of women struck at each other in a choreographed dance to the cadence of a drummer beating a steady rhythm with a padded drumstick. There were no cobblestones in the yard, only hard-packed dirt that had been compressed by centuries of boots stepping this way and that as Blades learned the art of self-defense and attack.
Prime Geller, who must have just come off shift, and another Blade Ailith didn’t recognize, walked between the pairs correcting stance, hand placement, and overall body movement.
Geller signaled to the drummer, who increased the pace to an intermediate beat that Ailith recognized from her sword practice in the army. It was one that would continue to warm cold muscles but would also make the practice slightly more realistic. Since she’d never even held a staff before, she watched the movements with a discerning eye, trying to see what separated the excellent staff work from the merely competent or mediocre. What she found was that while it was fairly easy to separate the warriors into the three categories, it was difficult to figure out what one was doing and another was not.
Geller held up her hand to stop the drummer and shouted, “Change and give yerselves room.”
The women chose new partners, some even Ailith could see were ill-matched for a proper exercise. Geller’s assistant, a stocky, thick-waisted pidge whom Ailith decided she wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley some night, made changes to better balance out the pairs. Apparently, the silent type, the Blade didn’t speak. Didn’t have to. When she pointed at someone, they not only jumped, they did so with an alacrity that told Ailith a swift strike with the short whip the woman carried would accompany the order if it wasn’t carried out immediately.
Ailith didn’t notice Geller signal the drummer, but the doom, doom, doom began again, faster this time. Soon the staves were clacking together in time to the beat. More than once, the lesser skilled pairs fell out of rhythm, and Geller would point at the offending pair, who would immediately stop and begin again.
Anyone who hadn’t practiced with a weapon might not understand why each step, swing, and blow were choreographed and repeated over and over and over again. Ailith was well aware that a warrior needed candlemarks of practice, going over the same moves until you were sick of them, to build muscle memory that would kick in when chaos surrounded you.
Her mind turned to battles she’d fought where people cried out and fell at her feet, and blood flew across her field of vision. She’d been saved more times than she could count by pure luck when a sword flew at her head, and she’d managed to block the blow with defensive moves her weapons master had drilled into her from the time she was young. In her mind, she could still hear his voice shouting in her ear, “Up, block, over, recover. Up, block, over, recover.”
“Some of them are pretty good.”
Ailith jumped when Emlyn leaned against the wall beside her and crossed her arms. Putting her hand to her chest, she blew out a quick breath. “Ya scared the shite outta me. I was pullin’ th’ bellows.”
Emlyn scrunched up her face. “You were what?”
“Pullin’ th’ bellows. You know…” She made to grasp an imaginary lever and mimed pumping it up and down. “When ya pull th’ bellows, ya get that bored, and yer mind goes off to somewhere else. Yer pullin’ th’ bellows.”
Nodding, Emlyn glanced at Ailith out of the corner of her eye. “Well, since I never had that particular job, I’ll have to take your word for it.”
Ailith returned her gaze. “No, I guess ya wouldn’t, but I’ll bet ya were in some pretty boring meetings that ya had no part in, an’ I’ll lay odds ya pulled the bellows, then, aye?” Even though sadness ran off the woman in waves, Ailith was heartened to see Emlyn’s lip curl up in a bit of a smile.
A loud boom sounded from the direction of the harbor, and to Ailith’s surprise, Emlyn covered her eyes and let out a groan accompanied by something that sounded suspiciously like a sob. “No.” A second boom came on the echoes of the first, and Emlyn pushed off the wall and ran into the Temple courtyard.
By the time the third cannon blast sounded, Ailith had realized the blasts were the King giving the ships carrying Crown Princess Tomisa a royal send-off. “Fowkin’ bastard.”
She didn’t know much about Emlyn’s past, but in the few conversations she’d had with her over the past several days, she knew her grief had something to do with the Princess. Hoping she wasn’t too late to stop what her gut was telling her was about to happen, Ailith ran after Emlyn as fast as her legs would carry her.





Thirteen
  
S ábria was sitting with Shirin at a small table in her office, finishing a particularly savory mutton pie, when she heard the first boom echoing across the city. She sat up and growled, “That bastard.”
Shirin quickly wiped her mouth with a napkin. “What?”
Getting up and striding to the window overlooking the courtyard, Sábria scanned the area for Emlyn. “That bastard knows how important Emlyn is to Tomisa and vice versa. How often have you heard Aloric give the three-cannon send-off to royal visitors?”
“Rarely. Never.”
The cannon boomed a second time, and Sábria growled low in her throat as they watched Emlyn race across the courtyard straight for the tower steps. Before they could move, Ailith ran into the courtyard after her, obviously trying to catch up.
Emlyn reached the door a good ten paces in front of Ailith, and by the time Ailith mounted the steps, Emlyn had slammed the door and slid the bar into place.
Ailith rammed her shoulder into the hardwood. Bouncing off, she tried again and then slammed the palm of her hand against the wood. She looked around and then jumped down all five stairs in one leap. Sprinting to the right side of the circular tower, she grabbed a ladder she’d noticed earlier hanging on two pegs driven into the wall.
Sábria continued to watch Ailith, who grabbed the emergency ladder they always kept by the wall and levered it into place. The ladder had been put there turns before when another young shiv had barricaded the doors, and they hadn’t been able to get to the keys to the side door before she’d thrown herself from the tower. Even though only a few moments had elapsed, Sábria knew they’d wasted too much time gawking. She lunged for the key ring hanging from a peg on the wall and raced out the door.
Just as Ailith began to climb to the second-story window, Sábria and Shirin ran out of the office door, flying down the stairs and hoping that this time, they’d get to their shiv in time. As she raced out of the front doors, ran through the garden, and ducked beneath the archway leading into the central courtyard, Sábria sent a passionate, heartfelt prayer to her Goddess. “Elyon. Please, please save them both. I’m begging you.”
Ailith reached the top rung in time to see Emlyn race up the stairs on her way to the next level. The woman’s face was a mask of grief and determination, a combination Ailith didn’t care for one bit. She’d seen that look on soldiers in her regiment, and it had never ended well. “Emlyn! Stop!”
Leaping into the open window, Ailith almost fell onto her face when her trailing leg caught on the edge of the sill. She gasped when an exposed piece of metal tore a hole in her trews and scraped a piece of skin from her knee. Catching herself on her fingertips, she pulled her foot down and raced after Emlyn. She continued calling her name, hoping to distract her from what Ailith had belatedly realized Emlyn intended to do.
The top floor was a circular room with four large, rectangular windows, one for each cardinal direction. While the exterior of the building was granite, the interior of the upper floors had been plastered and finished to a flat smooth surface and painted light brown. The walls rose from the decorative tile floor to the vastly more ornately tiled ceiling. A metal bar bolted into place ran the entire circumference of the room. It was raised a half hand’s width above the windowsill, presumably to keep people from sitting on the sill that was easily a full arm’s length deep.
As Ailith raced up the final steps, she found Emlyn standing on the roughened block sill facing the harbor. “Emlyn?” She walked closer, hoping against hope the woman had only wanted to watch the three ships as they rode the morning tide out of the bay. No such luck.
Emlyn slowly leaned forward, further and further, until it was evident she intended to keep leaning until she overbalanced and dropped to the hard-packed cobblestone pavers seven stories below.
“No, no, no!” Ailith jumped onto the sill and leaned out to grab her around the chest with her right arm. She knew that wouldn’t be enough, so as they fell, she hopped up and wrapped one leg around Emlyn’s waist and the other between her thighs.
Belatedly realizing it would have been nice to have had the time to grasp onto something before she’d grabbed Emlyn, she locked her ankles together and desperately flung her free hand back, hoping to hit the metal railing running the width of the window. Through sheer dumb luck, she wedged her hand through two metal brackets securing the rail to the wall and grabbed the railing in a grip that had been strengthened by turns of swordwork and latrine duty.
With her hand wedged painfully between the wall and the two brackets, she had a moment’s panic when she thought the bones in her hand and wrist were going to break. The brackets, along with the wide sill supporting most of her arm, however, added some much-needed support that allowed her to hang on when her underarm bent around the outer edge of the sill and the momentum of their two bodies rammed them into the exterior wall. She had the absurd thought that nothing strengthened a woman’s hands more than digging latrines for the previous ten turns of her life.
Emlyn screamed between sobs, “Let me go! Just let me go!” She bucked and tore at Ailith’s fist, raking her nails along her arm and trying to bend down and bite the fingers clutching the flesh beneath her armpit.
Ailith wasn’t sure how long either grip would hold, but the seamstress’ words the previous day about how strong her legs were had her squeezing Emlyn’s hips and legs with everything she had. She was able to lock one ankle behind the opposite knee, effectively pinning one of Emlyn’s thighs between her own. She realized it was more important to lock her fingers around the bar holding them both up, and she concentrated on that, knowing that if she couldn’t hold, they’d both be nothing more than bloody splotches on the stones below.
When Sábria’s head and arm snaked past, and she added her strength beneath Ailith’s precarious hold around Emlyn’s chest, Ailith nearly panicked, thinking the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon shouldn’t be risking her life like this. She glanced up and over Sábria’s back and saw a second person replacing Shirin, who had one arm around Sábria’s waist and the other holding onto her belt to make sure she wouldn’t plummet to her death while trying to save a suicidal shiv.
Sábria mimicked Ailith’s hold with her arm around Emlyn’s chest and her fist jammed beneath Ailith’s shaking hand. The Priestess’ grip was just as tight as Ailith’s, and once again, a stray thought flitted through Ailith’s brain that Emlyn was going to have some painful bruises if they managed to live past the next few moments. Sábria’s other hand edged between Ailith’s chest and Emlyn’s back, and Ailith felt the woman’s strong arms flexing as she held on with grim determination.
Just when she felt the hand holding the railing begin to slip, another person jammed themselves in beside Sábria and shoved their arms under Ailith’s armpits, crossing them in front of her chest and locking strong hands onto the front of her shoulders.
Stray thoughts seemed to be the order of the day because it occurred to Ailith that most of the person’s upper body had to be hanging off the sill in order for them to grab her like that. The person’s head bumped against hers, and she heard Shirin’s steady voice say, “I’ve got you, Ailith. I’ve got you.”
There was a note of panic in Ailith’s voice when she croaked, “Me hand’s slippin’.”
“I’ve got you. Hang on as long as you can, okay?”
In the meantime, Sábria was trying to stop Emlyn from fighting them, “Emlyn, you don’t want to take Ailith and me with you, do you? You’re better than that. Let us help you. Stop struggling, and we can pull you both up.”
Ailith wanted to shout, “Both of us? All four more like,” but she held her tongue. Suddenly, Emlyn went limp in her arms, and the change from a struggling, stiff body to dead weight caused the hand beneath Emlyn’s armpit to slip. “Shite!”
She still had a grip, but now it was only on the tunic. Relief flooded through her when Sábria managed to shove her hand further around Emlyn’s chest and hike her up long enough for Ailith to get a better grip.
Geller’s distinctive voice began issuing orders inside the tower. “We’re gonna pull ‘em all up together. They got Emlyn, and she’ll come up with ’em. Tanna, grab onto th’ Commander's belt with one hand and circle her waist with th’ other. No, not there. Put yer hand on th’ other side of Dina’s left hand, so yer crossin’ over. Okay. Ready? On three.”
Shirin’s fists tightened on Ailith’s chest, bunching up the skin and digging painfully into her shoulder muscles.
Ailith ground her teeth to keep from crying out from the pain.
“One, two, three. Pull!”
Slower than she would have liked, Ailith felt them sliding her back up to the edge of the sill. The movement stopped for a beat while people adjusted their grips, trying to get Ailith over the ledge without scraping her backbone to shreds. The rough sill bit into her back anyway, but she barely noticed. Her arm and legs were still clamped around Emlyn’s body, and the weeping woman, plus Sábria’s upper body, ended up lying on top of her.
Emlyn put her head down on Ailith’s throat and cried, “Why? Why didn’t you let me go? Please let me go.” The words came out on a tide of tears, and Ailith felt Emlyn’s body quiver each time the woman took a shuddering breath.
A shuddering breath sounded good right about then since between Emlyn’s head resting on Ailith’s windpipe and, for all intents and purposes, two adult bodies lying on her chest, she was having a hard time pulling in any air.
Once Sábria was back on the sill, she pulled her knee up under her and adjusted the arm between Ailith and Emlyn’s bodies until she had a firm grasp on Emlyn’s belt.
Geller somehow squeezed in between Sábria and Shirin—more on top of Shirin than next to her—and grabbed Emlyn beneath her arms. Ailith gritted her teeth when Geller’s elbow accidentally dug into her chest, but a muffled grunt escaped nonetheless. The elbow quickly lifted, and the Prime said, “Sorry, Lass. Lost my balance.”
Keeping one arm around Emlyn’s chest, Sábria calmly spoke to Ailith. “You can let her go now, Ailith, it’s okay. We’ve got her.”
Ailith realized she still had her three critical points of contact, chest, thighs, and death grip on the metal bar. She released the arm around the chest first, then unhooked her foot from behind her knee and relaxed her thighs, which had started to cramp.
Geller and Sábria pulled Emlyn all the way into the room and held onto the still-sobbing woman as they made their way down the seven flights of stairs.
Shirin shifted her weight, and while she kept one arm around Ailith’s chest, she tapped the hand still clinging to the bar with the other. “Let go, Ailith.”
“Me arm.” When they’d pulled her up, her elbow and shoulder had bent at an awkward angle, and with Shirin’s help, she shifted further onto that shoulder to relieve some of the pressure. Groaning from the pain and a sudden, unexpected wave of nausea racing through her body, she forced her hand open. It was stuck between the metal support brackets, and Shirin gently rolled it this way and that trying to get it out. “You scraped your knuckles. Relax your hand and let me do the pulling, okay?”
Now that the crisis had passed, Ailith began shaking uncontrollably, and a sheen of sweat broke out on her brow. She closed her eyes and concentrated on relaxing her hand as Shirin worked to pull it between the metal rods and the wall. “We need a better angle. Relax and let me do the work.” After a moment, Shirin put one knee on the sill and lifted Ailith onto her stomach, effectively stretching the arm out straight.
Gently grasping Ailith’s hand, she squeezed the thumb and fingers together to make the hand more streamlined and easier to pull free. “You really jammed it in there. I need to find the angle you had when your hand slipped through the first time.” When she was finally able to ease the hand through the two brackets, she took a moment to rub it open. “There we go. Come on, now.”
Once the hand was somewhat relaxed, Shirin pulled Ailith onto her back, slipped her arms beneath her shoulders and knees, and lifted her over the bar and into the room.
When Ailith’s feet hit the floor, her legs collapsed beneath her. She braced herself against Shirin and slid down onto the cool tile floor.
Besides the two of them, there was only one other person in the tower now, a Blade she’d seen around but had never met. The Blade released her grip on Shirin’s belt and patted her on the back. “Got her?”
The Commander nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”
“Anytime.” The woman dipped her chin to Ailith and headed down the stairs.
Ailith swiveled around until she was leaning against the wall. She brought her knees up, rested her cheek against the wall’s smooth surface, and closed her eyes.
Shirin sat down next to her, put her arm around her shoulders, and pulled her in close. “I’ve got you.” She hugged her and laid her head on Ailith’s hair.
It seemed the most natural thing in the world to Ailith to relax into the embrace, which she did until her right thigh constricted into a mind-shattering cramp. “Fowk!” She lunged forward and grabbed her leg, rolling onto her side in a futile effort to stop the spasm. As quickly as it had begun, the pain eased.
When she opened her eyes, she found Shirin pressing the front of her shoulder onto the sole of her boot and forcing the leg into Ailith’s chest. “Better?”
Ailith closed her eyes again and lay the back of her head on the tiles, running shaky fingers through her hair. “Aye.”
“I’m going to straighten it out slowly, and if you feel even the slightest pull, back here,” she ran her hand down the back of Ailith’s thigh, “you tell me, okay?”
Nodding, Ailith felt Shirin slowly pull on her leg, which immediately began to cramp again.
Shirin must have felt it as well because she leaned in and pushed it back to her chest. “It’s okay. We’ll do this a few times, and your leg should relax. Then we’ll get you back to your room, and I’ll find someone to massage the cramp out. Just relax.”
Ailith had never heard the gentle, calming tones the Commander was using now, and she decided she preferred this woman to the scowling one she’d come to know.
Shirin straightened the leg two more times before she was finally able to extend it fully.
Thinking about what had just happened, Ailith kept her eyes closed and shook her head. Her words came out angry and probably louder than necessary. “What th’ fowk did that crazy Priestess think she were doin’? She could ’a been killed!”
Pursing her lips didn’t quite hide her amusement as Shirin stared down at Ailith, shaking her head at the temerity of their newest shiv. “The only thing she could do, Ailith. Just like you. The only thing she could.”
Shirin pushed to her feet and held out her hand. “Come on. I’ll help you down the stairs. Your leg might cramp up again, and if it does, sit down immediately. If you lunge forward like you did a short time ago, we’ll both end up at the bottom of the tower with our necks broken in more places than I’d care to count.”
Ailith allowed the Commander to pull her to her feet and tentatively tested her full weight on her leg. It held with only the slightest twinge. The sun shining off Millnet Bay caught her eye, and she silently watched the sails of three tiny ships as they turned East and began their long voyage back to Kibrun. “It was th’ cannons what set her off. I think that Princess was real important to her. And I think that bastard Emperor Aloric knew it, too.”
She looked at Shirin, who was also watching the sails. “Do ya think he fired the cannons to honor the Princess or to drive th’ knife further into Emlyn’s heart?” When Shirin’s lips thinned, Ailith continued, “Did he do it because of me? Because I knelt to Sábria and no to him?” She felt guilty tears at the back of her eyes, and she determinedly blinked them away. If she was responsible for what had just happened, she didn’t know what she’d do.
With fierce certainty in her eyes, Shirin turned to her. “No, Ailith! My heart nearly burst with pride when you stepped in front of the Arch Priestess and knelt to her. When you do what’s right, and others do wrong, you’re not responsible for their actions.” She took Ailith’s chin between strong fingers. “Do you hear me? You are not responsible.”
“Aye, but—”
“No buts. Now let’s go down and find someone to give that leg a massage. I need to see how Sábria and Emlyn are doing.”
“Ya can go on, Commander. I’ll make me own way down.”
Shirin wrapped an arm around Ailith’s waist. “Right. And get a leg cramp halfway down that sends you plummeting down the stairwell to your death. Now that’s the kind of shiv thinking I expect from a new trainee.”
“Ach. I’m fine.”
Shirin pulled her arm away and looked at the dots of blood staining her hand and sleeve. “What’s this?” She lifted Ailith’s shirt. “Were you going to mention the scrapes on your back? I swear, Ailith, I’ve never seen anyone bleed through so many clothes in their first five days at the Temple.”
“Me back’s fine. Just a few scrapes is all.”
Shirin walked a half circle around her, checking for any more injuries. When she saw the torn trews, she pointed to the window ledge. “Put it up here. Now.”
Not entirely trusting her other leg not to cramp, Ailith slid over the top of the rail and caught her tired foot on the bar as she moved to sit on the sill.
Shirin grabbed her arm to steady her, and when Ailith pulled off her knee-high boot and dragged her trews over her knee, Shirin whistled at the bloody cut. “Were you this accident-prone in the army?”
Ailith shrugged, “I guess I just tend to get into scrapes and all. But I heal quick and don’t need no poxy healers pokin’ and jabbin’ at me all th’ time. I’ll be fine.” She rolled the trews back down and pulled her boot on. It seemed like dinner had been a very long time ago, and she’d probably missed breakfast by now. She was starting to feel a bit light-headed, so she pushed off the ledge and steadied herself with a hand against the wall. “Honestly, if ya could just see yer way to askin’ Mistress Fulman if I could get a bite to eat if th’ dinin’ hall’s already closed, that’d be grand. I’m feelin’ a bit dizzy.” She managed a grin. “More so than usual, don’t ya know.”
Shirin took Ailith’s hand and carefully felt the bones. “I forgot it looked like your bones were either broken or were going to break. Does this hurt?”
Ailith leaned back on the sill again. “Just somethin’ to eat, please. I’m kinda not feelin’ so good.”
“Okay. Come on. Up you go.” Shirin wound her hand around Ailith’s waist again and pulled her arm across her shoulders. The two very slowly made their way down the seven flights to the bottom floor. When they stepped out into the light, Kara came hurrying over and slipped around to Ailith’s other side. She took Ailith’s arm to help support her to her room.
“Are you okay?”
Ailith tried to pull away, but both women held on. “I’m fine. Just hungry is all.”
Shirin called to a Blade who was on the way to the stables, “Larin. Would you please ask Mistress Fullman to prepare a plate of food for Ailith and then wait for it? Bring it to Ailith’s room when it’s ready. Back stairs, bear’s wing, fourth floor in the fourth room on the right. You can tell her and Lady Ingry I said we’re making an exception to the rules.”
Larin brought her fist to her chest. “Yes, Commander.”
It took longer than expected for the two women to get Ailith up to her room, and by the time they managed it, Larin caught up with them and delivered a plate of steak and kidney pie with a sweet roll on the side.
Ailith took it from her and nodded. “Thank ya.”
Larin nodded and excused herself. “I’m a bit late to the stables, Commander. I need to run.”
“Tell Kemi I kept you.”
“Thank you, Commander.”
After the Blade left, Ailith sat down at the two-person table in the corner and began to eat.
Shirin started at the knee and pointed toward various body parts she wanted Kara to look at. “Hole in knee, probably from a piece of metal. The back muscles of her right thigh completely cramped up. She’ll need a massage. Her back’s scraped raw, and she nearly broke the bones in her left hand, which is also scraped up. Am I leaving anything out?”
Ailith shoved a forkful of pie into her mouth and glowered at the Commander. “I’m fine.”
Shirin rolled her eyes, “She’s all yours. I take it Sábria is in her room with Emlyn?”
“She is. Master Healer Haria sent Sinda with a pretty heavy sedative, so you don’t need to rush.”
“Thanks.” Shirin ruffled Ailith’s hair. “You do what she says.” Smiling down at the stubborn shiv, she shook her head and let herself out of the room.





Fourteen
  
S ábria took Emlyn to her apartment in the six-story Sanctum where she, Shirin, the Master Healer, and others in the Temple hierarchy lived. Each person had their own private suite of rooms, with the more elaborate reserved for the Arch Priestess while the rest, diminishing in size and splendor, were assigned according to rank.
The Commander had a four-room suite adjacent to Sábria’s, which had six. The Master Healer, Haria Kestrasin’s suite, was identical to Shirin’s, as were those of the Master Archivist and the Minister of Finance. The remaining twenty-five steadily diminished in size until they finally ended with the lesser, two-room suites given to the Primes of the various shifts.
Normally, Sábria would take an emotionally unstable Blade to her own bed where she could keep an eye on her day and night. She hesitated to do this with Emlyn, though, because of the Kibrunian strictures against touching another person. It was the dull, vacant stare that finally decided her. She doubted Emlyn even knew where they were, let alone where they were headed.
Gently guiding her through the drawing room and into her bedroom, Sábria gestured to the elegantly appointed bed. “Sit over here, Emlyn.” The bed covers were one reason she’d chosen to bring her here. The burgundy down comforter was plush and well-named. She’d comforted many, many Blades beneath its folds throughout the turns.
The soft feather pillows complimented the comforter. The Temple’s most skilled embroideress had stitched relaxing nature scenes onto their covers. Sábria loved them and almost felt guilty laying her head on such a loving, artistic endeavor. The green, leafy trees surrounding a doe and her fawn standing next to a meandering stream always brought peace to her often uneasy mind. Another depicted a meadow filled with gold and yellow flowers, and still a third held the reflection of a maroon mountain range on the still waters of a lake.
As if in a trance, Emlyn sat as directed and allowed Sábria to remove her boots. That in and of itself was a testament to just how much the woman had pulled into herself. At other times, she would have been appalled at the thought of the Arch Priestess kneeling before her and touching her boots, let alone removing them.
A soft tap sounded on the bedroom door. Sábria quietly called over her shoulder, “Come.” The boots were off now, and she moved to sit next to Emlyn.
One of the healers, Sinda, slipped into the room, holding a tray. On it was a pitcher and a short tumbler that Sábria recognized as coming from the infirmary. Although it wasn’t necessary, Sinda spoke in the whisper common to healers in sickrooms the world over. “Lady Haria mixed this sleeping draft, My Lady. She sends her apologies she couldn’t bring it herself, but she was about to begin stitching up a particularly nasty knife wound in one of the Blades.”
Sábria hadn’t heard of any casualties that day, and she jerked her head up at the mention of a knife wound. When Sinda opened her mouth to explain, Sábria held up a hand. “Explain later. Will the Blade be okay?”
Sinda nodded and set the tray on a side table. She poured a full serving into the tumbler and then sat on the bed next to Emlyn. “Here, lass. This is going to help you sleep.”
When Emlyn didn’t move to take the glass, Sábria took it and put her hand on Emlyn’s back. “Drink this, Emlyn. Sleep is the best thing for you right now.”
Feeling the cool glass against her lips surprised Emlyn, who blinked at it as though she had no idea what it was.
Sábria repeated, “Drink this.”
Emlyn obediently took the glass and, without caring what it was or what it tasted like, drank the contents down with three quick swallows.
Sábria glanced at Sinda, “I hope that’s not too much at once?”
“No, as I said, Lady Haria mixed it herself, and she was aware of the circumstances.” Translated, that meant Haria wouldn’t give a suicidal woman something she could overdose on, intentionally or otherwise.
Sábria nodded, and together they managed to get Emlyn comfortable under the covers. Pointing to the door, she led Sinda out into the drawing room, leaving the bedroom door open so she could keep an eye on Emlyn. “Now, who was the injured Blade, how bad is the wound, and were others hurt?”
Sinda held up her hand. “Sorry, sometimes I give too little information without thinking. A nob sliced Mhina’s arm when she was bringing him in for judgment. She and Caitir were off duty and saw him battering his wife. Mhina’s spitting mad but none the worse for wear. He gave her a long shallow slice on her upper arm before Caitir managed to wrestle the knife away. Mhina ended up tying him in knots, anyway. One tough Blade, that’s for sure, but she did lose a fair amount of blood. She’ll be off for at least a sevenday. No one else was hurt.”
Used to Blades getting injured, Sábria filed the information away and led Sinda to the door. “I need you to go check on the new shiv, Ailith.”
Sinda held up her hand again. Her bright blue eyes seemed to have a sparkle no matter what emergency the Blades were facing. “Kara’s already on her way. We heard what she did and figured she hadn’t managed all that without coming away with a few bumps and bruises.”
Suddenly very tired, Sábria simply said, “Good,” before returning to the bedroom. She listened for the latch on the door as Sinda let herself out. When she heard the soft click, she went to sit on the side of her bed and removed her boots. It wasn’t yet time for the midday meal, so she slid beneath the covers fully clothed and waited a moment. “As always, Child, if anything I do makes you uncomfortable, please tell me.”
Moving slowly, she pressed her chest against Emlyn’s back and draped her arm over her body. She lay her hand on Emlyn’s forearm and lightly squeezed. “A broken heart is often more deadly than a knife to the chest. We all know that, Emlyn, and we’ll try to keep you safe while you heal. You’re not alone. Never alone.” Sábria had said that to her before, but she wanted to repeat it enough times that perhaps Emlyn would come to believe it.
When Emlyn sniffed, Sábria retrieved her arm and fumbled in her pocket for a sheer cloth. She handed it over Emlyn’s shoulder. “Here. I guess we’re lucky I still have my clothes on.”
Emlyn wiped her nose and dropped her hand to the pillow.
Sábria replaced her hand on the arm, and when she heard a soft keening, she knew instinctively she needed to stretch Emlyn beyond what she was comfortable doing. Gently tugging up on the young woman’s arm, she turned her over until they were facing each other and pulled her in close.
As she thought might happen, Emlyn completely let go then, wrapping her arms around her and pulling her into a crushing embrace. She buried her head in Sábria’s chest and, with heart-rending sobs, wept until the herbal tincture drew her down into a deep and troubled sleep.
Sábria let herself doze with Emlyn in her arms. She awoke when she felt the bed move behind her back. Knowing it was Shirin, she slowly turned her head to see whether she was needed somewhere else. Thankfully, Shirin only caressed her hair, leaned down to kiss her forehead, and whispered, “You slept through the day. Go back to sleep. I’ll be in the other bedroom with the door open. Just call if you need me.”
Grateful for such a wonderful friend, Sábria nodded. As she watched her leave the room, she realized how gut-wrenching it would be to lose such a loyal, loving companion and understood on a visceral level the emotions Emlyn was battling. Pulling the younger woman in close, she lay her head on the pillow and dropped into an exhausted sleep of her own.
She awoke with the dawn filtering in through the shutters she hadn’t pulled closed the night before. Hearing Shirin moving around in the kitchen, she disentangled herself from Emlyn, who seemed to still be in a deep sleep. One thing about Haria, no one mixed a more potent herbal brew better than she did.
Slipping out from beneath the comforter, she softly padded into the kitchen where Shirin already had two steaming cups of fangbrew sitting on the table. Legend had it that some Blade in times past had given the bitter but tasty brew the name because it was “strong enough to bite you in the ass.” The thought of that long-dead Blade made Sábria smile as she took her first sip.
“What are you grinning about?”
“I’m thinking of the woman who dubbed this ‘fangbrew.’ I wonder what she was like.”
Shirin stirred the scrambled eggs. “I always picture her as someone exactly like Keavey Terrowyn. Strong as nails, hard on the outside, but maybe just a bit of soft hiding underneath.”
“That’s Terro, all right. Speaking of which, I think it’d be best if we keep Emlyn busy. I was tempted to delay the start of her training, but I changed my mind. Tarvin was scheduled to be her handler, but I think we need someone a bit mellower. Tarvin’s black-and-white personality had seemed a perfect fit for Emlyn before, but now…” she thought a moment, “…who do you think might work? I want to keep her on deadnights with Orsuna.”
“I agree. She needs to stay with Geller, but let’s see.” She started naming Blades who were qualified to train. “Mhina would have worked, but she was sliced yesterday.”
“Sinda told me about her last night. Off for a sevenday, she says.”
Shirin grinned and piled the eggs onto two plates, slipped two pieces of bread off the flat burner, and tossed them next to the eggs. “Not if Mhina has anything to say about it.” Setting the plates on the table, Shirin sat and opened a folded napkin, which she set in her lap.
“Tell her I said she’s off for the full sevenday or it’ll be a fortnight before she sees deadnight again.”
“All right. There’s Soirin, Maeira, Larkin, Jenx…Jenx would work. Do you want to switch her off Ailith, and give her to Emlyn?”
Sábria thought about the idea and then discarded it. “No, I need someone with a sense of humor for Ailith, and Jenx fits the bill. If you remember, I want Ailith trained, but I don’t want her to lose that wonderful, unique personality. We’ve never had anyone like her in the Blades before, and while I want to mold her, I don’t want to break that spirit.”
A sparkle shone from Shirin’s dark brown eyes. She lifted a fork to her mouth and spoke before sliding it in. “If I don’t strangle her first.” Her eyes softened, and she lowered the fork. “She was amazing yesterday. How she managed to wrap Emlyn up so tight and still hang onto that bar is anyone’s guess.”
“Yes, she was. I think her reaction time is better than most, something I want Geller to work on during weapons practice.”
“Khaldo.” They both shook their heads, and Shirin said, “No, besides, she’s not a handler, thank the Goddess. What about Killian? She’s in Sela’s squad.”
Sábria had just lifted her cup to her mouth. She paused and pointed at Shirin with her little finger. “Perfect.”
“I agree. I’ll let her know and explain the situation to Tarvin about the change. And don’t worry. I’ll put it to her that Killian’s better suited since she lost her little brother to trade bandits before she became a Blade, and Emlyn might be able to relate to her because of her loss. I think Tarvin will understand that.”
They finished their breakfast while discussing some issues that had cropped up over the last several days. The dishes and frying pan didn’t take long to wash and put away. When the kitchen was clean, Shirin left to deliver her messages, and Sábria picked up a book she’d been meaning to read but hadn’t had the time. Returning to the bedroom, she fluffed a pillow and propped it against the headboard, then settled in next to Emlyn. Breathing in a relaxing breath, she opened the book to the first page and began to read.





Fifteen
  
F ive days later, Senior Guardian Keavey Terrowyn strode into briefing just as Guardian Prime Geller called everyone to order. Terrowyn quickly surveyed the fifty Blades seated three to a bench behind low tables meticulously lined up in three rows, six tables deep, in the center of the room. Seeing that her fifteen were accounted for, she leaned against the back wall with the bottom of one boot hiked up behind her. She crossed her sturdy arms and glared at the three baby shivs shooting nervous glances her way. This was their third day, and nothing grated on her nerves more than the first few sevendays in a shiv’s training.
They sat at a back table on the other side of the room, which suited Terrowyn just fine. Open cubbies lined the wall behind them, each one holding a Blade’s extra set of neatly folded midnight black tunic and trews. She automatically took stock, noting any cubbies that weren’t well-organized and tidy. Any Blade reporting to debriefing in clothing with an excess of mud or blood on them quickly felt the flat of Terrowyn’s blade across their back. Of course, if there’d been no time to change, that was one thing, but neither she nor the Prime tolerated slovenliness in their subordinates, especially when out on patrol.
In addition to the uniforms, the cubbies belonging to off-shift squads held the Temple-assigned short swords and knives they had the option to carry on-shift. Guards had to provide their own weapons during their off-shift time and were allowed to use just about any weapon they cared to as long as they passed the proficiency test given by deadnight shift’s Prime, Ursuna Geller, a displaced weapons master from the Trenchian Isles.
Geller ran a disciplined shift, and when she strode to the front of the room, everyone, from the newest rookie to the most senior guardian, fell silent. As always, she got right to the point. “Gloamin’ shift reported a bunch of trib runners comin’ in off th’ boats. You all know what that means. Terrowyn, I want you and yer troops patrolling th’ east river district tonight. Gloamin’ shift gets off at two. I want yer people in place by one. That gives ya two candlemarks to check yer normal beat and get any word on who’s out and about.”
Terrowyn nodded. Normally, she enjoyed shepherding the tribs. The riverboat crews, or trib runners as they were known, brought the trade goods from the port to various Cibían cities. They came from every kingdom except those that were landlocked. The men and women who worked the waterways rowed their supply boats up and down the various tributaries to deliver their goods to the merchants and craftsmen who were unable to make the long trip to the main ports of call. The newer tribs rarely understood the strict rules governing behavior in the empire co-ruled by Emperor Aloric and Arch Priestess Sábria. Terrowyn snorted when she thought of how the two “co-ruled.”
Aloric was a lazy, weak ruler who allowed the spoiled nobility to bully the commoners. Most members of the nobility knew there were two sides to the Emperor’s justice. One set of rules applied to crimes nobles committed amongst themselves, while a different set governed their treatment of the common folk. The city and castle guards generally turned a blind eye to the noblemen’s criminal transgressions.
When she could, Sábria held nobles and commoners accountable for any and every crime against womankind. That was where the Temple Blades came in. Guardian Prime Geller and her people patrolled Sarlogne’s streets and back alleys during the deadnight watch, which began an candlemark before deadnight and ran until sunrise the next day.
“Terrowyn.”
Realizing she’d been wool-gathering, Terrowyn pushed off the wall and lowered her arms. She may have been a Senior Guardian, but she’d felt the flat of Geller’s blade enough during her early turns to jump whenever her Prime used that tone with her. “Prime?”
Geller didn’t appreciate inattention during her briefing, but neither would she undermine Terrowyn’s authority in front of her people. “I said, gloamin’ shift also heard through their babblers that a skelli got caught and pricked. See what ya can find.”
Terrowyn’s face appeared hard even when relaxed, but anger sharpened her cheekbones and put a steely glint in her grey eyes that frightened even the hardest nobs. One of the loner chits living on the streets with no parents to speak of getting pricked meant Ghost would get involved, something Terrowyn never liked to see happen. Ghost was safer when she made herself invisible, and Terrowyn wasn’t always around to pull her out whenever trouble found her. “Aye, Prime.” She felt the shivs staring at her again and turned her angry glare on them.
Only one met her gaze while the other two averted their eyes. Of the three, that one, and possibly the one from Kibrun, had the potential to grow from a shiv to a competent Blade if they survived long enough to manage it. The shiv eventually blinked and turned back to Geller, and Terrowyn made a mental note to get her name sometime soon. Now that she thought about it, she realized she hadn’t learned the Kibrunian’s name either.
Females could apply to the Blades on their sixteenth birthday, but most waited several turns before committing the rest of their lives to the Temple. They showed up for all different reasons. Some because their father beat their mother to death, others the victims of rape or incest, and still others wanting the power being a Blade afforded them.
The Dreyuthan, on the other hand, who looked to be eighteen or nineteen turns, had been thrown in the Priestess’ lap a sevenday ago, knowing absolutely nothing about the Blades or the work they did. Terrowyn knew practically nothing about her, either, but she liked that the chit didn’t automatically flinch whenever she glanced her way.
She tuned in again when Geller called out Senior Guardian Sela’s name. Sela’s skin tone blended completely with the Blade’s black uniforms, and where living the life of a Blade had given Terrowyn the hardened look of a warrior, there was a deceptively gentle look to Sela, whose body appeared soft and curved in all the right places and whose face could have graced the statue depicting the beautiful acolyte in the arms of the Goddess Elyon in the center of the Temple courtyard.
“Sela, take yer people to th’ western docks. Yer orders are th’ same as Terrowyn.”
A telltale twitch of the muscle in Sela’s jaw told Terrowyn what she thought of that assignment. “Yes, Prime.” There was no arguing with Geller when she handed out assignments, and since Sela’s current lover—they were permitted female lovers outside the Temple as long as the mysteries of Temple life were never part of the pillow talk—lived on the other side of the city from the west docks, there was no way she could sneak away on her mid-watch meal for a little on-watch fun on the side.
“Arane, yer in th’ lower market district. Send out yer eight guards two-by-two. Ye’ll be light with both Terro and Sela’s Blades on th’ docks. If there’s trouble, send yer shiv to ring th’ watch bell on th’ sacred way. You.” Geller looked at the shiv assigned to Arane’s squad. The young woman, who’d been listening intently, quickly looked down at her hands, which she held clenched in her lap. Sela’s shiv elbowed her in the ribs, and the youngster leapt to her feet, almost knocking their table over in the process.
Terrowyn’s shiv reacted first, grabbing the far edge and pulling back before the entire table went flying. She couldn’t save the three swords lying on top, though, and the weapons landed on the wooden floor with loud thuds. No one belted on their sheaths until after briefing because it was difficult to sit comfortably on the benches wedged in with other warriors while wearing them.
Terrowyn lowered her head and rubbed her eyes with her fingertips. She glanced up and saw Geller glaring at her, pointedly telling her to deal with the shivs before she had to come knock some heads together.
The instant Terrowyn stalked forward, the three shivs stood at attention with their backs straight, their chins parallel to the ground, and their fists locked into the sides of their thighs. “Don’t just stand there, ya scut-brained shivs. If ya lose yer weapon in battle, will ya turn and look at me to pick it up for ya?” She moved within striking distance and barely missed whacking the clumsy shiv alongside the head as the chit scrambled to grab her sword. “Do I need to nursemaid ya to get ya to act like a warrior-in-training? Move!”
Once the weapons were back in their places on the table, the shivs lined up again and stood at attention.
“Sit.”
They immediately dropped down onto the bench, and Terrowyn returned to her place against the wall.
Geller glared at Arane’s shiv and growled, “Stand.” When the woman stood, this time careful not to catch the edge of the table, the Prime crossed her arms. “Yer Nox, right? Do ya know where th’ watch bell is?”
“Yes, Prime.”
“Two bells fer Terrowyn’s squad if th’ trouble’s closer to th’ East River District. Three bells if closer to th’ west docks, and four bells to bring both squads. Shite better be rainin’ down from th’ sky if ya ring four bells, or I’ll take ya to th’ stables and teach ya what real shite looks like, understand?”
The woman swallowed hard. “Yes, Prime.”
“Now, fer th’ rest of ya. I’ve been hearing rumors that th’ City Guard’s been pullin’ Blades into their fights and/or their arrests. I don’t need to remind ya, th’ City Guard’s patrol th’ city fer general stuff. We only,” here she emphasized the word with a glare around the room, “enforce th’ law as far as crimes against women, or more specifically, females. Pidges, skellies, and lollies sellin’ their wares. We do not chase, beat, or bring to th’ city magistrate anybody else. Questions?”
There were no questions, or at least no one dared voice their thoughts on th’ subject. “Dismissed.”
The second shiv Terrowyn thought might have promise was in Sela’s squad, but at least Terrowyn didn’t have the clumsy one in hers. Her shiv had reacted quickly, and when everyone stood to begin their shift, Terrowyn pointed to her. “You. To me.”
Both the shiv and her handler came to stand in front of Terrowyn.
“I suppose it’s time I learned yer name.”
The woman glanced at her handler to see whether she should respond or if the handler intended to answer the question.
Terrowyn growled and ran her hand up into her bangs, “Goddess bless, where do we get these skut-brained shivs? Yer name, girl, yer name!”
“Ailith, yer Ladyship.”
Dropping her arm, Terrowyn stared at the young woman in disbelief. “Yer Ladyship? Do ya see a lady anywhere around here?”
“Uh.” Again, the shiv’s eyes traveled to her handler’s face. Answering that either way could definitely bring problems.
Her handler, Blade Jenx, bit her tongue to keep from grinning at Terrowyn. It wasn’t smart to disabuse the shivs of their fear of the senior guardians since it was either they or the Primes who could, and usually did, make their lives a living nightmare. “Ailith is from a small village in the Blacktip Mountains in Dreyutha where, apparently, if they don’t know a woman’s rank, all the women from down below who aren’t gutter scum are lumped into ‘Yer Ladyship’ or ‘Yer Grace,’ if they think the rank is higher than, ‘Yer Ladyship.’” She glanced at Ailith. “And this one, in particular, apparently, falls back on the habit when she’s stressed.”
Reining in her temper, Terrowyn glowered at the youngster. “You refer to me as either Senior Guardian or, once yer a Blade, Terrowyn.”
“Yes, yer…Senior Guardian.”
Blowing out a long breath, Terrowyn nodded once. “What I intended to say was that yer reactions were quick and decisive. Do that on th’ streets, and maybe ye’ll live long enough to earn yer blades.” Ailith’s face lit up at the praise, and Terrowyn looked at the rest of her squad who’d assembled nearby. “Swords.”
Everyone drew their weapons and held them flat on their palms. Before Terrowyn could begin her inspection, the outer door opened, and Commander Shirin strode in. Everyone remaining in the room came to attention until the Commander waved them off, “Stand easy. Prime Geller, your office.”
After Geller and Shirin disappeared through the door at the back of the room, Terrowyn’s squad presented their weapons again. She inspected each one, nodding until she came to Jenx. She pointed to a chip in the sharpened blade edge. “Is that from when ya hit th’ post instead of th’ nob’s knife hand?”
“Yes.” A blush rose into Jenx’s prominent cheeks, and her thin lips drew into a nervous line.
“And why didn’t ya take it to th’ armorer before shift?”
“Sorry, Terrowyn. I was that exhausted when I got off, and I slept longer than I thought, and the armorer was shut down by the time I got there.”
Terrowyn slowly raised her eyes to meet Jenx’s worried expression. “Yer lucky it was me and not Geller doing th’ inspectin’.”
Jenx’s eyes grew round, and her brows rose into her bangs. “I know.”
“First thing off-shift, ya go to th’ armorer and get it fixed. If it’s like that on-shift tomorrow, ye’ll feel m’ belt across yer back.”
“Yes, Terrowyn.”
Most guardians didn’t inspect every weapon before shift, but Terrowyn, who was meticulous with her own armament, checked the swords and knives of every woman in her squad every night. Satisfied all was in order, she dismissed them and headed to the market square, knowing her people had heard Geller’s orders and would report to the East River District at one. After a few blocks, she realized she’d forgotten to ask their squad’s shiv something, and she turned a full circle looking for Jenx and Ailith.
They were just stepping into the alehouse courtyard when Terrowyn whistled their call. Both women turned, and Terrowyn pointed to the ground at her feet.
Ailith jogged over while Jenx walked at a normal pace.
Terrowyn looked at Ailith, who stared down at her boots. “For Goddess sake, ya don’t need to look at the cobbles every time I talk to ya. What’s th’ name of th’ shiv in Guardian Sela’s squad?”
“Emlyn, Yer Ladyship.” Realizing her mistake, Ailith edged behind Jenx’s left leg. She was well aware of just how hard the backs of Terrowyn’s hands were.
A glint of amusement shone in Jenx’s eye as she watched Terrowyn silently count to ten. Terrowyn glared at her, making one side of Jenx’s lip rise. Not enough for Ailith to notice, but enough to make Terrowyn almost give a small smile in return. Almost.
Resuming her walk to the biscuit seller, who sold her wares at the back of Black Pan Alley, Terrowyn kept her eye out for a quick glimpse of Ghost. Centuries earlier, when the city had first been built, the planners had carefully designed the street infrastructure to resemble a multi-square grid. When Terrowyn had first earned her blades, she’d counted the steps between blocks and discovered each one was exactly five hundred and sixty-two of her steps.
The blocks were laid out by use. Some had multi-story homes or apartments, others were strictly shops and taverns, while others contained services, such as bathhouses, blacksmiths, barbers, and coopers.
She searched down alleys and watched the rooftops for the top of Ghost’s telltale mop of curly brown hair. It was rare for her to see even that much of the child, but over the turns, she’d gotten better at spotting her.
Nine turns earlier, she’d been the one to find Ghost minutes after her whore of a drug-addled mother had birthed her literally in the middle of a sewage gutter. Terrowyn had taken the babe to a wetnurse, but when the mother had regained consciousness, she’d hunted down and reclaimed the baby, knowing she could sell it to the slavers for a decent price when the child turned three. Terrowyn had kept tabs on the girl, though, taking her to the wetnurse whenever she could discover where the whore had stashed her.
She’d intended to take the babe away before her third birthday, but the woman had snuck the child to the docks three weeks early, intending to sell her there. It wasn’t until the whore accused Terrowyn of stealing her child that she realized the toddler had escaped to the underground sewers where the city’s population of orphaned skellies and nints made their home.
It had taken the better part of a turn to find her again, and it had been Terrowyn who’d named her Ghost because that’s exactly what the child had become. Small, undernourished, and feral, it had been impossible to keep track of where she slept during the day and hid out at night. Every time Terrowyn saw her, though, she whistled three rising notes, training Ghost to hear the sound and know the Blade was nearby.
Terrowyn walked into Master Oline’s bakery and waited while the baker served a pidge two loaves of dark rye bread. The nob who was with her stood next to the door watching the baker take her money. Terrowyn assumed the pidge was his wife, although it was difficult to tell since the woman appeared to be in her mid-twenties and the nob closer to forty. Father and daughter, maybe? She couldn’t tell and didn’t care one way or the other.
As soon as the two left, Master Oline opened his arms wide. “Guardian Terrowyn, a beautiful night to be out, eh?” He reached beneath the counter and pulled out a tray. “I saved you two biscuits, one for you and one for your little skelli.”
Terrowyn pulled a copper royin from her belt pouch and laid it on the counter. “Thanks.” It wasn’t like he didn’t save her two biscuits every night, but he always made a big deal out of the fact, so she tried to be polite. “Closing soon?” She asked the question, even though she knew he’d be closing right after she made her purchase, just like he did every night she worked.
“Right now, in fact.” He beamed at Terrowyn and then escorted her to the door. “Have a safe and uneventful evening, Guardian.”
Smiling slightly at the man’s exuberance, Terrowyn stepped into the alley and listened while the baker slid the lock in place behind her. She walked several blocks to the beginning of the Codpiece, the lowest, dirtiest district in all of Sarlogne. As she did most nights, she found a barrel to lay one of the biscuits on and then moved off a short distance to wait. She’d discovered early on that she had to stay close enough to chase away the other starving skellies and nints until she could entice Ghost to make her appearance.
She whistled Ghost’s special whistle and settled in to wait. She’d been feeding the little skelli this way ever since she’d realized one bitterly cold night that Ghost was slowly starving to death like ninety percent of the nints and skellies who lived in the Codpiece. It had only been in the last turn, though, that she’d discovered Ghost had no real vocabulary since she never spoke to anyone, not even to the other sewer rats.
Realizing she was the only one who cared enough to teach her, Terrowyn had begun to stay close enough to the biscuit that she could take it back as soon as Ghost appeared. Ghost had to listen to Terrowyn talk, and Terrowyn had begun to make her speak for her food.
Hearing the light thump that meant Ghost had jumped from the roof of the building behind her, Terrowyn picked up the biscuit and slowly turned around. For whatever reason, Ghost had her own belief system as far as right and wrong. As far as Terrowyn had ever seen or heard, she’d never stolen from anyone the way the rest of the skellies and nints did. As a result, her skin was pulled tight across her bones, and people often joked that Terrowyn should have named her Skeleton instead of Ghost. “Well, hello. Hungry?”
When Ghost nodded, Terrowyn put her hand to her ear and raised her brows. “What’s that?” Terrowyn loved the child’s indomitable spirit. Ghost never felt sorry for herself and had even developed her own sense of humor.
A glint of amusement sparked in Ghost’s eyes, and she whispered, “Aye.”
“What would ya like?”
Ghost pointed to the biscuit in Terrowyn’s hand.
Again, Terrowyn put her hand to her ear.
“That.”
Holding up the biscuit, Terrowyn asked, “What is this?”
“Bread.”
“Use all your words.”
Sentences had been difficult to teach and even more difficult for Ghost to learn. She looked at Terrowyn’s black, knee-high boots and then back at the biscuit. “I’d like…bread, please.”
Terrowyn broke off a piece and held it out. “Come here and take it, then.”
This was something new, and a scowl stole across Ghost’s features. She nervously looked around, like a wild animal checking its surroundings for a trap or a hungry predator.
“Ghost, have I ever hurt ya?”
Ghost focused on Terrowyn again and shook her head.
“Then come get th’ bread. I have some questions fer ya, and I don’t trust ya not to snatch th’ bread and go.”
Taking a step forward, Ghost looked up and checked all the surrounding rooftops and then visually searched the alley behind where they were standing. After several hesitant steps, she was close enough to stretch out her hand and grab the proffered piece of bread. Once she had it, she immediately stuffed it into her mouth.
When she’d swallowed, Terrowyn broke off another piece. “I heard from a babbler that a skelli got pricked.”
Ghost nodded. When Terrowyn put her finger behind her ear, Ghost said, “Aye.”
Terrowyn held out the bread, and Ghost took it. “Can ya take me to her?”
Ghost’s brows descended in what Terrowyn had come to realize meant she needed to take time to understand what the words meant. After a moment, Ghost nodded, “Aye.” Her gaze flicked to what was left of the biscuit.
Holding it up so Ghost could see it, she spoke with slow, easy words. “Ya can have this, but ya can’t run from me when ya take it. I’ll chase ya and catch ya if ya do. And what happens when I catch ya?”
That glint of amusement shone in Ghost’s eyes again. She playfully cuffed the side of her head, indicating the punishment that always awaited her whenever she did something to anger her friend.
“So, ya won’t run, aye?”
“Aye.”
The biscuit disappeared into Ghost’s mouth as soon as she snatched it from Terrowyn’s hand. Then she turned, ran, and jumped, hitting one alley wall with her feet and propelling herself up to the facing wall, where she grabbed a brick and then a gutter and pulled herself over the edge of the roof.
“Ghost!” When Ghost’s head popped over the roof’s edge, Terrowyn pointed to the ground. “I don’t climb like a monkey. Get down here, and we walk.”
Without a thought, Ghost launched herself over the side and landed with the grace of a cat jumping from the top of a high bookcase. She took off to where the alley opened onto the back street, and the two jogged several blocks before Terrowyn realized there were headed to the forest on the edge of the city. She pulled Ghost to a stop and knelt in front of her. “I guess I should have asked whether th’ skelli was still alive.”
Some turns earlier, the city guard had come to the Priestess asking whether the Temple Blades were taking the dead skellies and nints from the trash heaps scattered around the city. The Emperor’s edict about burning the people who died in the Codpiece was very specific, and the penalty for city guards who disobeyed the law was harsh.
Knowing her people weren’t taking the bodies, Sábria had assigned her Blades to investigate. When a nint was found dead in the sewer, Terrowyn had taken the body to the trash heap and had lain in wait to see what transpired. What she’d discovered had astounded her. Ghost had come and dragged the nint’s body across the city before the sun rose, when no one was about. She’d taken it out into the forest, dug a grave with a curved stone, and buried the body.
After Ghost left, Terrowyn had found at least twenty other graves in the immediate vicinity. When Terrowyn reported to the Arch Priestess what she’d discovered, Sábria had spoken to the Emperor, who’d agreed that maybe throwing the little bodies onto the trash heap to burn was a bit harsh, even for the city’s skellies and nints. They decided to let Ghost continue burying the little ones who died as long as she buried them deep enough, so the animals didn’t dig them up again.
Ghost shook her head and pointed to the forest.
“She’s dead?” When Ghost nodded, Terrowyn sighed and stood. She patted Ghost on the head and smiled sadly. “I don’t need to see her, then. I’m sorry fer her, though. Do ya know who pricked her?”
Ghost’s eyes became hard, “Poxy noble.”
That was that, then. Terrowyn wouldn’t bring Ghost into a battle with the nobility because accusing a noble of rape would be a death sentence for a skelli. “I’ll see ya tomorrow night, okay?”
Grinning broadly, Ghost nodded quickly. She was just about to run when Terrowyn stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Hey.” She retrieved the second biscuit from her pocket but pulled it back when Ghost reached for it. “Don’t eat it too fast. Ya know what too much food does to ya, aye?”
One time, Terrowyn had mistakenly given Ghost a part of a meat pasty. She’d, of course, eaten it and had immediately thrown up. Later, one of the Temple healers explained that if Ghost’s normal diet consisted of biscuits and the occasional apple slice, then meat or almost any other type of food would have disastrous consequences for Ghost’s digestive system.
When Ghost nodded, Terrowyn handed over the biscuit and watched the little skelli disappear back into the Codpiece. She’d find her again at the end of shift and give her some slices of apple. The healer said she could also start her on unseasoned riceballs, and Terrowyn planned to buy some the following week. Since it was nearing time to head to the East River District, Terrowyn settled her sword more comfortably on her hip and set out to meet her people for their night of river dog patrol.
At the end of her shift, Terrowyn reported to Geller that a noble had raped the skelli, and she’d died from her injuries. Geller asked, “Do ya ken which noble, and do ya have proof?”
“No to both questions.”
“Write it up in yer reports then. Poor little bugger.” Geller had spent part of her childhood on the streets and knew exactly what the skellies and nints had to go through to survive.





Sixteen
  
T he following evening, Shirin was standing out on the balcony when she heard someone open and close the door leading from the hallway into the reception room. She slipped back inside the double doors, and when she saw it was Sábria, held her finger to her lips and beckoned her close. “You’re going to want to listen to what’s happening below the balcony. Did you notice Ailith teasing Terrowyn at dinner tonight?”
Since Shirin was keeping her voice lowered, Sábria did the same. “Yes. I thought Terro was going to knock her across the dining hall.”
“And did you see the shiv, Nox, staring in horror while Ailith kept pulling Terro’s tail?”
“No, I must have missed that. Nox is Lady Knight Elondra’s daughter, right?”
“Right. When I came in tonight, I noticed Nox moping around below the balcony. A few moments ago, I saw Ailith heading her way.”
It took a while for Sábria to get a feel for the newer recruits, and she wasn’t sure, given Ailith’s past rough and tumble life, whether she might come across as a bully to someone like Nox. “They’re down below?” When Shirin nodded, the two women silently stepped out onto the balcony to listen.
Ailith approached Nox, who was sitting in the shadows. She’d perched on a low wall and had tucked herself behind an overhanging bush, so she was, for all intents and purposes, invisible to the people moving through the courtyard.
Nox saw Ailith coming and glowered at her. “Go away.”
“What? Why? I ain’t done nothin’ yet.”
“Because you’re trouble, and I don’t need any trouble.”
Ailith was quiet a moment. “I think that’s exactly what ya do need, Lass.”
“What?” Nox’s irritation was evident in her tone.
“Well, I know I’m new here, but I’ve been watchin’ ya. Yer scared of old Terrowyn and Geller. Look, yer in Geller’s shift, and Terrowyn’s there, too. Sure, yer not in her squad, but yer around her enough. Fear does ya no good. It only breeds mistakes, and from what I see, a shiv can’t afford mistakes.”
“What do you know? And, of course, I’m afraid of Guardian Terrowyn. And if you had any sense, you would be too.”
“Why?”
“Because she’ll beat you into the ground if you treat her like you did at dinner tonight.”
“Ach. I did that for you. Ya need to see trouble’s not th’ life endin’ thing ya think it is.”
“Did it for me? Don’t do me any favors.”
“Look, Lass. Can I give ya some advice?”
Nox scoffed and turned away so her back was to Ailith.
“Okay, then. Take care.”
Ailith started to move away, but Nox stopped her. “Wait.” She turned back and glowered. “What advice?”
Shrugging, Ailith sat on the wall, scooped up some rocks from the planter behind it, and began tossing them away one by one. “Ya need to get in trouble with Terrowyn, or Geller even. Get yer first beatin’ out of th’ way, and then it won’t be so terrifyin’ to ya.”
Up on the balcony, Shirin dropped her head into her hand, and Sábria rolled her eyes.
Nox’s mouth fell open. “Are you crazy? And become the laughingstock of the whole guard like you are? You were whipped before you were even admitted to the Temple! Don’t you think everybody knows about that? They’re laughing at you! Do you think I want them to laugh at me, too?”
“But.” Ailith held up a finger. “I hold th’ record, ya know.”
Nox just stared at her.
Up above, Shirin pinched the bridge of her nose to keep from laughing.
Nox’s voice dropped to one of complete disbelief. “What record?”
“Th’ Arch Priestess has never beaten a recruit sooner in th’ petition process than she beat me.”
“You’re proud of that?”
Ailith grinned and shrugged. “It’s a small talent, but ya need to take th’ accolades where ya can get ‘em.”
Sábria covered her face and shook her head.
Putting her hand on Nox’s shoulder, Ailith looked her square in the eyes. “Look, gettin’ whipped won’t kill ya.” She rolled her eyes, “Okay, it hurts worse than getting trampled by a pack of rampagin’ mules. I’m tellin’ ya, that Priestess has an arm like a steel hammer and a temper to go with it, so my advice to ya is to not get her angry with ya if ya can help it.” She rolled her eyes again and blew out some air. “But ya need to get Terrowyn angry enough to box yer ears or whack ya with th’ flat of her blade. Once ya realize it won’t kill ya, ya won’t be so scared of ‘em anymore.”
“No.”
“Okay, then here’s what I’ll do. I’ll get her mad enough that she clobbers me, and then ye’ll see I’m still in one piece.”
“No! You’re crazy.”
“It’s not like I haven’t heard that before. Okay, how’s this? We’ll both make her mad, and we can take our licks together, aye?”
Sábria and Shirin heard Nox sigh and say, “You are crazy. Just leave me alone. I’ll earn my blades my way, and you earn yours your way if you can.”
The two women watched Nox stalk off to the dormitories. They waited for Ailith to leave as well, but when she didn’t appear, they silently returned to Sábria’s office and shut the balcony door behind them.
Shirin looked sideways at the Arch Priestess. “You know, as humorous as that sounded, Ailith isn’t half wrong. Nox is timid and frightened. I’d hoped she’d move out of that stage during her sevenday pre-training period. Well, she’s had twelve days to adjust since we postponed her starting because we decided to put her, Ailith, and Emlyn on deadnight together. And Ailith is right. She’s terrified of all of us. Almost like a little mouse.”
Sábria poured them each a glass of wine and motioned for Shirin to join her on the brightly embroidered sofa. As they settled, she thought about Nox, remembering how they’d come to accept her in the Blades. “I guess I shouldn’t have listened to her mother. But Lady Elondra is a formidable knight in her own right. She said she’s been training Nox since she was a young child, and she’s absolutely certain Nox will excel as a Blade.”
Shirin set her glass on the table and unlaced her boots. Pulling them off, she swiveled around until her back was against the sofa’s arm, shimmied her foot between Sábria and the back cushion, and then gently tugged her friend close until her head rested against her shoulder. “Hand me my glass again, would you?”
Sábria stretched out her hand and was just barely able to reach the glass. She handed it to Shirin and then rested her head on her chest once again. When Shirin slipped her arm beneath her breasts, Sábria covered it with her own.
Shirin took a sip of wine and rested her head on the cushion. “Sometimes, if a timid child has an overbearing or overachieving mother, she’s forced into a lifestyle she’s totally unsuited to. I hope we’re doing right by her, putting her into training.”
Sábria had to agree. “There are so many other positions she could fill. Healer, cook, and even tanner, for that matter. I’ll have a talk with her to let her know she doesn’t have to go into Blade training if she’d rather do just about anything else.”
On the far side of the room, a fire in the massive fireplace crackled and snapped, and the two women, who’d begun their hectic day at dawn, lounged peacefully and relaxed before finally heading to bed.





Seventeen
  
A ilith enjoyed training and always showed up early to Geller’s pre-shift weapons practice for shivs and for Blades with less than five turns on the job. They’d been in training a fortnight, and she felt she was getting into the rhythm of life as a trainee Blade. She buckled on her sword and headed downstairs, intending to grab a buttered roll on the way to the practice yard, only to find a hushed assembly waiting in the dining hall. People were huddled in small groups speaking quietly, and she knew immediately that something bad had happened.
As usual, Emlyn stood alone at the side of the room, so Ailith decided she’d probably be the only one who’d take the time to tell her what was going on. Emlyn leaned against the wall with her arms crossed over her chest, staring down at the floor. Ailith leaned next to her and indicated the rest of the people in the room with a lifted chin. “What’s goin’ on?”
Emlyn glanced up and sighed, “There’s a sickness spreading through the Temple like wildfire. Commander Shirin and a healer ordered the gates locked and the disease warning flag run up the flagpole.”
“Shite. Why Commander Shirin and no th’ Arch Priestess?”
“The Priestess was one of the first to come down with it.”
“What are th’ symptoms?” Ailith had seen her share of illness run through the Dreyuthan army camps, and she’d lost her entire family and most of her village to sickness when she was young. She thought she might be able to help if she knew what to look for.
“They said fever, delusions, a rash, uncontrolled shaking—”
Ailith straightened and grabbed Emlyn’s shoulder. “A black tongue?”
Emlyn tried to shrug off her hand, but Ailith grabbed the other shoulder and shook her. “A black tongue? Tell me, Emlyn. Do they have a black tongue?”
Emlyn caught Ailith’s urgency and answered quickly, “I don’t know.”
Ailith shoved away and ran to the healer’s hall but was stopped by the unusual presence of a warrior stationed at the door. “I need t’ see th’ Commander!” Her sense of urgency had her shouting at the woman.
The warrior, a grizzled veteran who’d take no nonsense from a shiv, pushed her away. “Go back t’ yer room, Shiv. Nothin’ you can do.”
Ailith pretended to turn away and then rammed into the Blade, twisting around and squeezing through a barely opened door. She raced for the stairs, shouting, “Commander!”
The Blade chased after her. “Come back here, ya poxy little shiv. I’ll beat ya senseless when I catch up to ya!” The woman had just managed to get her fingers into Ailith’s tunic when Shirin appeared in a doorway on the third floor. “Ailith, you blasted, skut-brained—”
Ailith had never heard Shirin curse before, but she didn’t let the anger stop her. She jerked her tunic out of the Blade's hand and ran the last few steps to Shirin. “Commander. I need to know. Does she have a black tongue?”
The Blade seized Ailith’s arm. “Sorry, Commander. I’ll get her out of here.”
Ailith jerked her arm out of the woman’s grasp and shoved her away. She turned back, grabbed the Commander’s tunic in two fists, and shouted at her again, “Does she have a black tongue?”
Shirin held up her hand, telling the Blade to leave Ailith alone. “Yes. Now take your hands off me.”
Now that Shirin was listening, Ailith did as she was told. “What about spots on her neck?”
“No.”
“Fowk. Look, it’s th’ Deathbell disease. It’s good there’s no spots yet. I don’t know how it came here because it’s only up in th’ mountains where me people are from. Th’ magickers can’t cure it, but I know a woman who can. I need t’ ride t’ th’ Mitrea Peaks in th’ Blacktip Mountains where I’m from an’ fetch her. I swear yer magickers can’t cure it.”
“Why would a mountain woman know more than the healers?”
Frustration had Ailith shouting louder now. “Because th’ poxy healers are too fowkin’ proud to listen to a mountain peasant fer healin’!”
An unfamiliar voice came from the room Shirin had just left. “Well, I’m not too proud.” An older woman wearing the maroon robes of a Master Healer stepped into the hallway. She wore her long, grey hair in a neat bun at the nape of her neck, and her round, dark face was weary with fatigue. “I don’t know what this illness is, Commander, and I’ll take any help I can get if it means saving the Arch Priestess’ life.”
Shirin nodded and started for the stairs with Ailith close behind.
The healer stopped them. “Wait. Do you know the timeline of the disease?”
Ailith nodded, “Aye. If they’re not treated, they’ll die in about a sevenday.” She turned to Shirin. “Th’ mountains are close to th’ border. Day and a half there, day and a half back, if I can change horses along th’ way.”
Shirin turned to the Blade who’d chased Ailith up the stairs. “If Terrowyn isn’t sick, tell her to pack for a fast, long ride and saddle two of our fastest horses.”
The woman pounded her chest and ran down the stairs.
Ailith shook her head. “I can go faster alone.”
“No, you can’t. Keavey Terrowyn is from a horse-breeding family. She knows everyone at every way station and can get you fresh horses at every stop. Now go get packed.”
Ailith started to obey and then hesitated, thinking. She turned back to the healer. “Everybody needs to always be washin’ their hands. It moves from person to person through touchin’ hands, and then th’ person later touches their mouth or nose. Wrap th’ sick ones in wet towels to keep th’ fever down. I know it’s no th’ normal, but chills are better than fever. I know this poxy sickness. It’s what killed me family and most of me village.”
Looking at the ground, Ailith tried to remember if she’d left anything out. She turned to Shirin. “Like I said, three days. On th’ third day, have three kettles of hot water boilin’ in th’ bailey. Th’ healer will need ‘em fer potion. She’ll need enough so we can give everyone several cups of it. The sooner she can get mixin’, th’ better. Ya ken?”
Shirin nodded. “Yes. Now go, Ailith, and the Goddess be with you.”
Ailith ran to her room and grabbed her coat. She didn’t bother with clean clothes because she didn’t intend to stop until she was riding back through the gates three days hence.
Terrowyn didn’t say anything when Ailith ran up and leapt into her saddle.
Ailith didn’t see Commander Shirin, who was standing on the far side of Terrowyn’s mount, until she was in the saddle. She surprised the Commander by jumping off the horse and pulling her to the side. “Commander. I mean it when I say th’ Deathbell never leaves th’ mountain. Th’ Dreyuthans kill mountain folk who come down from th’ crags with any of th’ symptoms. It’s that deadly. Did anyone ask to be let into th’ Temple and then grab th’ Priestess’ hands askin’ fer a blessin’?”
Shirin thought back to the arrivals of the past few days. “Yes, a woman seemed fixated on Sábria.”
Ailith’s brows pulled down into a scowl. “Then ya ought to be askin’ that pidge who sent her t’ give th’ Priestess th’ Deathbell. Ya ken?”
Anger so intense it startled Ailith flared in the Commander’s eyes. “I understand. Now go.”
A Blade pulled the massive lever to the side to unlock the gate, and once Ailith had remounted, the two women spurred their horses into an all-out gallop.
Ailith was impressed with Terrowyn’s riding ability. She knew they kept horses in the Temple stables, and she hoped her extra duties would one day include working with the horses or simply cleaning their stalls. Terrowyn had never been particularly friendly to her, but then, she wasn’t friendly with anyone except maybe Geller, the Commander, and a few of the older Blades. It didn’t surprise her that a veteran warrior wouldn’t have much to say to a brand-new shiv. So they rode in silence down the hard-packed road leading to the border.
Just as Shirin had predicted, Terrowyn was able to get fresh horses at every wayside station they came to. Their first problem came when they arrived at the Dreyuthan border. The guard there refused them entry without the proper paperwork.
Ailith was arguing with the man when a familiar voice called out, “I’d recognize that voice anywhere. If it ain’t our Ailith comin’ back fer a visit.”
Jumping from her horse, Ailith ran to the man, grabbed his shoulders, and spoke barely above a whisper, “Sergeant Ahern. Yer here because th’ Goddess sent ya by all that’s holy. I need to fetch Cori Lesfur, and ya don’t want to know why.”
Ahern happened to be a mountain man himself and knew the only reason Ailith would be at the border on a lathered horse fetching healer Lesfur was because someone had the Deathbell disease. And Ailith was right. No one in Dreyutha should know why she’d come. “Come with me, both of you.”
He led them to the stables and provided them with fresh mounts. Filling their skeins with water, he also tucked a bag of dried fruits and oatcakes into each saddle bag. “I’ll stay on duty until ya get back. Goddess smooth yer way, Ailith.”
Another half day of galloping at a breakneck pace saw them riding into the tiny mountain village of Wilder. Ailith dismounted and stopped the first lad she saw. “I need Cori. Where is she?”
The healer must have heard them ride up because she stepped out onto the porch of one of twenty or so cottages, wiping her hands on a towel. “I’m right here. It can’t be Ailith, can it?” A trim woman in her mid-sixties with two long, grey braids framing her weather-lined face greeted Ailith with a smile.
Ailith ran to her. She didn’t waste any time with polite chit-chat. “Aye, ‘tis. Cori, I’m livin’ at th’ Goddess’ Temple in th’ Cibían Empire now. The Arch Priestess an’ others have th’ Deathbell disease.”
Cori rocked back on her heels. “Yer crackbrained, Ailith. It never leaves these mountains.”
“It did. Have ya had any outbreaks anywhere lately, say th’ last sevenday or so?”
“Oh, aye. A few days back, but we got it stopped. But….” She paused and narrowed her eyes, “We did have one lass go missin’ early on. We had th’ notion she’d gotten th’ crazies like they get, ya know, and got lost in th’ mountains somewhere.” She ground her teeth. “Ach. Does th’ Priestess have th’ black tongue?”
“Aye. Ya need t’ come, Cori. Please.”
“An’ th’ spots?” When Ailith shook her head, the healer pursed her lips and nodded, “I’ll get me bag. Jonah, saddle a horse fer me, quick like. And move these saddles to fresh horses. There’s a good lad.”
The boy, who was used to the healer riding off at a moment’s notice, ran for the stables, and Cori disappeared back into her cottage. She reappeared a short time later with two bulging saddlebags slung over her shoulders.
Ailith, who’d helped Terrowyn and the boy saddle new mounts, took them from her and secured them onto the back of one of the saddles. The three women mounted and rode their horses as fast as possible down the rocky mountain path.
Ailith guessed Sergeant Ahern would be waiting with fresh mounts and supplies, and she wasn’t surprised to see him standing in the yard when they galloped up to the border station. She pulled her horse to a skidding stop and leapt off. Grabbing the saddlebags from the healer, she followed Ahern into the stable and secured them behind the saddle of the new horse Cori would ride.
Ahern filled their water skeins and replenished their food, and within a half candlemark, they were back in Cibía, riding for all they were worth toward the Temple.
It was dark by the time they galloped up the slight incline leading to the Temple, but Shirin must have had sentries watching the road because as they approached, the gates were pulled open, and they rode into the outer bailey without slowing their mounts.
Three warriors assigned to the stable were waiting to take the horses. Cori handed over her reins before grabbing her bag and running into the inner court.
Ailith and Terrowyn were both exhausted. Neither one had been off their horses other than to change mounts and relieve themselves for the entire three days. They’d slept and eaten in the saddle, but both followed Cori and waited for her instructions.
Commander Shirin had done exactly as Ailith had instructed and had three large caldrons boiling next to the statue of the Goddess in the center of the inner bailey. When she saw Ailith and Terrowyn, she pointed to the dormitories. “You two get to bed and rest.”
Ailith shook her head. “I need to stay and help.”
Cori, who’d just sent two warriors to collect a table to put next to the caldrons, agreed. “Aye, I need her t’ hand me th’ herbs as none of ye’ll know what they are.” When Shirin opened her mouth to protest, Cori held up a finger and wagged it in Shirin’s face. “Ye’ll be shuttin’ yer gob now. Noble or no. I be in charge, and ye’ll do as I say.”
The Master Healer walked up behind Cori. “How can I help? I’ll do just as you say and won’t get in the way.”
When Cori turned and saw the maroon robes of a Master Healer, she waved the woman away. “Git on with ya. I’ve niver known a Master Healer to listen to naught I have to say.”
“Well, this Master Healer will listen to an herbal mountain witch sooner than she’d listen to most of her colleagues. We’re wasting time. Tell me what to do.”
The two warriors returned with a table, which they set up in the spot Cori indicated. “Fine. Healer lady, take these bags and lay out everything in ‘em on that table there. Ailith, I’ll tell ya what I need, and ya hand it to me. Do ya remember th’ herbs I taught ya as a bairn?”
Ailith gave a single nod. “Aye.”
Cori checked the temperature of each pot and instructed Shirin to add more wood to the fires beneath two of them. “It needs to be almost boilin’. Yer also gonna need two more kettles of cool drinkin’ water to add to th’ cups of th’ boilin’ brew when it’s ready to give to th’ sick.” She rolled up her sleeves and pointed to the Master Healer. “You. What’s yer name?”
“Haria.”
“Okay, then, Haria, have th’ spots started on any throats yet?”
“Yes. A woman came to the Temple four days ago. She had spots starting yesterday morning, and she died in the afternoon.”
“About forty, red hair, scar along her jaw, like this?” Cori ran her finger along the bottom edge of her face.”
“Exactly.”
Ailith glared at Shirin, who nodded, letting her know she’d spoken with the woman before she died.
Cori continued, “And th’ Priestess? Does she have th’ spots?”
“No.”
“Well, thank th’ Goddess fer that. We can save her then. Ailith, give me th’ packet with th’ ginter fruit powder.” With that, Ailith began opening pouches to find the right herb and handing them to Cori when she asked.
The healer stood at the table, accepted the bags back from Cori, tied the tops closed again, and set them on the table in case they were needed a second time.
Cori moved from one kettle to the next, measuring out different amounts of specific herbs and pouring them into one kettle or the other. “You. Noble lady.” She pointed to Shirin, who immediately came to her side. “Ya go get three gran’ stirrin’ sticks, and you and two others stand and stir these kettles until I say stop. Ya ken?”
Shirin, amused that the healer’s accent was exactly the same as Ailith’s, nodded. “Yes, Mistress.”
When she heard the response, Cori’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. She mumbled to herself while measuring out the next spoonful of herbs. “Strangest bunch o’ nobles an’ healers I ever did see.”
“I’ll get the’ ladles.” Terrowyn, who hadn’t obeyed Shirin’s order to leave either, took off at the run toward the kitchens and returned carrying three overlarge, wooden stirring spoons. Each spoon was about as tall as a twelve-turn child. She handed one to Emlyn, who was also standing by to help.
Actually, over one hundred warriors had come to either help or watch the process. Cori called out to Shirin. “Get these fool warriors to their rooms. They shouldn’t be congregatin’ like this. Tell ‘em to wash their hands before they go, too.”
One barked order from the Commander, and the only ones left in the courtyard were Shirin, Terrowyn, and Emlyn, who began stirring the potion in the kettles, and Haria, Ailith, and Cori, who continued mixing the herbal brews. The two Blades guarding the gate had also remained.
Cori chuckled at how quickly the warriors had dispersed. “I wasn’t expectin’ folks to clear out so quick. We’ll need some back in a bit to begin takin’ th’ brew to th’ sick ones.”
Stirring the latest herbs Cori had spooned into her kettle, Shirin glanced up at the healer. “Let me know how many people we’ll need and what supplies, and I’ll have them back here just as fast.”
Cori talked as she worked. “Ye’ll need two fer every ten sick. One to hold a small pot with th’ brew and th’ other to give th’ sick a drink with a cup. Ye’ll need fresh cups fer all ten patients. Oh, and one extra pot and cup fer th’ Arch Priestess. If ya get th’ supplies and th’ people back now, I’ll give ‘em th’ instructions. Once th’ brew is mixed, it needs to be served smart quick.”
Shirin looked at the Master Healer, who said, “Seventy-five sick at last count. You’ll need sixteen warriors to do as Mistress Cori asks.”
Cori chuckled again and mumbled, “Mistress Cori. I niver.”
Handing yet another bag of herbs to the healer, Ailith smiled, “Cori, when ya heal these people, yer name’ll be known as th’ woman what saved th’ Temple of th’ Daughters of Elyon fer a very long time.”
Blushing slightly, Cori accepted the bag and pushed her spoon down into its depths. “It’ll be enough that we got th’ disease stopped here.” She looked up at Haria. “I hope. Has anyone in th’ city shown any of th’ symptoms?”
Haria shook her head. “Not that we’ve heard, no. As soon as I arrived, I ordered all of the Blades in the city recalled, then had them shut and bar the gates and raise the warning flag. Hopefully, that woman who brought the disease didn’t stop anywhere else on her way here.”
“Aye, I don’t have enough herbs fer an entire city.” Cori walked to each kettle, bent over them one by one, and dipped out a bit of potion with a spoon she produced from deep in her tunic pocket. Each time, she put it to her lips and carefully sipped the hot brew.
Shirin glanced over at Terrowyn, who was stirring her brew with conviction. “And you, Lead Guardian Keavey Terrowyn, will be answering to me for disobeying a direct order to go and rest.”
A warrior of few words, Terrowyn just smiled at the Commander.
Ailith knew it was an idle threat. She’d heard that the irascible Keavey Terrowyn had been a shiv at the same time as Shirin, and the two were good friends who often shared the same bed when the mood struck.
“Dina,” Shirin called out to one of the gate guards who came trotting over. “Tell Prime Geller to report to me.”
When Geller arrived, Shirin motioned her over to her kettle. “Assign sixteen warriors to report to me. Tell them to stop in the kitchens first and grab one small pot and ten cups for every two of them. And one extra pot and cup.” At Geller’s confused look, Shirin stopped, thought about what she’d said, and clarified, “They’ll be going out in pairs. Each pair will be seeing to ten patients. They’ll need one pot and then a fresh cup for each patient.”
Geller grinned, “Well, why didn’t ya just say that to begin with?”
Cori added, “And when ya come back from th’ kitchen, bring four ladles with ya.”
Geller nodded and pulled on her bangs, “Aye, Mistress.”
Cori shook her head and smiled to herself as Geller headed off to the dormitory to grab her sixteen recruits. Before long, a line of eight pairs of warriors waited in front of the first kettle. To everyone’s surprise but Ailith, Cori handed a ladle to each stirrer and had the pairs stop at each kettle where Shirin, Terrowyn, and Emlyn ladled one-quarter of a ladleful of the contents from their kettles into the waiting warriors’ pots.
She then had them stop by one of the kettles with the cool water, where the Master Healer waited to ladle a half measure in with the brew. “Now, ya go to yer ten, and ya make each one drink a full cup of th’ brew. Then ya go back to th’ kitchen, wash yer hands, get ten clean cups, and bring yerselves back here fer another round. And make sure ya don’t touch yer mouth, nose, or eyes while yer workin’. Ya ken?”
All the warriors nodded, tugged their bangs, and said in unison, “Yes, Mistress.” When the teams had departed for the infirmary, Cori turned to the Master Healer. “Now, you an’ me, we’ll go see to th’ Arch Priestess.”
The healer picked up the last bowl on the table. “One question, if you don’t mind, Mistress Cori.”
“Ach. They’s no Mistress Cori around here. Just plain, Cori.”
The healer smiled and nodded, and Ailith thought the smile transformed the woman’s face from dour and worried to someone who, when not battling a severe illness, knew how to laugh and enjoy life whenever the mood struck.
Haria pointed to each kettle, “Would you tell me why you had to put a different combination of herbs into each kettle if you knew you were going to combine them at the end?”
“Well, I got th’ recipe from me granny, who got it from her granny. Me granny thought maybe it were because one herb affects every other herb it comes into contact with in a special way, and maybe ye don’t want th’ herbs mixed until th’ last minute, so th’ change takes place right before ya give th’ brew to th’ patient. Does that make sense to ya?”
Haria raised her brows and nodded, “Absolutely. I’m always amazed at the wisdom we’ve lost by not listening to the herb witches who’ve studied herbal remedies for generation upon generation and have passed them down to their children and their children’s children.” The two women filled their pot, grabbed a cup, and headed for Sábria’s room.
Shirin beckoned Ailith over and handed her the stirring stick. When Ailith took it, the Commander hurried after them.





Eighteen
  
S ábria opened her eyes to a darkened bedroom. Shirin was asleep in a second bed that shouldn’t have been in the room, and Haria dozed in the cushioned wingback chair that was usually kept in the drawing room. A third woman, a peasant by the looks of her clothes, sat in another chair with her head on her hand, watching her.
The woman sat forward, and a smile lit her face. She put a finger to her lips and indicated Shirin and Haria. Her chair was right next to Sábria’s bed, and the woman shifted over so she was close enough to whisper without waking the other two. “It’s right glad I am to see ya open yer eyes. We need to be quiet, though, because yer friends haven’t slept more’n a few candlemarks at a time since ya took sick.”
Sábria remembered feeling ill early that morning but didn’t understand what the woman meant when she said Shirin and Haria hadn’t slept. She had vague memories of nightmares where she was fighting with Shirin and strange shapes dove at her and sat on her chest, cutting off her breath and holding her down.
“Ach. I can see ya don’t remember much. That’s normal with th’ Deathbell. Ya were one sick woman fer nearly a sevenday.” Sábria jerked up and opened her mouth to object, but the woman held her finger to her lips again. “It’s all right. Yer better now.”
“Who are you?” Even though Sábria tried to speak quietly, the words came out as a harsh croak that woke both Shirin and Haria.
Shirin rolled out of bed so fast her foot slipped on the tile floor, and she almost ended up falling onto her back. She scrambled up and hovered over Sábria’s bed. “You’re awake!” Tears filled her eyes and slipped out onto her cheeks. She covered her face and turned away, not wanting to alarm her friend, who was as pale as a ghost.
Haria, too, had tears in her eyes, but she was smiling the most beautiful smile Sábria had ever seen from the healer.
The only person who didn’t seem overwhelmed with emotions was the peasant, so she repeated her earlier question. “Who are you, and what is going on?”
Haria answered before the woman could. “This, my dear Sábria, is the woman who saved your life and the lives of eighty Blades. There’s no doubt in my mind every Blade in the Temple would have eventually died if it hadn’t been for my friend, Cori Lesfur, here.” She rested her hands on Cori’s shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze.
Cori picked up a cup of herbal-infused tea she’d prepared earlier and handed it to Sábria. “Here ya go. I know yer confused and yer throat’s parched. This brew will set ya right. Ya won’t remember bein’ sick, but yer mind will start to clear a bit.”
Grateful to the other women for taking Sábria’s attention away from her, Shirin got herself under control, wiped her cheeks with the edge of the bed sheet, and turned to face them again. “Ailith recognized your symptoms as the same illness that took her family and village. She and Terro rode to the Blacktip Mountains and asked Mistress Cori if she’d come help because, as far as we know, she’s the only healer in any kingdom who can cure the disease.”
Haria held up a finger. “Not anymore. Cori and I have been working together to document the symptoms and the cure, and I intend to have it copied and sent far and wide so no one else can weaponize the disease.”
“Weaponize the—” Sábria sat bolt upright again and would have spilled her drink if Cori hadn’t anticipated the move and snatched the glass from her hand. She was shocked when the woman, a peasant, upbraided both the Master Healer and the Commander in a tone that brooked no disobedience.
“Here, now, you two, stop that. Didn’t I tell ya she’ll need to rest when she wakes up, and here ya go flappin’ yer jaws and upsettin’ her!” Cori put her hand on the back of Sábria’s head and held the cup to her lips. “Here. Drink this down, and no arguin’ with me, noble lady. I’m th’ one in charge, and ye’ll listen to me and do as I say. Ya ken?”
Sábria drank as she was told and stared at Shirin and Haria, who were grinning like fools. Like a curtain slowly lowering on a stage, her mind began to get fuzzy. “You drugged me?”
The peasant healer smiled, “Yup.”
As she drifted off to sleep, she smiled slightly as the thought meandered across her brain that the woman reminded her a lot of their newest shiv, Ailith. Her words were slurred when she muttered, “Goddess, bless me. There are two of them.”
Shirin heard her and knew exactly what she meant. She looked fondly at the woman who had, indeed, saved the Daughters of Elyon. At this Temple, anyway. There were thirty other subordinate Temples scattered across the empire, and the Goddess would have no doubt promoted one of the High Priestesses to become Arch Priestess and rebuild what had been lost here. But thanks to Ailith and Cori, that wasn’t going to happen.
A fortnight later, Terrowyn waved across the border as Cori started back to her mountain home. She’d liked the woman and admired her strength, and though she’d never thought it possible, she decided she’d miss listening to the healer ordering Sábria, Shirin, and Haria around.
Sábria had given Terrowyn permission to stop at her family’s horse breeding farm halfway between Dreyutha and Sarlogne, and as she turned her horse to begin her journey, she realized she was looking forward to seeing her brother and his wife and her ten rambunctious nieces and nephews.
She was glad to get away from the three shivs on deadnight for a while, too. It was a lot of work keeping track of them and making sure they were safe, even though they had no idea she followed one or the other throughout the long nights as they patrolled the streets.
She worried about Ghost, though. Even though the skelli knew Geller by sight, Terrowyn wasn’t sure she’d take food from her. When the Master Healer had ordered the gates closed during the outbreak of the Deathbell disease, Terrowyn hadn’t been able to get out to feed her little skelli, and the chit had lost all the weight she’d gained over the past couple of turns. Granted, if you hadn’t known her before, she still would have looked like a skeleton, but Terrowyn had been making sure she had some meat on her bones over the last turn, so she at least had a few extra pounds on her when the gates had locked them all inside the Temple.
She almost bypassed the turnoff to her family home, worried that if she didn’t return right away, Ghost would go hungry again. She reminded herself that Geller promised to find her and feed her, and with that thought foremost in her mind, she turned her mount east and rode for her brother’s home.





Nineteen
  
G eller had assumed more than just the care of Ghost while Terrowyn was gone. She’d also taken over supervising her squad, a role she was accustomed to since she’d been a Senior Guardian for twelve turns before she became Prime. Since all of the shivs were doing fairly well, she’d settled in to finish some administrative duties that she’d put off for a few days.
Ailith and her handler, Jenx, were patrolling the market district with Nox and her handler, Maeira. When the four were together, the two shivs were under orders to speak only when spoken to. The first few nights they’d patrolled together, Ailith had forgotten she wasn’t to speak, but several head slaps later, the point had been driven home.
They’d been assigned to patrol the alleys, looking for several trib runners who’d been harassing women on a nightly basis. They’d managed to catch one the previous night and had taken him to the Temple Magistrate for punishment. Maeira picked up a discarded wrapper, wadded it up, and threw it in a nearby trash box. “How long are Sábria and Shirin gone for? It’s weird having them and Terrowyn out of town at the same time. Where did they go, anyway?”
Jenx searched the rooftops, looking for any skellies or nints that might be following them. “Terro escorted healer Cori back to the Dreyuthan border, and Sábria and Shirin rode to the Temple in Yhario. I guess the High Priestess there died, and Sábria needed to go and appoint a new one.” Jenx looked at Ailith. “And how many High Priestesses serve under Sábria?”
Ailith pursed her lips as she considered the question. “Well, didn’t ya tell me there are thirty lesser Temples—”
“Subordinate Temples.”
“Aye, I can niver remember that word. Anyway, thirty of ‘em, so, I guess thirty High Priestesses?”
Jenx turned back to Maeira. “Hopefully, none of them will be gone long. I like it when everything is running just like it should be, without all the disruption and change.”
Maeira grabbed Jenx’s arm and pointed down an alley. “There they are. They’re the ones who were with that nob we took down yesterday.”
The tribs saw them and took off running with the two Blades and their shivs close on their heels. The men turned the corner, and the Blades followed, expecting them to keep running. Instead, the men had pulled up short and were waiting for them when they rounded the corner. One swung a cutlass at Maeira’s chest, and since she was completely unprepared, she reflexively ducked. The sharpened steel embedded itself in the bridge of her nose. She went down and stayed down.
The other four men had their swords drawn, and they charged with gleeful roars and bloodthirsty anticipation written across their scarred and cunning faces.
Jenx barely had time to draw her weapon before the first man was on her. She blocked his first swing, and kicked him in the stomach, shoving him back long enough to put her back to the wall and parry a cutting swipe aimed at her midsection from a second nob.
A third, hog-jowled man wielding a short-bladed hand axe took advantage of Jenx’s inattention and stepped forward. Spinning the axe handle expertly in his meaty palm, he pulled the axe across his body, intending to embed the sharpened end of his weapon in the Blade's skull with a vicious backhanded swing.
Ailith, who was in the process of blocking a half-hearted blow from the smug-looking asshole who’d seen how easily he’d killed Maeira and probably believed this young bitch would be no different from the last, chanced a glance at Jenx’s third attacker. She watched him swing and realized Jenx was preoccupied and hadn’t noticed her peril. “Jenx! Down!”
Falling to her knees, Jenx felt the flat side of the axe smash across the top of her head as the sharpened edge skimmed her hair and hit the block wall behind her. Her vision went black for an instant, but her training kicked in, and she rolled and came up with a knife in her off-hand. She drove it deep into the nob’s armpit and then, using her shoulder and body weight, shoved him into the one she’d just been fighting. The two went down in a heap, and she turned to face the third man, who was coming at her from the rear.
Ailith didn’t have time to watch Jenx, who was fighting nearly unbeatable odds. Her Dreyuthan military training kicked in, and she began swinging and blocking, fighting off Maeira’s killer. Even though her attention was focused on the man in front of her, she checked to see how Nox was faring with her attacker.
Nox ducked a swing, recovered, and then took off running.
Shocked, Ailith watched the coward round the corner and disappear out of sight. There was no time to process what she’d seen. Fighting on bloody, chaotic battlefields had taught her to always be aware of her surroundings, to watch right, left, up, down, and behind, or risk being taken out by a previously unseen attacker.
Risking a quick glance at Jenx, she saw one nob thrust his blade at her chest while the second came at her hilt first, intending to smash her head in.
Jenx jerked sideways, and instead of impaling her body, the blade sliced across the top of her sword arm at the same time the rounded end of the other nob’s hilt smashed into her Temple.
A film of red clouded Ailith’s vision. Jenx had been a harsh but fair handler, and to see her falling to two brutish thugs brought her mind, if not her sight, into a clear, sharp focus.
Just as she’d experienced when the berserker had been moments from killing her Duke, her body took on a life of its own. Her vision narrowed, and she bellowed an incoherent challenge, swinging and spinning, instantly killing one man by taking out his throat.
The other nob’s eyes bulged when he saw the bared teeth and the killing rage in her eyes. He stared at the white-knuckled, blood-spattered grip holding what had become a demonic, slaughtering puppet in her hands.
Ailith bellowed again and, ignoring his frenzied back-pedaling, chased him down.
In his panic, the nob hesitated a breath too long to lift his sword and block her demented charge.
Not realizing that her blood-spattered face had become a twisted, vulpine mask of hatred, Ailith ran her blade through his chest until the tip dug into the wall behind his back. Hearing a sickening, sucking sound as she pulled her sword free, Ailith spun around and ran to where Jenx lay on the ground, wounded and dazed from a second blow to the head. Ailith bellowed a challenge to the nob standing over her. He obviously intended to deliver a killing thrust with his curved sanguine sword.
The man spun to meet her, and she didn’t hesitate. All she knew was that a fellow warrior was lying beneath his feet, and with a feral roar, she swung and nearly decapitated the man.
The final attacker ran when he saw his comrades lying dead or dying on the blood-spattered cobblestones. He pushed through two sailors who’d been standing at the end of the alley ogling Ailith as she took on most of the men by herself.
Ailith knelt next to Jenx, who grabbed her tunic and pulled her down. Ailith could tell her handler wasn’t thinking straight, and she had to lean down to understand what Jenx was saying. “Go find Nox. Make sure she’s okay.”
“No. Ya need help.”
A hesitant, shaky voice spoke behind them. “I’ll stay with her.”
Ailith jumped when one of the sailors knelt next to her and pulled off his vest. She watched the man hold it to Jenx’s bloody arm.
Jenx repeated, “Go. That’s an or…der.”
Grabbing the sailor’s arm, Ailith asked, “Ye’ll stay with her ‘till other Blades come?”
The nob jumped when her fingers dug into his bicep. Obviously fearful after having watched Ailith slaughter three armed men, his deep voice shook when he answered, “Aye. I give ya me word. I’ll send me mate, Milo, here fer th’ Blades.”
Pursing her lips, Ailith knew she needed to obey her handler’s orders, so she sheathed her sword. She checked Maeira first. The Blade was dead. Ailith growled quietly and then took off to find Nox. She could be anywhere, and Ailith began systematically searching every street and alley for the cowardly shiv.
The two sailors stayed with Jenx, whose headwound was worse than Ailith had originally thought. She lost consciousness, and when the first Blade appeared, the men watched to make sure Jenx was well looked after before leaving for their ship. They’d been on their way back to the harbor when they’d seen the fight, and they ran now to get on board before their vessel sailed on the morning tide.
Once they’d left, Nox, who’d been hiding in the shadows of a nearby doorway, stepped out and ran over to the downed Jenx.
The Blade tending to her looked up and asked, “Are you okay?” When Nox nodded, the Blade pointed to Maeira. “Go check her.” When Nox started to rise, the Blade grabbed her arm. “Where’s the other shiv?”
Nox shrugged and got a wary look in her eye. Seeing that Jenx was unconscious, she decided to take a calculated risk that she wouldn’t remember what had happened. “She ran when they attacked us. I don’t know where she went.”
“She ran?” The unfettered anger in the Blade’s voice told Nox she’d made the right decision.
Other Blades arrived, and the first woman told everyone that the cowardly, skut-brained shiv, Ailith, had run and left the other three to die in the alley. By the time Geller arrived at the run, the Blades were all cursing Ailith and vowing to beat her to a pulp when they found her. The coward had always been trouble, they said, and should never have been allowed to join the Temple.
When Ailith returned to check on Jenx, five Blades fell on her, kicking and spitting on her until Geller plowed into the melee, throwing Blades this way and that to get them off. Geller picked up a completely confused Ailith by her tunic and slammed her against the wall. “Ya ran ya cowardly shiv. At least Nox stayed and tried to protect her handler and yers. Let’s go.”
She jerked Ailith forward, and as she was being marched out of the alley, Ailith caught sight of Nox glaring at her from among the Blades. Narrowing her eyes at the traitorous bitch, Ailith knew her life as a shiv had come to an end.
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I t had been two days since Geller had thrown Ailith into her room and reported to Subcommander Calit. Whenever Shirin was away from the Temple, Calit took charge of the Blade contingent. Smart enough to realize that handling a cowardly shiv was above her grade, she decided to leave Ailith in her room until Sábria returned. She’d been grateful when Blade Khaldo had volunteered to take the shiv meals and water, and since she needed to arrange a funeral for Maeira and check in with the healers about Jenx, the coward was relegated to the back of her mind.
Ailith lay on her bed, seething. No one had asked her what had happened, and if she was honest with herself, she wouldn’t have called out Nox as a liar anyway. In the Dreyuthan army, no self-respecting warrior could hold their head up if they stooped so low as to save their own skin at the expense of another warrior, even one as low and cowardly as Nox.
Throughout the past two days, Khaldo and her band of shitheads had delighted in finding barrels of trash around the compound and emptying them in Ailith’s room. Each time the door opened and someone dumped the trash, several Blades would yell curses at her and send gobs of spit toward her bed. One of Khaldo’s friends had even taken a crap in a corner, and soon, they’d begun gathering rotten fruit from the kitchens and lobbing them onto the bed where Ailith remained curled up and facing the wall.
Ailith smoldered with pent-up rage, but she refused to acknowledge them, knowing if she reacted, things would only get worse. She’d dealt with bullies many times before, and her usual response was to confront them, but this time, she had the feeling she’d have to fight every Blade in the Temple, something she knew she wouldn’t survive.
When the moon had been shining through her window for several candlemarks, and the noise in her hallway had abated, Ailith rolled over to survey her room. Red-hot rage flowed through her veins when she realized not a single space was left uncovered. She couldn’t see the tile on her floor, and when she stood, everywhere she stood, trash reached to her knees. Broken dishes and other pottery were scattered in among filthy underwear and other stained or discarded clothing. Old pieces of broken wood and horse dung filled in any open pockets.
With the heat in her body rising, Ailith picked her way to the door, careful not to cut herself on any of the sharp, broken items no doubt collected from the Temple’s midden. She pulled the door open, only to find one of Khaldo’s lot standing guard. There hadn’t been a guard the previous times she’d left to relieve herself, and she wondered why they’d started posting one now.
“Where do you think you’re going, Coward?”
“To take a shit, Asshole.” There was no way they could force her to shit or piss in her own room.
The Blade shoved Ailith back inside or tried to anyway. “There’s plenty of shit in your room. Do what you need to do in there.” The Blade’s eyes bulged, first in surprise and then in shock, as Ailith growled, grabbed the hair on the back of the woman’s head, and slammed her face into the wall. The Blade sank to the floor without another sound.
Ailith stepped over her, went to the privy, and then stepped over her a second time to re-enter her room.
It wasn’t long before Khaldo and five others pushed the door open to give Ailith the beating of her life. They stopped when they realized just how much trash and horseshit they’d piled inside.
Ailith lay on her bed with her back to the door, so she didn’t see Khaldo’s sneer as she backed out of the room. She heard the bitch telling the others it was too filthy to risk getting themselves covered in shit, and they’d see to Ailith the next time she left her room.
The following day, Calit met Sábria and Shirin at the Temple gate. In anticipation of their arrival, she’d ordered all nonessential personnel out of the baileys. She rested her hand on the shoulder of Sábria’s horse, and before the Arch Priestess even had time to dismount, she said, “There’s been big trouble. We need to talk. Right now.”
“What happened?” Tired from a long day of riding, Sábria swung her leg over her horse’s back and lowered herself to the ground. Nodding distractedly, she handed her reins to a stable hand who’d been assigned to take their mounts to the stables.
Calit eyed the guards standing nearby and indicated the Citadel with a wave of her hand. “Maybe we should speak in your office, My Lady.”
With Sábria leading the way, the three women walked through her office door. Shirin slapped at the dust on her trews, and Sábria grumbled, “Must you do that in here?”
Shirin, who hadn’t realized what she was doing, raised her brows in a sheepish apology. “Sorry. I’m just exhausted and wasn’t thinking.” She turned to Calit. “So, what’s so important that couldn’t wait until we’ve had time to bathe and change?”
The idea of reporting her news to the Arch Priestess and the Commander had weighed on her mind the last couple of days. What Calit had concluded was there was no way to break the news easily, so she’d decided on the direct route. “Two of our handlers and shivs were ambushed. Maeira was killed outright with a blade embedded in the bridge of her nose, and Jenx is still unconscious in the infirmary.”
Both Sábria and Shirin stiffened. Sábria was the first to find her voice. “And the shivs?”
“Nox and Ailith. Nox was the hero of the day. She killed three of the attackers while Ailith turned and ran.”
Sábria’s eyes narrowed. “Ailith ran?”
“Yes, My Lady.”
That didn’t fit with what both women knew about the two shivs. Sábria continued, “How do you know?”
“Nox arrived shortly after Soirin found Jenx. Ailith was nowhere to be seen. Nox told Soirin what happened, and she relayed the same story to me when I arrived.”
“And what does Ailith have to say?”
Calit’s face hardened, and she spat out the words, “Absolutely nothing. No apology, no defense, no thanks to Nox for saving her life. Nothing.”
There was no one better at reading people and knowing their personalities than Sábria. She knew, deep in her soul, that Ailith hadn’t run from that fight. She also knew Nox was incapable of killing three men on her own. She turned to Shirin, “Get Nox in here.”
Shirin, who’d been thinking the same, left to find Nox.
Sábria turned back to Calit. “Where’s Ailith now?”
“Confined to her room.”
That made sense, and Sábria nodded distractedly. “She’s receiving meals and water, I assume?”
“Of course, My Lady. Khaldo even volunteered to take meals to her on a regular basis.”
“Khaldo?” Sábria’s eyes narrowed dangerously, “And you’ve been checking to make sure that’s been getting done, correct?”
Calit’s brows descended, and she shrugged, “To be honest, I don’t really care. The coward ran and left the others to die. She can rot for—” When she saw Sábria’s eyes light with a fire she’d only seen on a few occasions, Calit knew she’d gone too far. “I’m sorry, My Lady. That was out of order. I’m sure Khaldo has been doing what she said she’d do.”
She was spared a response when Shirin strode through the door with a sullen Nox following behind. The shiv came to attention in the middle of the room and waited while Shirin studied Sábria, wondering why the emotions in the room had changed so drastically in the short time she’d been gone.
It only took a moment for Sábria to get herself under control, but she was still short with the shiv she believed had thrown a fellow shiv to the wolves. “Report.”
Nox brought her fist to her chest and began the tale she’d told so many times over the last few days. “Handler Maeira and I and Handler Jenx and Ailith had been patrolling most of the night for some trib runners who’d been harassing women in the Market District. Close to the end of our shift, Handler Maeira spotted them in the third alley off Diamond Way if you're coming from Latchgo road. They ran when they saw us—”
Shirin interrupted, “How did they know you were looking for them?”
“Handler Jenx and Shiv Ailith brought one of their friends in for questioning the previous night.” At Shirin’s nod, Nox continued, “Well, Handler Maeira—”
This time Sábria interrupted, not quite hiding her irritation at listening to the story unfold. “We can dispense with the handler and shiv titles, Nox. We know who they are.”
Calit wondered at the Arch Priestess’ clipped tones and sent a questioning look at Shirin, who saw it but looked away.
“Yes, My Lady. Um….” Nox had heard the irritation in Sábria’s voice, too, and began to get nervous. No one had given a second thought to her story being false. Until now. Maybe she was sensing things that weren’t there. She decided to plow on with her recounting of events as she’d told them to others. “The men disappeared around the corner, and Maeira was the first to follow them. We expected them to keep running, but they’d stopped, and when Maeira came around the corner, one man hit her in the face with his sword. It must have killed her instantly. I don’t know, but I think so.”
Calit had described Maeira’s wound to Sábria and Shirin, and there was no ‘I think so’ about it. Maeira had been dead before the blade had gone halfway through her head. They both wondered whether Nox had even taken the time to look at the Blade if she could so blithely say she wasn’t sure whether Maeira had been killed instantly.
Oblivious to their thoughts, Nox continued with her story. “The others already had their weapons out, and they charged us. I tripped and fell into the legs of the man who came for me. Dumb luck, really, because when he went down, his sword was trapped beneath his body, and I managed to kill him.”
Swallowing hard, she braced herself for the next part of her lie. Looking at the wall above Sábria’s head, she straightened and plowed ahead. “That was when I glanced up and saw Ailith ducking beneath another man’s swing. She looked back over her shoulder at us and then took off running.” Waiting a beat to see whether anyone said anything, Nox licked dry lips and flicked her gaze down to Sábria’s eyes to judge her reaction.
Sábria’s still features were completely unreadable to an untrained child. Shirin, on the other hand, recognized the anger and disbelief roiling just below the surface.
“Well, Jenx killed one man almost instantly, and I’m not sure what happened next. It’s all kind of a blur, but the next thing I remember was kneeling over Jenx and her telling me to go find Ailith to make sure she was okay. I went to look for her but couldn’t find her, and when I returned, Blade Soirin was kneeling over Jenx, who was unconscious by then.”
Sábria crossed her arms and leaned against her desk. “Killing two men is a blur to you?”
From the first time Nox had given the story until now, she’d decided the fewer details, the better. Even though her mother had trained her with her blade, she’d never been in an actual sword fight and didn’t know enough to describe what would have happened, so she’d decided to say she couldn’t remember how she’d killed the men. She’d also left out the part about the sailors because she didn’t want anyone trying to find them. “Then Ailith came back, and Prime Geller took her to the outstation to keep her safe from the other Blades who wanted to—”
When Sábria’s eyes flashed, Nox looked at the ground. “What did the Blades do to Ailith?”
When Nox didn’t answer, Sábria looked pointedly at Calit.
Calit shrugged, “I wasn’t there, but Geller told me they were beating the shit out of her before she was able to pull them off her.”
“Did Prime Geller see to her wounds?”
Shaking her head slowly as she tried to remember, she said, “Not that I know of. I’m sure she must have, though. After we brought Maeira and Jenx back to the Temple, Prime Geller brought Ailith here from the outstation and confined her to her room.”
There was a prolonged silence while Sábria reined in her temper. She glared at Nox. “Anything else?”
“No, My Lady.”
“You’re dismissed, then.”
Relieved that the interview was over, Nox brought her fist to her chest and quickly left the room. Worry niggled at the back of her mind. That was the first time she’d told the story, and the listeners hadn’t patted her on the back and told her what a hero she was for saving Jenx. Well, as long as she stuck to her story, she didn’t think there was much that could go wrong.
She didn’t know how very wrong she was.





Twenty-One
  
T hat something so momentous as having one of her Blades killed and another seriously injured while she was away upset Sábria immensely, but they lived and worked in a dangerous world, and while it didn’t lessen the import of dead and injured Blades, grief was different from anger.
That a shiv was beaten and confined to her room for days angered her beyond measure. She pushed off her desk and headed to her door, “Shirin, with me. Calit, we’ll discuss your actions after I’ve spoken with Ailith. You're dismissed.”
Shirin knew enough to keep her questions to herself with Sábria in this kind of mood. Silence allowed the Priestess to gather her thoughts, and Shirin knew that when she wanted her opinion, she’d ask for it.
Word had gone out that the Arch Priestess was heading for the dormitory, and as the two women walked into the atrium, they could hear doors slamming in every wing and, judging by the echoes, on every floor of the building. Sábria had been in the Temple long enough to know that people running to hide when she came near meant they didn’t want to be around when she discovered something that might just put her in a rage. It had only happened on a few occasions, but those had become legend.
They climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, where the cloying scent of floral incense filled the air. Sábria knocked on Ailith’s door. “Ailith. It’s Sábria. Please open the door.” Silence greeted her, and she tried again. “Ailith, open this door. Now.”
The door remained closed, and she turned the handle and pushed it open, intending to deliver a sound rebuke for ignoring her. What she saw made her blood run cold. Filth and garbage covered every inch of the room, including the bed and the woman lying on it facing the wall. Judging by the types of detritus in the room, she knew there was no way Ailith had done this herself. A putrid stench of garbage and excrement wafted out, and a horrified Sábria whispered, “Ailith.”
She began pushing aside trash with her legs to get to the bed, but when Ailith turned to look over her shoulder, the Priestess stopped short. The rage and hatred she saw burning in those dark brown eyes startled her. The only thing she could think to say was, “Ailith, I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” She held out a hand. “Come, Child. Let’s get you out of here.”
“Get out!”
When Ailith flew off the bed and bellowed, Shirin hurried forward to protect Sábria, who held up her hand to stop her.
“Ailith. We need to get you out of here, and I want to hear your side of the story. Come with me, please.” She held out her hand again, but it was ignored.
“Get the fowk out of my room!” Ailith took another aggressive step forward but caught her shin on a sharp piece of wood and blinked down in surprise.
Shirin’s hands clenched into fists, but still, Sábria kept her back and said quietly, “We’ll get you a new room. You can’t stay in here.”
“Watch me.” Ailith flung herself down on the bed and turned to the wall.
Deciding she needed time to think about how to best handle an enraged former Dreyuthan warrior, Sábria motioned for Shirin to follow her out of the room. Eyes blazing with a fury that vibrated through her very being, Sábria pulled the door shut behind them, turned on Shirin, and pointed a stiff finger at the room. “I want a guard you can trust on this door until I figure out the best way to proceed. If anyone opens that door without my permission, I will hold you directly responsible.”
Knowing her Priestess meant every word and that this was no time for familiarity, Shirin pulled herself to attention and brought her fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.”
“And you will find every person who contributed to that disaster in there and bring them to me immediately.”
“Yes, My Lady.”
Glaring at the door one last time, Sábria left for the infirmary to check on Jenx.
Shirin strode to the Sanctum and found Geller in her room. Speaking in a monotone Geller knew meant business, she got straight to the point. “You will stand guard at Ailith’s door until I relieve you with someone else I trust not to open that door without my express permission. No one is to enter. Do I make myself clear?”
Geller blinked several times, unsure of what was going on. She knew the Arch Priestess and the Commander had been due back that day, but for a Prime to be assigned guard duty was unheard of. “Yes, Commander, but…”
“But?”
“Why are we guardin’ her? She’s not left her room since I put her there and told her to stay.”
“You’re not guarding the door to make sure Ailith stays in. You’re guarding it to make sure no one else throws any more trash, rotten fruit, or horse manure inside or defecates on her floor.”
“What?” Geller straightened. “Who?”
“I don’t know who, but when I find out, people are going to be transferred to the farthest Temples I can find, and none will be going together. That’s after I whip the pox-infected skin off their sorry backs.”
“And, if Ailith does come out?”
“We want her out. Let her go wherever she wants to and come find me.”
“Yes, Commander.”
Having said what she came to say, Shirin returned to the dormitory and began pounding on doors, intending to ferret out every last person who’d contributed filth to Ailith’s room.
Geller changed out of her everyday clothes into her uniform, strapped on her sword, and took up her post in front of Ailith’s door.





Twenty-Two
  
K ara saw Sábria walk into the infirmary and hurried to her. Seeing the Priestess was in no mood for polite banter, she got right to the point. “You must be looking for Jenx. She’s in one of the private rooms. She regained consciousness a candlemark past, and Master Healer Haria is in with her now.”
“Take me to them.”
The barely suppressed fury pouring off Sábria startled Kara, who immediately swept her hand in front of her. “This way, My Lady.” They walked down several long corridors before turning into one of ten private rooms.
Haria had her middle finger just above Jenx’s eyelid and was peering into the eye with decided concentration. Without looking up, she spoke over her shoulder, “I said, no visitors. Whoever you are, you can leave now.”
Sábria stepped to the bed. “How is she?”
Startled, Haria looked up and smiled, “Sorry, Sábria. I hadn’t realized you’d returned yet.” She stood and faced the Priestess to give her report, her tone upbeat and hopeful. “As you can see, our Blade has finally regained consciousness.” They both glanced down at Jenx, who had closed her eyes again.
Sábria sat on the edge of the bed and took Jenx’s hand. “How are you feeling, Child?”
A tear slipped out of the corner of the warrior’s eye, and her mouth crumpled, “Maeira’s dead.”
“I know, and I’m so, so sorry. You were shivs together, weren’t you?”
At Jenx’s nod, Sábria squeezed her hand. “I’m so sorry.” She wanted more than anything to ask about what had happened in the alley but decided now was not the time to press her for details. “When Healer Haria says you can have visitors, is there anyone, in particular, you’d like to have come sit with you?”
The face crumpled again, and she whispered, “Maeira.”
Sábria’s brows descended, and she glanced at Haria. She was so preoccupied with Ailith that it took a moment for Jenx’s words to register. She lifted the hand and held it in both of her own. “You were lovers?”
When Jenx began crying in earnest, Sábria leaned down and carefully placed herself close enough to the Blade’s head that Jenx could cry into her shoulder without having to move. She remained holding her until the tears stopped, and Sábria heard the steady breathing of someone asleep. She straightened and asked quietly, “Sleeping herbs?”
“Yes. Kara mentioned that the two had been a couple for two or three full moons now, and while I knew I had to tell her about Maeira’s death, I wanted to give her something beforehand to ease the pain. She’ll sleep for several candlemarks.” Sábria stood to go, and Haria placed a hand on her arm. “She did ask me how Maeira died. She doesn’t remember anything that happened that morning.”
Sábria’s heart sank at her words. Without an eyewitness, there’d be no way to know what really happened in that alley. “Thank you for letting me know, Haria. I’m relieved beyond measure that Jenx has regained consciousness, but…well, let’s just say it’s a disappointment she can’t remember what happened.” On that depressing note, Sábria left the infirmary and headed to the keep to bathe and change into a clean uniform.
Two candlemarks later, she walked into her office to find Khaldo waiting in the anteroom and Shirin sitting behind the desk doing paperwork. The Commander also had her own desk in Sábria’s office, plus an office of her own across the hall. She didn’t greet either but simply said, “Bring her.” She stepped into her office and sat behind her desk, the place she retreated to when she needed to separate herself from what was happening in front of it.
Shirin stood just inside the door, and Khaldo took up a position directly in front of the desk. She saluted and then stood with her legs shoulder-width apart and her hands clasped behind her back.
“Did I tell you to take the rest position?” Sábria’s tone was low and controlled.
Khaldo immediately came to rigid attention.
“I understand you and your friends are responsible for that disgusting display in Ailith’s room. Is that correct?”
“The coward deserved it, My Lady.”
“Did you lead the group that threw trash into Ailith’s room?”
Khaldo had always considered herself a leader, and even though she knew the Priestess might look down on what they’d done, at least she’d see that others followed her lead. That would stand in her favor when she came up for promotion. She raised her chin, so it was parallel to the floor. “Yes, My Lady. She left them to die. She left my fellow Blades to die, and she deserves so much more than we gave her.”
Barely keeping her anger in check, Sábria nodded. “Do you remember what I said would happen the next time you bullied someone under my protection?”
“I’m willing to take the punishment, My Lady. I believe what me and my people did was the right thing to do. We needed to make an example of her so no other shivs, or Blades for that matter, would leave us or other Blades alone to fight our battles.”
Sábria listened without interrupting. She knew there was no rehabilitating this woman, and when she stopped speaking, the Arch Priestess slowly nodded. “Well, that won’t be your worry anymore. I am stripping you of your position within the Blades.”
“What?” That punishment had never entered Khaldo’s mind. “You can’t do that!”
“Commander Shirin. You’re to escort Khaldo to her room, where you’ll gather all her Blade uniforms and equipment. Then, since she has such a love affair with garbage, you’ll take her to Mistress Lyman, where she’ll be assigned to janitorial duty until further notice.”
Shirin stepped forward, and it was a good thing she did because something in Khaldo snapped.
Pulling her knife, the Blade lunged over the desk and slashed viciously through the air where Sábria’s throat had been moments before. “You can’t do that! You bitch! I’ll kill you! I’ll—”
Khaldo gasped when Sábria evaded the knife, grabbed her wrist, and jerked her forward until she was lying face-first across the desk. The Arch Priestess pushed up on the Blade’s elbow and twisted the arm around until the knife nearly stabbed Khaldo in the side.
“You’re breaking it!”
“I know how far I can go before it breaks. Would you like me to tell you when it’s going to happen? Not yet.” When Khaldo growled and stubbornly held onto the knife, Sábria wrenched the arm a little further. “Drop it.” She wrenched it again.
Khaldo gasped, “Stop!”
The knife clattered onto the desk, where Shirin grabbed it and tossed it into a corner. She then took the short sword Khaldo was so inordinately proud of wearing and tossed it there as well. Grabbing the ex-Blade’s other arm in a two-handed armlock, she wrenched it up behind her. When Sábria released her, Shirin said, “Let’s go.”
“I’ve changed my mind. Take her to the detention block. She can stay there until she decides to apologize to me and to Shiv Ailith.” The emphasis she put on the word shiv did exactly what it was meant to do. It drove the knife even further into Khaldo’s heart. “Maybe someday, you’ll earn the right to petition to become one of my shivs again, but until that time comes, you’ll stay away from my Blades and far, far away from me.”





Twenty-Three
  
A ilith lay up in her room, brooding. She knew she’d never be a Blade again. No one would trust her to be on the same shift, to protect their back, and without that trust, what was the use? Joining the Temple had been a lifelong commitment, but what could she do with the rest of her life if not fight? She hadn’t been eating any of the food or drink she’d found inside her door mostly because she could see gobs of phlegm on the food and floating in the water.
She had, however, been drinking water from the faucet in the privy, and that water was telling her it was time for another trip to that privy. She waded through the detritus and pulled the door open only to see Geller seated to the right of the door. Ailith sneered at the woman who stood and stepped in front of her. Ailith’s gaze traveled from the square, muscular shoulders down to the hardened, calloused hands, judging whether she’d have a chance if she tried to push through the Prime. When her gaze met Geller’s, it was obvious the older woman knew what she was thinking.
Geller cocked her head, waiting a moment to see what Ailith had decided. When the shiv didn’t move, she glanced over Ailith’s shoulder into the room. What she saw and smelled appalled her. Her shoulders sagged, and she looked back into the young woman’s eyes. “Ach, Ailith. Why didn’t ya come to me? I’d of stopped this in its tracks if you’d of said something.”
“I need to piss. Move.”
Geller stared into her eyes a moment and then stepped out of her way.
Ailith walked past, and Geller called after her. “Ye’ll no be comin’ back to this room. Th’ Commander’s arranged another room fer ya down on th’ third floor, next to Emlyn.”
Ailith charged back, the blood suffusing her cheeks and the anger in her eyes so intense Geller moved into a defensive position. Ailith pointed over Geller’s shoulder at her door. “That’s my room, and no poxy noble Commander’s gonna be takin’ it from me!”
“Maybe no poxy noble, but Commander Shirin’s already done it, girl.”
“Fowk you! I’m no a Blade no more, and I don’t need to be stayin’ in this Blade-infested sewer no more, neither. I’ll find me own place to live.” She stabbed a finger into Geller’s face. “Fowk all a ya.”
Normally, Geller would have been all over someone who spoke to her with such blatant disrespect, but after seeing Ailith’s room, she knew she’d be reacting the exact same way. And at least the chit still had some fight in her instead of mewling like a pitiful victim. After watching her storm down the stairs, she pulled Ailith’s door shut and shoved her chair in front of it. The Commander had ordered her to come find her if Ailith left her room, so she trotted down the stairs to begin her search.
As it happened, Shirin was just coming out of the detention block after locking Khaldo in a cell and telling the guard to keep her on suicide watch until further notice. Ailith came storming out of the dormitories, headed for the infirmary. Did she intend to try to visit Jenx? When she passed the infirmary, the next stop was the tower, and Shirin knew she didn’t want her going in there.
Geller caught up to her as she was jogging after Ailith. She’d also seen the direction Ailith was heading and knew the Commander would need help if the chit intended to throw herself out the upper windows. They both breathed easier when Ailith passed the door to the tower and turned down a breezeway leading to the stables at the rear of the Temple. Shirin spoke as they slowed their pace to a fast walk. “Go let Sábria know where she’s going, but watch out.”
There was no need for her to elaborate. Geller had experienced Sábria in a foul temper. The only reason Shirin would put her on guard duty in front of Ailith’s door was if Sábria had put a great deal of pressure on her to take care of matters without any cockups. Not that Shirin made many mistakes, but making one now would not be a good idea. “Yes, Commander.” She veered off toward the Priestess’ office in the Citadel while Shirin continued after Ailith.
The gate leading from the breezeway into the stables was standing open, and Shirin heard the stablemaster, Kemi Leernan’s distinctive Rutland plains accent as she growled at Ailith. “What are ya doin’ ya cowardly piece of shite? Get yer ass outta my barn, or I’ll—”
“That’s enough, Kemi. Leave her.”
“Th’ bitch is in wi’ me mare what just foaled yesterday, an’ th’ cob’s not latchin’ on like he should. She’ll cock up th’ cob fer sure.”
“Do you have another stall for the mare and foal?” Shirin wasn’t in the mood for the irascible woman’s temper, and she made it obvious by the glare she turned on her.
No fool, Kemi glanced into a second stall, grabbed a pitchfork, and heaved a big pile of straw inside. Without a word, she opened the gate with the mare and spoke gently to her. She’d left the halter on to help keep the big bay still while the foal suckled. She took hold of it now and led the mare into the new stall. The gangly colt trotted in after them.
By the time Kemi returned, Sábria had entered the stables. The Priestess went straight into where Ailith once again lay on a pile of straw with her back to them. She’d intended to kneel next to her, but Ailith sprang up and took up an aggressive posture and yelled, “Can’t you people leave me th’ fowk alone?”
Once again, Sábria held up a hand to keep Shirin back. She spoke softly, trying to calm the storm raging in Ailith’s eyes. “I remember you saying you used to break and train horses. Is this where you’d like to stay for a time? Maybe help clean the stalls?”
“Shovelin’ shit’s about all I’m good fer, so yeah, I’m gonna shovel shit. And if they’re gonna throw shit in here, at least they won’t have far to go.”
“You’re good for so much more, Ailith, but I agree with you that right now, it’s best if maybe you’re left to yourself as much as possible until you calm down. You’ve lost weight since the attack happened. I saw what Khaldo was bringing you. I’ll either personally bring you your meals, or I’ll have someone I trust bring them to you. I give you my word, Ailith. No one will dare throw anything into this stall. You should know, every Blade who defiled your room will no longer be in my service as a Blade. Because joining the Temple is a lifelong commitment, they’ll be assigned to one of my other Temples around the Empire in a civilian capacity.”
Sábria could tell her words had shocked Ailith enough to at least make her think. She watched her blink several times and then look at the ground before lying down again and turning to the wall. Letting herself out of the pen, she quietly closed the gate and pointed to Kemi’s office. “Now.”
Shirin followed the other two in and shut the door.
Kemi waited to hear how long she was to be saddled with the cowardly piece of shit.
Sábria didn’t beat around the bush. “Kemi. You have one of the most abrasive personalities in the Temple. You will curb that abrasiveness when it comes to Ailith. You will protect her from any abuse of any kind from anyone, or you’ll be feeling my whip across your shoulders. Questions?”
Not many people could cow the irascible stable master, but Sábria’s eyes and demeanor had done just that. Kemi pulled on her bangs. “Aye, Milady. I don’t say as I understand it, but I’ll put out word she’s under my protection. And ya told her ya want her to shovel shit? I’ve got plenty of that, and th’ other lasses what normally do that’ll be right pleased to have other chores to attend to.”
Not bothering to acknowledge her words, Sábria turned and left the room.
Shirin, who’d opened the door for the Priestess and shut it behind her when she’d gone, raised her brows. “Okay, now. Seriously, do you have any questions for me?”
“Aye. What the fowk is th’ Arch Priestess doin’ protectin’ a coward what got a good Blade killed?”
“Well, the Goddess has given the Arch Priestess many enhanced abilities, one of which is spotting a liar. Maybe, just maybe, she’s spotted one.” The thoughtful look on Kemi’s face as Shirin stepped from the room told her she’d given her something to think about. Pulling in a deep breath, Shirin went to round up the other seven Blades she’d identified as those responsible for trashing Ailith’s room. It was going to be a long evening.





Twenty-Four
  
T he following day, the Temple was abuzz with the news that the seven Blades who’d followed Khaldo in trashing Ailith’s room had been stripped of their Blade status. The Arch Priestess hadn’t wasted any time in beating them and sending them, along with a Blade escort, to the far-flung reaches of the Empire, to the smallest, least prestigious subordinate Temples where they’d live out their lives in obscurity. A few had even been sent out under guard in the middle of the night, and the rest had ridden out after they’d spent the morning cleaning Ailith’s room.
People were also aware that Khaldo remained under Sábria’s thumb, currently locked in a detention cell where she’d remain for an indeterminate period of time. Seated in the middle of the remaining shivs listening to them discussing Sábria’s harsh punishments, Nox wondered whether she’d made a terrible, terrible mistake. So far, everyone had believed her story, and she’d breathed a huge sigh of relief when she’d heard Jenx had no memory of the attack.
For the hundredth time, Nox told herself there was no way anyone could prove she’d lied. For whatever reason, that troublemaker, Ailith, hadn’t breathed a word about what had actually taken place. She sneered at the peasant’s misplaced sense of Dreyuthan honor. She guessed the continued silence had come out of that rat-infested dirty little kingdom, as her mother had so often called it. If the situation had been reversed, Nox would have told people exactly what had happened, and she guessed most of the Blades would too.
Dela, one of two shivs on gloaming shift, spread her hands. “I don’t get it. I mean, sure, they shouldn’t have trashed her room. But why would the Arch Priestess care so much about a cowardly deserter? Because sure, she didn’t desert the Temple, but she sure as coal is black deserted you and Jenx and Maeira, too.”
Nox sighed, taking on the noble hero persona she’d adopted around the other shivs. “I’m sure she has her reasons.” Bitterness seeped into her voice without her realizing it. “At least the bitch is out of the dorms now, and we don’t have to see her ugly Dreyuthan face anymore since she’s taken up residence out with the horse shit and flies.”
Pirella, the other gloaming shift shiv, snorted, “My handler, Tarvin, says if she catches Ailith alone, she’ll sink the coward’s face into a hot, wet pile of that horseshit. She’s mean enough to do it, too, and I hope I get to watch.”
Their assigned meal group of around seventy-five people had been waiting for the food to be set out on long tables on either side of the door into the dining hall. Going forward to fill their plates was an orderly process, with the diners at each table rising to get their food once the previous table’s occupants had gotten theirs. The shivs, naturally, were the last group to go to the tables.
Emlyn stood and climbed over the bench she and Pirella were seated on. “Our turn.”
Nox and Dela sat on the opposite side, and when Emlyn went forward to get her plate, Dela leaned across the table and whispered, “There’s a weird one. Thinks she’s better than everybody. Talks to nobody. And what’s with her getting to bunk with the Arch Priestess just because she’s stupid enough to throw herself off the tower? Bet she’s getting some good sex every night.”
The others climbed over their benches, but Pirella stopped them from going forward by leaning in and whispering, “Yeah, she was in Calit’s room while Sábria was gone.” Her brows rose up and down as she grabbed her breasts, indicating Calit’s amply appointed features. “I wouldn’t mind getting some of that myself.”
The three giggled their way to the food table and were surprised to see Emlyn filling two plates with food. They watched as she made her way to the narrow walkway leading to the stables. Nox glared after her and jumped slightly when Dela elbowed her. She turned her attention back to her friend and realized why she’d jabbed her in the ribs.
Sábria had come and picked up a plate which she silently began loading with food. This was the first time most of them had seen her that day. The courtyard was strangely silent as people waited for her to get her food and, hopefully, leave. Normally, everyone loved having the Arch Priestess join them for a meal. She was friendly and engaging, and people vied for the chance to sit with her.
Nox ground her teeth when Sábria bypassed the eating tables and followed Emlyn to the stables.
Dela spoke quietly as they watched her go. “What’s up with that? She didn’t even acknowledge you, and you’re the one who saved Jenx’s life. Has she ever told you what a great job you did?”
Nodding, Nox relaxed her jaw, forced a grin and ad-libbed a lie. “Of course, she did. After my interview, she told me how proud they all were of me and how surprised they were at my fighting skills. I told her it was mostly luck but that my mother had been teaching me sword fighting since I was seven turns old. She said she could tell.”
Pirella clapped Nox on her back. “I wish I’d been the one to take all of them out. I’ll bet you’ll get Blade status before any of us. C’mon. I’m starved.” She led the others back to the table, where they continued to discuss Ailith and Emlyn and the people Sábria had kicked out of the Blades.
The gate to Ailith’s chosen stall was standing open, and when Sábria approached, she found Emlyn sitting along one panel eating her lunch. Ailith was curled up on the other side of the small enclosure, lying on a pile of straw and facing the wall. There was a full plate sitting on the ground within reach. Sábria had wanted to chat a bit with Emlyn on her return, but with all that had happened, she hadn’t had a chance. She indicated a spot next to the Kibrunian. “Mind if I join you?”
Emlyn shifted, ready to push to her feet. “Let me get you a chair, My Lady.”
“Sit. I’m not so old that I don’t enjoy sitting on the ground.” Sábria sat and set her plate in her lap. “Ailith. Emlyn brought you a plate of food. Why don’t you join us?” There was no response, so Sábria sighed and then smiled over at Emlyn. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come for you last night.”
“That’s not a problem, My Lady. I’d like to return to my room to sleep at night. I’m sorry I caused such a stir.”
It did seem as though Emlyn had regained her composure, but Sábria wanted to get a feel for where she was in the healing process. “How are you dealing with Tomisa’s departure?”
Emlyn wiped her fingers on a cloth she’d brought for that purpose. “I’ve thought quite a bit about what happened. I have to admit that I had been thinking of ending my life once Tomisa was out of the harbor, so that was on my mind when I heard the cannon, and something just snapped. I don’t even really remember getting to the top of the tower. I was just there, and the next thing I knew you and Prime Geller were taking me to your rooms.”
Picking up a roll, Sábria brought it to her mouth and said, “And now? Do you still plan to kill yourself?”
“No, My Lady. I can’t say I’m not still grieving. I think about what I’ve left behind and I feel like a fist is squeezing my heart into a painful little ball.” She picked up a carrot slice and absently bounced it in a pool of white savory sauce. “But I’m…well, I’m enjoying training with Killian. She’s…” she thought a moment, “…fun isn’t the right word, but she laughs a lot, and she makes me laugh.” She shrugged, “I like her.”
Sábria turned and looked into Emlyn’s eyes. What she saw told her this shiv wasn’t simply saying these things so she could get alone and try to kill herself again. “I’m glad. I like her, too. And yes, if you feel you’re ready to sleep in your own room, then I’m ready for that, too.” She glanced at Ailith, “And what about you, Ailith? Your old room is clean, but we have another one for you right next door to Emlyn if you’d rather not return to the one they trashed. Are you ready to go back, too?” Sábria’s instincts told her there was zero chance she could persuade the shiv to sleep with her in her bed, but if Ailith would at least go to her room, Sábria could try to join her there.
For the first time since Sábria had come to the stall, Ailith rolled over to face her. She bared her teeth and growled low in her throat. Angrily pushing to her feet, she looked at the food and then stepped over it.
At least she didn’t kick it across the stall, thought Sábria after seeing the anger and hatred still pouring off the shiv.
Ailith stalked out, grabbed a five-tonged fork, and headed outside to clean the turnouts.
Kemi came out of her office and leaned against the gatepost. “She did good this mornin’. Up before dawn, worked better’n most th’ other pidges I got workin’ fer me. I had to force ‘er to stop fer lunch. I figured ya want her to eat, yeah?”
“Yes. Thank you for looking after her. I’d like a report on my desk every sevenday on how she’s doing, although I hope we can break through that shell she’s built around herself before too long and get her back to training.”
“Shell? I’d say more a rock-solid wall. She’s th’ surliest pidge I’ve ever worked with, and that’s sayin’ somethin’. Why would ya want somebody like her in th’ Blades, anyway? Nothin’ but trouble, that one.”
Sábria thought back to the mischievous glint she’d seen in Ailith’s eyes during her first interview. Right then, she could honestly say she wanted more than anything to see the humorous, disrespectful shiv reappear. Rising, she spoke to Emlyn, who stood when she did. “Could I recruit you to bring her lunch on a regular basis?”
“Of course. I could bring her morning meal as well—”
“No, I know Killian likes to get her morning eggs in town after shift.”
Emlyn’s small and, as yet, rare grin appeared. “Yes, she does. At a tavern called The Broken Tooth Inn. Two turns ago, if anyone had told me I’d be eating eggs and sausage at a dirty little tavern called The Broken Tooth, I’d have bet my sword that would never happen.”
Sábria grinned back. “And now look at you.” When Kemi returned to her office, Sábria put a hand on Emlyn’s arm. “How are you settling in with the other shivs and Blades?”
Emlyn tilted her head and scratched, an affectation Sábria had come to recognize as one that meant Emlyn thought she might be out of order. “Well, I don’t mean to sound superior because that’s not how I feel at all.”
“But?”
“But the other shivs, other than Ailith, are all very….”
“Immature?”
“Yes.”
“That’s to be expected. Dela and Pirella are only sixteen, and they come from very small villages and don’t have much life experience. The others are all young, as well. Nox is seventeen and…” she didn’t want to say anything demeaning about her, so she moved on, “…and they’ll all remain shivs longer than you and—” Her throat unexpectedly closed up with grief at the thought that Ailith might never return to training.
“Me and Ailith.” Emlyn unexpectedly laid a hand on Sábria’s shoulder. “We’ll get her back, My Lady. It may take a while, but we’ll get her back.”
Regaining control of her emotions, Sábria squeezed the hand on her shoulder and nodded. “What I was going to say is the other shivs will probably remain in training for one to two turns, while I predict you’ll move to full Blade status in a half-turn or so. Anyway, would you mind returning my plate to the dining hall? I have a lot of work to finish before the day’s out.”
“Of course, My Lady.” Emlyn watched Sábria walk out of the stables. The discouraged slump to the Priestess’ shoulders was something she would have sworn would never happen when she’d first met the formidable Arch Priestess. She glanced over her shoulder and decided then and there to do her best to help Ailith in any way she could.





Twenty-Five
  
A  fortnight later, Terrowyn rode into the Temple feeling more relaxed than she’d been in a very long time. She’d enjoyed the time she’d spent with her nieces and nephews. They were a rambunctious lot and had her fighting in mock battles and running around with the youngest on her back as she pretended to be a wild horse.
As soon as she rode through the gates, however, she knew something had changed. She noticed Geller standing next to the statue in the middle of the courtyard talking to one of the Blades on gloaming shift.
When the Prime saw Terrowyn dismount, she waved and walked over. “It’s about time you got back. I got that tired of babysittin’ yer squad fer ya.”
“Well, I say it’s about time ya did some work around here. Ya should be thankin’ me, not complainin’ like some baby shiv.”
Geller put her arm around Terrowyn’s shoulders and walked her into the dining hall. “Ya must be starvin’, let’s go inside and see if we can convince th’ cook to give ya a plate of them dumplings we had fer th’ midday meal.”
When they walked through the door, Terrowyn knew something was wrong. Groups sat around with tankards of ale—nothing new about that—but the usual boisterous conversation and laughter she was accustomed to was missing. A few Blades turned their heads when she walked in. Some waved, others knew the irascible Senior Guardian wouldn’t return the gesture, and they resumed whatever conversation they were having before she arrived.
Geller motioned for her to sit at an empty table. “I’ll get it fer ya. Sit.” She returned and set a plate full of dumplings and a tankard of ale in front of her and then pulled out the bench opposite Terrowyn and sat.
Terrowyn wasted no time getting to the point. “Okay, what th’ fowk’s wrong with everyone? I’ve never seen a gloomier gatherin’ than what I’m seein’ right now.”
“There’s a lot wrong right now, and ya should’a been here fer it. None of us handled it very well, and when Sábria returned from Fraham, what she found put her in a foul mood that hasn’t lifted fer th’ fortnight since it happened.”
“Since what happened?
“Well, first, ya need to know we lost one.”
Terrowyn sat bolt upright. “What? Who? From my squad?”
“Not from yer squad. Maeira in Arane’s.”
“Maeira? What th’ fowk happened?”
Geller glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to hear what she had to say and then filled her in on the events of the past fortnight.
When the Prime finished, Terrowyn, who’d been listening intently, glared at her. “Yer tellin’ me Ailith ran, and that little mouse Nox managed to kill three nobs all by herself?” She ground her teeth as her anger rose. “One of my shivs ran? I’ll kill her.” The wooden legs of her bench scraped against the tile floor as she shoved back and stood, ready to find Ailith and whip the skin off her back. The murmurs around the hall stopped as everyone turned to watch her reaction.
Geller pointed to the table.
“Sit.”
Fire flashed in Terrowyn’s eyes. “One of my shivs ran? And ya expect me to just sit and do nothin’?”
Geller stood and pointed to Terrowyn’s bench. She spoke in a low growl. “I expect you to follow an order when I give one, Keavey Terrowyn.”
Terrowyn had never disobeyed one of Geller’s orders, and she reluctantly sat. “What about Jenx?”
“Jenx got knocked out.
Terrowyn angrily stuffed a dumpling in her mouth and worked to calm her racing mind. She chewed, swallowed, and met Geller’s gaze. “What does Jenx say happened?”
“Jenx was unconscious fer a long while and doesn’t remember shite.”
Geller looked over Terrowyn's shoulders.
Shirin had just come through the door, and when she saw them seated off to the side, she headed for their table. “Judging by the silence in the room, I guess you told her?”
“Aye.”
Jabbing her thumb over her shoulder, Shirin looked at Terrowyn. “With me.”
Terrowyn, who’d lost her appetite after hearing what had happened to Maeira and Jenx and that cowardly shiv, Ailith, wiped her mouth with a cloth.
Geller started to rise, but Shirin shook her head. “Not you.”
Geller nodded, figuring that Shirin was taking Terrowyn to Sábria, and they didn’t need a crowd in the room. Not to mention that she knew for a fact Sábria was livid at her command staff for not keeping a closer eye on Ailith. She sighed and lowered herself back down.
The Citadel was exactly where Shirin was going, and as they climbed the stairs, she spoke just above a whisper. “Keep your temper, watch your mouth. Sábria is livid at what happened, and she doesn’t need you adding to her stress. Understand?”
Terrowyn stopped on the top step, leaned in, and hissed, not wanting the Arch Priestess to overhear, either. “If my shiv really ran, I’m gonna kill her.”
Shirin jabbed her finger in Terrowyn’s face and spoke through gritted teeth. “That’s exactly the kind of talk you’ll keep to yourself. You keep your mouth shut, Terro, until you hear what Sábria has to say. Do you understand me?”
Terrowyn reluctantly nodded, “Aye, Commander.”
When they walked into the office, Sábria was standing with her back to them, looking out the window. When she turned to face them, Terrowyn was shocked by the changes in the woman’s face. There had definitely been some weight loss, but it was the stress lines etched into her forehead and the hardness in her eyes that were the most remarkable and troubling changes.
Sábria’s smile was forced, and she indicated the table to the side of the office with an open palm. “I’m glad to have you back, Terro. Please take a seat.” She glanced over at Shirin. “You’re welcome to come sit, as well. There’s no need for you to stand over there by the door.”
The rectangular marble-top table was small by some standards, but six chairs could comfortably be set along its sides with two more pushed in on either end. Terrowyn pulled out one of the chairs facing the floor-to-ceiling bookcase on that side of the room and waited for Shirin to take the one next to it. They both politely waited for the Arch Priestess to join them before seating themselves.
Sábria brought three glasses and a wine decanter to the table. “Can I offer anyone else some wine?” She took one of the chairs facing them and sat.
The other two sat as well. Shirin nodded, and just as Terrowyn was about to decline, Shirin gently pressed her heel down on the other woman’s boot. Terrowyn changed her no to a yes at the last moment. “I could use a drink right about now, it was a long ride, and I didn’t have a chance to drink any of my ale before the Commander came to get me in the dining hall.”
Sábria poured the wine, handed one to both women, and kept one for herself. In previous times, she might have lifted her glass in a friendly welcome home toast to Terrowyn’s safe return. Instead, she distractedly took a sip and set her glass down. “Did you enjoy your family? It’s been quite a while since you’ve seen them, hasn’t it?”
Realizing that the polite conversation was Sábria’s way of working into a stressful topic, Terrowyn nodded, “I did. And aye, it’s been too long. Th’ oldest became a squire. It’s what he always wanted. My brother forgot to mention that little detail in his letters. And th’ youngest is already three turns. She was just a swaddlin’ bairn th’ last time I was around.”
They sat in uncomfortable silence, something else that never would have happened in happier times. Sábria took another sip and began with the real reason she’d asked Shirin to bring Terrowyn into her office. “Has anyone filled you in on our tragic news?”
“Yes, Milady. I’m that shocked. I never thought…”  at the last moment, she stopped herself from saying that skut-brained shiv, “…that Ailith would run from a fight.” She was surprised to see the anger flash in the Arch Priestess’ eyes.
“Who told you what happened?”
“Ursuna.”
“Did she also tell you that I’ve kicked eight women out of the Blades for what they did to Ailith when she was restricted to her room?”
“No.”
“They humiliated and degraded a woman with only nineteen turns to the point she may never return to the Blades.”
Terrowyn glanced at Shirin, who shot her a warning glance. She chose her words carefully. “Why, exactly, would you want a woman in th’ Blades who ran from a fight where a Blade was murdered?”
Sábria rubbed her temple. “Terro, I not only trust you implicitly to do as I ask, but you’re also Ailith’s direct supervisor, and I’m going to tell you something that you will repeat to no one. No one. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, Milady.” Realizing that what Sábria had to say was extremely important, Terrowyn set down her wine glass and leaned forward, giving the Arch Priestess her undivided attention.
“I’ve already discussed this with Shirin. So, if you feel you need to speak about this to someone, you’re welcome to talk about it with her. I don’t believe Ailith ran from that fight. I believe Nox is lying, and Ailith is taking the blame.”
“What? No. Why would she do that fer someone like Nox? I can understand her doin’ it fer a good friend, but fer a mouse like Nox?”
“When Ailith and Emlyn joined the Temple, I asked our archivist to bring me all the reading material we had on the Dreyuthan army as well as on the Kibrunian societal norms.” She laid her hand on several books stacked neatly on the table. Most were smallish tomes, all were leatherbound, probably gifts to some previous Priestess from the respective kingdoms. One was even bound in green leather with embossed gold lettering running up the spine.
Terrowyn hadn’t been aware they even had any material on those kingdoms, but the fact that Sábria had the archivist dig some up didn’t surprise her. Sábria was nothing if not thorough, and that she’d taken the time to read about the cultures of her two newest shivs only added to Terrowyn’s belief that the Goddess surely chooses only the best to be her voice among her people.
“What I discovered is that in Dreyutha, where Ailith’s from, no self-respecting warrior would save her own life at the expense of another warrior's life. I believe in her own way, Ailith is protecting Nox by sacrificing herself. To do otherwise would absolutely, in their way of thinking, be a cowardly act.”
Terrowyn considered this. “But, Milady, there's no way ya wouldn't have asked her what happened. I've never known ya to allow someone to either lie to ya, or to lie by just not sayin’ what happened.”
Sábria sat back and crossed her arms, eyeing Shirin with a frustrated glare Terrowyn didn't quite understand. The Priestess absently tapped her arm with one of her fingers. “Ailith isn't the same as she was before this incident. And it wasn't even the attack itself. I believe it was what happened after that changed her. Khaldo and seven other Blades took it upon themselves to throw trash, rotten fruit, and horse manure into her room while she was lying on her bed. They left human waste in her room, Terro. They humiliated her to the point where her anger and her rage have grown to such an extent that I'm not sure how she would react if I tried to push her into telling me exactly what happened.”
“What? Why didn't anyone stop it? I can’t imagine either Ursuna or Subcommander Calit allowing something like that to happen.” That cold anger flashed in Sábria’s eyes again, and Terrowyn shot a quick glance at Shirin before looking back at the clenched fist tucked beneath Sábria’s crossed arm.
It was Shirin who answered this time. “Both of them thought that with Ailith confined to her room, everything would be fine until Sábria and I returned. I know for a fact that either woman would have immediately put a stop to what was happening if they’d known—”
Sábria interrupted with what sounded like the continuation of an argument she and Shirin had been having for a while. “They should have known, Shirin. They should have been checking on her. They should have placed guards on that door, someone whom they trusted not to allow eight, tenured Blades to abuse and humiliate a nineteen-turn shiv. But they didn't, did they?”
Shirin looked down at the table and remained silent.
Sábria glared at her for a time and then returned her attention to Terrowyn. “The reason I'm telling you this is because I know you, Terro. I know you were ready to go running off to find Ailith and throw her up against the wall. Teach her what happens to shivs under your watch who run away from a fight. Well, I’m here to tell you that you will not do that. Neither will you allow other Blades to badmouth Ailith. To say she's a coward. And yes, I do want the old Ailith back. I want to see the shiv that kept baiting you at that dinner table, trying to get you to react. I want to see the mischievous warrior whom I had to discipline the first day she applied to become a Blade. I want the warrior who took herself off to the forest and fire-roasted a salmon over an open fire just to give herself time to calm down after Khaldo bullied her in front of a tableful of Blades. Because no, I do not believe she ran from that fight.” She punctuated her next words with her finger on the tabletop. “I…do…not.”
Terrowyn rested her elbow on the arm of her chair and rubbed her tired eyes. She’d never cared much about other people’s problems or interpersonal relationships. Her strength was keeping the people in her squad safe and alive, and she had no time for the gamesmanship that went on within the Temple. She’d never put up with bullies, and harshly dealt with them whenever she became aware of their cruelty.
Sábria watched her and then sat forward again. She leaned on her elbow and pointed a finger at her Blade. “And here’s the second reason I asked Shirin to bring you. You're my tracker dog, Terrowyn. When I need information, you're the one I turn to. You have a nose for what's happening on the streets and down the back alleys and in the Market Square. I want you to ferret out the truth about what happened in that alley. I want you listening in on conversations, I want you having conversations with every Blade you can find who might have some information. When you’re back on deadnight, I want you listening. I want you ferreting out whatever information you can find. I want to know what happened in that alley. I want to know the truth, not something some snotty little shiv made up to protect her own scrawny little ass.”
Terrowyn stopped rubbing her eyes and looked up. She’d never heard Sábria use such crude language, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. She expected it from people like Geller and even Shirin when they were down at the alehouse having a couple of drinks and talking about the happenings in the Codpiece, but not Sábria. One of her shivs was hurting because of something that could have been prevented, and she was taking it very, very personally. “I’ll do what I can, Milady, but I’m willing to guess there’s a lot of anger and hatred out there right now among the Blades. Blades don’t take kindly to one of their own running away from a fight. Especially one where a Blade gets killed, and another knocked unconscious. I don’t think Nox is stupid enough to tell anyone what really happened. But I’ll ask in the city, put my feelers out and see what I can find.”
“Thank you, that’s all I can ask.” Sábria caught and held Terrowyn’s gaze. “When Duke Ravenkind left Ailith with me, do you know what the last thing he said to me was?” When Terrowyn shook her head, Sábria turned to Shirin. “Do you?”
“No, My Lady.”
Sábria opened her mouth to speak and then shut it again. The muscles in her jaw jumped as she tried to hold in her emotions. Pulling in a deep breath, she got up and strode to the window. Crossing her arms, she looked down over the courtyard and, with her back turned to the two women, managed to say, “He asked me not to break her. And do you know in my arrogance what I told him?” She didn’t wait for them to answer. “I told him I don’t break my Blades. Well, I lied, didn’t I? Ailith is broken, and I intend to do everything in my power to fix her.”





Twenty-Six
  
S eeing the change in Sábria’s personality and having her say that she could track down even the smallest hint of a rumor within the city or within the Temple itself had given Terro a sense of purpose. The thought that Nox may have thrown Ailith to the wolves infuriated her more than the thought that Ailith may have run from a fight where a Blade was killed.
For the next ten nights, Terrowyn spent much of her shifts in the alehouses, talking with the nobs and pidges she knew might have heard even the slightest rumor about what happened in the alley. It was frustrating because, to a person, no one had seen anything.
The morning after her tenth shift back, she and Geller were sitting in the front yard of the Broken Tooth Inn, a small, dingy little one-room inn that served only one item on the menu every morning. The item was different each day, depending on the whim of the cook. The meal either had meat or didn’t, had pastry or didn’t, had vegetables or didn’t. What set the place apart from the other dingy eating places was the cook who could turn the simplest food into a mouthwatering delight.
It was about a candlemark past the end of deadnight shift when most people had staggered back home or, if they worked all night, crawled into their beds to sleep off the previous night’s excess. They’d chosen to sit out in the courtyard, mostly because the air inside was rancid with the smell of spilled ale and the remnants of overpowering sweat, not to mention the overflowing piss pots inside the latrines stationed a good distance away from the back door. At one time, the alehouse had working plumbing, but over the decades, the lazy landlord’s negligence had rendered that amenity non-existent.
Out front was a little better. At least there was a cool breeze blowing through the courtyard, carrying away most of the foul stench of the nearby midden. The Broken Tooth was on the edge of the Codpiece and, therefore, very close to the filth of the lower quarter.
It was due to its location that the Ministry of Superintendence ignored what could potentially be a health hazard. What did they care if everyone in the Codpiece died from exposure to filth and disease as long as they could barricade the people inside until the disease had run its course? It had happened in the past and could very well happen again.
Geller stuck her finger into her tankard and fished out a leaf that had fallen from the branch overhanging the courtyard. “Blasted tree. I don’t know how many times I’ve told ‘em to cut th’ damn thing down. Doesn’t give much shade in th’ heat and doesn’t hold in th’ heat in th cold.”
Terrowyn had just forked in a mouthful of sausage covered in egg when she heard the distinctive three-whistle tone that she only used to get Ghost’s attention. Surprised, she swung around and searched the rooftops, hoping to see Ghost’s lively eyes peering out from beneath the mop of unruly brown hair. She turned back to Geller. “That’s Ghost. She’s never whistled fer me before. I’ll be back right quick. Don’t ya dare eat my sausage and eggs.”
Geller grimaced down at the plate. “I wouldn’t even think of it. I can’t imagine what’s in that sausage. I haven’t seen old Tomer have any good meat in th’ last fortnight. Could be rat, or dog, or….”
Terrowyn held up her hand. “Stop, stop, stop. I don’t need to hear what kind of meat ya think I’m eatin’. He spices it up real good, and as long as I don’t think about it, I’m fine.” She pivoted on her heel, ready to go find Ghost, but at the last minute, turned back and grabbed one of Geller’s uneaten biscuits.
“Hey. I didn’t say ya can have that.”
Terrowyn gave her a toothy grin and started down the road into the Codpiece. She walked about a block and then called for Ghost with her three short whistles. As usual, she heard the thump of Ghost’s feet as she landed after jumping off the roof before she actually saw her. There was an alley to her right, and as she peered into the dimly lit space, Ghost walked forward and motioned her into the alley. “Well, there ya are. Never heard ya whistle before, and I’m right glad ya started. I’d like it if ya started callin’ me instead of me always callin’ you.”
Ghost grinned, but then her brows pulled down low, and she became serious. She stepped to the far end of the alley and motioned for Terrowyn to follow.
Terrowyn stepped up next to her and looked to where she was pointing down a narrow side street. It was one that led straight to the docks, and mostly only sailors and lollies tended to walk along the uneven, unkempt cobblestone paths. “What ya pointin’ at? I don’t see nothin’ but two sailors headin’ down to th’ docks. Well, and th’ lolli.” Terro didn’t begrudge the women who had to sell their bodies to buy food, and this one didn’t look like she’d been mistreated lately.
Ghost looked up and nodded emphatically. She pointed at the sailors again.
“What? Did those two nobs do somethin’ to some pidge or skelli? Or to th’ lolli? Or you? Use yer words, Lass. If I need to talk to them, they’re getting close to th’ docks, and I don’t have time to do a guessing game with ya.”
Ghost looked down and scratched her cheek while she thought about how to say what she needed to say. She looked up and pointed at the men again. Then she pointed directly at Terrowyn’s chest and said, “Use yer words…t’ nobs.”
“You want me to talk to th’ nobs, but you can’t tell me why? They didn’t hurt a pidge or skelli?”
Ghost shook her head and ground her teeth in frustration. When Terrowyn had first come back to deadnight after her visit, one of the first things she’d done was seek out Ghost to see if maybe she’d seen what had happened in the alley. It was a long shot but had been worth a try.
Ghost hadn’t seen anything, and she’d said so at the time. But a short while ago, she’d overheard the two nobs saying something she didn’t quite understand. But she’d heard the words fight and Blade and shiv and thought maybe it was something Terrowyn needed to hear. “Fight.”
“Th’ two nobs got into a fight?”
Shaking her head, Ghost tried again. “Use yer words t’ th’ nobs. Fight.”
Terrowyn tried to piece together what Ghost was saying. “You want me to talk to them about a fight?” The thought struck her like a lightning bolt to the head. “Th’ fight in th’ alley? Th’ one I was asking about?”
Ghost enthusiastically nodded. “Aye!”
Terrowyn didn’t waste any time. She ran back to the other end of the alley and waved at Geller, asking her to come.
Knowing Terro never asked for help without an excellent reason, Geller immediately abandoned their food and came at the run.
When the Prime was nearly at the opening to the alley, Terrowyn ran back to the other end. Ghost was just shimmying over the edge of the roof, and Terrowyn called to her. “Ghost!” She reached into her pocket, and when Ghost stuck her head over the edge, Terrowyn lobbed the biscuit up to her. “Ya did good, Ghost.” She was gratified to see the grin on the child’s face before she disappeared over the edge of the roof.
Having rewarded her little skelli for a job well done, Terrowyn took off running without any explanation to Geller. Geller had worked the streets long enough to understand the need for speed and didn’t ask any questions. They caught up to the two nobs who’d almost made it back to the docks. “Wait, we need to talk to th’ two of ya.”
The sailors turned, surprised to see two Temple Blades running towards them. They looked at each other, wondering whether they should make a run for their ship. No one wanted to get mixed up with the Blades, especially at this time of the morning. The older one put a hand on the younger one’s arm and said, “Wait. We ain’t done nothin’ wrong. Let’s see what they got to say.”
Terrowyn didn’t waste any time. “Were th’ two of ya talking about th’ fight in th’ alley two fortnights ago?”
The younger lad shifted nervously, and the older one hesitated before answering, “Aye… we didn’t mean nothing by it. Just talk is all.”
“And what was this, ‘just talk’ about then?”
“T’weren’t nothin’, Guard Lady. We was just watchin’ a couple of yer Blades and some shivs inside th’ Rusty Barnacle. We just thought….” He stuck his hands in his pocket and shrugged.
“Ya thought what?” Terrowyn’s impatience to find out what they knew gave her words more bite than she intended.
The younger nob glanced out from beneath shaggy bangs at the older one. There was fear in his eyes now, and he was close to running no matter that his friend thought they should stay.
Geller put her hand on the senior guardian’s shoulder to quiet her. “Yer not in trouble, lads. We just want to know what ya heard, and what ya tell us won’t get ya in any trouble neither.”
This seemed to calm the men, and the younger nob found his voice. Even though it was shaky, there was a note of confusion in there as well. “We just couldn’t figure why th’ older Blades was buying that coward her drinks and food. They was pattin’ her on th’ back and—”
Terrowyn knew when she was coming up on something important, and her heart practically leapt into her throat. “Wait. Ya said th’ coward?” Once again, Terrowyn’s eagerness made her words come out clipped and angry, and she involuntarily took a step closer.
The lad blushed, looked at the older man, and took an equivalent step back.
Geller stepped in again. She was more than a little confused because she knew for a fact Ailith was still confined to the stables. “Look, lads. I told ya that what ya tell us won’t get ya in any kind of trouble. Which one was th’ coward? And why do ya call her that?”
The older one found his voice again. “I, well, that young shiv what run from th’ fight.”
Terrowyn tamped down her growing sense of urgency. “Which fight?”
“Th’ one in th’ alley, where that Blade were killed and that other shiv, she were like a demon she were.”
The younger man nodded emphatically. “I’ve never seen no one twirl and slash and kill th’ way she done. I’m no talkin’ about th’ one they was buyin’ drinks fer in th’ Barnacle, that ’un took off. When th’ shiv who was crazy good with th’ sword went to check on th’ Blade, Grady here, he runs up and heard th’ Blade tell th’ shiv to go look for th’ knocks?” He scrunched up his eyes and shrugged. “Whatever that was, I don’t rightly know, but….” He wasn’t sure whether it was a name or something else, so he just let the sentence hang.
Terrowyn stared intently at the nob. “Aye. Th’ other shiv’s name was Nox. What happened?”
Grady filled in what he knew. “Well, I told th’ crazy good shiv I’d look after th’ Blade until help arrived. I took off me vest and wrapped it around th’ Blade’s arm real tight to stop th’ bleeding like, and when that other Blade showed up, me’n Milo here had to run fer th’ ship cuz it were leavin’ on th’ morning tide, don’t ya know?”
Now the younger one saw that the two women were interested in the story, he was anxious to get his part in too. “Aye. And it were me who saw yer Blades pattin’ th’ coward on th’ back, and I just don’t get why you’d give her such a hero’s welcome when th’ lass ran and left others to die but... I mean, on board ship, one of us runs from a fight, and we’d be strapped to th’ mainmast and whipped ‘til we’re dead. But I guess…with yer Blades, it’s different?”
Terrowyn grabbed the older man by the tunic and pulled him close. “And why didn’t ya come forward before this?”
“We just docked on th’ evenin’ tide, didn’t we? There weren’t no way we could say nothin’ to no one, were there? We was sailin’ between here and Tuviste, weren’t we?”
Without thinking, Terrowyn turned back towards the Market District, dragging the older nob behind her.
Geller grabbed the younger lad’s arm and pulled him along as well.
The older nob pulled back, trying to stop the forward motion.
Terrowyn tightened her grip, intending to take him directly to Sábria.
“Where ya takin’ me? Where ya takin’ us? Ya said we weren’t in no trouble, that we ain’t done nothin’ wrong, so where ya draggin’ us to?”
“To see th’ Arch Priestess. She needs to hear what ya saw. Because yer right, they shouldn’t be treatin’ th’ coward th way they were. I don’t want to say more than that. I want yer story to be exactly as ya told it to me. Do ya ken?”
“Aye, Guardian. But ya can let go of me arm. We’ll come along with ya, no worries. I always wanted to meet th’ Arch Priestess, and now I can tell me wife I done just that!”
The younger lad called up to his friend. “Can you believe th’ story we're gonna have to tell th’ crew? No one’s gonna believe this.” When Geller released his arm, the grin he turned on her was missing two side teeth, but his eyes betrayed just exactly how excited he was to be going with two Guardians to the Temple.
The guards at the gate brought their fists to their chests when Terrowyn and Geller approached. It was rare for men to be allowed inside the Temple compound, but since it was a Prime and Senior Guardian escorting them, they allowed them through without comment.
At this time of day, Sábria would be in her office inside the Citadel, and Terro led the two men directly there. They climbed the stairs two at a time, and when they got to the top, Terrowyn strode directly into the anteroom where Shirin was sitting behind her desk. Terro was too excited to stand on protocol, and she blurted out, “I have what Sábria was looking for. I have to see her. Now.”
Shirin caught and held her gaze. “You have…?”
“Yes.”
The news hit Shirin like a bolt between her eyes, but not wanting to let the two nobs know how excited she was to hear their news, she blinked several times before slowly rising and walking softly into Sábria’s office, shutting the door behind her.
Terrowyn and Geller waited with the two men, anxious now that the Arch Priestess hear exactly what the nobs had told them.
Sábria came through the door first. She stared into Terrowyn’s eyes, and when her Blade nodded, she pulled in a deep breath and collected herself. It wouldn’t do to have these two men see her as anything other than what they expected from the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. “Gentlemen. Am I to understand that you have something you need to tell me?”
Both men had been staring with their mouths hanging open. To see the Arch Priestess in person had rendered them speechless. The old man grabbed his cap off his head and went down on one knee. The younger man, seeing what his friend had done, knelt as well and then belatedly pulled his cap down into his lap.
Even though Sábria could hardly contain herself, she understood that protocol needed to be observed. “Please stand. Why doesn’t everyone come into my office where we can be more comfortable?”
Sábria and Shirin retreated through the door, and Terrowyn and Geller each took an arm of a nob and pulled them in after. Once inside, Geller looked at Sábria and asked, “Would you like me to stay or leave, Milady?”
Sábria’s sharp gaze met and held Geller’s troubled one. She hadn’t yet forgiven the Prime for not making sure Ailith was well treated while everyone waited for Sábria’s return. On the other hand, Shirin’s argument had been on target, as well. If Geller had known, she wouldn’t have allowed any of the abuse to happen. Sábria had no doubt the Prime would have put a stop to it immediately. Relenting, the Priestess softened her gaze. “Stay, Ursuna. I assume you’ve already heard what these gentlemen have to say?”
“I have, Milady.” Some of the tension left Geller's shoulders. “And…thank you.”
Sábria nodded and then indicated the sofa. “Please, gentlemen, take a seat.”
The older man shook his head. “Nai, Milady, it’s no right for us to be sittin’ in yer holy presence.” He kneaded his cap so tightly the entire thing fit neatly into one hand. “If’n it’s all th’ same to yer Blessed Holiness, we’d rather stand.”
Sábria leaned back against her desk and crossed her arms. So much was riding on what these men had to say, but wanting to appear calm and nonchalant, she crossed her legs as well.
Terrowyn turned to the older man. All Blades had to take classes in manners and deportment, and the irascible Senior Guardian was no exception. “Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, these two men are Grady and Milo off th’ sailing ship…?”
Grady supplied the answer, “The Pelican, Milady.”
“Off of th’ sailing ship, Pelican. Grady, please start with what you saw tonight, and then we’ll move into what you saw on th’ night of th’ fight in th’ alley.”
Realizing they might have eyewitnesses to what had actually happened, it took all of Sábria’s willpower not to react. When Grady looked up at her, she calmly lifted her brows and nodded, encouraging him to speak.
“Well, it were me mate, Milo here, what saw what happened a bit ago. Were about five bells this mornin’ weren’t it?” He turned to his friend. “Milo, ya saw them Blades this mornin’, aye?”
Milo nodded so enthusiastically part of his mop of bleached blonde hair flopped down over his eyes. He absently swiped it out of his face and then looked directly into Sábria’s eyes. “Aye, yer Grace.”
She wasn’t referred to as Your Grace, but at that moment, Sábria didn’t care to correct him.
“I elbowed me mate Grady here because I saw them Blades buy that coward shiv her drinks and food, like. They was slappin’ her on th’ back, and I don’t know, it didn’t seem right her bein’ a coward and all. Like I told yer friends here, if that’d happened on th’ Pelican, or any ship fer that matter, if someone had run from a fight, they’d be strapped to th’ mainmast and whipped to death. So, we was talkin’ amongst ourselves, me ‘n Grady, about how strange it were that th’ Temple would honor someone who ran by buyin’ ‘em drinks and givin’ ‘em food ‘n pats on th’ back an’ all. And then we was on th’ road goin’ back to th’ docks, and th’ two Guardians here stopped us.”
Sábria’s brows lowered. “The coward? What do you mean, the coward?”
Terrowyn looked at Grady again. “Grady, this is where I want you to go back to what happened in th’ alley.”
“Well, a while back, Milo and me were walkin’ past th’ alley and we heard swords clangin’ like, and we saw three of yer guards, well, one were a full Blade, th’ other two had th’ gray stripes down th’ sleeves, tellin’ us they was shivs. So th’ one shiv were fightin’ one of th’ nobs, and she seen th’ Blade go down, and it’s like somethin’ went crazy inside her because all of a sudden she got this terrible look on her face, and she started twirlin’ and slicin’ and slashin’ and cuttin’. She cut down the nob she were fightin’, and then just like that…” he snapped his fingers, “…she ran over to th’ Blade what was on th’ ground and sliced up th’ other nobs like they was sharks hangin’ from a line.”
The younger man nodded, “Aye! It were like they was sharks, and she were slicing them this way and that, and they went down, and th’ last nob, he took off runnin’.”
Grady held up his hand, “Oh, I left out somethin’. When the fightin’ started, th’ other shiv ducked under th’ nob’s sword and took off runnin’. She left th’ rest of ‘em to die. And that’s the one they were buyin’ th’ drinks fer.”
“And th’ food, don’t forget they was buyin’ th’ food.”
Sábria’s arms were still crossed, and when her knuckles began to ache, she realized she’d inadvertently wadded up the material on her sleeves. “Why didn’t you come forward before now?”
Terrowyn answered for them. “Jenx ordered—” she almost said Ailith, but changed at the last moment, “th’ shiv who’d saved her to go find th’ shiv who ran, and Grady had come over by that time to help tend to Jenx. He told th’ shiv he’d stay with Jenx, and when Soirin arrived, Grady and Milo had to run to catch their ship. They’ve been out of port ever since and just got back.”
Sábria looked at the men. “If we took you down into the courtyard and brought the two shivs out, do you think you’d recognize which was the coward and which was the one who fought to save the Blade?”
Both men nodded emphatically and Grady said, “Oh Aye, I’d know ‘em all right.”
With his enthusiastic head bob, Milo’s hair flopped down over his eyes again, “Aye, Yer Grace.”
“And are you willing to do that for us?”
Both men said in unison, “Aye.”
Sábria nodded to Terrowyn and Geller, silently telling them to go bring the two shivs into the courtyard. When they left, she smiled at the two men. “Would you follow me, please? And when you identify them, there will no doubt be other people in the courtyard. Would you remember to speak loud enough for everyone in that courtyard to hear what you have to say?”
Both men looked at each other and shrugged. “Aye.”
“Then let’s go down, shall we?”
Sábria made sure to position herself, Shirin, and the two men closer to the gates than to the middle of the courtyard so that Geller and Terrowyn could bring the two shivs to the center, nearest the statue of the Goddess. That way, more people could see and hear what was happening.
The two women timed their arrival perfectly, with Geller bringing Nox from the dormitory at the same time Terrowyn escorted Ailith from the breezeway leading from the stables.
Nox looked distinctly nervous, while Ailith just looked angry and irritated at the disruption to her day. The change in Ailith’s appearance was startling. Her hair was dirty and unkempt, as were her tunic and trews. Sábria doubted whether she’d bathed since the incident had happened in the alley. The Goddess knew she’d tried to get her into the bathing rooms, but Ailith had flatly refused. Some might say that the young warrior looked like the mountain peasant she was, except Sábria knew that even mountain peasants bathed at least every fortnight or so.
Word spread quickly through a community such as theirs, and before too long, people were coming out of every building and archway. At least a hundred Blades and shivs gathered in small groups, curious as to what the Arch Priestess had planned. Whispers and quiet murmurs filled the air as people made guesses as to how Sábria intended to reward Nox and punish Ailith. It wasn’t like the Arch Priestess to publicly punish her people, but what Ailith had done was so egregious that many were making guesses as to what would happen to the cowardly shiv.
Geller was standing with Nox in front of the statue on Sábria’s left while Terrowyn brought Ailith forward and faced Sábria on the right.
Sábria watched Nox intently and knew the instant the shiv recognized the two sailors. Blood drained from the younger woman’s face, and she nervously glanced around. Whether she was looking for a way to escape or looking to see how many people would witness her ignominy, she couldn’t tell.
Sábria spoke loud enough for everyone in the courtyard to hear. “We have discovered that these two men were witness to the events leading up to Maeira’s death. Master Grady, can you tell us why you’re only coming forward now to speak about what you saw that night?”
Grady straightened and, doing as the Arch Priestess had instructed, spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “Aye, Milady. We was at th’ end of th’ alley, and when th’ fightin’ stopped, Milo and me went to help th’ Blade what was bleedin’ on th’ ground. We was already late fer our ship cuz it were sailin’ on th’ mornin’ tide. The hurt Blade, th’ one on th’ ground, told that ‘un,” he pointed to Ailith, “to go find the one what ran.” He pointed to Nox. “That ‘un. Me’n Milo said we’d stay ‘till help arrived an’ that one,” he pointed to Ailith again, “went to look fer th’ other.”
Grady glanced at Milo who agreed emphatically. “Aye.”
When his friend backed up what he’d said so far, Grady returned the nod and hiked up his pants importantly before continuing. “When another Blade,” he looked around to see if he could recognize the woman who’d first arrived to help the downed Blade. “Well, I don’t see th’ other Blade what came to help—”
Soirin pushed through a knot of Blades standing off to the side. “It was me. I was the first on the scene.” She looked at Sábria, and shame dotted her cheeks with a bright red hue. “Forgive me, My Lady. I did see these men for just a moment, and until right now, I’d completely forgotten them. They left immediately after I arrived and there was so much going on….” Her voice trailed off as she realized she was making excuses for not giving a completely accurate report after a critical incident. Both she and Sábria knew her omission was inexcusable.
Milo spoke up then. He grabbed Grady’s shoulder and pointed at Soirin. “Aye, that’s th’ Blade what came just before we shoved off.”
Grady nodded, “Aye that were her. As soon as she came to take over th’ tendin’ of th’ wounded Blade, Milo here and me had to run to catch th’ ship. Our ship just docked again on yer shores on last evening’s tide.”
While Sábria was grateful that Soirin had come forward to corroborate the men’s story, she was livid that the Blade had forgotten such an important piece of information. She reined in her temper, intending to deal with Soirin at a later time. “Grady, can you tell us what brought you to the attention of Senior Guardian Terrowyn this morning?”
“Aye. Me and me mate, Milo, here, saw a bunch of yer Blades with that one there,” he pointed to Nox and wrinkled his nose in disgust, “and they was buying her drinks and food and pattin’ her on th’ back, and we didn’t understand it because she’d run and left her mates to die. If that’d happened on a ship, she’d ‘a been tied to a mast and whipped to death.” Both he and Milo nodded once at that. “And when th’ Guardian there,” he pointed to Terrowyn, “stopped us in th street a while ago, we told her what we’d seen.”
When Nox opened her mouth to object, Geller cuffed her on the head. “Ye’ll have yer time to speak, lass. But keep your gob shut fer now.”
A soft murmur began among the Blades, and Sábria held up her hand for silence. “Tell us what you saw in the alley that night.” She watched Ailith as she spoke, wanting to see what kind of reaction she’d have to finally having the truth be known among her fellow warriors. Nothing changed in the dark brown eyes so full of rage. Sábria wondered if the truth would be enough to bring Ailith back into the fold. Judging by the eyes, she guessed not.
It seemed Grady was warming to the idea of having an audience because he straightened and puffed out his chest again. For the third time that morning, he told his story from beginning to end, and as the truth unfolded, the reaction among the Blades was loud and pronounced. Shouts of “No!” and “That little bitch,” rang throughout the courtyard.
Not being able to stand it any longer, Nox pulled her sword and stepped forward “He’s lying! That bastard’s lying, and I challenge the skezzi asshole.” She lunged toward the two sailors, forcing Sábria, Geller, and Shirin to pull their blades in defense of the men.
Sábria stepped directly in front of the unarmed Grady and Milo, who backed up several paces.
Shocked that the Arch Priestess would pull her blade against her, Nox screamed, “He’s lying! That’s not what happened! You have to believe me!”
Sábria's silence enraged the young shiv, who, to everyone’s surprise, turned and attacked an unarmed Ailith. “You did this, you bitch! You put them up to this.”
Terrowyn, who wasn’t expecting an attack on her charge, was slow to respond. Standing to Ailith’s left, she barely managed to pull her blade and block a swing that would’ve taken Ailith's head from her shoulders. Ailith still hadn’t moved, and Terrowyn shoved her back to give herself room to fight Nox, who seemed to have gone completely insane.
When the older Blade shoved her, Ailith just turned and walked through the crowd, disappearing into the breezeway without once glancing back to watch Nox’s downfall.
With a sinking heart, Sábria watched her go. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much she could do right at that moment, and she turned her attention back to Nox, who was still shouting her innocence to anyone who would listen.
Geller and Shirin moved forward, and they, along with Terrowyn, trapped the shiv within their circle.
With tears streaming down her face, Nox swung wildly, spinning in circles to keep people away. She slashed at Shirin, who easily blocked the attack.
Nox growled and slashed again and then immediately broke off from Shirin to attack Terrowyn. She executed a passable figure-eight pattern she must have learned from her mother.
If a fighter has practiced defending against that sequence of slashes and jabs, as Terrowyn had, it was relatively easy to block all the strikes, which she did. There was a counter move to the defense, but Terro hesitated to kill a young shiv, coward or no.
There was nothing disciplined about Nox’s attack, and other than the one figure-eight pattern, it appeared she’d abandoned everything she’d ever been taught about swordplay. Her subsequent swings were clumsy and not intended for anyone in particular.
The inexperienced shiv was no match for three seasoned Blades, however, and when she moved in to stab Geller, who was an expert in hand-to-hand fighting, the Prime stepped to the side, trapped Nox’s wrist beneath her arm, and effortlessly took her to the ground. She disarmed her within moments of Nox’s body hitting the cobblestones.
The other two women were on top of them in an instant, and Nox’s shouts turned to sobs, and her declarations of innocence were replaced by gut-wrenching cries admitting her guilt and remorse. “I didn’t mean to, I didn’t. I don’t know why I lied, and then I couldn’t change what I’d told everyone. I’m so sorry, Ailith. I’m so, so sorry.” She fell silent after Terrowyn and Geller dragged her to her feet to face Sábria. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she sobbed uncontrollably.
The Arch Priestess walked forward and, in a loud voice, asked, “Are you now saying it was you who ran and not Ailith?”
“I didn’t mean to. It just happened. There were so many, and I thought we were all going to die, and then I didn’t know what to say when Soirin asked me where Ailith was. I didn’t know what to say.”
Ignoring the excuses, Sábria repeated her question. “I asked if it was you who ran when Jenx and Ailith were being attacked and not Ailith as you claimed.”
Nox’s legs collapsed beneath her, and the two Blades let her sink to her knees. Starring down at the cobbles, Nox sobbed a quiet “Yes.”
Sábria’s tone was vicious now as she stepped forward and grabbed Nox by her tunic. Using her considerable strength, she lifted her to her feet. “I don’t think everyone heard you, Nox. Was it you who ran when Jenx and Ailith were being attacked?”
The harsh treatment brought the fight back into the shiv, and she straightened and shouted into Sábria’s face, “Yes, damn you! Yes. I’m the coward, not Ailith.” She wrenched her tunic from Sábria’s grasp and turned to shout at the assembled Blades. “Do you hear me? I ran!”
No one spoke as the Blades listened in shock to the one they’d proclaimed a hero admitting that she ran and left others to die. And to a person, the fact that she’d left a fellow shiv to take the blame for her cowardice was inconceivable. Many had verbally abused Ailith whenever she’d walked by, and now they realized how very, very wrong they’d been to do so. And most pinned their actions squarely on Nox’s heaving shoulders.
Sábria felt the waves of shame, anger, and hatred surging through her warriors. “Take her to the detention cells until I decide what to do with her.” As Terrowyn and Geller led a sobbing Nox away, Sábria pointedly looked into the face of every one of her Blades.
A good many stared at the ground, ashamed to meet Sábria’s angry glare. Emlyn, on the other hand, met her cool gaze with an answering one of her own since she’d been one of the few who hadn’t gone after Ailith.
Sábria dipped her chin once in acknowledgment of that fact before moving on to the next person. As the last warrior lowered their gaze, Sábria turned and spoke to Grady and Milo. “Commander Shirin will see that both of you receive a reward for coming forward this morning and telling us what really transpired in the alley that morning.” She glanced at Shirin, who nodded and escorted the two men back into the Citadel.
She watched them a moment, suddenly feeling rather old and tired. Turning, she straightened her shoulders and strode through the assembled crowd, intending to find Ailith to see how she was reacting to the latest turn of events.
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A ilith wasn’t reacting. She was down in a six-foot-deep by six-foot-long ditch trying to find the leak in the water system leading into the stables. When Sábria found her, she was carrying two heavy buckets full of dirt up the rungs of a ladder. The bottom of the ladder was resting in the ditch, while the tops of the side rails overreached the edge. She held a bucket in each hand and was balancing upright as she carefully mounted one rung at a time.
Sábria had no idea that Ailith had been digging the ditch, and she walked over and rested her hands on her hips, “Ailith, what are you doing? We have Temple laborers to do this type of digging whenever we have a leak.”
Ailith ignored Sábria as she stepped onto solid ground and walked over to a pile of mud and dirt. She upended her buckets and then tossed them back into the muddy hole before jumping in after them.
“I’m talking to you, Ailith. I don’t appreciate being ignored.”
“Then don’t talk to me.” Ailith picked up her shovel and began refilling the buckets.
Sábria jumped into the hole and grabbed the shovel out of Ailith’s hands. She threw it to the side, stepped up close, and poked her in the chest. “I’m getting very tired of your surly attitude.”
Ailith’s eyes flashed dangerously, and she leaned forward and shouted into Sábria’s face. “Then keep th’ fowk away from me, and ya won’t have to be around me surly attitude. Or better yet, send me to one of yer other poxy Temples where I can shovel shit fer them, and ya won’t have to be around me at all, ever again.”
Knowing instinctively that disciplining her at this point would be a mistake, Sábria stepped back and crossed her arms. “You don’t have to stay in the stables anymore, Ailith. Everyone knows what happened now. I want you to resume your training. You’re a warrior, and you belong in the Blades.”
“Fowk! What don’t ya understand? Just leave me th’ fowk alone.” Walking over to where Sábria had tossed the shovel, Ailith picked it up and began once again methodically shoveling mud from the saturated ground into the buckets.
Sábria had never been unsure how to act around a Blade before, let alone a shiv. In all of her previous dealings with her people since assuming the mantle of Arch Priestess, her goddess-enhanced instincts had risen to the fore.
But Ailith wasn’t acting normally, and Sábria was unsure how to proceed. The complete turnabout to her personality felt wrong somehow, and it was putting Sábria off balance. “What would you like to do with the rest of your life, Ailith?”
“Be left th’ fowk alone.” With her two buckets full, she thrust the shovel into the mud, grabbed the bucket’s handles, and climbed out of the ditch. Just as she’d done a hundred times before, she emptied the buckets, tossed them down into the ditch, and jumped in after them.
Sábria stared at her for a while. There should have been some reaction to the truth finally being told, but there was none. Vindication meant nothing to her. A normal reaction would have been to look her accuser and her tormentors in the eyes and, at the very least, show them they hadn’t broken her. Sábria had hoped the truth would turn the tide on the rage she saw building inside of Ailith, but that hadn’t happened.
Her jaw hurt. She shifted it back and forth to loosen muscles gone stiff from frustration and hurt. That was happening a lot lately. She didn’t understand what was happening in the mind of one of her shivs, and that bothered her. She climbed the ladder and started for her office. As she walked beneath the covered breezeway, she held up her hands to stop a group of Blades on their way to the stables. “Stop right now. Where do you think you’re going?”
Marne, an older Blade who’d taken Ailith’s cowardice personally, crossed her arms and glared into Sábria’s eyes. Her distinctive long black braids hung down her back, blending neatly with her black tunic. No matter what the group, if Marne was there, she was their leader.
No one spoke, and Sábria narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Marne? I asked you a question.”
The Blade looked first to the side and then at the archway above their head, and then back to the Arch Priestess. “We’re going to apologize to the shiv. None of us had any inkling we were being played, and…well, we treated her—” She stopped and ground her teeth together, ashamed of how they’d abused Ailith over the past four sevendays.
“The shiv’s name is Ailith, as you well know, and you’ll stay away from her until further notice. You and everyone else. I’ve never been so ashamed to be the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. It’s going to take a very, very long time for me to forgive the way my senior Blades treated a nineteen-turn shiv. Now, go back to whatever you were doing and spread the word. No one bothers Ailith until I give them permission to do so.”
Everyone except Marne mumbled, “Aye, My Lady.” When they turned to retrace their steps, Marne stayed behind and glared at the Arch Priestess.
Marne had been in the Temple as long as Sábria. In fact, they’d been shivs together. They frequently butted heads, and at times, because of the Blade’s leadership abilities, Sábria allowed her more leeway than she allowed most of the other women in her service. This was not one of those times. She was tired and frustrated and needed to decide what to do about Nox. Because of that, she was shorter than she normally would have been. “Do you have a problem, Marne?”
“I do. Why would you keep us away from the shiv now? Especially now that we know what really happened? I think it’s important that she hears us apologize, that we own our mistakes. What is it you’re protecting her from?”
“What I do or don’t do in this Temple is none of your business, Marne. You quite often forget that I am the Arch Priestess over every Temple in the Cibían Empire. I have responsibilities you could never dream of. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. Don’t question me. I ordered you to stay away from Ailith, and I expect you to obey that order. Do I make myself clear?”
“What is it you’re hiding, Sábria? What is it you don’t want us to know?”
Shirin, who’d come to find Sábria after rewarding the two sailors and sending them on their way, stepped into the breezeway. “That’s enough, Marne. The Arch Priestess has given you an order, and that’s all you need to know. If you want to push the issue, you’ll answer to me.”
Shirin had disciplined Marne on many occasions, and she’d never been gentle. Marne was strong-willed and aggressive and, at times, needed a heavy hand to control her. Marne glared back and forth between Shirin and Sábria and then decided to let this battle go. “Yes, Commander.”
Sábria’s anger flared at Marne’s blatant disrespect. “I asked you if I made myself clear. I expect an answer from you, Marne, whenever I ask a question. Do I make myself clear about where you stand in regard to Ailith, or do you need a reminder about which one of us is actually in charge of this Temple?”
Marne continued to glare, “I know you’re in charge, Sábria. And yes, you’ve made yourself perfectly clear where I stand.”
“Is it time, Marne, for me to find another Temple in another city where perhaps you’d be more comfortable reporting to a high priestess instead of to me? Because that can be arranged very quickly and very simply. And right now, I’m inclined to do just that.”
Marne blinked and then backed down. This was the first time Sábria had threatened a transfer, and that had shaken her. “No, My Lady. I’m sorry. I’m just very ashamed about the way I treated the shiv, the way we all did, and I feel it’s important to apologize to her. But you must have your reasons for keeping us away, and I’ll respect that.” She straightened and, for good measure, brought her fist to her chest. “My Lady.” Turning, she nodded to Shirin and then returned to the central courtyard.
Shirin watched her go and shook her head. “I think maybe you got through that time.” She glanced to the other end of the breezeway. “I take it things didn’t go well with Ailith?”
Discussing anything out in the open meant that it wouldn’t be long before the entire Temple knew what had been said. Sábria smiled sadly and took Shirin’s arm. “Let’s go back to my office, shall we? How did it go with Grady and Milo?”
As they strode into the inner bailey, Sábria flicked a glance at the statue of the Goddess. Show me what to do, Lady Elyon. They passed beneath the archway into the Citadel’s courtyard—an enclosed garden with a wall separating it from the inner bailey. The architects had designed the fragrant spot as a courtyard within a courtyard, just as they’d done with the garden fronting the Sanctum. The spicy odor of the purple flowers covering an enormous lilac bush delicately scented the air. It brought back memories of happier times, of smiling faces and laughter that had been absent the past few sevendays.
Shirin held open the door leading into the atrium, and their footsteps echoed throughout the open chamber as they climbed the stairs to the second floor.
When they finally reached her office, Sábria abandoned the façade of power and control and lowered herself onto the sofa. She rested her elbow on the cool leather armrest and slumped back into the cushions.
Shirin poured them wine and came to join her. She handed Sábria a glass and sat next to her friend. They were silent for a while, thinking their own private thoughts. Shirin took a sip, enjoying the wine with the palate of someone who was raised on the best spirits Tuviste had to offer. Turning to Sábria, she rested the glass on her thigh. “Do you sometimes wish Ailith had never come? Everything’s so different.”
This wine was one of Sábria’s favorites. Baron Reinard sent bottles of his best Omune Chiaretto across the sea, especially for her from his vineyard in the northern steppes of Tuviste. The delicate flavors caressed her tongue, and she closed her eyes, savoring the uncomplicated pleasure of simply holding it in her mouth and letting it slide languidly down her throat.
Sighing, she opened her eyes and shook her head. “If anything, I wish I’d followed my first instincts and told Lady Elondra her daughter wasn’t fit to be a Blade. Now, because I allowed her to convince me otherwise, I have one young woman destined for a Temple as yet to be determined, wasting her life doing Goddess only knows what, and another who most certainly should be a Blade shoveling manure in my stables.”
“Nox won’t be wasting her life, Sábria. Hopefully, you’ll discover what she really wanted to do before her mother shoved her into a boot that didn’t fit. We have thirty Temples, and each one specializes in a unique craft or skill. Knowing you as I do, you’ll turn this travesty into the best outcome possible.”
Appreciating Shirin’s attempt to soothe her ill temper, the Priestess took Shirin’s hand and squeezed it gently. “You’re right, of course, I’ll do what I can once I get my equilibrium back.”
“I know the obvious events that have you off balance, but those have never unsettled you like you’re unsettled now. You’re not eating, you’re snapping at your Blades and threatening discipline you would normally never consider. Transferring Marne? Where did that come from? Sure, she could have phrased her questions better, but you’ve never punished people for questioning your decisions before. What specifically has you so troubled?”
“Troubled? I’m not troubled, Shirin. I’m angry. No, I’m livid that I had to come back to this Goddess damned mess in the first place. I’m furious that the people who should have been keeping their fingers on the pulse of the Temple had their heads stuck so far up their asses Ailith could have been lying in there dead, and they wouldn’t have known the difference. I’m furious that the verbal abuse continued even after we discovered what that idiot Khaldo and her cronies had done.” She set the wine on the table and started to pace. “I’m not troubled, Shirin. I’m wanting-to-punch-people-in-the-face livid.” She slammed her fist into her open palm.
Shirin chose not to interrupt because Sábria was finally letting off some steam. She was finally putting into words what had been eating her up inside.
“You know what really gets me? We’re Blades. We’re supposed to be a cut above, but we have just as many idiots and assholes within our ranks as the general population. Eight Blades, Shirin. Eight Blades threw trash into her room. Eight Blades went out of their way to go to the dung heap and bring buckets of horse shit up to Ailith’s room and pour it everywhere, including on her bed. One or more even took a shit on her floor. We think we’re better, but we’re not.”
Even though Sábria rarely stooped to using vulgar language, Shirin shrugged it off as her way of venting her frustration in a very unusual situation.
By this time, Sábria’s pacing had taken her to the other side of the room. She returned and stood over Shirin. “Ailith was different, Shirin. She survived losing her family as a seven or eight-turn child, survived the thug-infested Dreyuthan army, and survived men and women sleeping naked in mixed quarters by clutching a knife to her chest while she slept. And who breaks her?” Her voice rang with anger and outrage. “We do. Our Gods’ damned superior Temple warriors. That’s who.”
Finally, Shirin understood what was driving Sábria’s rage and self-doubt. She set down her glass, rose, and put her hand on Sábria’s shoulder. “Okay, I’ve listened to you. Now it’s your turn to sit and listen to me for a while.”
When they were settled, she put her finger beneath Sábria’s chin and stroked it once to get her full attention. The gentle touch brought Sábria back from where her angry outburst had taken her. When Shirin was sure she was listening, she addressed what Sábria thought was the problem before moving into what she believed was really driving the anger.
“You’re coloring all our warriors with the brush of a few cowardly bullies. Sure, everyone was angry. They believed Ailith had run away and left three of our own to die or fight without her help. And yes, they turned their backs on her when she walked by. They snarled about her cowardice because their lives are dependent on the warrior beside them being brave, strong, and willing to give up their own lives in defense of their Temple sisters. But only eight out of two-hundred and fifty actually humiliated and abused her.”
“But they should have known Ailith wouldn’t run.”
“How? Ailith had been in the Temple for what? A fortnight? Maybe a bit more? And she’d already earned a reputation as a troublemaker. Whether it was deserved or not is beside the point. Sure, she saved Emlyn’s life, but do you know whom everyone believed had saved her? You and me and Geller. Ailith’s name was hardly mentioned. Yes, they knew she was there, but it was you and me people were talking about, not Ailith.”
“But—”
Shirin held up a finger, “Here’s where you need to listen. There’s one thing you’ve mentioned several times, one word that keeps coming up. Do you know what that one word is?”
Sábria cocked her head and looked at her friend. “No, I guess I don’t.”
“Broken. My question to you is, how is Ailith broken? You’re ashamed that the exact thing Duke Ravenkind asked you not to do has happened to the young warrior he entrusted into your care.”
Color rose in Sábria’s cheeks, and she shut her eyes.
Shirin asked the question that rose in her mind every time Sábria said the word. “Is she broken? Because I don’t think she is. Broken, to me, is someone who is damaged beyond repair. Why do you think Ailith is damaged beyond all hope of recovery?”
Sábria felt her anger slowly abating. The roiling confused outrage was fading into a thoughtful, introspective simmer, one she could think around instead of blindly striking out at everyone and anything in her path. She blinked several times as she tried to explain what she was sensing in Ailith. “I don’t know whether I can explain it to you because I believe what I’m sensing is coming from my abilities as the Arch Priestess. You know how at times, my perception of a person is uncanny, to say the least?”
Shirin shifted closer and pulled their joined hands into her lap. She focused her full attention on her friend, hoping she could help her work through the problem. “I do. Sometimes I’m totally lost when you’re dealing with someone or with some problem, and then, like a lightning bolt, I realize what you’re trying to accomplish.”
“Well, Ailith’s reactions are off to me. They’re wrong, somehow. Skewed.”
Shirin shrugged, “She’s angry. I would be, too, if they’d thrown rotten tomatoes and stale, goopy lettuce on top of me while I was lying in my bed. For the love of all that’s holy, her hair is caked hard with the stuff. I’ve tried to get her to wash it, but she just snarls at me and….”
“And?”
“And, well, her eyes….” Shirin shook her head, not really knowing how to describe what she saw.
Nodding, Sábria retrieved her hand and turned slightly so she could look directly at her. “Exactly. Her eyes become feral.” She shook her head slightly. “I just about said, almost feral, but no, they’re feral. If I believed in demon possession….”
Shirin snapped her fingers. “That’s it! They’re feral, as though the impudent, impish, brash, brazen young woman we accepted into the order is being subsumed by something else.”
That made Sábria smile. “Subsumed? Your royal education is paying off, my friend. I’ll bet you never thought you’d get to use that word when you joined the Temple.”
Shirin thought it was good to see her friend smile again. “Finally. I haven’t seen you smile since we returned from Frayham. I’ve missed seeing that little gleam in your eyes when something amuses you.”
“And I’ve missed talking to you. I’ve just been so off-balance by Ailith’s warped personality and the savage look that comes over her when I come even a tiny bit close to pushing her. I told Marne and the others to stay away, not because I’m protecting Ailith, which, of course, I most certainly am, but because I’m protecting them from her rage. I don’t need this calamity to spread any further than it already has.”
Shirin pulled in a breath. “Okay, then. First, knowing you, you’re taking what happened to Ailith personally as though it was your fault.” She lowered her chin and looked directly at Sábria to get her point across. “It wasn’t. You weren’t anywhere near here when the problem arose. But my point is, I also know you won’t give up on her. She’s your responsibility, and you intend to fix what’s happened. So, a personality change this severe is something we’ve never dealt with before. Therefore, my suggestion is that we need to look outside the box. Isn’t that what you always tell me when I can’t figure out how to solve a problem?”
“I’ve been trying, but—”
“Okay then. Let’s throw some ideas out and see what we can come up with.” Shirin held up a finger. “We drug her.”
“What?” Sábria burst out laughing.
Pleased she’d elicited that kind of response, Shirin grinned. “Okay, maybe not drug her. We could ask Haria to do a psychological assessment on her.”
“Normally, I’d consider that, but I don’t think Ailith would cooperate. But. That’s an interesting idea. In that vaunted education you received in Tuviste, did you study anything about the history of Dreyutha? About their beliefs or societal norms?”
“Just a tiny bit. They’re a strange society. Advanced in some ways and backward in others.”
“Exactly. They care nothing at all about the lower classes and practically treat them like animals. Didn’t Ailith tell you that if anyone came down off the mountain with even one symptom of the Deathbell disease, they killed them immediately?”
“Yes.”
“Their society is so different from ours. I wonder if Duke Ravenkind might have some insight into what’s happened with Ailith.”
Shirin shrugged, “We like to think they’re different, more barbaric, I suppose, but haven’t we allowed diseases to ravage the people in the Codpiece until almost everybody living there is either dead or immune because they somehow survived under horrific conditions? Some even say it cleans out the sewer pits until the rats start breeding again. Is that so different than killing mountain people because they might carry a disease?”
“Now there’s a good philosophical argument I’d love to have with you in front of a warm fire some cold, snowmeere night. But my point was that maybe we’re missing some cultural norm. Something that’s driving Ailith into this imbalance and we don’t even realize we’re doing it?”
“Or not doing it, I suppose.”
“Exactly. Are you still friends with that royal messenger? I don’t remember his name, but he runs messages between Tuviste, Dreyutha, and our Empire?”
“Amancio? Yes, in fact, I had dinner with him a few nights ago. He brought me news of my family.”
Sábria glanced up at her friend. “You didn’t mention that. I hope everything’s well with your parents?”
“I didn’t mention it because you’ve been preoccupied, and yes, they’re well and send their love to you as well.”
“You trust him, correct?”
“We grew up together. His parents are two of the staunchest royalists in Tuviste. Amancio would no more betray me or you than he would his own family. Why?”
“Could you ask him to meet with us here, say, tomorrow evening? Perhaps we could ask Mistress Fullman to prepare a meal for the three of us.”
“Of course. But, again, why?”
Sábria rose from the sofa and walked to her desk, where she pulled out a sheet of finely stretched vellum, a quill, and a bottle of blackroot ink. “Because I’m going to send a letter to Duke Ravenkind, and I need to be absolutely positive Aloric doesn’t get his hands on it. I also need to make sure it’s delivered directly into Duke Ravenkind’s hands. Can we trust Master Amancio to do just that?”
“Yes, of course. But…?”
Smiling at her friend, Sábria sat down and dipped her quill into the ink. “A wise woman told me to think outside of the box, and that’s exactly what I intend to do.”





Twenty-Eight
  
T he following evening, a tall, willowy man whose most distinguishing feature was a headful of wavy, chestnut, shoulder-length hair followed Shirin into Sábria’s office and bowed low. “Arch Priestess Sábria. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you in person, but over the turns, Princess Shirin has told me all about you.” Despite an angular face that on another man could have run to cruel or callous, this man’s features were intelligent, kind, and open.
Sábria rose and came out from behind her desk. “Lord Delray. Thank you for coming.” She held out her hand, which he bowed over before kissing the Ring of Elyon on her index finger.
“Please, My Lady, I’d be honored if you were to simply refer to me by my given name, Amancio.”
“And please, call me Sábria.”
A smile lit his face, and he held his hand over his heart. “An honor I’ll treasure, always, Lady Sábria.”
Walking to the small dining table, Sábria indicated the food with a wave of her hand. “Our Mistress Fullman has prepared spit-roasted venison with mixed vegetables and rice with her special orange sauce for us this evening. Won’t you be seated?”
Amancio stepped to a chair and pulled it out. “After you, My Lady.”
Sábria put on a mock-stern glare as she sat. “Sábria.”
Blushing slightly, he gently pushed the chair in beneath her and then pulled out a chair for Shirin. “Of course, Sábria. It’s difficult to break a habit of a lifetime. You outrank even my King and Queen, and I would never dare refer to either of them by their given names.” Once he’d seated both women, he sat at the only remaining place setting, which was opposite the Priestess.
A server, who’d been standing quietly next to the wall, brought a bottle of the special Tuvistian wine to the table. She presented it to Sábria, who asked Amancio, “Would you enjoy a nice red from Lord Reinard’s vineyard?”
The five candles burning brightly in the golden candelabra cast Amancio in a cheerful light as a broad grin spread across his features. “It wouldn’t be the Omune Chiaretto I’ve delivered to the Temple on many, many occasions, now would it?” At Sábria’s raised brows and nod, the grin widened. “Oh, My Lady. You don’t know how many times I was tempted to beg a taste from Lord Reinard when I picked up his delivery. I would be forever grateful for even a small glass.”
“We’ll have three glasses, Diara, and then you may serve the dinner.”
Diara curtseyed. “Yes, My Lady.”
After pouring the wine, the young woman brought a bowl of tri-colored rice to the table. She served Sábria first, then their guest, and finally, she gently spooned a generous portion onto Shirin’s plate. When she returned to the side table for the venison, Sábria began with the polite discourse common to all such occasions.
“We were fortunate to find you in Sarlogne at the exact time we needed your services, Amancio. I trust we won’t be taking you away from other duties?”
“Not at all.” He nodded to the server, indicating he’d like a ladle of orange sauce poured over the rice. “I was carrying a missive from the Tuvistian Goldsmith’s Guildmaster to the Master here in Sarlogne. Fortunately, the Master here didn’t have a return message, and I’ve been able to visit Princess Shirin and other friends I’ve acquired over the turns.”
Once the server had ladled a portion of mixed, steamed vegetables onto every plate, Sábria nodded. “Thank you, Diara. If you’ll wait in my anteroom, I’ll have Shirin come for you when we’re ready for some after-dinner sweets.”
Diara curtseyed and let herself out of the room.
They talked about inconsequential things for a while longer, but eventually, Sábria set her fork aside and broached the subject of her letter. “So, Amancio. Did Shirin tell you anything about my plans, or should I say, my needs?”
“She mentioned that you might have a…confidential assignment for me. However, she didn’t go into further detail. How may I be of service to you, Sábria?” He grinned and glanced at Shirin. “That still sounds too informal, but the last time I called you My Lady, Princess Shirin kicked me under the table.”
Shirin opened her mouth wide. “I did not.” Then she blushed and shrugged, “Okay, I did, but she told you to call her Sábria. And what’s with this Princess Shirin bit? You usually call me Bug.”
“Bug?” Now it was Sábria’s turn to grin.
Amancio chuckled, “We were eight or nine…” he looked at Shirin for confirmation.
“Something like that.”
“And I had two coppers Shirin wanted. I said, fine. There was a beetle crawling across the stable yard, so I said, you eat this beetle, and they’re yours. Well, she picked up that bug and started to put it into her mouth, and then she burst into tears and said that the poor thing was still alive and it probably had an entire bug family back at home, and she couldn’t eat it.”
Sliding her fork under the last bit of rice and venison, Sábria chuckled, “So you got to keep your coppers, and the beetle returned home to his family.”
Shirin sighed, “And he called me bug until I left to join the Temple. So, I have no idea where this Princess Shirin came from, so knock it off, Pug.”
Amancio scrunched up his rather long nose. “Ouch.” He sent a pleading look to Sábria. “And please don’t ask where that appellation came from. It’s too painful a story.” He sighed and, wanting to change the subject, repeated his question. “How may I be of service to you, Sábria?”
“I’ve written a letter to Duke Ravenkind in—”
“Dreyutha. I know him well.”
“Well, that certainly makes things convenient.” She sat forward and pointedly tapped a finger on the table. “The letter in question absolutely cannot be seen by Emperor Aloric or Dreyutha’s King Prather. The only person you may give it to is Duke Ravenkind, and it needs to pass directly from your hands into his. Should any other circumstances arise, you are to immediately destroy the letter. If you’re uncomfortable with my stipulations, I’ll not hold it against you if you wish to rescind your kind offer to help.”
His eyes shone with resolve. “Intrigue is the butter to my bread, My Lady. King Somerled has entrusted me with many covert assignments during my time as a royal messenger. I’d be honored to carry your message to the Duke.”
Sábria pushed back her chair and then walked to her desk, where she picked up a sealed packet addressed to Duke Ravenkind. When she returned, she handed it, along with a silver riel, to Amancio.
He took the letter but refused the coin. “No, thank you, My Lady. You’ve done so much for my family already that I’d be honored if you’d allow me to return the favor.”
Confused, Sábria looked to Shirin for clarification.
“You may have forgotten that Blade Killian is Amancio’s younger sister.”
A bright smile lit Sábria’s tired face. “Of course. I had forgotten since she’s become such an integral part of our Temple. She’s one of the best handlers we have for our young trainees. She’s such a pleasure to have around, and she’s an excellent swordswoman.”
The man returned her smile, pride written in every line of his face. “She was always better at swordplay than me, and from the time she first learned of Elyon’s Blades when she was five or six turns old, that’s all she ever wanted to be. The day you accepted her into your service was one of the happiest for my family. So please, allow me to carry your letter as a small token of our gratitude to you.”
“Then, I thank you. Have you visited with Killian lately?”
“I have. She and that shiv youngster, Emlyn, have met with me twice. Once for dinner and once at that cursed awful bug-infested rathole called the Broken Tooth.” He raised his brows comically and looked at Shirin. “Come to think of it, you might have some of your relatives living there, Bug.”
Shirin picked up a roll to toss at him, but Sábria held up a finger. “Don’t.”
Instead, the Commander daintily raised the bread to her mouth and took a small bite. A spark of hope ignited when Shirin saw the hint of amusement in Sábria’s eyes for the second time in as many days. Duke Ravenkind would have an answer for them. He had to.
Later that evening, Sábria was lying in bed going over a new history the archivist had found on Dreyuthan customs when she heard a light tap on the door. “Come.” She was relieved it was Shirin and not one of her Blades needing comfort that night. With emotions still running high, there had been many, many women who needed to either come to her to confess their mistreatment of Ailith or to simply seek solace.
Granted, after the first few confessions, the ones seeking absolution had stopped coming. Goddess knew she was no confessor, especially in these circumstances, and she’d been more inclined to take her whip to their backs than to offer pardon. After the first two had walked out with stripes instead of comforting words, people had realized just how angry their Arch Priestess was with their foolishness.
Shirin came in carrying a pot of warm lavender oil. “It’s been too long since the comforter has received comfort.”
“Not tonight, Shirin. I’m just not in the mood.”
Without a word, Shirin set the oil on the nightstand, pulled the bed covers down, and took Sábria’s hands. She sat on the edge of the bed, pulled her forward and away from the headboard and ran her fingers through her friend’s soft, golden hair. Moving in even closer, she whispered, “Hush,” and then ever so lightly covered Sábria’s lips with her own.
Nipping her way up to Sábria’s eyelids, she kissed first one and then the other while pulling the silken robe off her friend’s shoulders and arms, letting the wrap fall to the bed. Slipping out of her night shoes, Shirin straddled Sábria, sat back on her heels, and guided her forward until her temple rested on Shirin’s breast.
Shirin dipped her hand in the oil. Hard, stress-filled muscles met her fingers as she began slowly massaging the knots that had been building in Sábria’s shoulders for days.
Gradually, the muscles across her back relaxed. Shifting backward a bit, she cupped Sábria’s hips and slid her down until she could ease her head onto the down-filled pillows that always brought comfort in times of deep stress. Dipping into the oil once again, Shirin smoothed it over the tops of stiff shoulders and up the sides of her neck. Back and forth, she eased the tension with firm, smooth strokes. The tranquil scent of lavender mixed with Sábria’s natural body odors gently permeated the air.
With eyes closed, Sábria smiled and pulled in a relaxing breath. “I guess I did need this after all.”
Leaning over her, Shirin took Sábria’s bottom lip into her mouth and sucked gently before whispering, “Hush.” She pushed her knees back until they were straddling thighs she’d come to know intimately over the years. Using more oil, she slid her hands up and down lithe arms, kneading the muscles, working in the oil. She worked her thumbs into forearms made tight from turns of sword training and slid them down to where the oil would help soften calloused hands.
When she sensed Sábria’s hands relax beneath her ministrations, she worked her way to the upper arms, where she ran practiced hands up and down the long muscles, massaging away any stress remaining there. This she did over and over until the final time her hands came to Sábria’s biceps.
Leaning down, she sucked her way down one collarbone and up the other, repeating the process until Sábria’s breathing slowed and became shallow with her growing need. Shirin’s hands moved inward then, flowing over the curving mounds, back and forth until she held two silky breasts beneath oiled hands. Kneading them gently, slowly, she smiled as the nipples rose to meet thumbs that caressed in rhythm with the gentle squeezing of her hands.
Placing her lips over a fully erect nipple, Shirin pulled it into her mouth and gently sucked. Sábria’s groan of pleasure was the first of many as Shirin spent the remainder of the evening offering the relaxing, sensual pleasures of the Kibrunian arts to her sensitive and compassionate Arch Priestess.





Twenty-Nine
  
E ach time Emlyn brought the midday meal to the stables, Ailith’s irritation ratcheted up a notch. She didn’t need the food. She wanted nothing from the Blades. She was a stable hand who shoveled shit, and that’s what she intended to do for the rest of her life. That morning, the plumbers Kemi had brought in the previous day had finished fixing the leaks, and now it was time for her to shovel all the dirt that she’d brought out over the past ten days back over the exposed pipes. She thrust her shovel into the dirt pile, turned, and threw it down into the hole.
Emlyn, used to Ailith ignoring her, hopped up onto a workbench, set Ailith’s plate down beside her, and kept hers in her lap. She spoke in a monotone, not expecting Ailith to answer or come get the plate. “It’s toasted cheese on rye bread today. They’re still warm, and the cheese is nice and gooey.”
Ailith turned and rested the shovel on her shoulder. “When the fowk are ya gonna realize I don’t want yer food? I don’t want nothin’ from th’ fowkin’ Blades.”
“So, you’re planning to starve yourself, are you? That’s not so different from me throwing myself off the tower, is it?”
“I ain’t starvin’ meself. I eat out here at th’ stables, on me own, without ya sittin’ there botherin’ me with yer skezzi small talk.”
“Oh, you mean the carrots Kemi has for the horses? Or do you mean their oats? Do you even use your hands, or do you just dive in with your mouth like the horses do?” Emlyn had never been sarcastic with her before, but she was getting very tired of Ailith’s temper.
Ailith threw the shovel into the wall, where it clanged loudly and fell to the ground. She stormed over, picked up the extra plate Emlyn had brought, and hurled it against the wall, too.
Emlyn had seen Ailith angry before, but the bared teeth and the bulging muscles in her neck, combined with eyes that bore a hole into her own, made her very nervous. When Ailith grabbed the edge of the table and upended it, sending Emlyn flying, that was going one step too far. She shoved off the ground, ready for a fight.
Ailith raged at her, “Get out. I told ya over and over. I don’t want no food from th’ fowkin’ Blades. Get out!”
Kemi raced out of her office and placed herself between Ailith and Emlyn. “Emlyn, why don’t you take yourself off to th’ courtyard? I’ll help Ailith pick up th’ table, and th’ two of us can get back to work.”
Realizing that her being there was what had set Ailith off, Emlyn rolled her head on her shoulders, trying to ease the stress building there. She swiped at the dirt on her leggings and answered through gritted teeth, “Yes, Mistress.” She turned and stalked out through the breezeway.
Figuring the best way to handle the situation was to act as if nothing untoward had happened, Kemi reached down and grabbed the edge of the table. “Grab that other end for me, Ailith, and let’s set this right.”
Ailith, who’d been surprised by the intensity of her rage, grabbed the edge of the table and, together with Kemi, righted it and slid it against the wall.
Kemi pointed to the various clay jars and metal containers littering the ground. “It don’t look like many broke. Set ‘em back where they were, and if any of th’ herbals broke, let me know, and I’ll order some new from th’ herbalist.” With that, she turned and walked back into the stable.
Bypassing her office, she continued into the courtyard and then turned left, heading for the Citadel. Sábria or Shirin needed to know what had just happened. Ailith was getting worse, and she didn’t know how much longer it would be before she did something to harm either Emlyn or herself.
The two women were just coming out of Sábria’s anteroom when they saw Kemi coming up the stairs. Sábria raised her brows. “Problems?”
“Aye, Milady. Can we go inside and talk?” She looked to her right, where two Blades were speaking with one of the Primes.
“Of course.” Sábria opened the door and ushered the others inside. She gently shut it behind her and leaned up against it. Tiredness colored her voice when she said, “Report.”
Kemi started right in. “Well, I’m worried that things are gettin’ worse. Emlyn brought Ailith her midday meal as always and hiked herself up onto me worktable where I keep th’ herbs and th’ oats. Usually, when Ailith snarls, Emlyn just lets it pass. This time she didn’t. I can’t blame her, it irritates me every time Ailith snarls at her, too, but it’s been an everyday thing an’ up to this point, Emlyn’s been really patient, more than I’d ever be, I can tell you that.” She raised her brows, then paced over to the bookcase while she gathered her thoughts. She returned and started in again. “Anyway, Emlyn was a wee bit sarcastic in her response.”
Sábria crossed her arms. “What did she say?”
Kemi held up her hands. “Now, Milady, it weren’t Emlyn’s fault. Like I said, she’s been nothing but patient with Ailith, but—” she sighed. “Well, anyway, Ailith said she weren’t hungry, and she didn’t want nothin’ to do with th’ Blades, and she didn’t need their food, and Emlyn asked if eatin’ th’ horses’ carrots was filling her up, or something like that, and she asked whether she were eatin’ th’ horses’ oats and whether she just dove in with her face like th’ horses do. So, that set Ailith off. She threw th’ shovel against th’ wall, and that made a clangin’ racket, and that’s when I started fer th’ door, which I always keep open just in case because I never know when or how Ailith’s gonna react anymore. Before I got to th’ door, I heard a scrapin’, and then a bang, and as I came out th’ door there was Emlyn lyin’ on th’ ground with th’ workbench halfway on top of her. Ailith was standing there with this look on her face, her hands closed into fists like she were ready to fight. Emlyn stood up, and I was thinking she was gonna fight, so I stepped in between ‘em and ordered Emlyn to go to th’ courtyard. I have to give her credit, she could of stayed and fought, I wouldn’t of blamed her, neither, but she did like I asked and left right quick.”
Shirin put her hands on her hips. “Did you confront Ailith?”
“Nai, Commander. She looked that scary that I thought it were best just to pretend nothin’ happened. I picked up th’ side of th’ table and asked her to pick up th’ other end, and she did and we set th’ table to rights. I told her to pick up th’ oats and th’ herbs and th’ broken pots, and to let me know which jars broke, and I’d go to th’ herbalist and ask for more. But, Milady, I think it’s gettin’ worse. Do we have any idea about how to stop this happenin’?”
Sábria rubbed her Temples and shook her head.” Not yet. But I’m expecting a messenger to arrive soon. Hopefully, he’ll carry the miracle we need to stop what’s happening to Ailith.” She looked up at Kemi. “Kemi, I don’t know how you’ve done it this last full moon. I honestly didn’t believe it possible, but you’ve been more patient with that shiv than I could ever have asked of you. Please hang in there with me just a little bit longer. If the message doesn’t come soon, I’ll try to figure out what to do with her.”
Blushing slightly at the Arch Priestess’ praise, Kemi once again shoved her hands in her pockets. “Honestly, Milady, most of th’ time, she’s a good worker. She’s strong, even though she’s losin’ weight and barely eats, but she works hard. If it weren’t for th’ anger, I’d want ten of her workin’ fer me in th’ stables. I’ll stick with her, Milady, because you believe in her. And I trust you. I just wanted to let you know what happened.”
Sábria’s heart filled with affection for her normally cantankerous stable master. She pushed off the door and drew the woman into a warm, heartfelt embrace. Letting her go, she took the woman’s head in her hands and kissed her gently on the forehead.
Kemi’s face turned a bright, bright red, and she shyly looked at the floor. “None ‘a that now, Lady. We’ll get this done.” Without meeting Sábria’s eyes, she let herself out.
Shirin was grinning from ear to ear as she watched her leave. When the door clicked shut, she indicated it with a lifted chin. “I don’t think that’s ever happened to our irascible horse lady before.”
Sábria returned her smile, and they resumed their walk to the courtyard. It wasn’t difficult to spot Emlyn sitting on her own in a corner at one of the outdoor tables. Shirin climbed in next to her and sat on the bench while Sábria went around and took the bench facing her.
Sábria tapped Emlyn’s nearly empty plate. “Glad to see you came back and got another one. We heard the first one went flying.”
Emlyn set down her fork and rested her forehead in her hand. “I suppose you’ve also heard that I lost my temper?”
“We did.”
When Sábria didn’t say anymore, Emlyn glanced up and saw a hint of humor in the older woman’s eyes. “I guess I’d just had enough. I’m sorry. I knew she’d react to my sarcasm, and I threw it out there anyway.”
“You mean you’re actually human? I’m surprised it hasn’t happened before now, and I’m also surprised you haven’t knocked her on her butt. Normally I’d say that would be a good thing, but right now is not the time to provoke her, Emlyn. I think maybe it will be better if either Shirin or I took her midday meals from now on.” She held up her hand when Emlyn opened her mouth to protest. “No. I’m afraid her anger is escalating, and I don’t want to put you at risk. We should have some answers soon, and then, perhaps the two of you can become friends again.”
Emlyn shook her head. “We’ve never really been friends, My Lady. Ailith was just very kind to me when we both arrived, and I either ignored her or sent her away. So now I’m trying to return the favor. But….”
“But it can be very wearing. I understand.” Sábria shook her head. “What I don’t understand is that when she first came to us, yes, she was a pain in the ass, but she was a funny pain in the ass. Not an angry one.” Realizing this wasn’t an appropriate conversation to be having with a shiv, Sábria smiled. “Anyway, from here on out, you’re to leave her to Shirin or to me. I appreciate all that you’ve done for her, Emlyn, and I’m not upset that you pushed her.”
“Thank you, My Lady.”
Shirin elbowed the young shiv. “On another note, what are you doing sitting out here eating all by yourself? Usually, the shivs eat together if their shifts allow.”
“Well, I have to admit, one of the reasons I’ve enjoyed taking Ailith her food is because it gives me an excuse not to have to eat with them.” She checked over both shoulders to make sure no one was listening in on the conversation. “As I’ve mentioned before, the other shivs are just so immature. There are only two turns separating us, but sometimes it seems like a lifetime.”
“What about Killian and her friends? I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if you ate with them.” Shirin stole a radish from Emlyn’s plate and took a bite.
“I know she wouldn’t mind, but I feel awkward. I’m just a shiv, and I remember how irritating it was for me back in Kibrun when the trainees would come to sit at my table. Usually, they had something to say or wanted to ask me a question, but mealtimes were when I could relax and be myself. But when a trainee would come, that all changed. I don’t want to do that to Killian. She needs her downtime as much as the next person.”
Sábria tilted her head to the side and studied her young shiv. “Are you lonely, Emlyn?”
Emlyn looked up from her food, startled by the question. “No, My Lady. I’m fine.” She looked down at her plate and absently used her fork to move the food around. “Well, that’s not true. Yes, I’m lonely, and I miss Tomisa more than I thought possible. In many ways, I think maybe a life of celibacy in the castle back in Kibrun would’ve been—”
Sábria reached across the table and put her hand on Emlyn’s. “Would’ve been better than feeling alone in a strange new empire being verbally abused by another shiv.”
“I’m sure I’ll adjust, My Lady. After all, no one has thrown trash in my room or buried me in horse manure. I have very little to complain about.”
Only Shirin saw the pain that flitted across the Arch Priestess’ face. Emlyn didn’t realize how deeply her words had cut, nor would she have intended for those words to be a blade driven into Sábria’s heart.
Sábria recovered with a forced smile. “Thank the Goddess for that. I doubt something like that will ever happen again within the Temple, at least not as long as I’m around.”
The side of Emlyn’s mouth quirked up. “I can guarantee that’s never going to happen again, judging by the comments I’ve been hearing. A lot of people said they either didn’t realize or hadn’t remembered that you have quite a temper when the circumstances arise. Especially after what happened to Khaldo and her followers. And then the two women—”
Again, Sábria cocked her head. “What two women?”
“Well, I don’t know exactly who they were, but they’ve been dubbed the brown nosers by some.” She lowered her chin and raised her eyes to meet Sábria’s questioning gaze. “They’re saying the two came crawling to you, hoping to win your favor by apologizing for what they said or did to Ailith while she was still considered a coward.” The side of her lip lifted again. “Apparently, you sent them away after administering a couple of quite painful beatings. I think people learned to give you some distance when your temper is up, My Lady. I know I did.”
Sábria rubbed her forehead. She never enjoyed handing out punishments, but she’d known, instinctively, that those coming to her for absolution were hoping to curry favor, and that never sat well with her. And yes, her temper had been up, and she probably could’ve handled things better than she had.
Shirin chuckled, “Well, sometimes it’s a good thing to remind people exactly who the Arch Priestess is, that she’s not their best friend. That she’s not someone to be trifled with or manipulated. I’m sure there was no question in your mind, My Lady, that they were only trying to curry favor. There have been others who have tried to apologize, whom I believe were quite sincere. And correct me if I’m wrong, but you realized that as well and didn’t punish them for it.”
Sábria opened her mouth to reply but stopped short when she noticed one of the gate guards jogging over to speak with her.
Dina trotted up, stopped, and brought her fist to her chest. “My Lady, the messenger you sent out a fortnight ago has returned. Would you like me to show him to your office in the Citadel?”
Both Sábria and Shirin rose at once. “No, Shirin and I will greet him and take him up to my office. Thank you for finding me so quickly.”
Dina saluted again and walked more sedately back to the gate with them. As was protocol, the second gate guard was waiting with Amancio Delray inside the outer bailey. His horse was lathered and tired, and he didn’t look much better.
To Sábria’s surprise, Emlyn followed them into the outer bailey. She sketched a shallow bow to Amancio and held out her hand. “Lord Amancio, if you allow, I’ll take your horse to the stables and see to him.”
Grateful, Amancio handed his reins to the young shiv. “Yes, thank you, Emlyn, but you won’t need to unsaddle him. I have a room in one of the inns that’s kept open for me. It’s one the seneschal pays for, so I have a place to stay when I’m in your fair city. I’ll be riding him there after I’ve delivered the message.”
As Emlyn accepted the reins and turned to go, Shirin stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Please ask Mistress Fullman to prepare a plate and drink for Lord Amancio. And, since he’ll be eating here, if he has no objections, go ahead and unsaddle and care for his mount. We’ll resaddle when he’s ready to leave.”
Emlyn brought her fist to her chest, “Yes, Commander.” She led the bay gelding through the gateway into the inner bailey, stopping at the dining hall on the way to the stables, where she passed along Commander Shirin’s request to the matron.
Amancio indicated that Sábria and Shirin should proceed him. “Ladies, after you.”
Sábria led the way into the Citadel’s courtyard. She took them through the door into the atrium and then up the stairs to her office. Once inside, her impatience won out over good manners. She turned to Amancio. “Forgive me for not observing proper protocol, but please tell me you have a reply from Duke Ravenkind.”
Amancio smiled tiredly and reached into an inner pocket in his tunic. “It took a bit of time for His Grace to find what he needed, but once he had, he asked me to return this message with all haste. I apologize for appearing at your door covered with dust and sweat, My Lady, but he did say it was urgent.”
Sábria took the packet from him and broke the seal. “I would have been sorely vexed with you, Lord Amancio, if you’d stopped to bathe and change.”
Amancio raised his brows. “From what I’ve heard, My Lady, I’m relieved I haven’t vexed you.”
Not paying attention to Amancio’s words, Sábria slowly walked to the window while unfolding the parchment she found inside the packet. To her surprise, only five words were written on the thin vellum. “Help is on the way.”
Considering Sábria’s letter had been four pages long, to receive a one-line response was startling, and yet the message contained within gave her hope. Duke Ravenkind hadn’t raged at her for what happened to Ailith. He was sending help. She turned to Amancio and asked, “The message says he’s sending help. Would you know what form that help will take?”
“No. I’m sorry, My Lady, I do not.” He bowed slightly as he gave his answer.
A knock sounded on the door, and when Sábria distractedly said, “Come,” the dining room matron, herself, Mistress Fullman, opened the door.
“My Lady, shiv Emlyn said someone here was in dire need of a meal and a good drink. I hope you don’t mind, but I enlisted the help of two of your Blades and had them carry up my rolling tray so that I might serve whoever was in need.”
Shirin stepped to the door and indicated they should retreat into the anteroom. “Thank you for being so prompt, Mistress. We can set up a table out here. I’m hoping to visit with Lord Amancio while Sábria attends to private matters.” She spoke to Blades Soirin and Larkin, who’d been pressed into service by Mistress Fullman. “Thank you. You can go.”
Both women came to attention and saluted before letting themselves out of the room.
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A  sevenday later, a Lady Knight road up to the gates of the Temple and pulled her mount to a stop.
The two gate guards glanced at each other. Knights usually rode to the castle. They didn’t normally present themselves at the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon. As the senior guard, Dina stepped forward, brought her fist to her chest, and then, as protocol dictated, bowed to the knight. “Begging your pardon, Lady Knight. This isn’t the castle. If you ride—”
“I’m here to speak with the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
Dina blinked up at the lady, studying the exquisitely made but dusty tunic and trews. The woman’s hands were calloused, and the ornate but functional sword hilt, well-worn. It was Dina’s responsibility to only allow those who had business within the temple through the gates, and as her discerning gaze rose to the woman’s saturnine features, her cool gray eyes, and the professionally cut, short, graying hair, she decided that yes, she was indeed a Lady Knight. “I’m Guardian Dina Sethkin. If you would dismount, My Lady, I’ll take you into the outer bailey, where I would ask that you remain with Guardian Larkin while I let my Commander know you’re requesting an audience with the Arch Priestess.”
The knight shifted in her saddle and dismounted. She followed Dina into the outer bailey where, again, as protocol dictated, Dina introduced her to Larkin. “My Lady. This is Guardian Larkin. She’ll be waiting with you while I’m gone.”
One of the prerequisites of being a gate guard was that the person was not only well-acquainted with proper etiquette but had also mastered the intricacies of proper diction. They were considered the first point of contact with people not normally associated with the Temple, and as such, they went through a rigorous training regimen to be qualified to hold the prestigious position.
Larkin came to attention, brought her fist to her chest, and bowed. “May I get you some water, My Lady? Judging by the dust on your clothing, you’ve come a long way.”
The Knight, who stood a good head taller than Larkin, flicked her gaze to the guard and shook her head once.
Larkin took a step back, placing herself between the knight and the gates to the inner bailey. She pulled herself to attention, but instead of keeping both fists down by her thighs, she rested one hand on her sword hilt in the alert guard position.
Before Dina left, she asked, “May I tell the Commander who wishes to speak with the Arch Priestess?”
“Tell your Commander that Lady Knight Isobel of Drethemere wishes to speak with Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.
Dina nodded. “Thank you, My Lady.” She turned and walked through the courtyard and up to the Citadel’s anteroom, where she knew Shirin would be working. She tapped on the door, and when she heard, “Come,” she stepped inside and saluted. “Commander, there’s a Lady Knight waiting in the outer bailey. She asked to speak to the Arch Priestess.”
Surprised, Shirin cocked her head, trying to think why a Lady Knight would be presenting herself at the temple. “Describe her.”
“She is Lady Knight Isobel of Drethemere. She’s a head taller than both Larkin and me, her tunic is dark blue, and her trews black. The tunic and trews are very well made of excellent material, and there’s the head of a golden eagle emblazoned on the front of her tunic. Her mount is obviously a battlemare.” Dina hadn’t noticed Shirin’s head shoot up at the mention of Drethemere, one of the major duchies within Dreyutha.
Shirin stood and indicated the door with a flick of her hand. “Take me to her.” As the two quickly descended the staircase, Shirin turned to Dina. “Ask the stablemaster to meet us in the courtyard immediately. Tell her she’ll be receiving a battlemare and to prepare accordingly.”
Dina saluted, and as they left the Citadel’s garden, she turned to the right and trotted off to find Kemi.
Shirin turned left and exited the courtyard through the gate separating the inner and outer baileys. She strode past Larkin and stepped in front of the Lady Knight. She took a brief moment to assess the woman. Lady Isobel stood tall and straight next to her coal black mare. Both the mare and her master were strong and fit, and Shirin bowed low enough to afford the knight the respect she was due.
The Lady Knight coolly assessed the newcomer and then returned the bow.
“Lady Isobel, I am Commander Shirin, Second in Command of the Blades of the Temple of Elyon. Would you accompany me into the courtyard, where my stablemaster will meet us and see to your mount?”
Without saying a word, the knight simply raised her palm, indicating the Commander should lead the way.
When they stepped beneath the raised portcullis and entered the courtyard, Kemi and Dina were just arriving. Shirin beckoned Kemi forward. “My Lady Isobel, this is our stablemaster, Kemi Leernan. If you’d be so kind as to introduce her to your mare, she’ll take her and see to her needs.”
Once again, those cool gray eyes assessed the person standing before her. “Have you ever dealt with a battlemare before?” There was a resonant quality to her voice, which rang with the authority of one used to obedience from those beneath her station.
Kemi bowed low and, with a touch of pride, gave her lineage. “Aye, Milady. I be from th’ Clarestead Grasslands. Me father, Arne Leernan, be th’ Master of Horse fer th’ grasslands. I learned all I know from him.”
For the first time, a hint of pleasure lit the Knight’s eyes, and she reached up and stroked the horse’s sleek neck. “Now, that is a happy coincidence. She’s from Clarestead.”
Kemi, who’d been intimidated by meeting a Lady Knight, blinked and then took a closer look at the mare. Her jaw dropped, and her eyes lit with pleasure. “She’s no Trax, is she?” Forgetting all protocol, Kemi stepped forward and studied the mare’s right eye, where a tiny patch of white circled the outer rim. “It is her! I named her several visits past. She’d just dropped, and she landed on a hard-packed trail we call th’ Tracks, so I named her, Trax.”
At the sound of Shirin clearing her throat, Kemi remembered herself and quickly tugged on her bangs. “Milady.”
Isobel turned and spoke to the mare. “Saidali baxayev.”
The mare lowered her nose and sniffed the fist Kemi held out to her.
Kemi practically purred, “There’s a good lass.” Once the mare had her scent, Kemi took the reins from the knight and led the overlarge beast toward the stables.
Shirin turned and indicated the archway into the Citadel Gardens. If you’d join me, Lady Isobel, I’ll take you to the Arch Priestess.” She turned to Dina and Larkin. “Back to your posts.”
Both guards saluted, bowed once more to Isobel, and returned to the outer gate.
Shirin watched the knight out of the corner of her eye. The woman’s gaze missed nothing. She took in the outdoor seating area in front of the dining hall, noticed the breezeway where Kemi had disappeared with her mare, and studied every Blade’s hilt and hands, assessing the fighting level of the Temple Guardians.
When they walked beneath the archway into the garden, the woman’s nostrils flared as she pulled in the aroma of the flowers. Once inside the building, they ascended the stairs, and when they reached the second floor, Shirin ushered Isobel into the anteroom and held up her hand. “If you’d wait here, please, My Lady?”
Isobel nodded once, and Shirin let herself into Sábria’s inner office. She closed the door and walked to the table where Sábria was reading one of her books.
Sábria glanced up, looked Shirin up and down, and then raised a brow. “What is it? There are times when you almost quiver in anticipation of telling me something.” She lifted a side of her mouth. “This is one of those times.”
Shirin almost joked that she had nothing important to say but decided a Dreyuthan Lady Knight’s arrival was too important an event to joke about. “Lady Knight Isobel of Drethemere is waiting in the anteroom, My Lady.”
Taken aback by the unexpected news, Sábria stared at the Commander. Like Shirin, she knew exactly where Drethemere was located. “A Lady Knight from Dreyutha? Here? Do you think she’s the help Duke Ravenkind promised?”
“I don’t know. It wasn’t my place to ask her business, so I brought her straight here to you. I’ll introduce you, and then I’ll arrange for some refreshments to be sent up. Judging by the dust on her clothing and the sweat on her mare, it looks as though she’s had a long, hard ride.”
Sábria considered changing into the official tunic of her office but decided against it. She stood, pulled down on the hem of her tunic, jerked her sleeves a few times, and looked at Shirin, silently asking whether she was presentable. When Shirin nodded, she stepped around the table and waited for Shirin to open the door.
Unlike normal circumstances, Shirin pulled open the door and preceded Sábria into the anteroom. She stepped to Isobel’s side and waited for Sábria to enter. “Lady Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, may I introduce you to Lady Knight Isobel of Drethemere? Lady Knight Isobel of Drethemere, may I present Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon?”
Isobel pulled her shoulders back, snapped her heels together, and bowed low. When she straightened, she held Sábria’s gaze. “My Lady Sábria. I come at the behest of His Grace, the Duke of Ravenkind.”
Sábria couldn’t help herself. At the words, she closed her eyes and breathed out a deep sigh of relief. “Thank the blessed Goddess.”
A hint of amusement showed in those cool, gray eyes. “She’s gotten that bad, has she? She was a handful to begin with. I can’t even imagine dealing with her now.”
Shirin excused herself to arrange for the refreshments, and Sábria smiled at the woman’s forthright manner. With a wave of her hand, she invited the lady into her office suite. She indicated the sofa on the right. “You must be exhausted. Please make yourself comfortable. The Commander has gone to arrange for some refreshments, but while we’re waiting, may I offer you some Omune Chiaretto from Lord Reinard’s vineyard in Tuviste?”
Isobel cocked her head, and when she smiled, those serious gray eyes twinkled. “I have to tell you, Lady Sábria, when Ravenkind asked me to come here and told me I was to be visiting the Temple, I never expected to be offered such a fine wine.”
“I’m sure you noticed that my Blades don’t wear crimson robes tied with ropes around their waists, and neither do we eat dry bread and nearly rotten vegetables.” Sábria smiled, knowing exactly what people expected when they came to a temple. “We are a warrior sect, Lady Isobel. We worship the Goddess, but we don’t spend our days bowing and scraping to her. She expects us to protect womankind, and by doing so, we follow her edicts, thereby offering her our worship.”
Sábria walked to the small bar located to the left of the door. She selected an ornately decorated bottle and two wine glasses. Pouring a generous portion into each, she took them to where Isobel waited in front of the sofa. Sábria indicated the sofa once again. “Please sit. You must be exhausted.”
“My Lady. I would never dare to be seated while you stand.”
Belatedly, Sábria remembered that in Dreyutha, no one sat until the High Priestess was seated. She chose to sit in her wingback chair, facing the knight. When Shirin reentered the room, Sábria indicated the bar with a tilt of her head. Please, Commander, serve yourself. We’re treating ourselves to the Omune Ciaretto.”
Shirin politely declined. “Thank you, My Lady, but if you don’t mind, I’ll have my usual lemon-infused herbal tea instead.” She preferred nonalcoholic beverages when there was even the slightest chance she might have to defend the Arch Priestess. There was very little, or in fact, practically no chance that Isobel would attack Sábria, but alcohol slowed her reflexes, and she always wanted to be on the safe side when protecting her charge.
Isobel raised her glass in a toast. “Commendable, Commander. Commendable.” She knew perfectly well why Shirin refused such an exquisite wine, and her estimation of the Blades rose another notch. She hadn’t known what to expect when Ravenkind had sent her. She’d heard of the Daughters of Elyon but had never paid them much mind. This would be a learning opportunity for her, one she would take back with her to Dreyutha. Not as a spy but rather as a knight who has acquired a little more education than she had when she began her quest.
Even though Sábria hated to offer hospitality because she was anxious to hear what the woman had to say, manners dictated she offer Isobel a bed and a room to freshen up. “We’ll prepare a room for you in the Sanctum, Lady Isobel. In fact, if I’m not mistaken, the Commander has already set that in motion. Perhaps you’d like to freshen up before the refreshments arrive? Our bathing rooms are quite nice.”
“No, actually, I’d like to speak with you, the Commander, and perhaps your Master Healer sooner rather than later. I’d like to explain what we believe is happening before Ailith discovers I’m in the Temple. Hopefully, she won’t recognize my battlemare in the stables.”
“I don’t think she’ll even see her. She’s out behind the stables filling in a very deep, very wide ditch that she dug of her own volition because there was a leak in one of our pipes. Normally, we have Temple laborers to do that type of thing, but Ailith got it into her head that she was going to dig to the other side of the world if she needed to in order to find that leak. So now that the plumbers have fixed the problem, she’s decided it’s up to her to fill in the hole again.”
The knight chuckled and rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. “This is going to be interesting.” She glanced up at Sábria again, “Anyway, I would appreciate you hearing me out sooner rather than later, My Lady.”
“Of course.” Sábria rose and went to a door at the back of her office. She opened it and went inside, and Shirin indicated Isobel should follow. There was a light tap on the front door of the office, and Shirin went to answer.
Once again, Mistress Fullman stood there with a cart full of food and two Blades standing by, ready to assist. This time, however, the serving girl had accompanied her as well.
Shirin waved her into the office. “Please take that to the conference room and set up in there.”
Mistress Fullman nodded and wheeled the cart expertly across the room to the conference room door. Even though the door was open, she knocked on the frame, and when she heard, “Come,” she wheeled the cart through with the servant not far behind.
The two Blades made to follow, but Shirin stopped them. “Soirin, I need you to find the Master Healer and tell her she needs to come to Sábria’s conference room immediately. Marzet, you remain on guard outside this door. No one except the Master Healer comes in. You understand?”
“Yes, Commander.”
It wasn’t long before Master Healer Haria joined them.
Mistress Fullman and the serving girl had plates set before Sábria and Isobel, and there were settings in front of two empty chairs.
When they took their seats, Sábria nodded to Mistress Fullman. “Thank you, Jessen. If we need anything else, we’ll send for you.
The dining hall matron took that for the dismissal it was, bowed to everyone, and she and the serving girl left, shutting the door behind them.
Sábria introduced the healer to the knight. “Lady Haria Kestrasin, Master Healer of the Temple of the Daughters of Elyon, may I introduce you to Lady Knight Isobel of Drethemere.”
Both women inclined their heads.
Sábria smiled at Shirin, “Well, since I dismissed Mistress Fullman and the serving girl, would you mind doing us the honors?”
Shirin rose. “Of course not, My Lady.” She deftly served each person a portion from all of the different dishes, and when she’d finished, she picked up the wine bottle and asked, “May I fill your glasses?”
Isobel covered her glass with her hand, “As much as I hate to say it, I’d better not. Perhaps some of that infused tea you had earlier?”
Shirin nodded, “Of course.” She turned to Haria. “And you, My Lady, may I serve you some wine?”
“I’d like that very much, thank you. I never knew you were so good at serving, Commander, or I would’ve requested your presence at my table long ago.”
“It’s something we all learned as pages, My Lady. Nothing I do on a regular basis, however. But, if you ever need my services, they are at your disposal.” She bowed her head with a self-deprecating nod.
Isobel picked up on the term, page. “From your accent, I would place you from somewhere in Tuviste, correct?” At Shirin’s nod, she continued, “And I would further guess that you’re a member of the nobility.”
“You have a good ear, My Lady. I was a member of the nobility, yes, however as you know, or perhaps you’re not aware, when we enter service in the Temple, we renounce any and all claims to our previous lives.”
“I think we can dispense with My Lady. Please, all of you, call me Isobel. That will make things much easier from here on out.”
After Shirin filled a new glass with tea for Isobel, she sat and Sábria called the meeting to order. “We don’t always stand on protocol, and I know you must be hungry. Please feel free to eat while you explain what it is Duke Ravenkind believes you can do to help Ailith.”
Even though Isobel was famished—she hadn’t had anything to eat since early that morning—she started in on her tale. “First, perhaps I should tell you how I’m acquainted with Ailith. As you know, after she saved the Duke, he was searching for a way to improve her lot in life. He thought that perhaps, even though she’d never trained as a page or a squire, she could serve me. I enjoyed having her in my company as I traveled around Dreyutha, despite her mischievous turn of phrase.”
The other three rolled their eyes and chuckled.
“Well, that lasted as long as I was traveling as an itinerant knight. One day, I returned to the capital, and Queen Sophia asked me to the castle for dinner. She knew that Ailith had become my shadow and requested that she come and serve me as a pseudo-squire.”
Shirin rested her forehand on her fingertips. “Oh, great Goddess.”
Isobel grinned at her. “Exactly. The only reason she wasn’t spitted on the end of a spear by the time the dinner was over was that Queen Sophia and I and Duke Ravenkind had been pages and squires together, not to mention the fact that Queen Sophia has a wonderful sense of humor. Luckily, the King hadn’t attended the dinner, or I’m not sure we could have saved Ailith from herself. Anyway, to make a long story short, the Duke and I decided that perhaps being the flag bearer of a senior knight who quite often spends time in the company of royals was not the proper placement for the lass.”
Shirin mumbled under her breath, “Now, there’s the understatement of the century.”
There was definite amusement in Sábria’s eyes when she admonished the Commander, “Shirin.”
Shirin shrugged and looked at Isobel, waiting for her to continue.
Isobel had taken a bite of pork, and she quickly chewed and swallowed before wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Well, on to why I’m here. Are you familiar with the term, berserker?”
That took everyone by surprise. Sábria answered for them. “Yes.”
“If you don’t mind my asking, what is your understanding of what a berserker is?”
“From what I’ve heard, it’s a warrior who basically goes insane during a battle and begins randomly killing anything and anyone in his path.”
Isobel shook her head. “I was afraid of that. That’s not exactly true. Let me give you a brief lesson about a period of our history that we’d all rather forget. Approximately three hundred turns ago, one of a long line of our slightly eccentric kings decided he wanted to breed the perfect warrior. He sent one of his Master Healers up into the mountains to begin a breeding program. Well, apparently, the man was no fool, and he set out to create not only extremely strong soldiers with quick reflexes, but he also bred in a greater intelligence than is normally found in our Blacktip mountains.”
She looked around the table. “That probably sounds condescending, and I imagine it is. I haven’t found the mountain people to be particularly dense, but the records do indicate that enhanced intelligence was definitely one of the traits he wanted in his berserkers. Well, the end result didn’t come during that King’s lifetime, nor the next. Another healer replaced the first when he died, but eventually, a soldier emerged who, when presented with the chaos of battle, became extremely focused. When under great duress, all of the fighting skills they’d ever learned came racing to the fore. They became killing machines.”
She held up a finger. “Intelligent killing machines. In all of our records, there’s never been an instance of a berserker killing anyone other than the enemy. They have never turned on their own people. On the contrary, they seem to have a hyper-awareness of what’s happening around them.”
Isobel took a moment to sip her tea and take a few bites of food. “Now, I talk about them as though there are many in our armies. There are not. About one hundred turns ago, rumors spread that the berserkers were exactly as you described, My Lady—a warrior who goes insane during a battle. The nobility and general populace began asking questions, such as, what would keep the berserkers from killing everyone in the kingdom? The King at that time became mistrustful of the berserkers. He felt that if they gained any power, they could overthrow the monarchy.
“So, the healers returned to the mountains where they began reversing the breeding program. They sterilized all of the male berserkers they could find and, through the King’s edict, declared that no one from one line was allowed to marry anyone else from any other lines. In other words, even though they believed they’d sterilized them all, to avoid accidental breeding, berserkers were not allowed to marry other berserkers. Luckily, excellent records were kept, and today we find very few of them anywhere, including up in the Blacktip Mountains.”
Sábria sat forward, “There must be a reason you’re telling us this, and I’m afraid to ask what it is. But I’m going to anyway. Did Duke Ravenkind gift us a berserker, and that’s part of the problem we're seeing in Ailith?”
“Well, yes, in a way. After Ailith saved his life, Duke Ravenkind wondered how a fourteen-turn child could be in the middle of a chaotic battle, kill the soldier attacking her, and in the blink of an eye, recognize that another man was just about to kill her Duke. Without thought to her own safety, in the time it took for that eye to blink, she threw herself on top of the Duke, directly in the path of a downward swinging axe.”
Isobel looked each woman directly in the eye, letting her words sink in.
The three women were quiet as each pictured Ailith on the battlefield. Of course, Sábria and Shirin were familiar with Ailith’s injuries, but Isobel’s words had put what she’d done in perspective. To kill an attacker and, basically, before your stroke had finished, fling yourself directly in the path of a downward striking axe was an extraordinary act of coordination and bravery.
When she’d seen that her words had the intended effect, Isobel continued. “He sent one of his people, Sergeant Ahearn, up into the mountains to find the historical archives pertaining to Ailith's birth. By meticulously researching her lineage, he discovered that a young woman, who happened to be descended from the Kethin line of berserkers, wed a young man who didn’t realize he was from the Geirin line. You have to remember, only two or three berserkers have been born, that we’re aware of, in the last fifty turns. Ailith was the result of that union.”
She sat forward and pinned Sábria with her grey eyes. “But she is not dangerous, My Lady. I can’t emphasize that enough. Berserkers do not randomly kill. They are more than aware of their surroundings. They are hyperaware, and they are an asset to all of their fellow warriors fighting within their vicinity.”
Shirin nodded. “That explains why a young shiv, that’s what we call our trainees, was able to kill three attackers and save one of our Blades.”
“Exactly. But, when you sent your request for help to the Duke, explaining what was happening to Ailith, it struck a chord with him. But he wasn’t sure why. He only knew that somewhere along the way, perhaps in something he read or something he’d been told, what you described sounded familiar. That’s what took me so long to get here. He asked me to go into the mountains and find one of the healers there.”
Sábria nodded. “Cori Lesfur.”
Isobel sipped some of her tea. The fact that these women were listening instead of reacting spoke well of their intelligence and training. The only experience she’d had of temples and Priestesses up to this point had been with the fat, sadistic Priestess of the Temple of Finea in Dreyutha. She’d almost declined to help Ravenkind because of what she knew about that Order, but since it involved Ailith, whom she’d developed a fondness for, she’d agreed to come. “Indeed. Cori said that you might remember her.”
“Remember her? The woman saved my life and the lives of every woman in my Temple. I’ll be indebted to her for the rest of my days.”
“Well, she hoped you’d remember and that you’d keep that in mind as you’re hearing what we discovered in the history of the mountain people. She’s not only their healer. She’s also their historian and archivist. She has a room filled with parchment going back several hundred turns. The woman’s amazing. Anyway, when she read your letter, just as with Duke Ravenkind, it struck a chord. It took several days of us sifting through the records, but we finally found it. It was in the journals of the first Master Healer to be sent into the mountains. He described an aberration that he believed he’d bred out of the berserker lines. Since the condition hasn’t been seen in over two hundred turns, that was an excellent supposition.”
Sábria put her head back against the chair and closed her eyes. “Oh, Blessed Elyon. Ailith?”
Isobel couldn’t help the amusement that flashed in her eyes. “Ailith.”
Haria was spellbound by what she was hearing. “I’ve read extensively about the breeding programs in Dreyutha. They fascinate me, and I’ve specifically studied the period of the berserkers. Can you tell us what the aberration is, or was…or…is, I guess, if Ailith has it?”
Sábria sat forward. “More to the point, is there anything we can do to ameliorate the problem?”
While Isobel could converse in most of the languages spoken around the Cibían Empire, that was a word she hadn’t come across before. “Ameliorate? I’m fairly fluent in your language, My Lady. But there are some words that escape me.”
“In other words, can we get back the Ailith I’ve come to know and love? For the most part, nearly everyone we accept into the Temple becomes, at the very least, an adequate Blade. The majority, given the caliber of people we accept, become excellent at what they do. Over a period of time—as long as they aren’t killed, or they don’t do something so egregious that I strip them of their Blade status—I come to know and appreciate each and every one. But there are a few who catch my eye. Those, whom I believe the Goddess herself had a hand in bringing into her service, become very special to me. Ailith, for all of her foibles and mischief and often downright disrespect, has found a place in my heart. Please, tell me we can get back the indomitable spirit I found in that young woman.”
This Priestess couldn’t have won Isobel over to any greater extent than she’d just done with her touching and poignant speech. Sábria was seated at the head of the table, and, hoping not to give offense, the knight covered the Priestess’ hand with her own and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “I believe so, My Lady. Cori believed it, too, and I intend to remain here as long as it takes to bring her back to us.”
A wellspring of gratitude and relief rose in Sábria, and tears filled her eyes. She swallowed hard, trying to get her emotions under control. After a moment, she wiped away the lone tear that had escaped. “You’re welcome to stay with us as long as you like, Isobel, and we’ll do everything we can to help. Now please, tell us what you and Cori discovered so that we, too, might know what it is we’re dealing with.”
Isobel sat back and crossed her arms. Her brows lowered as she tried to put into words what they’d learned. “It’s a strange psychological imbalance that’s triggered by very specific events. Apparently, after they’d had the breeding program going for about twenty-five turns or so, a number of the berserkers developed problems when faced with overwhelming emotional trauma. Specifically, trauma that triggered anger and rage. It didn’t appear in the majority of men and women within the breeding program. But for a select few, it was definitely a problem.”
Isobel’s stomach rumbled, and she placed a hand on her stomach. “Well, that’s not very dignified, is it?” She picked up her fork and took a few bites of green beans before washing them down with her tea.
Smiling at the interruption, Sábria ate a few bites of her meal and was soon followed by Shirin and Haria.
Shirin raised her brows. “I don’t know about you two, but I always know when Monita adds her special spices to the potatoes.” She glanced at Isobel. “Monita’s husband was an abusive brute of a man who beat her and forced her to work in the kitchen of his ale house. One of our Blades discovered what was happening, offered Monita sanctuary here in the Temple, and her contributions in Mistress Fullman’s kitchens have been heavenly.” She ate another bite and watched Isobel try some.
Isobel’s brows rose. “Goddess, if all the food here is this tasty, I’ll have to take Ailith out for our daily runs twice instead of once every day.”
Setting her fork down, Sábria narrowed her eyes slightly and looked at a spot above Shirin’s head. “I’d forgotten that I used to see Ailith go out running every now and again. I didn’t realize it was something she’d do on a regular basis, though.”
“She did, and I intend to get her out again. But before I tell you what my plans are, let me finish telling you what’s happening.” She set her fork aside and absently pointed at Shirin with her little finger. “Back to the trigger. Say the person had close friends or relatives killed on the battlefield in a particularly heinous way, or perhaps they were either abused by Commanders or had close friends or family members abused or humiliated somehow.”
Shirin crossed her arms and said in a low growl, “Or had trash and horse manure and human excrement thrown into their room.”
“Exactly. Whatever the trigger was, they became enraged. And, on that note, you might be wondering why neither Duke Ravenkind nor I were outraged that something like that had happened to Ailith. We were. Believe me, we were outraged. However, as two people who have led large armies on extended campaigns, we both understand that leaders can’t be everywhere all the time. The fact that you reached out to Duke Ravenkind for help told us both that you were mortified about what had happened. The fact that you risked our censure and our anger to find help said that not only didn’t you have a part in that humiliation, but you were actively trying to find a way to make things right.”
Sábria’s face grew hard. “What I didn’t mention in my letter was that the eight Blades who participated in Ailith’s humiliation have been removed from my service as Blades. However, when someone joins the Temple, they join for life. So, every one of those women will work in some capacity in one of the thirty temples scattered around the Cibían Empire for the remainder of their lives.”
“In the Dreyuthan army, the remainder of their lives would have been very short, indeed.” Isobel’s eyes flashed with anger. “I can assure you, had any of them served under me, it would’ve been the sharpened edge of my sword that would have removed their heads from their shoulders.”
Silence followed Isobel’s words. While execution wasn’t one of the options available to Sábria, and, quite honestly, she’d never even considered the thought, she understood how in other cultures, it would’ve been considered a just option.
“Anyway, as I was saying, there’s a trigger similar to what you’d find, for example, on a crossbow. Once that trigger is pulled, and the arrow, or the rage, is loosed, there’s no stopping it. Unfortunately, instead of simply hitting the target, in this instance, the rage not only grows but it also begins feeding on itself. Are you familiar with our child’s tale of the leviathan that caught sight of his tail poking out from behind a rock and, thinking it was something tasty to eat, grabbed it in its jaws and began unwittingly feeding upon itself?”
Sábria nodded. “Yes, I believe we have a similar version here in the Empire, only it’s the wolf who awakens from a dream and sees his hind leg kicking. Thinking it’s a small rabbit, he grabs it and quickly devours his own leg.”
Shirin agreed, “In Tuviste, it’s an alligator.”
Raising her brows, Isobel followed up on the analogy. “Well, here in your Temple, it’s Ailith’s rage. And apparently, she neither realizes it’s happening nor can she do anything to stop it.” She raised a finger. “However, tucked into that parchment Cori and I discovered was a recipe for an herbal remedy that, when administered over a period of time, apparently slows the process down enough that we should be able to break through. Also, reading between the lines of his personal thoughts and notes, that same healer also hinted that if it’s at all possible to force the berserker back into a semblance of normality, the person just might be able to stop what the man termed ‘coiled emotions,’ or rage locked into a perpetual, ever-tightening spiral.”
Sábria thought of the consequences of an ever-tightening, unchecked rage choking out other thoughts or emotions. “All of that rage spinning into a fatal vortex that eventually destroys Ailith’s soul.” She tapped her finger against her wineglass, considering the implied message hidden in the side notes of an ancient healer's journals. “I wondered that myself, about forcing her back to normality, but to be honest, I wasn’t sure whether forcing the issue would make things better or would instead make matters worse. The look in her eyes right now isn’t insane. Commander Shirin and I both agree on that. It’s more feral.”
Isobel sat forward, snapped her fingers, and pointed at Sábria. “That’s the exact word that healer wrote in his notes. That the berserkers went feral. He made sure to stress that they weren’t a danger to others, but that they were definitely a danger to themselves.”
Haria, who’d been listening intently, knew exactly how she could help. “If you give me the list of herbs, I can make up enough for you to give her as many doses as she needs.”
“Thank you, My Lady. I’ll definitely take you up on your offer. Cori sent me with a full pouch, but I have the recipe, and when I begin to run short, that will be a great help.” Isobel turned to Sábria. “I’d like to meet with Ailith now and get a feeling for myself about how she’s faring. You should know I’ve never been a gentle or patient taskmaster, and I hope you don’t expect me to be so now.”
Shirin chuckled and scratched the side of her head, “We’re not exactly known for our gentleness either, Lady Isobel. Our people are well aware of that, and none will be shocked with however you end up dealing with Ailith. Just let us know what you need, and we’ll be at your service. I’ll let it be known that the Blades are to give you any assistance you require. All we ask,” she stopped, realizing what she was going to say might sound hypocritical given what Ailith had been through, but she pressed on anyway. “All we ask is that, if at all possible, you not humiliate her too much in front of the other Blades. She’ll be living with these women for the rest of her life, and we’ve found that public humiliation only breeds anger and contempt.”
Sábria crossed her arms and looked first at Shirin and then over at Isobel. “I did make an exception to that with the trainee who lied and publicly said that Ailith ran while she was the hero of the day. She publicly humiliated Ailith, and I publicly humiliated her.”
Isobel shrugged. “Again, I would have separated her head from her shoulders. And I mean that quite literally. So, she was very lucky to get off with a bit of public humiliation. Now, if you could take me to Ailith, we’ll see what needs to be done.”





Thirty-One
  
S ábria, Shirin, and Isobel walked beneath the arched breezeway and into the stables. Kemi was tending to a cut on one of the horse’s legs, and she looked up when they entered the stable. “She still filling in the ditch, My Lady. It’s about time for her to clean the stalls, though. Would you like me to fetch her?”
Isobel shook her head. “No. She’s out this way?” At Kemi’s nod, Isobel walked into the open yard behind the stables. She stopped when she saw Ailith shoveling the dirt from her pile down into the hole. In a quiet tone, she whispered, “Oh, Ailith. What have you done to yourself?”
The change in Ailith’s appearance was shocking. Her hair was long past her shoulders and stringy, practically every inch of her was covered in dirt, and her cheekbones stood out against her skin as if she were one of the starving masses scattered throughout Dreyutha during the last famine.
As though seeing Ailith for the first time through Isobel’s eyes, guilt rose so strongly within Sábria she almost turned to leave. Shirin’s understanding hand on her shoulder was the only thing that kept her rooted in place.
“Why is it that I can smell you while I’m still twenty paces away?”
Ailith froze with the shovel suspended in midair. There was no question she recognized the voice as that of her former knight master, and the fact that Isobel was here irritated her no end. She had no right to be here, to see her this way. She’d given up on her, hadn’t she? The great and powerful Lady Knight throwing her away was the reason she was here in the first place. She hadn’t been good enough for her, not educated enough, couldn’t keep her mouth shut. That’s what they’d said, wasn’t it? After a few moments, she threw the dirt down in the hole and turned to refill the shovel again.
The voice was closer the next time Isobel spoke. “If you don’t turn to face me when I speak to you, Ailith, you’ll be feeling my belt across your back.”
Ailith spun.
She still held the shovel in her hands, and if Isobel didn’t know better, she might have taken it as an aggressive stance rather than happenstance.
“Get th’ fowk out of here! Who th’ fowk do ya think ya are walkin’ in here and orderin’ me about? Get out!”
If Sábria hadn’t warned her, Isobel would have been startled, maybe even a little intimidated by the feral hatred in Ailith’s eyes. The only reason she didn’t flinch away was because of that warning. “That’s better. You’ll face me when I speak to you from now on. Now, like I said, you stink, and since we’re going to be spending a lot of time together in the near future, we need to get that stink off of you.” Isobel pointed behind her. “Now get to the bathing rooms, get yourself into a tub, and scrub that filth off.”
Ailith looked incredulous. “Spendin’ time together? Look, ya fowkin’ Dreyuthan bitch, we’re no spendin’ time together. I’m no spendin’ time with no one.” She turned and once more loaded the shovel with dirt.
Sábria, Shirin, and Kemi all watched to see what the knight’s reaction would be. They were surprised to see amusement in her eyes when she turned to them.
She pointed at Shirin. “You, I’ll need a clean uniform. Tunic and trews. The same ones the trainees wear. She’ll also need clean undratrews and a breast band too.”
Shirin grinned back and playfully brought her fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.” She turned and jogged back the way they’d come.
Next, Isobel pointed to Kemi. “You. I’ll need soap. The same stuff you use for the horses when they come in muddy after a rain.”
Kemi tugged on her bangs. “Aye, Milady.”
Now, she pointed to Sábria. “And you,” she leaned in and spoke very quietly, “stick around in case I need you to pull her off me.”
Even though Isobel was grinning, Sábria had the feeling she was very, very serious. “Whatever you need, Lady Knight.”
Isobel nodded, “Okay then.” She pulled in a tense breath, let it out, and the next time Ailith turned her back to fill the shovel, she covered the distance between them in three long strides. Grabbing the back of her tunic, she quickly stripped the shovel out of Ailith’s hand, then grabbed her belt, dragged her over to a horse trough, and threw her headfirst into the water.
Shocked, Ailith flailed about, managing to punch Isobel several times, once in the chest and once in the shoulder, and one glancing blow off her jaw.
She almost got her feet under her before Isobel jerked up on the belt, pushed down on the tunic, and shoved her head beneath the water.
With her rage growing out of control, Ailith fought still harder.
Isobel stepped into the trough and placed her knee on the bucking back. She looked up and smiled at Sábria, who was watching Ailith, hoping the knight didn’t intend to drown her.
Just before the bubbles stopped, Isobel pulled Ailith’s head above water.
Ailith managed to gasp out, “Goddess damned piece of shite, let go of me!” Reaching above her head, she tangled her fingers in Isobel’s hair and jerked the headful of peppered grey down into the water, nearly over ending the woman.
Taking that as her cue, Sábria grabbed hold of two of Ailith’s fingers, one on each hand, and bent them back. She said very calmly, “Let go of her hair, Ailith, or I’ll break them.” When Ailith didn’t release the hair right away, Sábria bent them just a little further.
Ailith gasped and let go.
Isobel shook wet hair out of her face and once again dunked Ailith. She glanced over her shoulder at Sábria. “Still a bit too much fight in her, I think.”
By this time, Kemi had returned with the jar of liquid soap she used for the dirtiest of her charges.
Isobel calmly spoke to Sábria. “The next time I bring her up, My Lady, if you’ll soap that hair and scrub it?” She pulled Ailith’s head up again. The struggling was a little less fierce this time, probably because the shiv was gasping for air.
Sábria took the jar from Kemi and poured a good amount of soap over Ailith’s head. With Ailith sputtering and cursing, she rubbed the soap into the hair, producing a headful of dirty bubbles.
That ratcheted up the complaints to a new and impressive level. “Get that múgromin’ shite offa me, ya skezzi fowkin’ bitch. Who th’ fowk do ya think ya are? I’ll feed yer tongues to th’ fowkin’ wolves ya fowkin’ pieces of hors—”
Isobel clamped her hand around Ailith’s lower jaw and pulled it down. “Pour some in there, please.”
Ailith roared and caught Isobel a hard blow on the side of her face with her elbow before any soap got into her mouth.
The knight’s head snapped back, and she released her hold on Ailith’s jaw so she could grab the tunic and dunk her again. She moved her jaw back and forth and grinned up at Sábria, who, if she didn’t know better, might think the knight was enjoying herself. “I think she got the message, and anyway, it was about time for a rinse, don’t you think?”
Sábria asked, “Múgromin?”
“Skuzzy, slimy.” Isobel waited for the bubbles to stop before she pulled her up again. “Okay, now that you’re more or less rinsed, either you take off that filthy tunic, or we’re cutting it off you. Your choice.”
“Fowk you!”
“Okay, then.” Isobel transferred her hand from the back of the tunic and grabbed a handful of hair. “My Lady. If you’d take your knife and slit down the front of that tunic and then down the back, we can peel it off her arms.”
Sábria pulled out her belt knife but paused a moment, wondering how she was going to slit the tunic without slitting a fighting Ailith right along with it.
Isobel saw Sábria’s hesitation and shrugged. “Ailith, she can either cut the cloth, or you’ll have a scar running down the front of your chest and down the middle of your back when we’re through. Do you think for one moment I won’t do it? Think very carefully before you decide.” She turned to Sábria. “The tunic, My Lady.”
Sábria took hold of the front of Ailith’s collar and placed the edge of the knife against it before carefully slitting the material in half. When Isobel moved back a bit, she did the same to the back. Apparently, Ailith believed Isobel would do exactly as she’d threatened because she stayed very, very still.
Isobel released her hair and patted her on the head. “Good choice, Ailith. At least I know you haven’t gone completely mad.”
“Ró Múgromin’ bitch.”
“Cut the breastband off too, My Lady.”
“We can dispense with the My Lady, for now, Isobel. Sábria will do just fine.”
When the breastband was gone, Isobel grabbed the hair again and pulled Ailith back onto her butt. “Now, pull off your socks and boots.”
Ailith sat still a moment, thinking. She angrily grabbed the toe and heel of her boot, pulled it off, and with a growl, threw it into Sábria’s chest. That earned her a backward dunking with Isobel’s fingers clutched around her throat.
The next time the knight hauled her up, she moved in very close to Ailith’s ear and growled with definite menace in her voice. “Do that again, and you’ll curse the day you met this ró múgromin’ bitch. Any questions?”
After she’d coughed up a lungful of soapy water, Ailith grabbed her other boot and carefully dropped it over the side. She’d pushed the knight too far once, a few turns back, and that pain-filled memory brought a bit of sense back to her muddy, churning mind.
“Now the trews and undratrews.”
With a few snarled epithets, Ailith grudgingly pulled them off and dropped them over the side as well.
Thinking the close proximity had worked before, Isobel once again moved her mouth close to Ailith’s ear. Although her words were calm and quiet, there was still a warning ring of menace in her tone. “Now. I’m going to cut off your filthy hair with a very sharp blade. Unless you want part of your ear cut off, accidentally, of course, or a scar running across your forehead, I suggest you sit very still and keep that filthy…mouth…shut.”
By this time, Shirin had returned with a clean uniform. She looked at the wet boot print staining Sábria’s tunic and raised her brows. Leaning in close to her ear, she covered her mouth and whispered, “And we thought we were hard on our shivs. No wonder she recovered so quickly from that beating you gave her.”
Sábria raised her brows and nodded. She watched as Isobel roughly hacked off most of Ailith’s hair, cutting it above the ears and collar and leaving her with very short bangs.
“Let’s get some more soap in here. There’s still some sticky something in it, and if I cut off anymore, she’ll be walking around bald.”
Ailith turned those glowering, feral eyes on Sábria as the Priestess held the jar above her head and poured some more soap onto her hair.
While Isobel used both her hands to scrub Ailith’s head, she turned to Shirin. “Grab some soap and one of those equine leg wraps over there and scrub that filth off her arms.”
She motioned to Sábria with a lift of her chin. “If you don’t mind, grab another one and start working on her legs. Once we get most of the filth off, we can trim those nasty nails.” A puff of soapy bubbles flew off when she gently cuffed Ailith on the side of the head. “What in the name of the Goddess were you thinking? You look like a wild crackdaw running feral in the forest.”
Apparently, Ailith had decided to sit and boil in her own rage instead of fighting them because she didn’t answer.
It took a while, but eventually, they had her cleaned and groomed, and ready for her uniform. Isobel grabbed her hair and pulled up. “Stand.”
Ailith did.
“Now get out, and I better not have to shove you into a pile of horse shit to control you because I would be really, really pissed off if we have to bathe you again like some mewling infant.”
Ailith’s eyes opened wide, and she bared her teeth as she swung a fist at Isobel’s head. “Yer th’ fowkin’ mewlin’—”
Isobel, who still had one foot submerged in the trough, kicked Ailith’s legs out from under her and held her under again. She glanced up at Sábria and Shirin. “It’s a good thing it’s Greenmere and not Snowmere, or I’d be freezing out here.” She pulled a struggling Ailith up, let her get a breath, and then plunged her back in again. “She’s always been stubborn. But better this than having to take my belt to her. I always hated doing that. And Goddess knows I had to do it often enough when she first came to me.”
Ailith went still, and Isobel pulled her up again. She held onto her hair and waited for the coughing to stop and then, surprisingly, pulled her leg out of the water and knelt next to the trough. “You’ll get control back again, Ailith. This isn’t you, and we both know it. Now stand and climb out of the tub so you can get dressed like a regular trainee.” She turned to Shirin. “What is it you call them?”
“A shiv. It’s a kind of small knife. We call them that until they become full Blades.”
Isobel’s brows rose, and she pushed to her feet. “Ah. I like that. We call a small knife a tarnnacht.” She turned back to Ailith, who’d risen as well. “So you can dress yourself like a proper shiv.”
Ailith’s glare wasn’t any less than it had been when Isobel had first seen it, but at least it seemed she was listening to what she had to say. She climbed out and grabbed the proffered breastband, wound it around herself, shoved the hooks into their eyeholes, and then stepped into the under-kirtle Shirin handed her.
She pulled on the new tunic and trews, but when she reached for the soaking wet boots, Sábria stopped her. “Leave those.” Turning to Kemi, she pointed at Ailith’s feet. “Please go to Mistress Dunaid. Take these boots to her, ask her to clean them, and have her give you a pair of used ones in Ailith’s size.”
“Aye, Milady.”
Isobel looked Ailith up and down. “Where are her sword and knives?”
Shirin and Sábria looked blank.
The knight pointed at Ailith’s waist and asked Ailith directly this time. “You’re a Gods damned warrior, Ailith. Where’s your Gods damned sword?”
“Fowk if I know. And I’m no a fowkin’ warrior. I shovel shit. That’s what I do. I don’t need no sword t’ shovel shit.”
Kemi had reached the end of the breezeway when Isobel called her back. “You. Horselady.”
Kemi was much more than just a horse lady. She’d earned her rank as stablemaster, and there was a stiff set to her shoulders when she walked back to Isobel. “Aye, Milady?”
“Do you have any hand shovels around? The short ones.”
“Aye, Milady.”
“Get Ailith one, will you? She can stick it in her belt instead of her sword.”
“The fowk I will!” Ailith took a step back and balled up her fists. There was no question she was readying herself for a fight.
“Then tell me where your sword is.”
Ailith answered through gritted teeth. “I… don’t…know.”
Isobel turned to Shirin. “Where’s she been sleeping?”
Shirin pursed her lips and pointed into what had become known as Ailith’s stall. “In there.”
Isobel’s jaw dropped open, and she turned, ready to cuff Ailith again. When she saw the eyes, she stopped and sighed. “You’ve been sleeping on the floor in a horse stall? Blood and ashes, Ailith. What’s the matter with you?”
Ailith continued to glare, and Isobel turned to Shirin again. “Could her weapons still be in that room they trashed?”
Shirin lifted her shoulders. “I haven’t been to her room since Sábria had them clean it. I have a different room on another floor set aside for Ailith, and someone may have moved her things down to it. I don’t know, but I’ll send someone to check.”
There was no way Isobel was going to sleep in the stable, no matter how comfortable the pile of straw might be. “Could you move a second bed into that new room?”
“I don’t sleep where th’ fowkin’ Blades sleep, and ye’ll no be sleepin’ anywhere near where I do.”
“Wrong again. You and I won’t be two steps apart from each other until I get that screwed-up head of yours sorted. And if I leave for a bath, someone else will be sitting with you.”
Ailith’s eyes narrowed but she remained silent.
Sábria wondered about this Lady Knight, a woman who was obviously a high-ranking noble in the Dreyuthan hierarchy. Why would she ride across Dreyutha into Cibía to help a peasant warrior? Not one to question the ways of the Goddess, Sábria thanked the deity for sending this strong-willed woman to help with this equally strong-willed shiv.
The dormitory wasn’t the place for them at this point, and Sábria knew exactly where she intended to house them. The closer to her, the better, because she needed Ailith to gradually focus on her, and not Isobel since the Lady Knight would eventually return to her kingdom and Ailith would remain in the Temple. “We have a room prepared for you in the Sanctum. I’ll have a second bed brought there. It’s larger than the rooms in the dormitory, and you’ll be much more comfortable there.”
“The Sanctum?”
Pointing to the back of the square, multistory building, Sábria flicked a glance at Shirin, silently telling her to arrange for the extra bed. “That building. I live there, along with the Commander and all of my top people.”
Isobel nodded. “I thank you, then.” She slung her arm around Ailith’s shoulders, but the shiv shrugged her off and stepped away. “In the meantime, Ailith and I will begin a search for her sword and knives. Unless…” Picking up the discarded trews, Isobel grasped the materials in her fist and ran her hand down their length. “Oh ho.” She glanced up at Ailith. “So, not completely a shit shoveler, eh?”
Whenever Ailith received a new pair of trews, she habitually opened a rip in the seams and concealed two thin leather sheathes along her thighs. It was where she kept the small, flat spearpoint knives she’d brought with her when she’d come down from the mountains as a child. The knives were invisible unless a person knew specifically what they were looking for. She’d become so adept at concealing the openings it was very difficult to see she carried anything there.
In the short time they’d known her, neither Shirin nor Sábria had realized she carried any weapons other than the ones assigned to the shivs. Seeing them now drove home the point that Ailith hadn’t become a danger to anyone in the Temple. If she had, those knives would’ve come out during one of her rages, and someone would’ve been severely hurt or killed. The two women glanced at each other. Understanding and relief passed between them, part of the unspoken communication that had developed over the turns.
Isobel undid the small catches holding each of the pockets closed and pulled out the knives. “Ailith’s grandfather, a master craftsman, carved these for her when she was still a small child. Each knife is one solid piece of hardwood, so thin one would think they’d break with the first use. But the hardwood handle is so strong, and the wood so skillfully worked that they’ve held up over turns of use.”
The blades were parchment-thin as well. Instead of a bolster separating the sharpened blade from the handle, the old man had carved a slight curve that the forefinger could rest against to keep the hand from sliding from the handle onto the blade.
Isobel stepped to where Sábria and Shirin waited. She dropped the filthy trews at her feet and held one of the blades on the flat of her palm to display the exquisite workmanship. “I’d give several silver royins to own blades this fine.” She pointed to the design delicately carved into the handle. “The bobcat is Ailith’s chadit. Look at the detail in the eyes and ear tufts and in the forest surrounding the beast.”
Sábria glanced up at Ailith and indicated the knife. “May I?”
Ailith glared at her a moment, crossed her arms, and turned away.
Picking up the blade, Sábria examined both sides of the handle. “Chadit?”
“Oh, that must be a word that doesn’t translate well. With the nobility, a chadit is the equivalent of a personal crest.” Isobel indicated the golden eagle on the front of her tunic. “To a peasant,” she nodded toward Ailith, “I suppose it would be more of a talisman. Each Dreyuthan child is given one when they’re born, based on something that one of the parents sees very close to her birth. Apparently, a bobcat crossed paths with Ailith’s parents either before, during, or after her birth.”
Isobel studied the blade. “Ailith was very blessed to have a grandfather who possessed the skill of a master artisan, although they don’t acknowledge that type of mastery in the mountains. As far as they’re concerned, everyone has a skill, and some are better at that skill than others.”
Sábria handed the knife to Shirin, who whistled softly. “What a work of art on such a thin slice of wood. It’s no wonder I never saw the blades concealed along her thighs. Ailith, would you mind showing our seamstress your design for the sheathes and the slits along the thighs? I think this might be an interesting addition to our uniform if people were so inclined.”
Isobel shook her head. “Ravenkind and I have tried to have our artisans duplicate this design, and the handle always breaks off the blade. I wish Ailith’s grandfather still lived, but he died in the plague along with her parents and siblings.”
Taking her own knife out of its sheath, Isobel picked up the discarded trews, cut a length down the side, across the seam, back up above the slit, and across the seam again so when she was finished, she held the sheath and a small portion of the trews in her hand. She did the same with the other sheath and then tossed the remainder of the trews in a trash bucket next to the trough.
She pointed to the discarded clothing scattered around the area. “Ailith, pick up those clothes and throw them in the trash. We don’t need to leave extra work for any of the stable hands, and especially not for your stable master.”
“I need to finish filling in th’ hole.” She started for the shovel, but Isobel grabbed her by her collar and pulled her back. “I don’t believe I told you to finish filling in that hole, did I?”
Jerking forward, Ailith tried to pull her tunic from Isobel’s grasp. “Ya gave up being th’ master, remember? I weren’t good enough fer ya, remember? So, what makes ya think ya can dance in here and all of a sudden think I’ll be doin’ what ya tell me to do, eh?”
“Weren’t good enough? When you left my service, you understood the reasons why. We even gave you a part in making that decision. You didn’t have the training needed to constantly be around Kings and Queens who hold others’ lives within the palms of their hands and who believe a peasant’s life is worth less than that of their horses. Blood and ashes, Ailith. You understood that it had nothing to do with whether or not you were good enough. You left my service because the whims and egos of the nobility couldn’t put up with your unique personality without ordering your execution.”
Isobel sighed, and her shoulders slumped slightly. “What you believe right now isn’t what you believed then, and if we can get you through this, Ailith,” she shook the fist holding Ailith’s tunic to make sure she had her full attention, “and we will get you through this, then I know you’ll understand again why you had to leave my service.”
Isobel shoved the one knife into its sheath and then retrieved the second from Shirin and shoved that into a sheath as well. She tucked both into her belt behind her back.
Kemi came through the breezeway carrying a pair of leather boots. Normally she wouldn’t deign to be an errand girl for anyone, but seeing that both Sábria and Shirin were helping the Lady Knight deal with Ailith had reinforced her understanding of just how important rehabilitating the shiv was to the Arch Priestess. She handed the boots to Isobel. “There’s a pair of dry stockings tucked on in each one, My Lady. They’re the same size as the other boots, and they should fit her just fine.”
Isobel nodded her thanks and held the boots out for Ailith. “Here. Find a dry spot to sit and put these on.”
Even though Ailith was still angry, the idea of having a clean pair of stockings appealed to her. She hadn’t liked the odors wafting up from her feet at night when she pulled off her boots and knew from her time in the Army that a soldier with dirty wet feet would soon have the black rot eating away at their toes and skin. She’d seen it happen to a few soldiers, and it wasn’t a very pleasant way to die.
She grabbed the boots and stepped over to the same grain table she’d upended earlier when she’d gotten so angry with Emlyn. She turned her back to the table and rested her palms against it. In that way, she was able to push herself up onto the tabletop, retrieve the stockings and pull them on beneath her trews. She pulled the boots on next. They were a bit snug around her calves, which were larger than most, but the well-worn leather fit comfortably around her foot. An unpleasant thought occurred to her, and she wondered whose boots they’d been. She looked up at Kemi and asked, “These ain’t Maeira’s boots?”
Sábria shook her head. “No, Child. Maeira was put on her funeral pyre wearing her full-dress uniform. Boots included.”
Sábria’s comments brought back Ailith’s memories of the anger and humiliation she’d suffered at the hands of the Blades. Her cheeks flamed red as she glared at the Arch Priestess. “And how would I know that? Ya fowkers didn’t allow me to send her on her way, now, did ya?”
All of the women saw the muscles in Ailith’s jaw jump, and it was obvious she was trying to hold back the tears.
This time when Ailith stalked over to the shovel, Isobel let her go. The knight watched her a moment and then motioned for the others to follow her a short distance away. “Sending a warrior’s spirit into the afterworld is more than a sacred right to the mountain people. It’s more of a spiritual obligation. You hadn’t mentioned in your letter to the Duke that she’d been kept from the funeral pyre. There’s no doubt that added to her anger, rage, and humiliation. Possibly more so than what the others did in her room.”
“I had no idea. I never would’ve kept her from it if I’d known.” Sábria thought about that for a moment. “Well, I can’t say that’s exactly true. At that point, people believed she was partly responsible for Maeira’s death, even though the attack that killed her happened before Ailith supposedly ran away. Ailith wouldn’t have been welcomed at the funeral pyre, and with the emotions running so high, keeping her safe from her fellow Blades would have been a distraction from the funeral rites.”
She shook her head. “But, if I’d known the importance of her being there, I would have made arrangements to allow her to attend without others knowing. Perhaps up in the tower where she could watch the blaze or from one of the windows in one of the nearby buildings. I’ve been reading a lot lately about your customs, trying to understand what was happening with Ailith. I haven’t seen anything about those particular beliefs.”
Knowing that her upbringing had shaped many of her thought processes, Isobel had used her travels as an itinerant knight to open her mind to different ways of thinking. The Dreyuthan nobility lived within its own insular societal norms, and while she’d been shaped by them, she didn’t allow them to define her. “The mountain peasants have never been considered part of Dreyuthan society and therefore very little has been written about their ways. I’m not surprised you didn’t run across anything pertaining to them.”
Both Sábria and Shirin stared at Isobel. It was Sábria who finally asked, “Not a part of your society? How can that be?”
“To many among the nobility, and as you know, it’s the nobility who write, or rewrite history, the mountain peasants are little more than animals. The breeding program is a perfect example of that. Many come down out of the mountains to fight in our armies, where they’re mostly fodder—bodies to throw at the enemy—to wear the enemy down until the real Dreyuthans move in to fight.” She studied both their shocked faces. “And, so you know, neither I nor Duke Ravenkind believe such things. I wouldn’t be here if I did.”
Sábria decided this wasn’t the time for a philosophical discussion. “Is the fact that I didn’t allow her to come to Maeira’s ascension something I should address with her, that we kept her away?”
“What’s done is done. When the herbs begin to take effect, I’ll see whether she’s worried that your Blade’s spirit is angry enough to return and wreak havoc in her life. In the armies, we’re all very aware of which of our people are from the mountains. We’ve found that they must be afforded the right to accompany their dead comrades’ spirits into the heavens because they believe that by standing close enough to the funeral pyre to nearly get burned themselves, they’re showing the Gods that the warrior was worthy to be admitted into the heavens.”
She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Ailith was still busy with her ditch. “Before we fully understood that, and I’m talking hundreds of turns ago, after a battle, the bodies of the dead warriors were simply piled into a mound far away from the camps and set aflame. No one understood why the mountain people left the armies in droves, either returning to the mountains or, depending on how close they were to the deceased, participating in mass suicides. It’s not only considered a dishonor, but the person endures great humiliation and contempt from their peers if they don’t take the time to stand before the Gods with their dead comrades.”
Startled, Sábria exchanged horrified looks with Shirin. “For the love of sacred Elyon’s Blood. You mean in our ignorance we might have driven Ailith to kill herself?”
“I take it Ailith was not extremely close to the Blade who died? If that’s the case, then we can thank the Goddess for small favors.”
Shirin, who was in charge of all of the handlers and shivs, answered for Sábria. “No, her handler was badly injured, but she didn’t die. I doubt Ailith had much to do with the one who died because when two handlers meet on the streets or take a meal together, the handlers sit at one table, and the shivs sit at another. There’s very little interaction between a shiv and someone else’s handler.”
“There you have it then. While I’m sure it was all part of the trigger, at least it didn’t lead to her death.”
They heard a noise in the breezeway and turned to see Emlyn disappear into the toolshed. She reappeared a few moments later carrying a shovel. She bowed her head in their direction as she walked past and then, without saying a word, joined Ailith at her work. Ailith stopped shoveling and stared at her, but instead of cursing her, she simply resumed her task of filling in the giant ditch she’d created when she’d dug down to find the leak.
There was another rattling noise in the toolshed behind Sábria, Shirin, and Isobel, and when they turned, they saw Marne come out holding a shovel of her own. She, too, nodded as she silently walked past, stepping up next to Ailith and shoving the shovel into the dirt.
Ailith stepped aside and jammed a fist onto her hips.
Sábria sincerely hoped Ailith knew enough about Marne’s personality not to challenge her.
Ailith glared at Marne’s back a moment, watching her and Emlyn shoveling dirt into the hole. Her hole. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned and glared at a line of Blades who were waiting to receive the shovels and rakes someone in the shed was handing out. As each one received a tool, they silently filed past the three women and joined the others working diligently to fill the pit as quickly as possible. Ailith stubbornly shoved her shovel into the dirt and continued to work despite the many people surrounding her once solitary activity.
With that many people working, the hole was filled in and raked over in no time. Marne grabbed Ailith’s shovel, intending to take it back to the shed, but Ailith held on and jerked it out of Marne’s hand. “I don’t need yer fowkin’ help.”
Marne bared her teeth and slammed her open palm into Ailith’s chest, nearly knocking her to the ground. She stepped forward until she was inches from Ailith’s face and growled, “And I don’t need no fucking shiv telling me what to do. Now give me your fucking shovel and shut your trap, or I’ll be shutting it for you.”
Shirin scratched the side of her head. “I guess she hasn’t met Marne before.”
Sábria had to agree. “I guess not. Oh well, there’s a first time for everything.”
They watched, wondering exactly what would happen if Ailith threw the shovel into Marne’s chest. Judging by the shivs face, it was a toss-up as to which way it would go.
Marne registered the look as well and cocked her head, daring Ailith to do something stupid.
Ailith was the first to look away. She held out the shovel, and Marne took it from her. The older woman growled, “Good choice, shiv.”
Isobel had watched the whole interaction. She stood with her arms crossed and her legs shoulder width apart, interested to see how a senior Blade would handle a disrespectful young shiv. When Ailith handed Marne the shovel, she turned her head slightly towards Sábria. “I like her.”
Chuckling, Sábria crossed her arms as well. “So do I. Marne is one the shivs definitely don’t want to mess with, even when she’s doing them a favor.”
When Marne walked past carrying the two shovels, she looked the Lady Knight directly in the eyes. As was proper, she lowered her gaze to the ground for a moment and bowed slightly.
To Sábria’s surprise, the Blade received a slight nod in return. While they were waiting for everyone to file out of the yard, Sábria took a moment to study the knight in profile. She was every bit the proud warrior, with her strong straight bearing and the hawk-nosed features of a true aristocrat. Her form-fitting uniform accentuated sensual, feminine curves in all the right places, and Sábria found herself wondering how a member of the Dreyuthan nobility would feel about enjoying some casual diversion when they had some free time.
She heard Shirin chuckling and turned to see a twinkle in her eyes. Placing a gentle hand on the Commander’s lower back, Sábria slowly ran her hand in a circular motion, enjoying the easy familiarity she and the Commander shared. “There are times when I think you know me too well, my friend.”
Shirin shrugged, and her grin widened into a smile. “Perhaps.”
The bell for the evening meal rang, and Isobel glanced at Sábria with a raised brow.
Sábria waved her hand towards the breezeway, inviting Isobel to join her. “It’s the bell for the evening meal. We haven’t been able to get Ailith to join us, so I usually bring a plate to the stables. As you can see from her weight loss, she doesn’t eat what she’s offered, but I’m persistent. We don’t normally treat our trainees with kid gloves, but in this case….”
Isobel placed a friendly hand on Sábria’s shoulder, something not many people dared. “There aren’t many who would have put up with her for this long. What she’s going through isn’t her fault. It’s a delayed result of that damned berserker experiment. On behalf of Duke Ravenkind and myself, I’d like to thank you for your persistence and your patience.”
She glanced over at Ailith. “Now, you may think me callous and impatient, but I have the advantage of having read the notes of the healer who led the breeding program. If I hadn’t, I’m not sure how I would’ve treated her. But, having read those notes, I’m going to push her farther than you might consider acceptable. If you remember, the healer hinted that it might be possible to force the berserker back into a semblance of normality, and that’s exactly what I intend to do. Normality means forcing her to carry a sword and become the shiv you and Duke Ravenkind intended when he left her in your care.”
She walked to her packs, which were stored in the breezeway next to her battlemare’s stall. Opening the flap of a leather saddlebag, she retrieved a single-dose medicine pouch Shirin recognized as coming from Cori Lesfur. She tucked it into her waistband and then turned to Shirin. “Would you please have someone take these to my room?”
“Of course.” Shirin motioned to a Blade who’d just returned her shovel to the shed. “Faylin, take Lady Knight Isobel’s things to her room. Second floor, guest suite one.”
“Of course, Commander.” Faylin walked over and pointed to Isobel’s belongings. “May I take your things, Lady Knight?”
There was a definite shift in Isobel’s personality when she was confronted with behavior from a subordinate that was different from what she was used to. As far as she was concerned, Faylin had been given an order and should carry it out without question. Holding back the biting response she would have given one of her own subordinates, her chin lifted, and her brows lowered into a glower as she glared at the Blade’s perceived impudence.
Faylin flicked a glance at Shirin.
Sábria realized she needed to explain some aspects of Temple life since their culture was so different from that of the Dreyuthans. “When people live in such close proximity to one another, as is the case here in the Temple, we’ve discovered it’s necessary to enforce certain rules. One of those rules is that you never touch the possessions of another Blade,” she nodded at Isobel, “or guest, without that person’s express permission. The same goes for any type of physical contact, with a few exceptions. First, we don’t ask permission when we are disciplining. We don’t ask permission to touch people when we’re patrolling the streets. And permission is not necessary when the person is incapacitated in some way.” She glanced at Ailith, who was still standing in the opening to the breezeway. For the most part, permission isn’t strictly necessary for casual contact, either such as the touch of a hand or shoulder. It’s understood that if the person dislikes that type of casual gesture, they’ll let the other person know.”
The gray eyes returned to Faylin, and Isobel dipped her chin once.
The Blade took that as permission and gathered the saddle packs and bags in her arms.
When she’d gone, Isobel ran her fingers over her saddle, which was perched on a metal saddle rack. She turned to Kemi. “Did you oil my tack?”
“One of my stable hands did, Milady.”
“And yet she didn’t ask my permission to touch my things.”
Kemi was an excellent stablemaster who understood horses better than humans, and her understanding of nobles was practically nonexistent. Both Sábria and Shirin knew that trying to explain philosophical nuances to a Lady Knight was beyond her capabilities.
Seeing Kemi’s blank stare, Sábria stepped in to clarify the matter. “When you handed Kemi your reins, you gave implied consent to unsaddle your mare and take care of your tack.”
As Isobel continued to stare down at Kemi, the stable master, who wanted to get back to what she’d been doing before these three showed up, pulled her bangs and asked, “Will that be all, Milady?”
Again, Sábria stepped in. “You’re dismissed, Kemi. And thank you for your help.”
“Yer welcome, Milady.” Relieved to be dismissed, Kemi disappeared into her office.





Thirty-Two
  
S ábria led the way into the courtyard, with Isobel and Shirin following.
Isobel called over her shoulder, “Ailith.” Without looking back, she pointed at the ground next to her feet. When Ailith didn’t appear by her side, she looked over her shoulder and saw her heading into the horse stall. Without saying a word, Isobel returned to the breezeway, grabbed Ailith by the back of her collar, and dragged her into the courtyard.
Sometime earlier, Shirin had sent one of the Blades to check for Ailith’s short sword. The young woman came trotting over and held it out on open palms. Shirin nodded, took it, and handed it to Isobel. “Here you go.”
Isobel accepted the offering and slapped it into Ailith’s chest. “Here, put this on like a proper shiv.”
Ailith stepped back and let it fall to the ground. “I told ya, I’m no shiv. I shovel shit.”
When Isobel drew her sword, Sábria and Shirin stepped to the side. Other people who were heading to the dining hall gave them space.
The knight glanced over Ailith’s shoulder at Sábria, who raised her brows and nodded, indicating she would step in to help if needed. Isobel pointed at the sword lying at their feet. “Pick it up.”
Shirin leaned over and whispered to Sábria. “Is this one of those times she’s going to push?”
“It looks like it. Picking up that sword and strapping it on is critical to getting her back into training. I guess the Lady Knight isn’t one to waste any time.”
Ailith turned and started back to the breezeway, growling over her shoulder as she walked away. “What th’ fowk don’t ya understand about no?”
Pulling her sword across her body, Isobel turned it slightly and backhanded Ailith’s thigh with the flat of the blade. “I said, pick it up.”
Ailith spun around and barely managed to duck a second hard swing aimed at her shoulder. “What th’ fowk?”
The knight circled around Ailith and herded her back toward the sword. “Pick it up.”
“Get away from me!”
“Pick…it…up.” When Ailith swung wide to go around her, Isobel lunged in, hitting her on the thigh so hard a loud thwack reverberated throughout the open courtyard.
A quiet chorus of “ow,” and “shite,” came from the assembled blades watching the altercation.
Ailith growled loud enough for Sábria to hear from several paces away and then shouted an impressive string of curses, “Leave me th’ fowk alone, ya ró mágromin Dreyuthan noble piece ‘a shite!” She moved away from the sword again, only to be herded back toward it by the knight.
When Ailith turned her back and stalked toward the gate leading to the outer bailey, Isobel growled, “Oh, no you don’t.” It only took two steps to come within striking distance and strike she did. The flat of her blade cracked across Ailith’s shoulders and pushed her forward several steps.
Up to that point, Ailith had managed to harness the anger building inside her. The last blow ratcheted the rage to a whole new level. She balled her hands into fists, turned and lunged toward the knight, who stuck the tip of her blade in front of Ailith’s stomach. Ailith had to pull up short and suck in her belly to keep from being impaled.
As soon as Ailith’s forward motion stopped, like a striking adder, Isobel whipped her sword across her body and smacked the shiv on her right shoulder twice in quick succession. She pointed to the sword with her free hand. “Pick it up.”
Shirin whispered again, “Shit. I’d hate to get on that lady’s bad side.”
“No kidding. I’d love to have her as one of our senior Blades here at the Temple.”
“No, you wouldn’t. I think you’d have another Marne on your hands.”
“Good point.”
The double strike was the last straw for Ailith. She grabbed her sword from where it lay on the cobblestones and threw the scabbard away. She growled and began swinging at Isobel, who blocked each blow as it came. Ailith’s focus narrowed, and her rage built with each slashing stroke. She just wanted to get this woman out of her life, and every strike and lunge and slash she’d ever learned came racing to the fore.
Isobel was an experienced swordswoman who’d been trained by the best fighting instructors in all of Dreyutha. Even though she was able to block the blows, she backed steadily away as Ailith moved inexorably forward.
The growling intensified and became more pronounced with each successive attack.
Shirin uncrossed her arms and quickly glanced at Sábria and then back at the fight. “Is she okay?”
Sábria was watching intently as well. “It’s an untrained shiv against a fully-trained battle knight. She should be able to handle her.”
“She should be able to handle a half-trained shiv, yes, but can she handle a berserker who took down three fully-armed swordsmen by herself?”
Sábria had her sword halfway out of its scabbard when Isobel set her feet and began fighting in earnest. She drove Ailith back with moves only the top weapons-masters in the Temple ever used.
Isobel’s blows came in hard and fast, and Ailith’s stubborn refusal to eat properly the past few sevendays began to take its toll. Her blocks were becoming weak and clumsy as she began to lose strength in her limbs. Sweat broke out on her brow, and the blood drained from her face.
The knight was forced to pull a slashing overhead strike when Ailith’s sword arm dropped, and the sword fell from her fingers. In one smooth movement, Isobel quickly slipped her sword into its scabbard.
As Ailith swayed and her knees buckled, the knight went down on her knees as well and grabbed Ailith around the chest, pulling her close and holding Ailith’s head against her shoulder. “Easy now, I’ve got you. You’re not eating and drinking, Lass. You know you’ve lasted ten times that long in the middle of a battle.”
The knight glanced over at Shirin and Sábria, who were hurrying over. Pulling the pouch of herbs from her waistband, she tossed it at Shirin and, with a nod, pointed towards the dining hall. “Fetch her a drink.”
In a flash of insight, Shirin understood exactly what the knight had done. There was no way Ailith would willingly drink the herbs, but weak and near to passing out, she’d down a glass of juice without thinking. An understanding grin lifted one side of Shirin’s mouth. Impressed with the woman’s cunning ingenuity, she jogged to the dining hall to find a glass of strong juice that would hide the taste of the herbs.
After tossing the pouch to Shirin, Isobel motioned for Sábria to kneel behind Ailith. When Sábria was in position, Isobel leaned Ailith back so that now instead of leaning against her, she would lean against Sábria instead.
Understanding what the knight intended, Sábria felt nothing but gratitude for the woman who possessed such a multifaceted personality. Putting her hand on Ailith’s clammy forehead, she guided her head back so that it was leaning against her shoulder. “Easy, Ailith. You’re feeling like you need to pass out because you haven’t had much to eat or drink for quite a while.”
When Shirin returned with the juice, Sábria took it and held it to Ailith’s lips. “Here. Take a drink. It’ll help clear your head and hopefully stop some of the nausea you’re feeling. Once that happens, we’ll get you up to one of the tables and get some food into you. Isobel’s right. You should be able to fight longer than that.”
Ailith tried to take the glass from Sábria, but her hand shook so hard the priestess had to take it back. “Here, we’ll do it together.” They managed to get the glass to Ailith’s lips, and she gulped down most of the juice. Scrunching up her nose, she turned her head and pushed the cup away. “Doggery root? What are ya putting that piss tastin’ herb in me drink fer?”
Isobel pointed to the cup, “Drink it. Cori sent it. There’s a lot of other herbs in there that she says will help clear your head.”
“Me head’s just fine if ya’d just leave me alone.”
Squatting next to Ailith and Sábria, Isobel placed her fingers beneath Ailith’s lowered chin and pushed up, making Ailith look her in the eyes. “Can you honestly tell me you’ve been feeling like yourself these last few sevendays? Where’s the warrior I used to know? Where did she go? I want her back, Ailith. Duke Ravenkind wants her back. Your Arch Priestess wants her back most of all. Drink the herbs Cori sent you. They won’t help right away, but if you’re willing to work with us and drink them at every meal, you’ll begin to feel like your old self again.”
Narrowing her eyes, Ailith glowered at Isobel. “What are ya doing here, anyway? Ya once told me ya never came to th’ Cibían Empire. So, why did ya show up in me life and begin beating th’ shite out of me? I don’t need ya, and I don’t want ya here.”
“Drink. The faster we get you better, the faster you’ll have me out of your life.”
The possibility of getting rid of the knight seemed enough to convince her because Ailith grudgingly drank the rest of what was in the cup.
Sábria handed the cup back to Shirin, put her hands beneath Ailith’s arms, and helped her to stand. “Let’s go. You’ve given the Blades enough of a show for the day. Let’s get you to one of the tables and find something you can eat that won’t make you sick. When you haven’t eaten for a while, you need to be careful to eat bland foods until your stomach adjusts again.”
“And if I say no?”
Isobel walked up beside her and put her hand on her shoulder. “Then I’ll herd you over to the tables the same way I herded you to the sword.” She gently shoved Ailith’s sword and scabbard into her chest. “Buckle this on. I’m starving, and I don’t want to have to run you around the courtyard again.”
Ailith jerked it away from her and ran the belt around her waist. “Run me around? Ya beat the shite out of me. Yer lucky I didn’t take yer head off because that’s what I was aiming to do.”
Chuckling, Isobel patted her on the back. “You’ll have your chance every morning because I intend to start weapons practice with you first thing tomorrow.”
Ailith, whose head was still spinning, clambered over one of the benches and sat with her head in her hand.
Marnie walked over with a plate full of bread, carrots, and a small portion of pork. “Here, ya miserable skut-brained shiv. If you can’t fight any better or any longer than what I just saw, you’ll be dead after your first shift back.” Without waiting for an answer, she stalked off toward the weapons practice grounds. She was one of the weapons-masters and trained the dawning shift Blades in the evenings after dinner.
Sábria and Shirin, who didn’t often eat with the rest of the Blades, went up to the serving tables and filled two plates for themselves. Sábria quietly spoke into Shirin’s ear, “I want to leave Ailith and Isobel alone for a while. Let’s each find a table and get a feel for how the Blades are taking a Dreyuthan knight coming in and shaking up the status quo.”
Once her plate was full, Sábria chose a table that had mostly senior Blades. She set her plate down and then returned to where Isobel was standing with one foot up on Ailith’s bench. “I’ll wait with her while you get your dinner.”
When Isobel nodded her thanks and strode towards the food tables, Ailith looked sideways at Sábria. “I don’t need no babysitters.”
“I wish that were the case, but the way you’ve been acting lately tells me otherwise. Can you honestly say if I were to walk away, you wouldn’t get up and head back to the stables?”
Choosing not to answer, Ailith picked up a roll and shoved it into her mouth.
Isobel returned and sat opposite Ailith. She nodded her thanks to Sábria, who returned to the table full of Blades. All of the women seemed off balance, and only a couple met her gaze. Sábria wanted to get the word out about what was happening with Ailith, and the best way to do that was to tell a few Blades, who would tell a few others, and before long, word would spread.
They ate in silence until Soirin hesitantly broached the subject of Ailith. “We’re all wondering, My Lady, what’s going on with Ailith. We’re all that glad she’s cleaned and dressed and finally sitting out here at the tables, but that Dreyuthan knight is being none too gentle with her. So, we were wondering, what’s going on?”
Setting her fork down, Sábria folded her hands in front of her plate and leaned on her forearms. “That’s an excellent question and one I’m very glad you asked. Lady Knight Isobel was Ailith’s master several turns ago. No, wait. Let me start at the beginning. After all of the trouble we had with Nox and Ailith and the confusion and humiliation she suffered at the hands of Khaldo and her group, Ailith had a very strange reaction, one that I didn’t fully understand. Of course, I expected her to be angry for a while, but Ailith’s anger, and, let’s put it bluntly, her rage, wasn’t abating as I would expect. It was growing.”
Many of the Blades nodded in agreement. Soirin shrugged, “I tried to talk to her on a couple of occasions, but each time she practically bit my head off. You’re right, it didn’t feel normal.”
“Well, her behavior puzzled me and was obviously getting worse. I thought there might be some Dreyuthan cultural aspect I wasn’t aware of going on, so I wrote to Duke Ravenkind, told him what was happening, and asked for his help. He, in turn, asked Lady Knight Isobel, who, as I said, had been Ailith’s master a few turns back, if she would come and find out if there was anything she could do to help.”
Keavey Terrowyn, who’d been listening intently, raised her brows. “She practically drowned her to clean her up and then beat th’ shite out of her tryin’ to get her to pick up th’ sword. Now, I’m not exactly gentle with th’ shivs—”
Several of the Blades snorted at the understatement.
Terrowyn grinned at them. “As I said, I’m not exactly th’ most nurturing Senior Guardian, but how is treating Ailith like that gonna help?”
“I’m getting to that.” Sábria believed the fact that Ailith was the product of a long-ago breeding program was no one’s business but the few who were already privy to the information. She thought a moment, trying to decide how to explain Ailith’s condition without revealing too much about her physical makeup. “Ailith comes from a very unique community in the Blacktip Mountains. There are several groups of fighters in the mountains who have developed unique abilities over the centuries. One of those abilities is that when pushed into stressful fighting situations, their concentration narrows and their fighting expertise increases.”
Soirin nodded. “That’s probably why she was able to fight off those men?”
“Exactly. The interesting part about it is that she doesn’t always have those enhanced abilities. They only appear during very stressful, chaotic life-or-death situations. Unfortunately, there’s another trait that’s not often seen but can be triggered by extreme emotional anger, rage, and or humiliation. Khaldo and her group triggered that condition. The warriors get locked into a circular kind of mental trap where the rage feeds on itself and grows. Apparently, forcing them into normality, which might entail using extreme emotional tactics under controlled conditions, can have the effect of reversing the trigger. Don’t ask me how it works. It apparently…hopefully, just does.”
Geller, who’d remained silent up to this point, held her full fork poised in front of her face and pointed her little finger at Sábria. “That’s one of th’ things I love about being in th’ Temple. We got people from all walks of life, from cultures that we’ve never even heard of before, and we can learn from every single one of ’em. So, tell us how we can help. Do we need to get her angry?”
Everybody had stopped eating now and were all listening intently to Sábria’s answers.
Sábria had chosen this particular table because these were all leaders in some way or another; older, experienced Blades with good heads on their shoulders. She believed that none of them had known about the abuse Khaldo and the others had handed out to Ailith. To take it a step further, there was no doubt in her mind that if they had known, they would have put a stop to Khaldo’s cruelty. “All you need to do is treat her as though she were a normal shiv. I saw a few of you in the stable yard helping fill in the ditch,” she glanced around, and some people nodded. “Did you see Marne dealing with Ailith’s temper?”
Again, several of the women nodded. “Aye.”
“I think the fact that Marne’s reaction was exactly what Ailith expected from a senior Blade helped to ground her. She needs to get back to the point where she can join Jenx in training again or be assigned another handler until the healers release Jenx back to full duty. So, all I ask from you and from every other Blade in the Temple is to treat her as you would any other shiv. And I also ask that you treat Lady Knight Isobel with the same respect as you would give to Commander Shirin. She’s a remarkable woman who’s doing her best to help Ailith in a very difficult situation.”
The after-dinner bell sounded, sending some of her audience hurrying to the practice yards to meet with Marne and others to ready their uniforms and weapons for the deadnight shift.
Everyone except Terrowyn excused themselves and took their plates to the cleaning tubs.
When they were alone, Terro leaned across the table and spoke so quietly that Sábria had to lean in herself to hear. “I take it ya know what ya were describin’, aye?”
Sábria studied her Blade a moment. Before Terrowyn had arrived at the temple, she’d been a very young soldier in the Emperor’s army and had fought in many pitched battles. If she hadn’t actually faced a berserker, she’d certainly heard about them from her fellow soldiers. “What do you think I was describing?”
“Ailith’s a berserker, Milady, and I think ya know, ya need to keep that to yerself. I watched her fightin’ just then, and we both know there was a point when th’ change happened. I saw ya pullin’ yer blade, readying yerself to step in if ya needed to. Since she’s in my squad on deadnight, my question to you would be, is she a danger to th’ rest of us, to my people?”
“No.” The answer was firm and immediate. Sábria held Terrowyn’s gaze to make sure she had her full attention. “In all of the records pertaining to berserkers in Dreyutha, there’s not a single mention of one attacking his or her comrades. They don’t go crazy, as the tales wrongfully suggest. They become hyper-focused and their abilities are enhanced. That’s all.”
“But yet, she attacked th’ Lady Knight.” Leave it to Keavey Terrowyn to get to the heart of the matter.
“She did, because she’s locked into this spiral of rage she can’t get out of on her own. Isobel, the Lady Knight, found some records that suggest she might be able to push Ailith into a correction of sorts by deliberately pushing her into extreme emotional states in a controlled way. She’s doing that and is also using herbs Cori Lesfur sent along that should help as well.”
That brought Terrowyn’s brows up into her bangs. “Cori sent them? Well, if I trust anyone’s instinct fer herbs, it’s her.” Terro sat back and slapped the table. “Ya tell me what ya need, My Lady, and I’ll do it. And if ya think it’s right, I’d be fine with havin’ the skut-brained shiv in my squad again when the time comes.” With a glint of amusement in her eyes, the Blade picked up her plate and took it to the tubs.
Sábria found herself finishing her meal alone until Shirin came with two slices of apple cobbler. She set one in front of her and kept one for herself. “How did it go?”
“Very well. I forgot to mention to you that I wanted to keep the breeding program private, just among those of us who already know. I hope—”
Shirin had just taken a bite, and the sweet blend of cinnamon and other spices had her groaning with pleasure. Holding up her hand, she silently asked Sábria to wait until she could chew and swallow. “Oh, Goddess, the bakers outdid themselves tonight. Anyway, no need to worry on that account. I was thinking the same thing. I’d even include the fact that she’s a….” She looked over her shoulder and, even though there was no one close by, decided to play it safe. “Even though she’s a b-word, I think that should remain Ailith’s personal business as well.”
“I absolutely agree. And on that note, I assume you saw Terro speaking to me after the others had gone?” At Shirin’s nod, she continued, “She guessed that Ailith is a berserker.” She didn’t feel the need to hide the word since there wasn’t anyone close to their table. “And that’s something that will serve us well when Ailith goes back to her squad.”
Shirin cocked her head. “How did she guess?”
“She was in the army as a young woman, remember? You know the stories told around the campfires at night, the ones told by older veterans to frighten the new recruits?”
“Ah. Of course. I’ll make sure to keep Ailith in Terro’s squad then, even if we need to temporarily assign another handler there until Jenx recovers.” Shirin glanced over Sábria’s shoulder and saw that Isobel had finished her meal. She’d risen and had her hip hiked up onto the table speaking quietly to Ailith, who was still seated on the bench. “Looks like something’s happening. It’s been a long and stressful day and I imagine Isobel is ready to be taken to her room. She quickly ate the last few bites of her pastry and rose as well.
Sábria glanced over her shoulder and then stood. She picked up her plate to take her uneaten cobbler with her. “Well, I, for one, am glad the day is done. Shall we escort them to their room?”
“Absolutely.” Shirin held out her palm. “After you, My Lady.”
With a quick grin and nod, Sábria walked over to Ailith and Isobel. “Did you two get some cobbler?”
Isobel, who’d always had a sweet tooth, glanced back at the tables. “No. Is there any left?”
Her voice sounded so uncharacteristically plaintive that Sábria chuckled and handed the knight her plate. “Here, I’m sure Shirin won’t mind bringing three more servings for us?” She smiled at Shirin, who was already turning toward the dining hall.
Sábria glanced down at Ailith. “I know you like pastries, too, but you should only have a few bites tonight. Your stomach might rebel if you eat too much sweet pastry.” She sniffed the air. “Although it does smell wonderful, doesn’t it?”
A glower was Ailith’s only response.





Thirty-Three
  
T wo days later Isobel was running through the Market District with Ailith by her side. The knight was starting to see a change—a positive change—and she believed the combination of the herbal remedy Cori had sent and the strict adherence to Isobel’s demands, ones where grey was temporarily taken from Ailith’s thought processes, had combined to help Ailith along the road to recovery.
Killian, who was sitting at one of the outdoor tables in front of The Broken Tooth with Emlyn, called out as they ran by. “Come on, Ailith, I’ve seen you run. Get those legs moving.”
Ailith glanced her way but didn’t respond. The constant barrage of anger was lessening somewhat, but it was still there. She picked up her pace, expecting Isobel to do the same.
Instead, the Lady Knight dropped back and waved Ailith on, “You go on ahead. I’ll come at my own pace. I have an errand I need to run, so I’ll meet you in our room when I get back.”
Surprised, Ailith stopped and turned. The knight hadn’t allowed her out of her sight for two straight days and she wondered why she was doing so now. She put her hands on her hips and glared.
Isobel pointed towards the Temple. “Go.”
“Fine.” She turned and picked up her pace, practically sprinting the rest of the way back. Running had been one of her favorite activities before Nox and Khaldo had ruined everything. She had to admit that the last few days of eating three meals a day and taking Cori’s herbs had given her back some of her old strength. Her mind still felt a little foggy though. Things that normally wouldn’t have bothered her in the past sparked something inside her and at times that spark flared into a red, blinding rage.
The gate guards both nodded as she ran through, and she didn’t stop until she trotted beneath the archway in front of the Sanctum. Hands on hips, she walked around the inner garden cooling the muscles in her aching legs. For the first time, she noticed the spicy aroma of the dark red flowers of the sweetshrub bush as she worked to catch her breath. In fact, even though she and Isobel had come through the garden many times over the past two days, she realized she’d never even noticed the bush before.
Looking around, she was surprised to see daffodils, tulips and peonies blooming in colorfully shaped beds scattered about. There was even a large pink dogwood tree blooming in the far rounded corner of the wall.
She stared at the tree and at the immense sweetshrub, wondering why she’d never noticed them before. Sure, she’d seen hints of color over the tall block wall separating the inner courtyard from the Sanctum’s garden. But once again, that had been before the fight in the alley.
It seemed her life at the Temple was now divided into two time periods. Before the attack, and after. After was a blur, and although the fog was beginning to clear, there were still times that she and Isobel would move from one place to the next with Ailith having no memory of where they’d been or where they were going.
Sábria startled her when she quietly walked up behind her. “The gardeners do a beautiful job in here, don’t they?” When Ailith turned and stared dumbly at her, the Priestess continued, “That sweetshrub bush and the lilac in the Citadel’s garden are at least, let me see,” she did some quick math in her head, “thirty-three turns now. I remember they’d just planted them when I came here as a young woman. I was a little younger than you, had just turned sixteen, in fact.” She glanced around the garden. “Did you leave Isobel in your tracks?”
A familiar, raw anger bit into Ailith’s gut at the question, but, for the first time, she didn’t understand why. A wrinkle appeared between her brows as she scowled at the Arch Priestess, but then, she cocked her head and looked away. Her puzzled expression increased the wrinkle two-fold. She tested the anger, poked at it in the same way she might use her tongue to sample the spicy heat of a new dish. Realizing Sábria was waiting for an answer, she shook her head slightly.
“Did she get lost?”
Crossing her arms, Ailith shook her head again. Remembering she was supposed to meet the knight in their room, she pushed past Sábria and headed inside.
Sábria had begun seeing welcome changes in her young shiv. Ailith was still prone to angry outbursts, but it seemed she was somewhat aware of the anger now. Instead of blindly lashing out, she appeared more confused by her feelings than anything else. She followed Ailith inside and stood at the bottom of the stairs. An upper-floor door banged shut, and she realized Isobel must have ordered her to wait for her in their room.
She’d been on her way to see Geller before the Prime began the pre-shift weapons practice for the dawning shift when she’d seen Ailith standing alone in the garden. That was unusual enough that she’d decided to check in to find out why. Hearing the drums begin the steady rhythm of Geller’s cadence, Sábria hurried to the practice courts and motioned the Prime over.
Geller signaled for her assistant, Senior Guardian Sela, to take over before coming to join Sábria near the outer wall. “My Lady?”
“I wanted to find out how Emlyn is doing on her own since she’s the only shiv right now left on deadnight.”
“There’s no problems with that one, Milady. She’s polite and respectful and has no problems takin’ down th’ nobles who come to th’ lower quarter to find a lolli to bash around. In a lot of ways, she’s better than some of th’ Blades at taking care of th’ nobles, because she was raised among them. But th’ spark just isn’t there, yet. She doesn’t enjoy life like most of th’ Blades and shivs. And I think maybe th’ only thing that’ll help her there is time. I don’t think havin’ another shiv on deadnight will affect her one way or th’ other.”
“I’m hoping to have Ailith back on duty soon. Even though they aren’t exactly friends, they were a good support for each other before….” Sábria absently rubbed a sore spot on the back of her hand. “Well, just before.”
“Aye, Milady. If there’s nothing else?” Geller had noticed the shiv Ladin holding her staff wrong and was itching to go correct her.
Sábria knew Geller very, very well, and she smiled and nodded. “Go on, Orsuna. Fix what you need to and then get yourself some rest.” She watched the short stocky Prime stride over to Ladin and grab the staff out of her hands.
There were times when she enjoyed watching or participating in weapons practice, but she had a meeting with the Emperor later that morning and had to prepare her notes on why the city magistrate had sentenced a young nobleman to thirty days house arrest for beating a young woman who’d refused his advances. As far as Sábria was concerned house arrest was too good for the lad, but unless the crime was particularly egregious, that was the most she could hope for when it came to members of the nobility.
As she turned to go, Isobel strode into the practice yard. She held Ailith’s upper arm in a vicelike grip and winked at Sábria as she dragged the shiv to the barrel containing the practice staves. Sábria decided to take a moment to watch, hoping Ailith had progressed enough that she’d participate in the group staff practice. Perhaps not willingly, not yet, anyway. So far, Isobel had confined their morning weapons practice to her and Ailith, but now it appeared she was going to push her into the next phase of her recovery.
Walking close enough to hear their conversation, Sábria leaned against the Citadel’s back brick wall and crossed her arms to wait.
Isobel pulled out a staff and held it in front of Ailith’s chest. “Did I ask you whether you’d ever learned to use one, or did I simply tell you to take the damn thing?”
Growling quietly, Ailith jerked the staff out of Isobel’s hand. “What good is takin’ a stick to a sword fight?”
Isobel studied Ailith a moment and then took back the stave she’d just given her. “How about I give you a small demonstration? I’ll try not to break any bones, but no guarantees. Draw your sword.”
Ailith looked distinctly nervous as she stared at the knight. “What do ya mean ye’ll try not to break me bones?”
“I mean, if you’re stupid enough to come at a warrior with a sword while the warrior is holding a stave without knowing that warrior’s skillset, there’s no guarantee she won’t break your neck or an arm or maybe even your stubborn head before she’s done. Now, draw your sword.”
Ailith considered that, stepped back, and pulled her sword out of its scabbard. She held it down by her side, nervously tapping her boot with the tip, and not really sure she wanted to be part of this demonstration.
From over near the wall, Sábria quietly said, “I’d rather you not break my shivs, Lady Knight.”
Instead of responding, Isobel called out to Geller. “Weapons-Master, I need your yard. I’m not sure we can keep the demonstration away from the ranks of your trainees.”
Geller had her back to them, and when she turned, she first looked at the stave in Isobel’s hand and then turned her head slightly and saw Ailith holding her sword down by her side. “All of ye up against th’ wall. Now.”
The Blades and shivs hurried to put their backs against the wall. Most had seen stave-against-sword demonstrations before, but this one promised to be interesting, to say the least.
Isobel strode into the center of the practice yard and turned to wait for Ailith to join her.
Ailith hesitated, glanced back at Sábria, and then turned again to stare at Isobel. Deciding she might as well get it over with, she followed her into the center of the yard and set herself. “Maybe I should use a practice blade, eh? I think th’ Arch Priestess might get a bit toshed if I take yer skezzi head off.”
“My skezzi head?” Isobel gave Ailith a wolfish grin and spun her staff expertly in front of her. “You’re going to wish you’d never said that.”
Once more, Sábria spoke up. “Don’t break her, Isobel.”
Ailith glanced over at Sábria, wondering what the Priestess knew that she didn’t. There was no way someone with a long stick could stop someone with a blade. Sure, a glave was a different matter. They had the equivalent of an ax blade on one end, and they were extremely deadly. But a long stick?
Shaking her head, she held up her hand, letting the knight know she needed a moment, and began swinging her sword back and forth to loosen her muscles. Her body was still warm from the run, but she hadn’t used a sword since the previous morning, and she wanted to stretch and warm up her arms a bit. When she was ready, she glanced into Isobel’s eyes, scowled at the idiocy of the exercise, and attacked.
She started out slowly, not really believing she had anything to worry about. There was no way a stick was better than a sword. That was her first mistake. After her second halfhearted dodge and slash, Isobel blocked the blade and immediately swung the end of the stave up and cracked Ailith on her elbow. The sword flew from her hands.
“Ow! Fowk!” Ailith grabbed her elbow and flexed her hand open and closed, trying to regain feeling down her arm.
“Pick it up.”
When Ailith had enough feeling back, she shook out her hand and picked up the sword. Her elbow was still burning, and she glowered at Isobel.
“Now, attack me like you mean it and move like you mean to move in a battle. If that’s how you’re going to fight, your first opponent will kill you before you even have a chance to swing a second time.”
Geller muttered loud enough for everyone to hear. “Ain’t that th’ truth.”
Ailith felt her anger ramp up at the Prime’s words. Isobel didn’t have to teach this lesson in front of an entire class of Blades. Tightening her grip, she rushed in, swinging hard, jumping back and twirling and spinning as she’d been taught by both Isobel and her weapons masters back in Dreyutha.
Isobel deflected the sword by never really allowing the sharpened blade to come into contact with the wood unless absolutely necessary. If Ailith swung down from above, she cracked Ailith’s forearm and pushed the blade aside. If she lunged at her straight on, she used the superior length of the staff to jab Ailith in the stomach, doubling her over and driving the air from her lungs.
Each time the staff struck, Ailith’s anger rose. She growled as the hardwood hit bone and muscle, and she began to see red as her emotions churned.
Isobel let a blow slide down the length of her shaft and then whipped the stave around and cracked Ailith’s shin on the rebound.
Rage throbbed to each beat of Ailith’s heart, and before long, her focus narrowed. Her attacks became more precise and deadly the longer she fought, and her anger continued to build.
Isobel backpedaled, blocking or redirecting the blows. She didn’t have time to hit Ailith anymore. Her only focus was on defense now instead of offense. When she felt Ailith had gone past reason, she stepped to the side and swept her feet out from under her with the end of the staff. Before Ailith could react, Isobel moved her hands closer together on the stave, dropped to her knees, and pinned Ailith’s sword arm down with the hardwood.
Ailith reacted by swinging her free fist at the knight’s face, but Sábria, who’d seen the change, was already there, grabbing the fisted hand and pinning it to the ground.
Geller, too, trotted over, ready to lend a hand if necessary.
Breathing hard, Isobel calmly said between breaths, “Easy, Lass. That was excellent. You did well. And now you see why learning to use the stave is so important, right?”
Ailith had expected the Lady Knight to be angry because she, herself, was livid. Hearing Isobel’s words spoken without anger gave her pause. She blinked several times, looked at Sábria, and then down at her forearm where the Priestess was pinning it to the cobbles with two impossibly strong hands. Her anger began to cool, and she slowly closed her eyes and lay her head back on the hard ground.
Sábria leaned in so the Blades against the wall wouldn’t hear. “Breathe in, Ailith. You did very well. Now breathe and calm that anger flooding through your veins.”
As she fought to regain control of her emotions, Ailith’s voice broke as she opened her eyes and stared at her old master. “What’s wrong with me?”
Isobel brushed some stray hair out of Ailith’s face. “A few more days, hon, and with the help of Clari’s potion, I won’t be able to push you over into rage anymore. We’re getting there, Chele Laghei. I promise. You used to trust me. Remember? Trust me now.” She took hold of the sword, stood, and she and Sábria pulled Ailith to her feet.
A cheer rose up from the assembled Blades, and one woman called out, “If you ever switch out of deadnight, Ailith, you can be my partner any day of the week.”
Another shouted, “I’ve got seniority over you, Prita, and I get first dibs.”
Ailith stared at the Blades, amazed and confused. A blush spread into her cheeks, and she looked down at her feet.
Slipping the sword into the scabbard, Isobel pointed at the barrel full of staves. “Now. Are you ready to learn?”
Sábria rubbed Ailith’s back. “She’s ready. And I’m late for a meeting with Aloric.” She leaned in close to Ailith’s ear. “I’m proud of you, Ailith. Hang in there.” After a quick pat, she strode out of the practice yard and breathed out a long sigh. Not of relief, not yet, but of hope. For now, that was better than she’d felt in a very long time.
That evening Sábria and Shirin walked the streets of Sarlogne with the deadnight shift. It had been too long since they’d been out, and they wanted to get a feeling for how the Blades were recovering from everything that had happened over the past several moons.
Isobel and Ailith had been one of the major topics of their conversations and, indeed, that was what they’d spoken about with Soirin before she’d been called away to assist another Blade. They continued their rounds, and as Sábria nodded to a baker who bowed when they walked past, Shirin asked, “I’ve been meaning to ask you. I’ve heard Isobel call Ailith, Chele Laghei, a few times now. Do you know what that means?”
“She told me it’s a term of endearment. It roughly translates into ‘my little one.’ I think Isobel grew quite fond of Ailith before she had to let her go. I also get the feeling this trip will go a long way toward helping her adjust to Ailith being here in the Temple instead of within the Dreyuthan borders.”
They walked a bit more with both women thinking their own private thoughts. After a couple of blocks, Shirin said, “I hope the Lady Knight chooses to visit regularly after Ailith returns to normal. I think it would be good for both of them, and, I have to admit, I like her.”
Sábria smiled, “As do I. She’s quite a force of nature.” Spotting two blades sitting in front of the Broken Tooth, Sábria headed that way to greet them while Shirin checked out a vendor selling ornately embroidered cloth. Surprising for a business so close to the Codpiece, but then, some of the finest artisans came from the poorest of the poor.
They returned to the Sanctum late, about one in the morning, and Sábria could hardly wait to crawl beneath her covers and fall into a much-needed sleep. It had been a long day between worrying about Ailith and arguing with Aloric about that idiot young noble. She’d come back from that ridiculous, unnecessary meeting and had met with several senior Blades who had questions or needed counseling, and then the Temple Magistrate had wanted to discuss various cases she had pending. Sábria was already exhausted when the time came to walk the streets with her Blades, but she’d promised them she’d be there, and so she’d dragged herself out to patrol with her people.
She’d just taken off her clothing and crawled into bed when she heard raised voices coming from somewhere nearby. She tried to ignore the disturbance, hoping that Shirin or someone else would hear the voices and check to see what the problem was. When the voices got louder, and she heard a thump, she moaned and lay her head back onto her pillow. Throwing her covers aside, she got out of bed, threw on the light robe she kept at the end of her bed, and went out into the hallway to see what she could discover. Only then did she identify the voices as coming from Isobel and Ailith’s room.
“Ailith. It’s a dream. It’s just a ghost dream. It’s me. It’s Isobel.”
Sábria knocked, and a harried “Come” came from behind the door. When she opened it, she found Ailith and Isobel sitting on the floor. Isobel sat behind Ailith and had her arms and legs wrapped around the shiv. Ailith was fighting her, crying and repeating that it, whatever “it” was, wasn’t her fault. “Ailith, it’s Isobel. You’re safe. It’s only a ghost dream.”
Sábria saw Ailith’s knife lying in the corner and guessed Isobel had had to disarm the shiv before she could restrain her. She knelt and took Ailith’s face in her hands. “Ailith. Listen to me. It’s Sábria. You’re in your bedroom, and you’re here with Isobel and me.” She lightly slapped her cheek. “Ailith!”
Ailith blinked several times and focused on Sábria’s face. It only took her a moment to know what had happened. She used to have nightmares in the camps in Dreyutha, and the other soldiers would make fun of her in the morning for calling out or yelling in her sleep. She covered her eyes and groaned, “Oh, fowk. Let me go.” When Isobel relaxed her grip, Ailith pushed to her feet.
Isobel and Sábria rose at the same time.
Ailith was facing the door, and when she turned, she swiveled her head back and forth between the two women. Her gaze traveled from Sábria’s face down to the sheer fabric that was not even remotely hiding her breasts and then back up to her face again.
She turned and saw Isobel staring at Sábria’s shapely body, as well.
When she looked back at the Arch Priestess, there was definite appreciation in Sábria’s eyes as her gaze traveled up and down Isobel’s naked body.
Ailith rolled her eyes. “Oh, for fowk’s sake. Get a room.”
When Sábria glanced at Ailith, something close to joy flitted through her when she saw a tiny spark of the mischief she’d come to know and love.
Ailith stalked back to her bed, climbed under her covers, and turned towards the wall.
Sábria looked back at Isobel. The surprise she saw in her eyes told her the knight had recognized a spark of the old Ailith, too.
When Isobel realized Sábria was watching her, she raised her brows and gave the Priestess another long, appraising look and then shrugged as if to say that Ailith’s suggestion might not be such a bad idea. She escorted Sábria to the door, leaned in, and whispered, “Another time, perhaps.” As Isobel closed the door behind the Priestess, she didn’t see the raised brows accompanying a slight smile as Sábria walked back to her room and quietly shut the door.





Thirty-Four
  
T wo days later, Isobel, Ailith, Sábria, and Shirin joined Geller’s deadnight shift weapons practice. The Prime had them working on their hand-to-hand fighting skills, something Isobel was renowned for back in Dreyutha. Twenty pairs of warriors were spread out in the practice yard.
“Go!” At Geller’s shouted command, one person in each pair attempted to take their partner to the ground.
It was Ailith’s turn to take Isobel down, but each time she tried, Isobel countered the move. The knight taunted her, slapping her on the head or across the cheek every time Ailith came within range. “Come on, little girl. I have kittens that can fight better than that. What’s the matter? Can’t you bring an old lady down?”
The next time Isobel slapped, Ailith grabbed her hand and twisted. Isobel flipped over, untwisting the hand before scissor-kicking Ailith’s legs out from under her. Ailith landed hard on her back, and by the time she rolled to take advantage of their positions, the knight had already regained her feet.
She continued to taunt her, even going so far as to kick dirt into Ailith’s face while she was down. “You might as well eat some dirt while you’re down there because even the skellies and nints will have you lying in the mud if you try to grab them like a dainty-footed noble.”
Ailith dove for Isobel’s legs, but Isobel danced out of reach. “What was that? Are you some type of dog that you want to hold my legs to piss on them?” Ailith’s face was red, but it was difficult to tell whether it was from anger or exhaustion. She still hadn’t regained her previous stamina, and she often had to stop to catch her breath long before Isobel did.
Isobel had no intention of letting her stop. She taunted and swatted and danced back, never allowing Ailith to grab her arms or legs.
Eventually, the other Blades separated and began watching the contest of wills.
Earlier that evening, Isobel had taken Geller aside and warned that she was going to use that night’s practice to anger Ailith. Jenx was scheduled to begin work later that week, and both Isobel and Sábria hoped to have Ailith restart her training at the same time. In order to do that, they needed to know how Ailith would react if she and Jenx were attacked or simply had a nob fight them when they went in for an arrest.
Ailith swung to the left and immediately pivoted around to her right. She managed to grab Isobel’s leg and lift her over her shoulder, intending to slam the knight into the ground.
Unfortunately for Ailith, Isobel wrapped her other leg around her neck, and if Ailith threw her, it would be she who landed on her face and not the knight. In this instance, prudence won out, and she loosened her hold, intending to try a different tactic.
Isobel twisted in an impossible move and kicked free. She landed on her feet, swept Ailith’s legs out from under her, and threw her down onto her face.
Sábria glanced at Shirin, wondering what would happen next.
Shirin crossed her arms and, using the term Ailith was so fond of, muttered, “Shite. I’d be giving up about now.”
Ailith slowly pushed to her feet and turned to face Isobel. She’d balled her hands into fists and looked ready for a real fight instead of this wrestling match.
Isobel waved Ailith away and turned her back to her. “The mewling infants fight better than you. Why should I waste my—”
Ailith sprang forward and cuffed Isobel on the side of the head. Hard.
Isobel swung around, fists clenched and ready for anything. To her surprise, Ailith danced back, holding her hands at her waist, palms up. She curled and flexed her fingers, telling Isobel to come ahead and try. A mischievous grin slowly spread across her face, and her eyes shone with a glimmer of the playfulness that had been missing for so long.
Tears sprang to Isobel’s eyes. She didn’t try to stop them. Instead, with those tears running down her cheeks, she held her arms out wide.
Ailith looked at the ground and then slowly walked forward and lay her forehead on Isobel’s shoulder. The knight folded her in her arms and said softly, “I knew you’d come back to me, Chele Laghei. I prayed you’d come back, and here you are.”
With tears glistening on her cheeks, Sábria walked forward and enveloped them both in her loving arms. She buried her face in Ailith’s short hair and whispered, “Welcome back, Ailith. Welcome back to Elyon’s Blades.”





Epilogue
  
T errowyn strode into briefing and did a quick head count to make sure her fifteen Blades plus one shiv were accounted for. Satisfied, she leaned against the back wall. Crossing her arms, she rested the bottom of one foot on the wall and waited to hear what Geller had to say.
Geller came out of her office with Commander Shirin close behind.
Benches scraped over the wooden floor as all fifty Blades stood and came to attention. Shirin nodded. “At ease. Take your seats.” The racket was repeated as the benches were pulled back to the tables and people sat. “As you know, Mhina is back from medical leave.” She nodded at the dark-skinned, blue-eyed woman who’d been recuperating from a knife wound.
A general round of cheers and welcomes greeted the announcement.
“We’ve transferred shiv Ladin from dawning shift to replace Nox, bringing the number of shivs on deadnight back to three. Mhina will be Ladin’s handler.”
Ailith was sitting between Emlyn and Ladin, and she leaned forward to get a better look at Mhina on the other side of the room.
Geller barked, “Eyes forward, ya skut-nosed shiv.”
Turning her attention back to Shirin, who was staring at her, Ailith grinned and lifted her shoulders.
Shirin growled, “Something funny, Ailith?”
Crossing her arms, Ailith looked down to hide the amusement in her eyes. “No, Commander.”
Geller pointed a stiff finger at her, “Ya stand when th’ Commander addresses ya, shiv.”
Schooling her face to military correctness, Ailith stood and brought herself to attention. Looking the Commander in the eyes, she repeated, “No, Commander.”
Shirin nodded, and Ailith wasn’t sure whether she should remain standing or not.
Terrowyn decided for her. “Sit.”
Ailith sat, and Shirin continued. “I’d also like to welcome Blade Jenx back after her long convalescence. Healer Kestrasin released her to full duty.”
Even though most had already welcomed Jenx back, loud cheers and raucous clapping accompanied the announcement.
Ailith stared at the tabletop and felt the blood rise to her face. She wholeheartedly hoped the Commander wouldn’t single her out. She was back but was having a difficult time coming to terms with what had happened to her. Understanding her personality change was proving to be a frustrating process, one she was still working through. If she hadn’t had a brief bout of madness, which is how she thought of the change, she wouldn’t have missed so much training and wouldn’t be so far behind Emlyn and Ladin.
Shirin saw the red rising into Ailith’s cheeks and chose to move on. “Now that deadnight’s numbers are back to full strength, I’m hoping you’ll have a better chance of catching those young nobles molesting and, at times, raping the skellies and nints down in the Codpiece. Ghost led Senior Guardian Terrowyn to a skelli who’d had her throat cut the night before last. I’ll let Prime Geller address that.” With a nod to Geller, Shirin walked to the back of the room and leaned against the wall next to Terrowyn.
As Geller started in on the night’s agenda, Terro leaned over and whispered, “Good call, ignorin’ th’ shiv.”
“As we talked about earlier, I’m going to be out patrolling tonight, but I still want both you and Geller keeping an eye on her. Any sign of trouble, you pull her in, and we’ll see what needs to be done. I think she’ll do fine, though.”
“I thought th’ Lady Knight might be out tonight, too.”
“She and Sábria are taking a much-needed break. They’re both pretty exhausted.”
Back in Sábria’s room, Isobel lay back on the pillow, wiped a sheen of sweat from her brows, and tried to catch her breath. “Goddess. I’ve never—” She closed her eyes and shook her head.
Sábria pillowed her head on Isobel’s shoulder and rested her hand on her breasts. She pulled in a deep, relaxing breath. “I quite enjoyed your wonderfully supple body.”
“I’ve never—” Isobel shook her head again, and there was something close to awe in her voice when she whispered, “That many times. I’ve never…Sábria—”
Sábria put her fingers to Isobel’s lips. “Shhh. Soften your mind and savor the warmth flowing through your body. Let yourself drift into a deep, peaceful sleep.” Her voice softened, and she whispered, “No more talking, just a peaceful—” A satisfied smile spread across the Arch Priestess’ face as she heard the gentle, steady breathing of sleep.
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