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CHAPTER 1
  
D ark heavy clouds covered the moon, making Senior Guardian Keavey Terrowyn’s hunt through the Codpiece—the filthiest, most disgusting part of the port city of Sarlogne—treacherous, to say the least. Sharp pieces of broken crockery, discarded bones, and offal from the more disreputable butcher’s shops, and disgusting rags with stains from the Goddess only knows what lined the back alleys where she was searching for her little skelli, Ghost. For three nights now, she’d scoured the Codpiece, the rukilla dust dens, and the slavers’ auctions for her.
It was unusual for the nine-turn skelli not to hear and respond to her three-whistle call. Even more unusual was for Terro to not see Ghost for three days running. She turned a corner into a narrow alley wedged between an alehouse and a gambling den and almost stepped on the legs of a nob rutting with a lolli on top of a pile of filthy rags.
Lollies, women who sell their bodies or lick the lollistick of a man for half a copper, knew they could count on the Blades to help them if the nob’s attentions weren’t wanted or, more specifically, paid for. This one was lazily rubbing some dirt off her thumbnail. She looked as though she was planning what soap to use on her laundry and not thinking about lying in a trash heap with her legs spread for the filthy nob bumping up and down between her legs.
Not inclined to take the time away from her search for Ghost, Terrowyn nonetheless stopped and glanced down at the lolli’s face, double-checking to make sure the sex was consensual.
The lolli grinned up at her with a black-toothed smile, an obvious sign of a Rukilla dust addiction, making her not just a lolli but one with the dubious distinction of being called a lolliruk, the lowest of the low. “Glad t’ munch ya after this nob’s done, Guardian. Real cheap since yer a blade an’ all.”
Terrowyn tried to ignore the nob’s grunts and bobbing butt as he repeatedly drove his stick into the pidge, not getting the quick results most nobs manage in these back alleys. “Not even if I was dead and lying on the midden heap. But have you seen Ghost?”
The woman’s brows came down as she thought about the question. “Nah. They’s been some slavers down by th’ docks.” She lifted a shoulder, “Could be she’s there.” The man’s butt stopped bouncing, and he let out a deep, satisfied groan before collapsing in a wilted heap on top of her. She pushed him off with a shove. “Get offa me belly, ya limp-sticked poonduster.”
The man rolled onto his back, eyes closed and obviously unconscious. His big belly lolled to the side, and to Terro’s extreme relief, his stick had retreated back into the front opening of his trews.
The lolliruk rose with some effort, let her filthy, ragged skirt drop down into place, and batted her eyes. “C’mon, Guards lady. I’ll do ya up right. Only half a copper.”
Terrowyn’s temper flared. “Do I look dead to ya?”
The lolliruk saw the flash of anger and hurriedly pulled open the back door of the gambling den, no doubt to use the half-copper she’d just earned to buy a face full of Rukilla dust. “Nah, Guardian. Never ya mind. I’ll be off, then.”
Terro didn’t give another thought to the nob lying at her feet. The lolli had called him a poonduster, or more specifically, a nob who snorts a nose full of dust right before sex. He’d be picked bare of his togs and belongings long before consciousness returned, but that wasn’t her concern.
Ghost was.
Nine turns earlier, Terrowyn had been the first to hear a mewling sound in this very alley. She’d searched for what she believed was either an injured kitten or a puppy. What she’d found lying in the gutter between the bloodied legs of a known lolliruk had stopped her cold. The blood hadn’t surprised her since rukis—those addicted to the hallucinogenic black Rukilla dust—typically didn’t live long in the Codpiece. Neither did the lollies, for that matter. And this lolliruk had been both.
It had been the mewling that had drawn Terrowyn’s attention, not the bloodied, unconscious lolli. The City Guard would take care of throwing any dead bodies into the midden, where they’d be burned at a later time. Not that the pidge was dead, but no matter.
No, what did matter was what she’d found in place of a tiny kitten. It had shocked even her, a Senior Guardian in the military sect of the Temple of Elyon. There, writhing and struggling between the lolliruk’s legs, had lain a disgusting, blood-covered baby girl whose body rested halfway in and halfway out of the sewage where the pidge had given birth.
Terrowyn had taken the bairn to a wet nurse who’d accepted care of the child, only to have the mother find and retrieve the babe when she’d come out of her Rukilla trance. Terrowyn kept an eye on the skelli, though, watching to make sure the mother didn’t accidentally kill or starve her to death. Terro had decided to take the child before she turned three, the golden age where the slavers believed the child might live long enough in their “care” to be sold at auction.
What she’d intended to do with the little skelli still baffled her, as a Guardian of the Temple wouldn’t be allowed to raise a child, but she’d been spared the problem when two sevendays before the skelli turned three, the mother had covertly taken her daughter to an illegal slaving market, hoping to sell her for enough silver royins to keep her in rukilla dust for the next full moon.
By then, the skelli, like most bairns unlucky enough to be born in the Codpiece, had learned the ins and outs of the sewer system running beneath the city. All skellies and nints learned those tunnels the moment they toddled their first steps. If they didn’t, they were dead. Pure and simple.
Instinctively knowing her mother intended to sell her, the skelli had run away to the sewers, where she’d hidden for an entire turn before Terrowyn saw any trace of her again. That hadn’t stopped her from searching for the babe she’d rescued, though. There’d been hundreds of skellies and nints through her turns as a blade, most dead and burned before their tenth nameday. But Terrowyn always felt a pull for the little one she’d dragged from beneath her skizzy mother’s legs.
Over the next turn, she’d caught glimpses of a distinctive, thick mop of curly brown hair jutting above the edge of the rooftops or disappearing down a sewage hole. It’d taken another turn to win the skelli’s trust, and now after nine turns, she’d trained the little skelli, whom she’d named Ghost, to come to her three-whistle call.
Terrowyn strode to the end of the alley and looked to her right. Even though she was in the Codpiece, the road she was standing on had some fairly respectable businesses interspersed with those of a more unscrupulous nature, to say the least. As with most of the roads throughout Sarlogne, it was paved with various shades of cobblestones, depending on what quarry they’d come from.
Some of the roads were smoother than others, and some, like nearly every road in the Codpiece, were bumpy from hundreds of turns of wooden and metal cartwheels and shod horses’ hooves clattering over them. If not properly maintained, the stones eventually sank or rose according to the quality of the underlying ground.
Here, on Coral Lane, so named for the color of the majority of stones, the cobblestones extended from one side of the road to the other. Some of the wealthier parts of the city had nicely paved sidewalks where genteel ladies and gentlemen could walk without tripping and landing flat on their faces.
Not so in the Codpiece. There were no sidewalks on Coral Lane, only bumpy, uneven cobblestones and quite a few potholes where people had removed a cobble or two for their yard or front stoop.
The buildings, themselves, were hundreds of turns old, some crumbling and others maintained by owners who’d inherited their workspace from grandfathers or even great-grandmothers in some instances. At times, skellies and nints would hire themselves out as part-time labor in these shops, and Terrowyn hoped someone had seen or heard about or even hired Ghost in the last few days.
Since it was a little past deadnight, only a few of the businesses remained open. Torchlight shone through the windows at The Brown Barrel, a cooper’s shop aptly named by a previous owner who possessed excellent barrel-making skills but lacked even a vestige of imagination when it had come time to name the place. Terro stepped through the open door and glanced around.
The business was a fire hazard, as torches burned from sconces set at even intervals around the shop’s perimeter, and discarded staves and hammers leaned up against walls and littered the floor. Wooden barrels of every size and shape lay in haphazard heaps around the room. There were the closed-topped ones, with two to four bands holding the multiple staves in place. These were strong and durable, made for storing or transporting wine and ale or for storing goods to be transported longer distances.
In the center of the room, lying on its side, was a large, open-topped half-barrel with a second smaller companion piece wedged into its cavity. Farmers used these for carrying or displaying their fruits and vegetables, while laundresses filled them with dirty or clean clothing, depending on their work of the moment.
Hanging on the wall to the left were circular staves arranged by size. The largest one, if set on the floor, would come to about Terrowyn’s chest, and the smallest would fit around her fist. These were arranged according to size, with the biggest hanging to the left of the door and the smallest ending at the seven-rung wooden ladder at the back of the room.
This led up to an open loft where the cooper himself was busy searching through piles of carefully bent staves. Since he had his back to her and she knew the old man had a difficult time hearing, Terrowyn raised her voice to get his attention. “Master Erlong, what are ya doing up so high? Where’s yer boy, Heben?”
The man, somewhere in his late seventies, straightened with difficulty and turned to look down on her. “Guardian Terrowyn. Back again so soon? I take it ya haven’t found yer little Skelli.” His hoary eyebrows descended, and when he mournfully shook his oversized head, his thick shock of out-of-control, snow-white hair moved like stalks of mushrooms blowing every which way on a blustery Greenmere day. “I hope ya find her soon. The longer she’s gone….” He took a step forward and grabbed the top rung of the ladder extending above the loft floor. “If ya can wait just a bit, I’ll climb down. These old bones are creaky, and it takes me a mite longer than it used to when I were a lad.”
He grinned down at her, and in the light from the flickering torches, he appeared a ghoulish specter, looming over her with most of the upper molars missing along with his lower two front teeth.
Terrowyn held up a hand. “No, don’t bother.” Having old Master Erlong up in the loft was strange enough that she put the question to him again. “Where’s yer boy, Master Erlong?”
He chuckled at that. “Me boy, as ya put it, has thirty-two name days to his credit, now, don’t he? Not really a boy, no more.” He turned, and as he slowly lowered one foot to the first rung, Terro braced herself in case she’d have to catch him if he fell. He continued talking while he extended first one leg and then the other to find each successive rung. “Heben went and stepped off ‘a here, didn’t he?”
To Terrowyn’s horror, the old man let go of the ladder and pointed at the loft. She climbed the bottom two rungs so she could take hold of his calf to steady him. “Maybe keep both yer hands on th’ ladder, aye?”
Nodding, he gripped the side rail, stained dark brown from turns of hard-working hands leaving their sweat and dirt on the ancient wood. “Landed on his arm and broke it in two, didn’t he? Took him to the poxy healers down at the Guild, but would they help him without seeing the silver? Not sweiven’ likely.” He shook his head angrily. “No, they wouldn’t.”
“Did you try th’ healers at th’ Temple?” As his upper body finally came within reach, Terrowyn took hold of the old man’s arm and helped him descend the last three rungs.
Grateful for the help, Erlong nodded his thanks as he regained his equilibrium. “He’s no a pidge, Guardian. If he’d been me daughter, that would’ve been different, but, as ya know, the Temple healers….” He lifted one shoulder and sighed.
Terrowyn had known Master Erlong for many turns, and she’d watched his son grow from a young lad apprenticed to his da to someone who now built most of the barrels supplied to other hard-working folks who barely scraped out a living in the Codpiece. “About one or two turns past, two of th’ Temple healers got permission from th’ Arch Priestess to set up on th’ edge of th’ Codpiece once every sevenday. They asked because they knew most of th’ nobs in th’ Codpiece can’t get healers to work on ‘em. So, I know they help nobs like Heben right along with th’ pidges.” She caught her breath when the old man swayed and quickly grabbed his arm again. Hooking one of the low barrels with her foot, she slid it forward until she could grab its side with one hand and, after upending it, helped lower him onto its wooden bottom.
“I thank ya, Guardian. Were that th’ City Guards were as kind as th’ Temple Blades. As to yer healers, Heben fell four day gone, and they won’t be set up for another three day. By then, who knows, maybe it’ll be too late. Bones start to heal wrong, th’ arm or leg, well, whatever one broke’ll be useless, don’t ya know. And a cooper with one arm’s like a beaver tryin’ to build a damn without a tail.”
Terro didn’t like the grey pallor of his skin, but there wasn’t much she could do about it at that time of the morning. “What are ya doing here so late? Most sane people are tucked up home in bed by now.”
“And what about you, Guardian? I know you’ve worked this deadnight shift these last fifteen turns or more. Why aren’t ya tucked up warm in bed, eh? There’s no question ya could get on the dawning shift or even th’ gloaming if ya wanted.”
The last of the jute burned out in one of the wall torches, and she watched the grey-white stream of smoke rise from the remaining scraps of oil-soaked fiber. For her, the answer to his question was obvious, but most people didn’t understand her preference for solitude over companionship. Perhaps living in a Temple full of more than three hundred women ran contrary to a solitary life, but it had worked out fine for her.
Not caring to go into the personal reasons for her choice of shift, Terro gave him an answer she knew he would understand. “I prefer working with th’ drunks and roughnecks instead of th’ nobles. Nobles rarely come to th’ Codpiece after dark. If I worked th’ dawning shift, I’d have to spend as much of my time in th’ wealthier parts of th’ city, and that’s where ya find th’ poxy nobles. But that doesn’t answer my question. Why are ya out so late, Master Erlong?”
He spoke on the end of a long sigh. “Heben and I was workin’ on a new order for th’ captain of th’ Pelican, and she’s due back in dock three days from now. If I don’t get this order finished, we’re done. All a businessman has is his reputation, and everybody knows th’ Brown Barrel delivers on time. But with Heben hurt and Jevon signed onto th’ king’s armies, there’s only me.” He lifted his shoulders in a fatalistic shrug. “Either th’ blessed Goddess will help me fill th’ order, or she’ll take me home. Either way, I’m satisfied. Me only worry is fer me boy. With a crooked, useless arm, he’ll end up as a beggar on th’ streets, now, won’t he?”
Terrowyn scratched her head. She didn’t have time to fix the problems of every poor bugger in the Codpiece, but there were times when she felt responsible for the decent, hard-working people she’d known over the turns. “Can ya bring Heben to th’ Temple’s back gate? Say around eight bells?”
“Aye.” He narrowed his eyes and watched her a moment. “What ye be thinkin’, Guardian?”
She stepped close and held her finger in his face. “Ye’ll need to keep yer mouth shut about it, but one of th’ healers is a good friend of mine, and I think she’ll help yer Heben if we can do it on th’ sly. Tell no one, just come to th’ back gate, and we’ll see what we can do about that arm, aye?”
Resting an elbow in his hand, the old man rubbed his hoary brows, closing his eyes and humming a moment while he thought. After a short time, he crossed both arms over his chest. “Folks’ll be wonderin’ if we just walk up to th’ gate with no business to be there. Yer stable master, Kemi, ordered two half barrels fer those new stalls she built. I think eight bells might be th’ perfect time to make a delivery, don’t you?”
Terrowyn raised brows and nodded. The people in the Codpiece were well used to having to work around the system. It seemed that all of the rules and cultural norms were put in place to specifically hold the poor people down. Not that Master Erlong was poor exactly, but he wasn’t rich, either. If he were, he wouldn’t have his shop on Coral Lane in the middle of the Codpiece. “I think that’s a perfect time fer a delivery. Now. Ya need yer sleep. Ya have a cot in th’ back, aye?”
“Aye. I’m that worn out. I’ll douse th’ torches and see ya at eight bells, Guardian. And thank ya. I owe ya.”
“No favors unless it’s to help some pidge in trouble someday. And, if ya might keep yer ears and eyes open fer Ghost. That’d be thanks enough.” Watching him move unsteadily around the shop, she wondered how long it would be before the Goddess called him home to his final rest.





CHAPTER 2
  
T errowyn left the shop and continued down Coral Lane, gradually making her way to the port where, at her request, the Port master had been keeping an eye out for Ghost. He’d developed a liking for the little imp and often left a broom at the base of his gangplank so she could sweep off the dock in front of his ship and earn a copper to feed herself for a few days.
The buildings became larger the closer she came to the water, and the smell of the salty sea filled the air. Up ahead, lantern light shone through the slits surrounding one of the second-story doors of a granary, and she decided that’s where she’d visit next. The warehouse, one of the largest on Coral Lane, was a square five-story grey-block edifice. The first two floors had six arched doors each, with the ones on the first opening onto the street while those on the second allowed access to the six attached balconies. The third floor had five rectangular windows facing the street. Beginning at the fourth floor, the roof slanted inward in a snaggle-tooth pattern. This floor had two windows, and the one above that, where the pitched roof ended, only had room for one.
Moving from one arched doorway to the next, Terro tried the first four doors and found them all locked. When she pressed down on the thumb latch of the fifth, however, it only took a slight push for the door to squeak open on its hinges. She stepped into the darkened building and called out, “Temple guard. Anyone in the granary?”
With the moon hiding behind the low-lying clouds, walking down the lane had been treacherous enough. Roaming through the pitch-black interior of the unlit warehouse was nothing short of foolhardy. Nevertheless, she moved to the side of the open door so as not to be silhouetted by the scant outdoor light filtering through it.
It wasn’t long before she heard footsteps on the floor above, and a man called out, “Aye?” To the right of the door, a stairway led up to the second floor.
As Terrowyn stared up into the darkness, torchlight flickered against the upper walls. It began as a faint glow but grew more pronounced as its bearer moved closer to the top of the stairs. A man’s booted legs appeared first. Thick calves filled a pair of ill-kept, brown leather boots that ran to the man’s knees. The rest of his body was obscured by the first-floor ceiling bracketing the top of the stairwell in a four-sided, rectangular opening. As he descended, the rest of his legs and, eventually, his body and head came into view.
Although she didn’t remember his name, Terrowyn recognized the nob as one of the many trib runners she’d dealt with on earlier occasions. These were the nobs and pidges who rowed the boats up and down the tributaries of the Empire. The man glared down at her as he lazily clomped down wooden steps. An ill-fitting tunic strained at his big belly and barrel chest. He’d done a sloppy job of removing the tunic’s sleeves, exposing hairy muscular arms covered by a layer of fat and old, faded tattoos.
Terrowyn noticed a small, circular mark on his forearm, and when the trib saw her studying it, he crossed his arms to cover it up. “Keep yer nose outta me business, ya fowkin’ wench.” It was when he crossed his arms that Terro noticed the short slice down the side of his tunic. There was also a small patch of blood on the filthy material and two red lines near the waistband of his trews where blood had leaked down.
Behind him, a second light flickered, and another pair of legs began their descent. When that man’s head emerged, she recalled seeing him working near one of the riverboats. His boots, moderately better maintained than his companions, were black with crisscrossing ties running up the outer leather shaft from his ankles to the bottoms of his knees. His dark green trews were the typical loose canvas preferred by rivermen, and his black tunic fit moderately well across a chest made broad by turns of working the river.
The man stopped midway down the stairs, recognized Terro, and glanced around, obviously checking to see if any other guardians were close by. Seeing she was alone, he continued down and spoke to the first trib as he descended. “You get on back to th’ boat now, Benlin. I’ll be makin’ me way there myself soon as I speak with th’ Guardian here.”
The first trib glared at Terro and then rudely brushed into her as he stepped past.
Planting her feet, Terro grabbed the torch and shoved him away. “Ya won’t be needin’ this when ya get out into th’ street.”
The trib’s lip lifted in a snarl, and although her shove had moved him back a few steps, he still held on to the wooden shaft.
Both held a portion of the torch now, and Terro glared up into his pockmarked face.
The captain barked at the trib. “Leave it. I said get back to the boat. Now.”
Terro smelled rum on the trib’s breath and drew her knife from its sheath. “You’d do well to listen to yer captain unless you’d like me to feed yer naggles to ya one ball at a time.”
The man released the torch with a growl and a shove. His swagger was more pronounced than before as he unhurriedly made his way out the door.
The captain strode forward and slid his torch into a sconce on the wall. Sounding unconcerned, he turned and nodded to Terrowyn. “How can I help ya, Guardian?”
Knowing she might need both of her hands free, Terro placed her torch in a second sconce near the door. “What’s a riverboat captain doing on his own in a granary warehouse in th’ middle of th’ night? Where’s th’ miller? Upstairs?”
“Master Craine gave me th’ key, knowing I’d be coming in late, didn’t he? Didn’t want to meet me at this time of night, did he?” He held up a ring with two heavy metal keys attached. “He left it hidden in a jug behind th’ warehouse.”
Without asking permission, Terro jerked the ring from the man’s grasp and, keeping him in sight, stepped to the door and slotted the skeleton key into the lock. She twisted to the right, and the deadbolt slid out of the mortise plate. With a quick twist to the left, the bolt retreated. She retrieved the key but didn’t hand it back. “I know the master here, Capt.…?”
“Marshman.” He glanced down at the ring and then, not wanting her to think it mattered overly much, quickly averted his gaze.
It was obvious to someone like Terrowyn that the question made him nervous. She’d survived for turns in the Codpiece by being hyper-aware of people’s habits and reactions. All of her instincts were telling her not to return the keys, and while she’d momentarily debated the question, his furtive glance decided her.
With an alligator grin, she slipped the metal ring around her wrist. “I hope, for yer sake, you and yer man were in here on legitimate business, Captain Marshman. If someone from th’ shop isn’t here by th’ time I go off shift, I’ll leave th’ keys with th’ city guard. And, I’ll be sure to give them yer regards.”
His eyes nervously flicked to the ring again. “That won’t be necessary, Guardian. I told the master I’d lock up, and I’d just as soon be th’ one responsible for those keys.”
“Necessary or not, I’ll be keeping them. What’s th’ name of your riverboat again? I know I’ve seen ya at th’ docks before.”
“My boat’s the Black Swan, Guardian.” He tried to bluster his way into getting back the keys. Holding out a hand, he pulled himself to his full height, which brought him to half a head taller than Terrowyn. “I’ll be taking those keys, Guardian. What happens here is none of yer business nor th’ business of th’ Temple Guards.”
Terrowyn slipped the ring off her wrist and tucked it down the back of her trews. She very slowly drew her sword and held it down next to her leg. “Ye’ll be leavin’ now, Captain, without the keys. If you’d care to try to take them, I think ye’ll get quite the surprise.” Holding her knife in her off-hand and the sword in the other, she set herself into a defensive position.
The man’s gaze traveled from the knife, across her broad shoulders, and down to the sword she expertly held at the ready. Terrowyn had a fierce reputation among the rivermen, and he cocked his head to the side, considering. “Ye be Guardian Keavey Terrowyn, Aye?”
“Aye.”
“I’m not lookin’ to get on the bad side of th’ Blades, Guardian. But I’ll remember th’ insult, all th’ same.”
“And well, ya should, Captain.”
The fierce and almost eager look in her eyes is what finally decided him. With a poisonous glare of his own, he followed his friend out.
Terrowyn sheathed her weapons and closed the door behind him. She turned the lock until she felt the bolt slip into place. Not knowing if there were other people in the building, she grabbed a torch and cautiously climbed the stairs to the second level.
The captain had been correct. Normally, as a Blade, what happened in the warehouse was none of her business. However, it was a common practice for slavers to use warehouses to hold their stock until it was time for the auctions, and she needed to search the vast interior on the off-chance Ghost was part of that stock.
When she reached the second floor, the cavernous space was in complete darkness, except for the small arc of light thrown off by her torch. Realizing she was on a fool’s errand doing this on her own, she retraced her steps and once more set the torch in a sconce near the door. Letting herself out, she pulled the door closed, locked it, and went in search of Geller.
It took a good half candlemark to return to the outstation where Geller did most of her administrative work. Terrowyn found her seated in her office, going over the previous night’s reports.
Geller placed a finger on the line where she’d been reading and glanced up at her Senior Guardian.
The glance was all the permission Terrowyn needed to speak, and she filled the Prime in on what she discovered and why she needed to search the building.
Geller thought a moment and then nodded. “If it was anyone but you, I’d say leave it to th’ city guard. But I know how important Ghost is to ya and how many places ya searched fer the skelli these last few nights.”
The distinctive squeak of the door opening from the outside into the briefing room reached their ears, and they heard Jenx speaking to her trainee shiv, Ailith. “If you think there’s something suspicious going on, slow things down and stop whatever’s happening. Then, you can figure out what’s wrong and move forward from there. You should’ve seen that punch coming, and I’m not gonna say I feel sorry for you for taking it, either. When you’re a full blade, if you’re out there on your own and you take a punch like that, you won’t always have somebody to back you up. You need to think when you’re out there, Ailith.”
Geller sat back and crossed her arms. Shaking her head, she mumbled, “Fowkin’ shivs. Why can’t they all just come fully trained, eh? Sometimes I wonder how any of ‘em ever survive long enough to become a Blade.” She rose, and Terrowyn followed her into the briefing room.
One of the newest trainees was standing over the sink, wiping smears of blood from her face.
Her handler, Blade Jenx, looked at the Prime and rolled her eyes. “She’ll live.”
Ailith turned towards them, and both women could see that her nose was slightly canted to the side.
Terrowyn growled and shook her head. “Ah, fer th’ love of th’ Goddess.” She stalked over and put her hands on either side of Ailith’s nose. “Hold still.” With a jerk, accompanied by a loud crack, she expertly straightened Ailith’s broken nose.
The blood drained from Ailith’s face, and her knees buckled. Terro grabbed her tunic in a two-fisted hold and growled. “Stand on your own two feet, ya skut-brained shiv. Ya gonna pass out in th’ middle of a fight? Good way to die, that.”
Pulling in a deep breath, Ailith gathered herself and came to attention. “Aye, Senior Guardian Terrowyn.” Still a bit dizzy from the pain of Terrowyn’s not-so-gentle ministrations, she pulled in several deep breaths and, to her great relief, remained standing.
Geller motioned to the door. “The two of you, come with us.” Without any further explanation, she walked out the door with Terrowyn close on her heels.
Not daring to ask any questions, the other two quickly fell in behind.





CHAPTER 3
  
T errowyn slotted the skeleton key into the lock. She had to jiggle it several times and slam her shoulder into the door to get the bolt to move, but eventually, they heard the distinctive sound of metal sliding against metal as the bolt withdrew. She depressed the thumb latch and listened to the hinges squeak as she pushed the door open. The light from the two already-lit torches allowed her to see that no one was waiting in ambush, and she stepped inside and slid a torch out of a sconce.
Geller had stopped on the way to purchase three extra torches, two of which Terrowyn lit with her flame. Geller handed one to Jenx, kept another, and motioned for Ailith to grab the second torch hanging on the wall.
Ailith watched as the Prime walked a complete circuit around the cavernous room. To the left, she passed what must have been fifty overstuffed grain sacks leaning one against the other, five deep and two high.
Terrowyn motioned for Jenx and Ailith to wait while she moved around to the right. Her side held barrels, most of which had The Brown Barrel stenciled across their bulging middles. As she bypassed the stairs the trib runners had descended, her flame clearly illuminated three barrels ahead, but any further, and the containers began to take on the deceptive shapes of big-bellied men crouching in wait. The building was deep and cavernous, and as Ailith swiveled her head between Geller and Terrowyn, the darkness closed in behind them.
Geller must have realized the same because she called out. “Terro, hold.”
Terrowyn stopped and waited to see what the Prime intended.
Motioning back toward Jenx and her shiv, Geller said, “Ailith with me, Jenx, with Terrowyn. Ya keep yer eyes movin’, coverin’ our backs in case we miss a nob hidin’ somewhere we can’t see.”
Normally, Ailith would have jogged forward to take up her position, but before she moved, Jenx whispered, “Walk and move with caution. None of us are in a hurry, and being too quick will get you killed. And hold your torch high or to the side, not directly in front of your face.”
Ailith copied what Geller had done as she’d passed the sacks, occasionally prodding one or another with her toe to make sure they contained grain and not, say, the body of someone lying in wait. She wondered whether the irascible Prime would growl at her for being slow, but even though the stocky Blade’s perpetual glare was locked firmly in place when she turned to check the shiv’s progress, Ailith thought she detected a barely perceptible nod when she met her gaze.
Geller moved forward when the light from Ailith’s torch touched her.
Keeping her head on a swivel, Ailith mostly watched behind and to the sides, letting Geller take care of what lay ahead. The rows of sacks gave way to neatly stacked rectangular trunks piled two high against the wall, with a single trunk on the floor immediately in front. Each flat-topped container had silver metal bars running along the top front edge and a square, hinged box lock securing the lid to another bar attached to the body.
Geller tugged on the first trunk’s lid, making sure it was secure before moving on. With a tap on the next trunk and a jerk of her wrist, she indicated Ailith should hop onto the lids of the ones on the floor to check the locks of those stacked behind them against the wall.
Understanding that a trunk might be a perfect hiding place for a would-be assassin, Ailith immediately jumped up and dutifully began tugging on every lock she passed.
Without looking back, Geller growled, “Don’t forget to guard our backsides, too, ya skut-brained shiv.”
Blushing slightly at the fact that she had, indeed, forgotten to watch behind them, Ailith obediently turned and peered into the thick darkness that had closed in behind them as they’d moved forward. Her eyes narrowed as she focused on the impenetrable black void beyond the range of her torch.
She gasped as a sharp pain raced up her thigh. It was the familiar, accompanying thwack of the flat of Geller’s blade against her backside that made her realize she wasn’t under attack but was instead being taught an immediate and lasting lesson in Blade survival.
Looking down at the older warrior and rubbing her leg, Ailith quietly acknowledged her mistake. “Sorry, Prime. Jenx always says to keep me head on a swivel. I weren’t, but I will be from here on out. Th’ dark has me spooked, is all.” She hadn’t even realized Geller had come back toward her. That was how intently she’d been staring into the darkness.
Without a word, the Prime turned and continued her search. They came to the back of the warehouse, where a second set of stairs led up to the next floor. The Prime walked to the bottom of the stairs and turned back to Terrowyn, who was just now joining them. “Ya say there was two nobs as far as ya know on th’ second floor? Trib runners?”
“Aye. Don’t know if there were others. I never went on th’ second floor. I walked up th’ steps but then realized searchin’ a warehouse on my own was more than stupid. That’s when I came fer help.”
Geller turned to Ailith, “What do ya think about that, shiv? You think she’s a coward for not finishin’ th’ search?”
Ailith shook her head. “She’d of been a fowkin’ fool to search this place on her own, especially after chasin’ out two trib runners who probably shouldn’t of been here in th’ first place. She’s a tough Blade, but…” She lifted a shoulder. “As me old Sergeant used to say, ‘Tough is one thing. Stupid’s another.’”
Nodding, Geller held up the torch and started up the stairs. Before she reached the top, she turned back to Ailith again. She’d trained over thirty shivs during her time as a Blade and had supervised three times that many handler/trainee pairs as a Senior Guardian and then Prime. Even as a Prime, she never missed a chance to teach because she’d seen fifteen of those shivs, hers and others, die over the turns, either during their time as a trainee or, later, as full Blades. “How do ya go through a dark hole like this?”
Ailith studied the opening. It was obvious that blithely walking up the steps was a stupid idea. She nearly turned her head upside down, trying to study the problem. “I guess…” she shrugged, “…well, I don’t really know. If ya just walk up, ya might lose yer head to some nob waitin’ up there.” She scratched the back of her neck. “Maybe I’d stick th’ light up first before I stick me head through to make sure nobody’s in front of th’ steps, and then I’d crouch down low and swivel around before easin’ my way up to see if anyone were waitin’ behind where the floor’s coverin’ th’ back of th’ stairs. You know, up there, behind like.” She pointed to the ceiling directly above their heads. A grunt was the only reply Geller gave, but when she did exactly what Ailith suggested, she knew she’d guessed correctly.
Holding the flame above the top step, Geller drew her knife, crouched low on powerful legs ready to spring, and eased herself up the final steps. Her head was constantly moving, checking this way and that to make sure no one snuck up on her as she made her ascent. Satisfied it was safe all around, she rose and walked up onto the second-floor landing, with the other three following close behind.
Geller pointed to the left. “Jenx. Take yer shiv and search that way. We’ll go right. If ya see anything, if ya hear anything, ya call out. There’s no sense bein’ quiet. If anyone’s still in th’ building, they know we’re here.”
Jenx nodded, “Aye, Prime.” She and Ailith immediately did as ordered. This floor was as large as the last, and as they moved to the left, Jenx mentally divided their half of the room in half again. When she reached the center of their side, she motioned for Ailith to move away from her so the light from their torches could illuminate the largest area possible.
The torchlight only extended a few feet ahead, and as Ailith moved further to her left, the darkness closed in around her. She glanced over at Jenx and had to tamp down her fear when a waving mixture of shadows and light danced across her handler’s face.
Even though Jenx spoke in a normal tone, her voice echoed off the walls and ceiling. “Move to the wall, then back to the middle, then to the wall again, always moving forward a bit at a time. I’ll be doing the same to the right.”
Ailith hadn’t realized she’d pulled her knife from the sheath sewn into the side of her trews until she noticed the torchlight glinting off the blade. She moved left until she came to the wall and then moved back to the center. Searching dark buildings was completely different from the kinds of duties she’d had as a soldier in the Dreyuthan army. There, if you weren’t fighting, you trained with your weapons, cleaned privies and barracks, or stood guard duty in the forest or on the perimeter of the camp. Being closed inside a darkened building, not knowing what or who awaited her, was a new experience, one she didn’t particularly enjoy.
Jenx returned and studied Ailith’s face. “You okay? It looks like most of this space is empty.”
Nodding, Ailith started back toward the wall again. “Aye.” Her voice shook slightly, and she pulled in a breath to steady herself. Seeing an enemy was one thing. Walking into a pitch-black space, not knowing whether someone waited to ambush her, had the little hairs at the nape of her neck standing on end.
On the tenth trip to the left, as she moved forward, she nearly bumped into a wall looming up unexpectedly out of the dark. At first, she thought they’d reached the end of the room, but then Jenx called her to the center again. “There are boxes stored on either side of this end with an aisle down the center. Stay close, and if there’s a gap, make sure you search it completely before moving past. Understand?”
Ailith stared into the dark tunnel between the two rows of boxes and didn’t answer. Pulling in another breath, she began to move forward into the darkness.
Jenx stopped her with a hand on her arm. “You use your right hand for your sword, so why do you have your knife in your left?”
“Because I’m just as good with me knife in me left as I am with it in me right. I need me right hand free to draw me sword if I need to.”
Jenx looked to where Geller and Terrowyn were searching their space. She knew they wouldn’t mind if she took a moment to instruct her shiv. “You’re carrying your torch in your right and your knife in your left. That means if you need to go for your sword in an emergency, you have to drop the torch, putting yourself in complete darkness. Is that really what you want to do?”
Ailith thought about that for a second, then shoved her knife down into its sheath. She changed the torch to her left hand and then drew out a second knife on her right. “And why are we drawin’ our knives and no th’ swords?”
“Because swords have a bad habit of getting in your way in tight quarters.” Always a patient handler, Jenx waited to see if Ailith had more questions. When she didn’t, she motioned for them to start forward. The space was barely large enough for the two of them to walk side-by-side, and occasionally their shoulders bumped as they walked steadily forward.
The boxes were about as deep as a full-grown man lying on the floor and just as wide. Each one came up to the middle of Ailith’s chest, and they were stacked one on top of each other, four boxes high. When they came to the first gap, Ailith stopped and moved her torch into the open space, hoping to see all the way to the wall.
“What happens if you do that and someone grabs your torch and stomps it out?”
Looking back at her handler, Ailith brought the torch close and raised it high before stepping into the gap. She walked with her knife arm cocked, ready to stab anyone who lunged for her out of the dark. When the side wall finally appeared, she released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and retreated the way she’d come.
They repeated the process in every gap they came to, and when they’d found no one in hiding, they retraced their steps back to where Geller and Terrowyn waited at the bottom of the steps leading to the third floor.
This floor was laid out exactly like the second—empty near the stairs but full of stacked boxes the further in they moved. They repeated their search and once again found nothing.
The fourth floor proved a different prospect altogether. A series of doors on either side of the staircase took up this space. Since they’d come up the stairs at the back of the warehouse, storerooms or, perhaps, offices bracketed a central hallway, disappearing into darkness the further away they were from the rear of the building. Geller motioned for Ailith and Jenx to wait. “Ailith, yer with me. Terro yer with Jenx.”
No one questioned her orders. Jenx and Terrowyn moved down the doors on the left, clearing each room as they went.
Geller walked Ailith to the first door on the right and quietly pointed to the doorknob. “Now, I know ya can pull that knife quicker than most. Put it away, turn the knob, and push the door open. Then jump back and draw th’ knife again. Understand?”
Ailith sheathed her knife. “Aye,”
“Once the door’s open, I’ll go in first and protect th’ left. You go on me heels, turn right and hold. Ya be quick with that knife. If there’s nobs what don’t belong in there, they’ll be after me first.” She held a finger in Ailith’s face. “It’s a small openin’. If ya burn me with yer torch, I’ll feed yer tripes to the blasted fish. Understand?”
“Aye, Prime.” Ailith adjusted her grip on the torch, took hold of the doorknob, and looked up at Geller for permission to push it open. At Geller’s nod, she pressed down on the thumb latch and pushed the door hard enough that it banged against the wall. As instructed, she jumped back, grabbed her knife, and paused just long enough for Geller to go through first.
They charged through the door, one right after the other, ready for a fight. Thankfully, the room was empty except for a desk pushed against the back wall and two floor-to-ceiling bookcases full of what looked to be business records. Seeing the room was clear, they moved back into the hallway, and Ailith pulled the door shut behind them.
They repeated the process at the next four doors. These rooms held stacks of smaller boxes, and after checking around and behind each stack, they returned to the hall and moved to the final door.





CHAPTER 4
  
A ilith had begun to feel more comfortable with the dark, but as she swung around the door to the right, she stopped dead in her tracks. “Fowk!” She wasn’t shocked exactly, just startled. Slavery was outlawed in the Cibían Empire, but that didn’t stop the illegal trade in human cargo around the bigger cities where it was easier to hide the auctions from the City and Temple Guards.
Two large, locked cages holding twenty or thirty human beings of various ages and sizes loomed before her. Wide, frightened eyes stared out from between the bars, and one pidge even let out a shriek. A skelli she recognized from the Cesspool glared with a poisonous hatred bred from turns on the streets, battling for every scrap of food she could find. A nint, maybe the girl’s brother, lay in a heap on the floor.
Even though they were behind locked metal bars, all had metal shackles around their ankles and wrists. These were fastened to heavy metal rings driven into thick wooden floor-to-ceiling beams running up the side of the wall.
Terrowyn shouted, “Geller! Over here.” Geller stepped into the hall, but Ailith remained rooted in place, staring at the mass of humanity sitting in their own piss and shit. Geller reached in, grabbed the back of Ailith’s tunic, and pulled her into the hall.
Ailith tripped as Geller jerked her backward.
The Prime hauled her up and hissed in her ear. “Keep your head about ya, shiv. The best way to die is to let yer shock overtake ya.” She let go of the tunic with a shove. “You’ve seen slave markets before, Aye?”
At Ailith’s nod, Geller continued, “Well, where do ya think they keep th’ pitiful buggers while they wait fer th’ buyers to come, eh?”
“Aye, Prime. Sorry.” Thankful her voice didn’t come out sounding like a mewling kitten, Ailith followed Geller into a room on the opposite side of the hall. More cages, more people. The difference here was that these were all well-fed, nubile young women. None had shackles binding them for fear the metal might wear scars into their flesh. The frightened desperation on their faces told their story. They might not be bound to the wall, but the anxious hope in their eyes told Ailith just how terrified they were of the fate awaiting them.
Geller cursed, “Fowk.” She glared at Terrowyn, “Yer search just turned into Temple business. I was gettin’ ready to call the City Guard fer th’ nobs and nints anyway, but now….” She indicated the caged women with a lift of her hand. “Anyway, th’ skellies and pidges too old or too worn out fer th’ sex trade, and th’ nobs and nints are across the way. Go see if yer Ghost be over there.”
When Terrowyn left to see if Ghost was in the other room, Geller followed her into the hall and raised the single window that overlooked the alley. She let out a piercing whistle, giving her personal sequence, two shorts and a long, following it up with an extended burst meaning all Blades within hearing should respond. When she’d finished, she fished in a leather pouch on her belt and pulled out several coppers, which she handed to Jenx. “As th’ Blades arrive, give ‘em a copper and tell ‘em to go buy torches and come back. Tell ‘em I said they better do it on th’ run, or I’ll know why. And send th’ first one to Commander Shirin and tell her what we have.”
Acknowledging the order, Jenx brought her fist to her chest and turned to retrace her steps.
Geller stopped her with a word, “Jenx.” When the Blade turned back, the Prime raised her brows and, without a word, indicated the front stairs not ten steps away. If her shiv hadn’t been present, that lack of awareness would have earned the Blade a cuff on the head. Knowing full well what Geller thought of her lapse, Jenx muttered, “Sorry, Prime,” and headed for the stairs.
When Ailith moved to follow, Geller growled, “Not you.” Without waiting to see if Ailith stopped, she returned to the room with the nobs and pidges.
In the room they’d just come from, the women destined to be concubines or whores became very vocal. One woman, an upper-class one from Tuviste, by her accent, ordered Ailith to let her go free. “You. Warrior person. Get me out of here. Now.”
Ailith stuck her head back inside the room. “It’s up to th’ Prime when yer gettin’ out, so ya might as well sit quiet and wait yer turn.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“Don’t have a clue.” She pulled the door shut and crossed the hall to where Geller and Terrowyn were handing ladles of water to the people chained to the walls. The gate to both cells stood open, and Ailith briefly wondered how they’d managed to unlock the fairly substantial metal locks. “There’s a noble pidge in there demandin’ to be let go.”
“She can wait. We do this right.” Geller took back the empty ladle from a nob and handed it to Ailith. “And what does that mean?”
Ailith almost smiled. Geller, Terrowyn, and Jenx were always teaching, always training her to be the Blade she’d become one day. It was something she’d come to appreciate during her two full moons as a real, working shiv.
When she’d first returned to training after her brief ‘madness,’ which was what she called the way her anger had spiraled out of control when several former Blades had humiliated her, she’d been worried they’d treat her differently, more gently than they would the other “normal” shivs. The many bruises and welts on her legs and back had proven just how wrong her concern had been. Realizing she was taking too long to answer, she brought her shoulders back and gave her response. “Slow things down, Prime.”
Looking at her with suspicion, Geller growled, “Keep yer mind on th’ job, shiv. None of yer wool-gatherin’.” She didn’t cuff her because she was unsure whether Ailith’s mind had wandered or she’d simply been trying to figure out the answer. “Here.” She handed her the ladle. “Make sure they all get a drink before anyone gets a second.” She pointed to the nint curled on the ground. “That one’s hurt bad. I should of told Jenx to tell th’ Commander to bring one of th’ healers.” She pointed to a sconce. “Slip yer torch on th’ wall and get to work.”
Ailith shoved the wrapped grip into the cylindrical metal holder made specifically for this type of torch. Taking the ladle, she filled it from the water barrel on the other side of the room and returned to kneel in front of the skelli she’d recognized. That reminded her of the reason they’d searched the building, and she glanced over at Terrowyn, who was leaving the cell to refill her ladle. “Ghost?”
Terrowyn pursed her lips and glared down at her. “Not that it’s any of yer business, shiv, but no, she’s not here.”
She and Geller left the room, and soon after, Ailith heard Geller whistle for the Blades again. Handing the ladle to the skelli, she asked, “Ya see Ghost anywhere around?”
The skelli gulped down the water and wiped stray drops from her chin with a dirty sleeve. “Yer th’ pidge what I nearly stuck in th’ alley while back. I shoulda stuck ya.”
“I’m th’ one what’s gettin’ ya out of here and givin’ ya th’ water, so shut yer fanghole.” She started to rise but the skelli sneered at her.
“And what if I don’t wanna go wit’ ya? So what if I gotta spread me legs fer some nob? Leastwise I’ll get food in me belly regular like.”
Ailith squatted again. “And who told ya that? Do ya have any idea what happens to skellies in th’ slave trade?” She’d been on the streets after her family died before she joined the army, and she understood better than most they weren’t children to be coddled with hope for the future. “Yer passed around to sometimes eight, nine, ten nobs every night, and more during th’ day if they can make coin offa yer tired, sorry ass. And those men? Most like to beat the skellies unconscious and then do ‘em in their red backside fer good measure. They’ll tear ya front to back, and when yer no good to ‘em anymore, they’ll slit yer throat and feed ya to th’ hogs. And food in yer belly? Ye’ll get what’s left of th’ pig’s slops if yer lucky.” She scoffed at the lass. “I can’t save ya from yerself, but don’t let nobody tell ya goin’ with th’ slavers is a good thing.”
The girl bared her teeth. “And what do I got like this, eh?” She grabbed her filthy, torn sleeve. “More of what ya just said. ‘Cept maybe I can tamp it down with the Ruki dust, eh?”
“Yer a skelli. Take yerself to th’ back gate of th’ Temple and ask fer help.”
“Oh, right, and be sent to th’ mines to be passed around to th’ miners fer no pay nor food?”
Several of the pidges nodded at the girl’s words. One, who had two scars running down both sides of her face, pointed to one of the scars. “Aye, were a miner what did this to me. That Priestess sells us to the mines to put food on her own table. That’s what she does.”
“Ailith.” Geller stuck her head around the corner. “Did I tell ya to gab or take ‘em water?”
Wondering why these people would believe such wild stories about the Temple, Ailith rose and slowly walked to the water barrel. She knew there was no way the Arch Priestess would ever sell a woman into slavery. The very idea went against everything Sábria’s Goddess demanded, and yet both the skelli and several pidges believed the lies. Absently tapping the ladle against the wooden edge of the barrel’s opening, she was so lost in her thoughts she didn’t hear the soft tap, tap, tap that drew Geller’s attention to her again.
She hadn’t realized she’d been staring into the water until Geller came to stand beside her. Startled, she plunged the ladle into the barrel and accidentally sloshed some onto the Prime. “Sorry. Sorry.” She began frantically brushing the front of Geller’s tunic.
That lasted all of one breath as the Prime grabbed Ailith’s wrist and held on. Not one for many words, Geller just glared into Ailith’s eyes, silently asking what in the name of the Goddess she thought she was doing.
Ailith had a problem with babbling when she became nervous and now was no exception. “I was thinkin’, and like Jenx and Sergeant Dingus, well, he’s no a Sergeant no more cuz th’ Duke made him a Subcommander, but anyway, they tell me that thinkin’s no always a good thing fer a warrior and—”
The grip on her wrist was getting progressively tighter the more she blathered on, to the point where she eventually had to stop speaking to keep from crying out.
Geller raised a brow. “Better.” She loosened her grip enough to allow Ailith to speak. “Now, I saw the’ pidge and skelli gabbin’ at ya, and then ya come over here and stare into th’ water. I’ve been trainin’ shivs long enough to know they said somethin’ ya don’t intend to mention to yer handler or to yer Senior Guardian fer whatever skut-brained reason ya got stuck in the noodles ya got fer a brain. Ye’ll tell me now. What’s botherin’ ya?”
What Ailith didn’t know was that the Commander had ordered both Geller and Terrowyn to keep a sharp eye on her. Normally, Geller wouldn’t take the time to ask what was on a shiv’s mind, wouldn’t actually care, but the Commander had been very specific in her orders. They weren’t to go easy on her, but they were to take notice of her moods and stop any problems before they morphed into something more serious. She’d said they were nearly certain Ailith was back to normal and wouldn’t slip back into the anger that had consumed her. Nearly certain. Whatever botched consequence within the ancient Dreyuthan breeding program had caused her rage to feed on itself was rare, and very little was known about the phenomenon. Until they knew more, Geller and Terrowyn would monitor and report on the shiv’s moods and emotions.
Ailith blinked. Did the cantankerous, bearish, prickly Prime just ask her what was bothering her? A shiv? “Um…” She couldn’t quite wrap her brain around that concept, at least not quick enough to satisfy Geller.
The woman’s fingers began to dig into the cords on Ailith’s wrist again and to stop them, Ailith began to talk. “Well, ya see…” she was relieved when the fingers relaxed a bit. “I told th’ skelli that she should go to th’ Temple and ask fer help because someone convinced her goin’ with th’ slavers was better than livin’ on th’ street. I told her what happens to th’ ones sold on th’ slave market, ya know, like how they’re nothin’ more than—”
Geller closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead, a habit she’d developed when she needed to remind herself to breathe. She pulled in a breath and blew it out slowly. “Th’ short version, shiv.”
“Right. Anyway, both th’ skelli and the pidge believe th’ Arch Priestess sells ‘em to th’ mines to be used up. You know, as whores.”
The muscles on the right side of Geller’s jaw jumped. “And you were wonderin’ whether that might be true?”
“No!” Ailith’s eyes grew wide. “Fowk, no! I was wonderin’ who was spreadin’ those rumors, and I was wonderin’ if—” She stopped herself before she said something she probably shouldn’t.
“If?”
“Well, no offense to ya, Prime Geller, but it’s somethin’ between th’ Commander and me and no somethin’ I should be spreadin’ about.”
Knowing Ailith had much, much more experience with Sábria and Shirin than the average shiv, Geller released her wrist. “Yer at least thinkin’ and no reactin’. Th’ next time ya see th’ Commander, ya tell her yer thoughts, aye?”
Relieved that her mouth hadn’t gotten her into trouble…again… Ailith nodded. “Aye, Prime.”





CHAPTER 5
  
I t took a while, but eventually, Blades began appearing at the top of the stairs carrying torches and looking for Geller to find out what the Prime intended. Geller came out of one of the side offices and pointed downstairs. “All of ya, wait fer me on th’ second floor.”
The woman closest to the stairs yelled down at the Blades climbing up after her. “Everybody to the second floor.” The ten Blades who’d already made it to the fourth floor turned and filed back the way they’d come.
Geller looked around and then pointed at Ailith. “You, where’s Jenx?”
“Ya told her to wait on th’ street to tell th’ Blades where to go.”
“Oh, aye.” The Prime pointed to Terrowyn. “Terro, take th’ shiv and search th’ top floor.”
Terrowyn nodded, and Ailith, mouth gone dry from hearing she’d be working alone with the irascible Senior Guardian, followed her to yet another staircase leading up into the darkness. This one had a door that dropped into place from above and rested on four rails running the perimeter of the rectangular opening. It covered the opening, and someone had shoved a short metal rod through a hasp, locking it in place.
Motioning to the locked door, Terro simply said, “You lead.”
Ailith realized this was a test to see whether she’d been paying attention when Geller had cleared each successive floor. Retrieving her torch, she made sure to place it in her left hand and drew the knife with her right. Using its hilt, she banged the rod free, allowing the metal swing arm to fall open. That was as far as she got before realizing she didn’t know how to proceed. “Senior Guardian, um, I’m sorry, but Jenx and me, we ain’t exactly gone over how to safely open somethin’ like this.”
Terrowyn climbed up next to Ailith and, with a powerful heave, shoved the door up hard enough that it swung past the hinges and landed on the far floor with a bang. A shower of dust and dirt rained down into the space next to the stairs. She indicated the now-open floor with a wave. “Go on, then.
Smiling to herself because she’d thought the technique would have been more complicated than merely using brute strength, Ailith held the torch high enough that it illuminated the floor above the highest step. After checking to make sure all was clear, she squatted and turned, and when she knew no one waited in ambush, she pushed herself up the remaining steps.
As the floor to the back of the opening came into view, she stopped and stared past the point illuminated by her torch. Had that been movement she’d seen, or was her imagination playing games with her mind? Inching up a bit more, she felt Terro’s hand on her calf. She glanced down to see what the Senior Guardian wanted.
Terro edged up close enough to put her lips next to Ailith’s ear. “What’s th’ first rule of workin’ with a partner?”
Keeping her eyes on the opening, Ailith silently swore at her lapse and whispered back, “Communicate.”
“Why did ya hesitate and stare into th’ darkness? Ya may not realize it, but yer eyes locked onto somethin’, tellin’ me ya went on alert. Why?”
“I’m not sure, but I thought I saw somethin’ move.” She glanced at Terrowyn. “But I’m not sure, Guardian, and I didn’t see it again.”
Nodding, Terro indicated Ailith should move down so she could take her place. As Ailith slid past, Terro stopped her. “Do ya think it’s clear around th’ opening?”
Ailith glanced into the opening, which had returned to its pitch-black appearance. “It were when I slid up, but now….” She shrugged.
“We’re going up fast, then. I’ll face th’ back where ya saw th’ movement, and you guard th’ front.”
At Ailith’s nod, Terrowyn drew her belt knife. When Ailith got to her feet, Terro charged up the remaining steps with Ailith right on her heels. The Senior Guardian immediately faced the room behind the stairs while Ailith faced forward. They waved their torches back and forth, looking as far into the open space as possible.
This room was a fifth of the size of the first floor, and the flickering light from their torches nearly illuminated the entire space. Older boxes littered the room, and Ailith gasped when her light fell on a coat hanging from a hook in the rafters.
Terrowyn swung around, knife ready.
Blushing furiously, Ailith glanced back at her and thought she detected a glint of humor in the surly Blade’s eyes.
Terro motioned toward the front of the room. “Let’s start over here and work our way around.”
They moved through the boxes in a methodical pattern, clearing every possible hiding place before moving on to the next. Terro pointed to a gap, and Ailith obediently raised her torch and swung into the opening.
Two feral eyes glared out at her, and she immediately crouched in a defensive position. “I’m no sure, but I think we might of found yer Ghost, Guardian.”
“Step back and give her room.”
Ailith slowly retreated, and Terrowyn quietly whistled her three-whistle call. When nothing happened, she said, “Ghost? It’s me. Yer safe, Lass.” Turning to Ailith, she motioned to the stairs. “Go get a ladle of water.”
Glancing around the rest of the darkened space, Ailith started for the stairs and then decided to chance a question. “Would ya like me to check th’ rest of th’ room to make sure yer safe up here on yer own?”
Apparently, Terrowyn had been so distracted by the discovery of her skelli she’d completely forgotten what they’d been doing.
The angry look in her eyes made Ailith wonder if she was in trouble for not obeying an order without question. Instead, the Guardian surprised her by nodding. “Aye. Stupid of me to forget what we were doin’ just cuz I finally found th’ skelli.” She called out in a louder voice. “Geller!”
Soirin, one of the Blades on Deadnight, stuck her head up past the highest step. In her mid-thirties, she was a lithe woman with coal-black hair, high cheekbones, and lively, black pearl eyes that seemed to see right down into a person’s soul. The unusual eyes were a unique adaptation seen only in the Astrian Desert nomads, one that spooked most people the first time they met. “Th’ Prime’s down briefing everyone, Senior Guardian. Can I help?”
“Aye. Bring up a ladle of water and then go with Ailith and finish searchin’ up here. Geller had ya guardin’ th’ fourth floor?” At Soirin’s nod, she asked, “Just you?”
“No, Killian and Emlyn are here, too.” She named another handler and her shiv.
“Good. Leave them down there, get th’ ladle, and come up.”
“Yes, Terrowyn.” She left to get a ladle, and when she returned, she checked around and then stepped to where Ailith and the Guardian waited. Handing Terrowyn the water, she asked Ailith, “Where have you already searched?” Even though she didn’t currently have a shiv in training, Soirin was an experienced handler who was well-respected among her peers.
Unfortunately, she’d also been the first on the scene when Blade Jenx had been injured and Maeira killed, and she’d believed the second shiv’s story that Ailith had run. The Arch Priestess and the Commander had brought the two of them together to air any grievances either might have toward the other, but Ailith had been too ashamed of her bout of madness to say much to any of the Blades at that point.
Ailith glanced at the ground and swung her hand in an arc, indicating where they’d searched. Then she pointed to the gap Ghost was holed up in. “We stopped here.”
Soirin indicated Ailith should precede her. When Ailith passed Ghost’s hiding spot, she glanced in and was rewarded with bared teeth and a knife pointing her way. Averting her eyes, she led Soirin further into the darkness.
Terrowyn watched them begin their search and then slowly moved so she could see Ghost huddled between the boxes. “Hey. It’s me.” She held out the ladle. “I’ll bet yer thirsty.” She heard a feral growl, one that sounded exactly like one of the Codpiece’s wild dogs whenever they were cornered or frightened. “Yer safe, Ghost. I’ve been lookin’ fer ya these last three days. Scared th’ shite outta me not findin’ ya.”
Towering over the skelli wouldn’t help gain her trust, so Terro edged far enough into the gap that she could sit with her back against one box with her feet resting against another. When Ghost didn’t growl, she held the ladle out again. “Here.”
The skelli didn’t take it.
“I’ll let ya go as soon as I check ya over, make sure they didn’t hurt ya. Can I do that?” She held the torch higher so the light extended a bit further into the gap. Ghost seemed to be relaxing somewhat, although if Terrowyn hadn’t known her as well as she did, there’d be no way to tell.
“I’m wonderin’ how ya got up here?”
Ghost bared her teeth and snapped them together hard enough to make a clacking sound.
Terrowyn thought back to the red mark on the trib runner’s arm and grinned. “Ya bit him?” She was relieved to see a small portion of the mischief return to Ghost’s eyes.
“Good on ya, my little skelli.” She inched closer. “Here. I don’t know how long ya been up here, but ya must be thirsty.” She shrugged. “And hungry, too. I don’t have a biscuit, but if ye’ll let me check ya over, we can go buy one fer ya in th’ night market.
Ghost’s eyes flicked to the ladle and then back to Terrowyn’s eyes.
“I can’t set it down fer ya to grab. It’ll spill. Here, have I ever hurt ya? Take it, Lass. I’ll not grab ya. Yer safe with me. Always safe with me.” She moved closer and raised her brows. “Aye?”
Edging her blade forward first, Ghost reached for the ladle with her free hand.
Terrowyn had to force herself not to react when she saw the welts whipped into the skelli’s arm. She’d hunt down those two trib runners if it was the last thing she did. Seeing Ghost’s hand shake as she took the ladle made Terro’s blood run hot, and she again had to push down the anger building inside her. “That’s it. Drink it slow.”
Geller climbed the stairs and saw Soirin and Ailith returning from their search. “Terrowyn?”
Soirin motioned to the faint glow emanating from the gap where Terrowyn sat with Ghost. She only needed to say one word. “Ghost.”
Geller’s heart leapt into her throat. If something had happened to the skelli, she knew Terrowyn’s reaction would be a deadly one for whoever had done for her. She asked quietly, “Dead?”
It was Ailith who immediately shook her head. “No, Prime. Scared is all. Maybe hurt, I couldn’t tell, but alive.” She nodded once on the last words.
The thought that her friend might do something crazy if she found out that slavers had killed Ghost had frightened Geller so much that she let out a shaky breath, something that was so rare even Soirin, who’d been on deadnight shift for several turns now, had never heard nor seen.
Ailith and Soirin exchanged quick, surprised looks, which, of course, Geller noticed and barked, “Is th’ floor secure?” At Soirin’s nod, she pointed at the stairs, “Get yer asses downstairs then and help with processin’ everyone.”
Soirin nodded, and Ailith, already habitually nervous around the Prime, automatically grabbed her bangs, something lower-ranking soldiers in the Dreyuthan army would do to acknowledge an order from someone of Geller’s rank. In Cibía, it was how a civilian acknowledged a military person of rank or someone they wanted to honor.
As Ailith walked by, Geller pursed her lips, but instead of cuffing her, she grabbed her arm and pulled her around. “Are ye a civi, now? Or maybe still a Dreyuthan?”
Scrunching up her eyes, Ailith glanced up at the ceiling and growled at herself, “No, Prime Geller. Just an ordinary everyday idiot.” She hurried down the stairs before Geller decided she’d really deserved to be cuffed.
Geller hadn’t heard Terro before, but as she quietly moved forward, the light from her torch reached the spot where Terrowyn’s was leaking light into the aisle. Terrowyn’s voice came from within the gap. “Whoever ya are, stop right there. Yer scarin’ me Ghost.”
“It’s Geller, Ghost. I’m sorry to scare ya. I found some biscuits in a box where th’ whores were stored. Are ya hungry?”
Terrowyn chuckled, “That got a bit of a smile and nod from her.”
“Is she hurt? Th’ Commander’s here, and she brought healers Kara and Minda with her.”
“Yes, she’s hurt, but I don’t think Kara will be able to get anywhere near her.”
Geller thought about that a moment. “I’ll get th’ biscuits then, and…would ya like me to bring up some herbal water?”
Terrowyn hesitated before answering. She’d known Geller long enough to understand she was asking whether Terro wanted to drug Ghost so they could check her out. Afraid that might do more harm than good as far as Ghost’s trust was concerned, she declined the offer. “Water and a biscuit fer now, Prime. Thanks.”
Hearing Geller’s footsteps receding, Terro edged even closer to the skelli. She turned slightly, so her shoulder was against the box, and she was more or less facing the child. She rested her temple on the wood and looked into Ghost’s eyes. “I wish ya could tell me how they caught ya. Where they caught ya. It were those two trib runners, aye?”
Ghost didn’t answer. She scratched her chin and glanced down at the small space remaining between them. She’d been squatting behind a smaller box, ready to spring if she needed to, but now, she stepped around it and moved forward a few steps and positioned herself like Terrowyn had, shoulder against the wood facing the Guardian. She held out the hand holding the knife and opened the fist wrapped around it.
Terrowyn stared at the handle and then, for the first time, studied the blade. “That’s not yers.” She lowered her brows and squinted to get a better look at the weapon in the flickering light.
Ghost’s eyes narrowed, and she closed her fist around the handle and pulled the knife in close.
Realizing her skelli thought she meant to take it from her, Terrowyn grinned and amended the statement, “Maybe I should say it weren’t yers before, but it is now, aye?”
The girl’s shoulders relaxed again, and she looked down at the knife. Terrowyn had only recently realized that no one had taught the child how to speak, and she’d begun teaching her as best as she knew how. Because of this, the skelli’s vocabulary was limited, and Ghost repeated, “Yers.”
Terrowyn’s eyes held a glint of amusement. “No. I say ‘yers,’ and you say, ‘mine.’”
At the skelli’s blank expression, Terro pulled out her own belt knife. She pointed to the one Ghost held. “Yers.” Then she bounced her own in her hand. “Mine.” She’d always known Ghost was bright. How else could she have survived living in the Codpiece from the age of three all on her own? When she saw understanding dawn in the small, dark eyes set so deeply in the undernourished face, she smiled.
Ghost bounced her knife in the palm of her hand. “Mine.” She pointed to Terrowyn’s blade. “Yers.”
“Exactly.” Terro pointed to the welts on the girl’s arms. “Any more of those I can’t see?”
Ghost looked down at the welts. She ran the sharp edge of the knife up her arm and then back down again.
Without thinking, Terrowyn snatched at the knife. “What are ya doing?”
Ghost reacted so fast that she startled Terrowyn into jumping to her feet in an automatic defensive move. The skelli had leapt up, too, swiped the knife through the air, and retreated into the darkness, presumably up against the wall.
Behind her, Geller drawled, “She didn’t get ya, did she?”
Terrowyn looked at her arms, fingers, and chest, knowing a slice from a sharp blade could take a few moments before you actually felt it. She swallowed hard and shook her head. “I’m fine.”
The Prime chuckled. “Ya know, me old da used to tell me that no matter how much ya trust yer horse, ya never walk up behind ‘em and startle ‘em. Ursuna, he’d say, ye’ll lose yer teeth that way. I’d say ya almost lost yer fingers.”
Terro turned and, still thinking about her close call, grinned at her old handler and blew out a quiet breath, “Fowkin’….”
Geller raised her brows and returned the grin. “Aye. Well said.” She handed two biscuits and several slices of apple into the gap between the boxes. “Here ya go. Kara said she’ll be happy to look at th’ lass, but….”
Taking the food, Terrowyn raised her brows, “Aye. But is right.” She looked into Geller’s eyes. “Sorry I’m not helpin’ with th’ processin’.”
Geller held up her hand. “Don’t worry about that. Th’ Commander stopped and woke up the magistrate, who woke up her scribes, and they’re all down there now takin’ names and statements. If ya can find th’ two trib runners and anyone else mixed up in this mess, they’ll be goin’ to th’ mines fer a very long time.”
“Ya gotta love th’ Commander. She’s good at her job. Makes our work easier, that’s fer sure.”
“And she hates slavers almost as much as she hates th’ rapists. Anyway, feed yer skelli and yell if ya need Kara or me.”





CHAPTER 6
  
T errowyn knew the side wall of the building wasn’t too far back from where she stood, so she moved a tiny bit closer to where Ghost waited in the dark and lowered herself down again. “I’m sorry, Lass. I shouldn’t of grabbed ya, but I was worried ya’d cut yerself.” She chuckled and turned her head to stare into the blackness beyond the smaller box. “Kinda funny thinkin’ a skelli what’s been on her own practically since she dropped from between her whorin’ mother’s legs can’t handle a knife without cuttin’ herself. But that blade looks a mite sharper than th’ one I’m used to seein’ ya with, aye?”
Ghost moved forward but stopped on the other side of the box.
The welts on her arms would heal, but Terrowyn was worried about any other injuries the two nobs might have caused. Slavers weren’t known for their gentleness, and since Ghost wasn’t pretty enough for the higher-end sex trade, she’d probably been thrown in with the pidges and nobs who’d end up as slave labor or worse, those who were considered expendable and sold to the brutal underground sex dens where skellies had a life expectancy of less than a sevenday. “How come yer up here and not down in th’ cages?”
Ghost clacked her teeth together again.
“Ya bit th’ skuzzy nob when he pulled ya out of th’ bag?” A common method of carrying skellies and nints through the streets was to knock them unconscious and throw them into a bag. Terrowyn cocked her head. “Did he hit ya on th’ head? Is that how he caught ya?”
Ghost shook her head and pointed in the general direction of the stairs. “Skelli.”
“Yeah, there’s another skelli down in th’ cages.”
“Lag.” She made a snatching motion and stared into Terrowyn’s eyes to see if she understood.
“The nob grabbed th’ other skelli.”
Ghost pointed at her own chest and made a snatching motion again.
“And th’ nob grabbed you?”
Shaking her head, Ghost tried the new word. She made the snatching motion with her fingers. “Grabbed?”
“Aye.”
“Nob grabbed skelli. Ghost grabbed skelli.”
“Ya tried to save yer friend from th’ slavers and got grabbed yerself, and they brought ya here?”
Ghost held her knife with two fingers and let the blade point toward the ground in front of her feet. She clacked her teeth, snatched the blade, and swung it back and forth. Then she used her other hand and raised it above her head and brought it down hard and fast and made striking sounds each time the arm came down. Then she pointed to her arms and looked up to see if Terrowyn was following along.
“Ya bit him, stole his knife to keep him away, and then he took somethin’ and tried to whip it out of yer hand.”
Ghost pointed behind her. “Lag.” She then pointed to the ground in front of her feet. “Lag.”
“Both nobs came after ya with th’ leather or rope or whatever they used?” She recognized the look when the skelli didn’t understand what she’d said. “Nevermind. Yer safe, now, Ghost, and I’m proud of ya fer tryin’ to help yer friend. But ya can’t do that no more. Ya come find me, understand?”
It was obvious to Terro that the skelli didn’t understand, so she let it drop. She tore off a piece of biscuit, knowing that if she gave her the whole thing, she’d stuff it all into her mouth and make herself sick. “Here.”
Ghost looked at it and then into Terrowyn’s eyes. She held out her hand, indicating she wanted Terro to toss it to her.
Shaking her head, Terro said, “Yer not a dog, Ghost. Yer my skelli, and I’ll not toss ya the food anymore like yer some mangy dog on th’ street. Come get it from me. I won’t grab ya, and I won’t hurt ya.” She stretched her arm out until the biscuit was almost hovering over the short box. When Ghost snatched it out of her hand and shoved it into her mouth, she broke off another piece and repeated the process several times over.
Grinning over at the girl, she held up a slice of an apple, knowing the child considered them a special treat. Ghost’s eyes lit with excitement, or hunger, it could have been either. The girl stared first at the fruit and then into Terrowyn’s eyes. “Come out here.” She patted the floor next to her.
Ghost considered the idea and then moved in front of the box, receiving a part of the apple as a reward.
Terrowyn held up the other three slices. “Ya want th’ rest?” At Ghost’s emphatic nod, Terro said, “Well, I want a healer to take a look at ya. Ya let her come, ya get a slice. Ya let her look at ya, ya get more. Aye?” The fact that Ghost even considered the question told Terrowyn how hungry she was. “I know ya watch th’ healers that help nobs and pidges in th’ Codpiece. I’ve seen ya up on th’ roof watchin’ at times. Kara’s one of th’ healers. A bit heavy,” she patted her stomach, “dark face, friendly eyes.”
Watching the healers had been a fun way to pass the time, and a couple of times, Kara had looked up to see her sitting on the roof with her legs over the side, watching her. Ghost remembered the woman tossing her a whole apple one time, and she’d caught it and scrambled away to eat it all on her own. She’d gotten sick that night, but that was because she hadn’t listened to Terrowyn, who always told her to eat slowly so she didn’t throw up her food.
That was a hard thing for a starving nine-turn skelli to do, though. Ever since she’d thrown up the apple, she’d tried to eat just a little at a time and save the rest for later. She stared at the apple in Terro’s hand and thought she’d try for the treat without the healer. Holding out her hand, she looked at the woman whom she’d known her entire life. “Please?”
Terrowyn broke the apple slice in half and held it out on her palm. “Ya used yer words. Good girl.”
Before Terro could change her mind, Ghost snatched the apple and stuffed it into her mouth.
“Whoa, slow down. Ya don’t want to choke on th’ skezzi thing.” She held up the other side of the broken slice. “Kara?”
Knowing she wouldn’t get the rest without doing as Terro asked, Ghost nodded.
“Ya need to put th’ knife away. I won’t let ya near her with it.” When Ghost backed away, Terrowyn held up her hand. “It’s yers. I won’t take it from ya. But no knife around th’ healer. It needs to be on that box when she comes.” Pushing to her feet, Terrowyn walked to the aisle and called out, “Geller.”
Ailith climbed up the stairs and stood on the top step. “Th’ Prime said I were to wait to see if ya needed somethin’. She’s down below.”
“Go get th’ healer, Kara, and bring me a new torch. This one’s sputterin’.”
Nodding, Ailith pointed to th’ window. “Sun’s comin’ up. We should have a bit of light comin’ in soon. I’ll grab a torch and th’ healer fer ya.” She raced down to where the healers had set up a room to check out anyone who needed medical attention, which, unfortunately, turned out to be practically everyone who’d been shackled to the wall.
Ailith stepped in the door and nearly bumped into Commander Shirin. She quickly jumped to the side. “Whoa, excuse me, Commander.”
Shirin still couldn’t believe the changes she’d seen in Ailith since Lady Knight Isobel had worked her miracle. The shiv hadn’t quite regained her old, cheeky self, but Sábria felt that was because she was ashamed of the way her “illness,” as she referred to Ailith’s aberration, had taken over her personality. Shirin agreed and had decided it was best to treat her like she would any junior shiv. “What do you need, Ailith?”
When Ailith opened her mouth to speak, Shirin barked, “Is that how you report to your Commander?”
Pulling herself to attention, Ailith brought her fist to her chest. She waited for Shirin to nod and then began again. “Senior Guardian Terrowyn told me to come get healer Kara fer Ghost, and she wants me to bring her a new torch too, Commander.”
Shirin turned to Kara. “Kara, can you break away for another patient upstairs?”
Kara finished wrapping a nob’s wrist where the restraints had scraped the skin raw and stood. “I’m all yours, Commander.”
Turning back to Ailith, Shirin pointed to a pile of unlit torches in the corner. “Grab one of those and meet us upstairs.”
Although it wasn’t necessary to salute every time she was told to do something, Ailith did it anyway, for good measure. By the time she’d gathered two new torches, one for her since hers was also sputtering, and one for Terrowyn, the Commander and Kara were already on the fifth floor. Ailith trotted noisily up the stairs, and the Commander turned back to her and held up her hand.
Terrowyn called out. “It might be a bit. Ghost needs to decide if she wants this apple slice enough to leave her knife on the box.”
Shirin took one of the torches from Ailith. “I’m coming over with the new torch.” After handing it to Terrowyn, she pulled Ailith off to the side while Kara waited to go check Ghost. “Prime Geller said you had something you needed to tell me.”
So much had happened in the last few candlemarks that Ailith had to think a moment about what it was she wanted to run past the Commander. She cocked her head and stared out a side window. The building next door was a floor shorter than the granary, and she could see the sky brightening over the rest of the city. The yellow sky right before the sun rose above the horizon sent her back to another sunrise when she’d been a child standing next to the mass funeral pyre watching her parents’ bodies go up in flames. Memories and nightmares had been plaguing her lately, and she wasn’t sure why.
“Ailith?”
Ailith blinked several times and came back to the present. “Sorry, Commander. I was tryin’ to remember what I wanted to tell ya.”
Shirin had watched Ailith’s eyes unfocus and wondered where she’d just gone. “Are you okay?”
Ailith forced a smile on her face. “Oh, aye. Weren’t nothin’. Well, it were to me, but nothin’ really. Let’s see. I was talkin’ to one of th’ skellies in th’ cage. Oh! I remember. The skelli and some pidges were sayin’ how they didn’t want to go to th’ Temple because th’ Arch Priestess sells ‘em to th’ mines as sex slaves.”
“What?” Shirin practically shouted the word. She’d never heard such nonsense.
“Aye. And I was wonderin’—”
“Wondering if it’s true?” Shirin stared at Ailith in shock.
“No! Fowk no. Why does everyone think I’d believe somethin’ so daft?” Her brows descended. “You and th’ Prime don’t trust me to be one of ya nor more.” Crossing her arms, she stared out the window again.
Shirin sighed and rubbed her temples. “No, I’m sorry, Ailith. You surprised me, nothing more. What were you wondering?”
Ailith couldn’t get the idea out of her head that both Shirin and Geller automatically thought she’d believe such nonsense. She glared at the Commander. “Do all of ya think I’ve gone queer in me head? That I don’t trust th’ Arch Priestess to do what’s right? Ya must think I’m still crazy or—”
Shirin grabbed Ailith’s shoulders and turned her so they were facing each other. “No. Absolutely not.” She shook her lightly. “Listen to me, Ailith. I’m your Commander, and do you think for one moment that if I thought you were mad, I’d allow you to come out and work with the Blades? You surprised me, that’s all. I’ve never heard of such a thing—that people would think Sábria would sell women to the mines. Now that’s mad.” Shirin let her hands drop to her sides. “Now, what were you wondering?”
At times, some people spoke more with their eyes than with their words. As Ailith stared into the Commander’s eyes, she knew she was telling the truth. Pulling in a deep breath, she let it out while she gathered her thoughts. “Well, remember that pidge what gave th’ Arch Priestess the Deathbell disease?”
“Yes.”
“Someone wanted her and all the Blades dead. Now, someone, maybe th’ same someone, is tryin’ to make it out that th’ Arch Priestess is crooked. Sellin’ pidges and skellies fer sex. Tryin’ to make it so people don’t trust her. Ya ken me meanin’?”
Shirin’s gaze hardened, and she nodded slowly. “Yes, I think I do.” She put her hand on Ailith’s shoulder and squeezed. “Ailith. There’s a reason the Goddess brought you to us, and I’ve come to believe that your insight….” Shirin recognized the narrowed eyes and slightly cocked head as Ailith’s way of trying to suss out the meaning of a word. “Your unique way of looking at things is one of those reasons. Never keep your suspicions to yourself. I want, no, I expect you to bring them to me, just like you did today.”
Blushing at the unexpected praise, Ailith nodded once. “Aye, Commander.”
Shirin patted her shoulder a last time. “Good Lass. I’ve raised a lot of Blades, and you’re going to be one of the best.” Ailith had lowered her gaze to her boots, and Shirin put her knuckles beneath her chin and raised it until they were looking into each other’s eyes. “Believe it, Ailith. I do.”
“I’ll try me best, Commander. Thanks. And…” she shrugged, “…well, just thanks is all.”
“Go on back to the healer’s room and help out where you can.”
“Aye, Commander.” She hesitated, “Um, Prime Geller told me to wait near th’ stairs down below in case Senior Guardian Terrowyn needed somethin’.”
Confirming a change of orders with someone who hadn’t given the previous order was something most shivs found difficult to remember. Usually, they were so nervous about receiving an order that they just saluted and ran off to follow the new command. Shirin was glad to see Ailith had been in the military long enough to know she needed to clarify which order to follow. “I wasn’t aware of that. Return to your post, then.”
Ailith came to attention and saluted before hurrying to the bottom of the stairs to wait.





CHAPTER 7
  
T errowyn called out from between the boxes, “Kara. Come to th’ opening.”
Kara stepped forward, along with Shirin, who wanted to hear what was said. Because Ghost was so important to one of their Senior Guardians, both she and Sábria had taken an interest in her as well.
Kara stopped at the opening and peered in. “Hello, Ghost.”
Ghost took a hesitant step back toward the box, and Terrowyn stopped her. “No. I said no knife. If ya grab fer the knife while th’ healer’s here, I’ll have to stop ya. And neither of us wants that. Aye?”
Nodding, Ghost replaced her foot where it had been moments before.
A good-natured, cheerful smile lit Kara’s face; a smile made all the brighter by the dark face surrounding the dazzling set of bright, white teeth. “I know you. You’re the imp that tosses pebbles down onto my head whenever you see me snacking on an apple.” Knowing skellies didn’t like people’s full attention locked onto them, Kara turned her attention to Terrowyn. “I swear, I haven’t been able to finish an entire apple since your skelli discovered I bring them to snack on.”
Resting her hands on her hips in mock disapproval, Terrowyn glowered at the girl. “Ya what? Wait’ll I get my hands on ya.”
Ghost grinned and playfully cuffed the side of her head.
“That’s right. Now, here’s yer slice fer lettin’ the healer come.” She held out half a slice, which Ghost immediately stuffed in her mouth, barely chewed, and swallowed.
“Ach. How many times do I have to tell ya to eat slow?” Terrowyn turned to Kara to explain Ghost’s actions. “I never understood why she gulps her food down quick like a dog until I saw a nint and skelli grab another skelli after she’d put some food in her mouth. They pried her jaws open and scooped out th’ food so they could eat it instead.”
Kara nodded, “These children are starving in the Codpiece.”
“Aye, but do ya remember when we tried to put pots of stew and such out for ‘em? They wouldn’t come because they thought it was a trap. Anyway.” Terrowyn looked at Ghost. “Ya have two choices.” She held up a finger and began speaking very slowly so Ghost could understand. “One. Ya move past me, so I’m between you and th’ knife.”
Ghost’s brows descended, but she waited to hear the rest.
“Or, we all go out in th’ room where the healer can check ya. You can stay closest to th’ openin’ so yer closest to yer knife. Which will it be?” Thinking it would be easier to check her out in the open, Terro held up a slice of apple. “If ya go to th’ openin’, I’ll give ya a slice. Now, what’ll it be?”
By the lowered brows and pursed lips, it was easy to see Ghost didn’t like either option. Terrowyn held up the apple and raised her brows.
Ghost looked down and then back up at Terro. “Grab?” She wrapped her hand around herself as though someone was grabbing her.
“No. Ya have me word, Ghost. Nobody’ll grab ya.” She adamantly shook her head. “Nobody. Ya hear?”
Apparently believing Terro, Ghost nodded and pointed to where Kara waited at the end of the opening.
Both Kara and Terrowyn stepped out into the aisle, and Ghost hesitantly came forward.
Since she’d heard the conversation, Shirin had backed up to the stairs. She remained, though, because she’d only seen quick glimpses of the skelli and wanted to get her image locked in place in case she needed to find her for some reason.
Terrowyn saw her and explained her presence to Ghost. “My Commander’s here, too. She won’t grab ya or hurt ya. I promise.”
The two women backed further away, and a dirty face surrounded by a mop of curly brown hair peered around the corner at Shirin, who remained perfectly still. The hair was a ragged mess, but the eyes shone bright and intelligent from a skeletal-thin face. Shirin watched as the skelli slowly emerged from hiding. The sun was shining through the window now, making it possible to see. Darkness still clung to the shadows, but most of the room was visible despite the still-gloomy interior.
The girl was smaller than a normal nine-turn child, but that was to be expected. Her clothing was little more than rags, but it was the blood staining the rag covering the back of her left thigh that immediately caught her attention. Shirin glanced at Kara and Terrowyn, who’d obviously noticed the bleeding, too.
Kara smiled again. “Well, Ghost. I need to come close to look you over. Is that okay?”
Ghost pointedly looked at the apple slice in Terrowyn’s hand.
Shirin recognized rage building in the Guardian, who was staring at the blood and not looking at Ghost’s face. She decided to risk scaring the skelli because she’d heard Terro promise a slice of apple if she came out into the aisle.
“Terro.” When Terrowyn pulled her eyes away from Ghost to look at her, Shirin said as cheerfully as possible. “I believe you promised an apple slice if our little friend came out of hiding.”
Realizing her anger had distracted her, Terro forced a smile onto her face. “Ach. So I did.” She broke a slice in two and handed it to Ghost. Right before the girl grabbed it, she snatched it back. “Eat it slow.” She held it out again, and Ghost put it in her mouth and chewed while keeping feral, watchful eyes on those around her, making sure no one intended to take the food from her.
Kara repeated her question. “Can I come look at your sores?”
Terrowyn pulled out the second biscuit Geller had given her and bounced it up and down in her palm a few times. “I’m gonna have to get ya a belt pouch to keep all yer extra food in if ya keep this up.”
Ghost glanced at Shirin and then at Kara. To everyone’s surprise, she pulled off her tunic and held it close to her chest. Welts from something smaller than a belt covered her arms and back.
She wasn’t as dirty as Shirin would have guessed. “I’d thought she’d be dirtier than that.”
“The owner of one of the stables pays her a copper to clean and wash his water troughs. He lets her climb in to wash off before she scrubs out the first one.”
Kara looked back and forth between the two women. “In a horse trough? And I’m willing to bet you made some kind of deal with him to make that happen.”
Terrowyn nodded, “It’s not exactly clean water, but it’s better than nothing. It’s a cold bath, but it does th’ trick. And aye, he’s doin’ me a favor.”
Not knowing that any street urchin would bathe on a regular basis, Shirin crossed her arms and indicated Ghost with a lift of her chin. “And your skelli actually bathes? I’ve never heard of a skelli keeping…well…at least moderately clean before.”
Terrowyn grinned and nodded at Ghost. “She started a few turns back when I told her she was stinkin’ like th’ sewers. She’s a smart one, my little skelli.”
Ghost returned her grin and nodded.
Terro continued, “She carts th’ dead skellies and nints out to th’ forest and buries them, too. I’ll bet ya never heard of one doin’ that, neither.”
Shirin studied the welts on Ghosts arms, chest, and back. “Yes, I knew that from when the City Guard was trying to find out who was taking them off the trash heaps before they could be burned.”
Kara took a few hesitant steps toward Ghost, who watched her warily. “I see the welts. Looks like rope to me. But I’m most worried about your leg. Will you show me that?”
Ghost looked pointedly at the biscuit.
Terrowyn chuckled, “I forgot to give ya one fer takin’ off yer tunic, huh?” She broke off a piece of bread and came close enough that Ghost could take it from her, which she did.
Kara matched her steps to Terro’s, so she was closer as well. “Can you turn for me so I can see your back?”
Ghost did a complete circle, never taking her eyes off the healer. When she was halfway turned, she whipped her head around to keep her in sight.
“Thank you. You can put your tunic back on.” She kept her eyes on Ghost but spoke to Shirin. “I know from our clinics that people in the Codpiece aren’t comfortable taking off their clothes.” When Ghost put her tunic back on, Kara pointed to the bloody trews. “Can you show me your leg?”
Not needing the prompt this time, Terrowyn held out some bread.
When Ghost’s eyes lit with a mischievous glow, Shirin laughed quietly, “She’s got you trained, Senior Guardian.”
The affectionate way Terrowyn watched the girl worried Shirin. She’d never seen her with the skelli and hadn’t really understood the extent of her attachment. Skellies rarely lived past their tenth nameday, or at least they didn’t remain in the Codpiece much past that age. They were either caught and sold as slaves, or they began selling their bodies to put bread in their mouths. If, or rather, when that happened to Ghost, she wondered how their normally taciturn Senior Guardian would react. Shirin made a mental note to discuss the issue with Sábria. Something was going to have to be done, and soon. This incident proved that decisively.
Instead of pulling her trews down, Ghost tore the hole over the bloody patch bigger and held it open. A deep gash the length of a finger started mid-thigh and ran diagonally down her leg.
Kara pursed her lips and glanced at Terrowyn. “I’m not sure how we’ll do it, but that needs treated. If we don’t, if she lives in the sewers, sepsis will set in.”
Terrowyn glanced at Shirin, who shrugged, “Bring her to the Temple if you can. Otherwise, you may need some….” She didn’t know whether Ghost knew what sleeping herbs meant, so she raised her brows to ask the question.
“Some herbal water.” Terrowyn used the term Geller had tried earlier.
“Exactly, and that opens up a whole new set of problems when she awakens. Anyway, I’ll leave you to it. Ailith is at the bottom of the steps waiting to help you with whatever you may need.” With that, Shirin headed down to see how much more time the extra Blades, magistrates, scribes, and healers might be needed. She was anxious to get back and talk to Sábria about Ailith’s revelation and about Terrowyn and her skelli.
Terrowyn watched her go and then turned her attention back to Ghost. Squatting so she was on a level with the girl, she tried to explain what needed to happen. “Well,” she pointed to the gash, “that’s not good, little skelli.”
Ghost glanced down at her leg and then back at Terro.
“Do ya remember that nint a while back who had a cut on his arm that got infected?”
At Ghost’s blank look, Kara pitched in. “I imagine the cut got green and gooey, and…” she glanced at Terro, “he probably died?”
Terrowyn nodded.
Ghost scratched her chin and looked at her leg again.
Lowering her knee to the floor, Terrowyn tried again. “If th’ healer doesn’t fix yer leg, that’s what will happen to th’ cut, and ye’ll die.” There was no use softening her words. Skellies weren’t children to be coddled. They knew better than most the realities of life and death. “So, if ya come to th’ Temple with me and Kara, she’ll fix up yer leg proper.”
Kara’s face brightened, “And the best part is we have a lot of food in the infirmary…at the building where we treat cuts like that. And you’ll have your own bed, and if you like, we have a tub of hot water where you can soak some of that dirt off you.” Taking her cue from Terrowyn, she knelt as well, bringing her face on a level with the girl’s. “But nobody will hurt you. Do you trust Guardian Terrowyn?”
Ghost, who hadn’t understood much, understood the word trust. Terrowyn had used it enough during her life to know it meant she could count on Terro to help her. She looked into Terrowyn’s eyes and nodded.
Terrowyn knew Ghost hadn’t understood most of what Kara had said, but it would be better if she went to the Temple on her own and then woke up there instead of being drugged here and waking up in a strange place. “Ghost. Ya can’t run when we get outside. What do I do if I have to chase ya down?”
Again, the humor shone from Ghost’s eyes as she playfully cuffed herself on the side of the head.
“This is important enough that I’ll run ya down if I have to.” She held Ghost’s gaze to make sure she understood.
Ghost retreated back inside the gap and returned carrying her new knife.
Terrowyn pointed to it, “And I’m sure our armorer can find ya a sheath fer carryin’ yer knife. And I can get ya some new togs, too.” She stood and motioned for Ghost to precede her. “Just so ya know, there might be some nobs and pidges still in th’ buildin’.”
Jenx had joined Ailith at the bottom of the stairs, and they moved out of the way when they saw Ghost’s face peering out at them.
Terrowyn came up behind the girl and motioned for her to go down. She pointed at Jenx and Ailith. “You two come with us. If she runs when we get outside, we need to stop her. She has a bad cut on her leg that Kara needs to fix, and if we lose her, she’ll probably end up dead in the sewer.”
The Blade and her shiv nodded their understanding. Ailith had seen her share of wounds gone bad. She’d had to tend a tentmate who’d lain on a muddy battlefield for two days, and by the time she’d found him, his leg had swollen to two times its normal size. The odor coming from his wound had been so putrid that she’d had to set a cot outside beneath a tree to take care of him. When she’d finally found a healer to come check his wound, the man had simply shaken his head and walked away.
She looked at the little skelli and made up her mind that if she ran, she wouldn’t get away. Falling into step behind Terrowyn, Ailith glanced into every room to see how many captives still remained. She was surprised to see the noble lady who had demanded Ailith release her standing in front of Commander Shirin with her hands on her hips, berating the tired-looking Blade.
Shirin glanced over the woman’s shoulder at Ailith as she walked by and heard the woman screech, “That’s the one. I want that one punished for ignoring me. How dare she walk away when—”
The woman’s voice petered out as Ailith followed Terrowyn, Ghost, and Jenx down the stairs to the third floor. She’d just begun her descent when she heard footsteps running down the stairs from the fourth floor.
“You!”
Hearing the woman’s irritating, acidic voice behind her, Ailith silently hoped the three in front would pick up their pace. No such luck. A hand grabbed her by the back of the collar and jerked her back. Knowing it was probably the noblewoman, she didn’t react the way she normally would when accosted from behind. She simply relaxed and allowed the woman to stop her forward momentum.
The irritated voice of the Commander sounded like she was speaking through gritted teeth. “Let her go, Octavia. She has her work to do.”
“I will not! I demand she be punished for ignoring a noblewoman of Tuviste.”
Terrowyn had stopped in the middle of the staircase, staring up at the altercation.
Raising her hands to her sides, Ailith looked to Jenx, silently asking her handler what she should do. It wouldn’t be difficult to wrest the woman’s hands from her collar, but there might be a problem of a peasant attacking a visiting noble, even if that peasant was a member of Elyon’s Blades.
The Commander’s voice was cold when she repeated, “Let her go.”
The woman raised her voice several octaves and pulled harder on Ailith’s tunic. “I will not!”
An angry noblewoman screeching at a Blade was enough to frighten Ghost, who pivoted, skirted past Terrowyn, and flew down the stairs.
Terrowyn tried to snatch the skelli’s tunic but only caught a ragged piece hanging off the back. “Ghost!” She took off running after the girl with Jenx in hot pursuit.
Ailith ducked out of her tunic, left it hanging from the woman’s hand, and ran after them, wearing only her under-kirtle over her breastband and trews. One thing strong legs were good for, at least in Ailith’s case, was speed.
The other two raced out the front door of the warehouse, but Ghost was too fast for them. She used a technique that had been perfected by skellies and nints for untold generations of street rats. By the time Ailith shot out the door, Ghost had hit a garbage bin in a narrow alley and propelled herself higher on the opposite wall, where her foot landed on top of a protruding brick. That brick gave her enough purchase to kick off and just barely reach the top rim of the roof on the wall above the garbage can.
Ailith yelled at Terrowyn, who was standing by the wall looking up at Ghost. “Guardian! Boost me!”
Terrowyn had worked on the streets long enough to be quick on the uptake, and without looking around, she turned slightly and clasped her hands down by her knees. Ailith jumped and slipped her boot into Terrowyn’s hands. With a loud grunt, the Senior Guardian launched Ailith high enough that she was able to catch hold of Ghost’s knee as the girl was clambering over the edge.
Relying on one of the two women below to catch the skelli, Ailith grabbed the gutter, jerked Ghost off the roof, and released her grip on the girl. The pins holding the gutter let go, and within moments, she, too, was in an uncontrolled fall. Unfortunately, the momentum of pulling Ghost off the roof flipped her upside down. She had a heartbeat to yelp, “Fowk!” before two sets of arms stopped her with her feet in the air and her head a hair’s width from the hard cobblestone street.
“Got her?”
Ailith heard Terrowyn’s breathless question before one set of hands released her, and the other grabbed her around the waist and flipped her right side up, setting her upright on her feet. When she felt steady enough, she looked up into the Commander’s smiling brown eyes and then glanced over to see Ghost fighting both Terrowyn and Jenx.
Behind them, standing in the door to the warehouse, Octavia ordered Shirin to attend her. Surprised at the woman’s temerity, Ailith turned to stare at her. The woman’s unkempt red hair hung limply down her back. Ailith thought the lips looked cruel. Definitely haughty, but she detected a cruelness behind them she recognized after dealing so often with the unlamented Prince Ewell.
“Shirin, how dare you abandon me like that? And to leave me holding that filthy, sweaty uniform is absolutely unacceptable!”
Ailith turned back to the Commander in time to see her roll her eyes and murmur, “Fowk.” Ailith’s mouth dropped open to hear the Commander utter her signature swear word. Shirin shocked her even more by winking and tousling her hair. “Good job, Ailith. Now let’s get you dressed again, shall we?”
Nodding, Ailith glanced back at what was happening with Ghost. The child hadn’t stopped biting and kicking, so Ailith walked over, grabbed her by the hair, and reverted to her street cant to get the girl’s attention. “Oy. Caien up, ya damn fowkin’ skelli. They’re tryin’ to puff ya, so caien t’it.”
Shocked that a shiv would know street cant, Ghost froze and stared at her. Even though some of the words were from the Dreyuthan streets, enough translated so she understood Ailith’s meaning.
“There ya go. Ya can trust yer Terrowyn to puff ya, but no if’n yer skizzin wild.”
The two women set the skelli on the ground but kept hold of both arms, just in case.
Ghost snarled at Ailith and indicated the roof with a lifted chin, “Me sticker.”
Ailith surprised everyone by doing exactly as Ghost had done earlier. She jumped onto the garbage can and bounced between the two buildings, jumping higher each time she pushed off until she was able to grab the edge of the roof and pull herself over. The knife had dropped near the edge, and she nabbed it and tossed it down. She leapt down as easily as Ghost did whenever she was answering Terrowyn’s three-whistle call.
Terro was the first to recover her voice. “You were a skelli?”
Nothing about Ailith’s past bothered her. She wasn’t ashamed that she’d been a peasant, or a skelli, or a mere soldier in the Dreyuthan army. She’d survived it all, and was proud of that fact, even if others thought her past was something to look down on. “Aye. Fer two turns before th’ army came to th’ city where I were livin’.”
She glared down at Ghost. “Don’t ya never let no nobs or pidges tell ya yer nothin’ cuz yer a skelli. Yer survivin’, and most don’t. But ya got somethin’ else most don’t have.” Her eyes flicked from Ghost to the Senior Guardian and back again. “Ya got her. Don’t do nothin’ stupid, aye? Leavin’ that,” she indicated the cut on Ghost’s leg, “that’s stupid. Ye’ll die, ya skizzin’ skelli unless ya do what th’ Guardian tells ya to do.”
By this time, Commander Shirin had recovered the knife. Ghost held out her hand, but Shirin tucked the blade between her belt and trews. “You’ll get it after the healer tends to that leg of yours, not before.”
Ghost’s angry glare was deadly as Jenx and Terrowyn led her toward the Temple. When Kara, who’d squeezed past Octavia, joined them, Jenx glanced back at Ailith. “Get your tunic and meet us at the Temple.”
The Commander answered instead of Ailith, “I’ll bring her with me. I don’t want a shiv on the streets alone at this time of the morning.
Jenx called over her shoulder, “Aye, Commander. And thanks.”
Ailith started for the warehouse, but the Commander stopped her with a hand on her arm. Turning so that her back was to Octavia, she whispered, “Keep your mouth shut, Ailith, no matter what she says. I’ll handle her. Do you understand?”
“Aye, Commander.” Ailith felt she was on solid ground again now that her Commander was no longer a jovial compatriot. Friendly didn’t fit with the woman she’d come to know. At times, she’d seen the tall, muscular Commander behaving playfully around the Arch Priestess, but for the most part, she was all business when it came to dealing with Blades and shivs, and no one treated her with anything but the utmost respect.
Octavia sneered at Ailith as they approached. “Get out of here, peasant, so Shirin and I can speak in private.”
Shirin placed her arm on Ailith’s shoulders and maneuvered her around the woman. “Ailith is staying with me, Octavia. As much as you’d like this to be all about you, I have much more to attend to than your domestic problems.”
“Domestic problems?” Octavia screeched the words as she fell in behind them. “I was kidnapped and brought here against my will. How dare you suggest this has anything to do with,” she sniffed loudly, “domestic problems.”
“We found the records. I know Lord Grenlin sold you to the slavers. I can only guess the reason why.” They climbed to the third floor, where Ailith expected to find her tunic. When it wasn’t there, she turned questioning eyes on the noblewoman.
“Don’t look at me. I threw the filthy thing on the floor.”
Emlyn, one of the other shivs on deadnight shift, trotted down the stairs from the fourth floor holding the tunic. “Here. One of the lollies tried to take off with it.”
Ailith grinned and pulled it on over her head.
“Oh, that’s so disgusting.” Octavia raised her nose in the air and looked away.
Knowing she probably shouldn’t, Ailith responded anyway. “Ya don’t smell too rosy, yerself, Milady.” That earned her a hard cuff from the Commander. “Sorry, Commander. Me mouth is closed tight, now.” She rubbed her sore ear. “Hopefully.”
Shirin growled at the noblewoman. “Can we dispense with insulting my shiv?” She climbed the stairs to the fourth floor with Octavia hard on her heels.
Emlyn and Ailith decided to wait downstairs. That lasted until the Commander realized it was her fellow Tuvistian following her and not her shiv. “Ailith!”
“Aye, Commander?”
“Did I tell you to wait down there?”
“No, Commander.”
When Ailith didn’t immediately run upstairs, Shirin stepped down three steps and glared at her. “Do you need an invitation?”
“Well….” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Do ya remember how well I do around assholes?”
Emlyn sighed and went to stand next to her handler. It was always best to stand far away from Ailith whenever she was the focus of the Commander’s attention.
Shirin came the rest of the way down and stood in front of Ailith. She rested her hands on her hips, and since she was at least a head taller than the shiv, she leaned down and growled, “I remember what happened to you the last time you didn’t hold your tongue and do as you were told around an asshole.” She was referring, of course, to the time the Arch Priestess had whipped her for disobeying her when the Dreyuthan prince had come looking for Ailith.
Sighing, Ailith bowed her head.
Shirin glared a while longer to make her point crystal clear and then turned and made her way back up the stairs.
Ailith glanced sideways and grinned at Emlyn, who merely rolled her eyes. The two were polar opposites, and Ailith’s antics often grated on Emlyn’s nerves. Although Emlyn couldn’t say she enjoyed Ailith’s mischievous side, she was very glad to see it had returned in all of its aggravating glory.
When Ailith reached the top of the stairs, the Commander had already disappeared into the room the healers had taken over as their main base of operation. Ailith heard Octavia ordering people about, and she scratched her head. “Fowk.” She moved to the door and peered around the corner, hoping that would satisfy the Commander. It didn’t.
Shirin glanced over her shoulder, snapped her fingers, and pointed to the floor next to her.
Ailith obediently walked to where the Commander had pointed and stood with her hands clasped behind her back.
Octavia’s shrill screeching grated on her nerves. “Who is the Master Healer here? I need to be seen by the Master Healer immediately. And if there is none in this squalid backwater of a town, I need the senior healer. Who is the senior healer here?”
A woman brushed a strand of curly black hair out of her eyes and sighed. She wore the distinctive healer’s maroon and grey checked tunic, and she swiveled around, keeping hold of the bandage she was winding around a lolli’s arm. The lolli’s wrists were bloodied and scabbed over. She must have been shackled for quite a long time for them to have been rubbed raw and then partially healed,
Assuming that the healer’s movement meant she was in charge, Octavia pulled herself to her full height and crossed her arms. “I demand you see to me, now.”
Sinda looked to the Commander, who calmly said, “Healer Sinda will finish treating that woman first, Octavia, and if there are no others who are critical enough to be seen right away, she’ll see to you.”
Giving the Commander a grateful look, Sinda returned to wrapping the lolli’s wrist.
Octavia rounded on Shirin. “How dare you prioritize that filthy gutter rat over a noble of the Tuvistian aristocracy?”
Ailith lowered her chin and scratched her forehead. She heard someone mutter, “Fowk,” but it wasn’t until the Commander slowly turned her head in her direction that Ailith realized the word had come from her own mouth. She flinched, expecting a cuff on the head. “Sorry, Commander. It just slipped out like bad gas, ya know? I didn’t know it was comin’.”
Octavia marched over and poked Ailith in the chest. “You keep your mouth shut, you filthy —”
“Enough, Octavia! I’ve had enough of you throwing your weight around. You’re in my city, and you’ll be a guest in my Temple, but you will not abuse my Blades or my trainee shivs.”
Octavia sniffed and looked down her aristocratic nose at Ailith. “Shivs? Shivs? What kind of a stupid name is that? What’s a shiv, anyway?
Not wanting any part of this battle, Ailith rocked back and forth on her heels, waiting for the Commander’s response.
The Commander narrowed her eyes and glared at the woman. She turned and called over her shoulder, “Killian.”
The sound of Killian, Emlyn’s handler, jogging up the stairs reached Ailith moments before she saw the woman’s wavy black hair framing a full, friendly face. Her warm hazel eyes searched the room, and when they came to rest on the Commander, she pulled herself upright and asked, “Aye?”
“Find Prime Geller and ask her to report to me immediately.”
Killian brought her fist to her chest and hurried back down the stairs.
Shirin grabbed Octavia’s arms and dragged her from the room.
Not sure whether she should follow, Ailith hesitantly stepped to the door and saw Shirin push Octavia against the wall. She didn’t use nearly as much force as she would with one of her Blades, but the sentiment was definitely the same. Leaning in until their faces nearly touched, Shirin growled, “Octavia, this is your last warning. Keep your opinions and your nobility to yourself.” She must have sensed Ailith standing in the doorway because she glanced her way and hiked her thumb over her shoulder. “Inside.”
Ailith muttered to herself, “I wish ya’d make up yer fowkin’ mind.” She stepped back into the room and heard, “What was that?”
Ailith stuck her head back around the corner. “Nothin’ at all, Commander.” She retreated back into the room and took up a post next to the door.
Sinda smiled over at her. “I’ve never seen anyone push the Commander quite as far as you do, Ailith. I’m surprised your back isn’t raw from the flat of her sword.”
Ailith squeezed her shoulders together and realized that with the exception of Geller’s painful reminder during their search, she hadn’t received the flat of anyone’s blade across any part of her body in quite a while. “Aye, well, I think I must be comin’ due. I hope not, but that poxy, noblewoman might just prove my undoin’.”
“I think while the Commander is dealing with Lady Octavia, you should keep your thoughts to yourself.”
The Commander came through the doorway alone this time. “Some very good advice, Ailith. I suggest you follow it.”
At least, Ailith had thought the Commander was alone, but when Shirin came further into the room, she could see that she was holding onto Octavia’s arm in a none-too-gentle grip. Even though Octavia’s petulant look and pouty mouth amused Ailith, she pursed her lips and looked down at the ground, trying very hard not to smile.
Pulling Octavia to a short box inside the room, Shirin unceremoniously pushed her down onto it.
Octavia’s eyes narrowed, and she snarled, “How dare you treat me like a commoner. Just wait until King Aloric hears how you treated a Tuvistian noble.”
That caught Ailith’s attention. She wondered if Octavia was friends with the portly Emperor. It was more probable that she was just using his name to get Shirin to treat her better. Ailith parked herself next to the door and stood at rest, her legs shoulder width apart with her hands clasped behind her back.
When Geller arrived, Shirin pointed to the remaining captives and healers. “You’re in charge. I have to return to the Temple. I’m taking Ailith with me since Jenx is there with Ghost and Terrowyn.”
“Aye, Commander.”
The Commander pointed to Octavia. “You. With me.”
Octavia’s brows rose on her eggshell-white face like two broken branches jutting up from a snow-covered canopy. “Don’t you speak to me as though I’m one of your people, Shirin Dorin Burchard. I grew up playing in the same castle as you, and you will not—”
By that point, Shirin had made it to the door, and Ailith jumped when the Commander’s fist slammed into the hardwood, sending a loud bang echoing throughout the building.
Ailith leaned back to peek behind the door to see if the knob had put a hole in the wall. Seeing that it had, she studied the Commander’s fist and made a mental note never to get her angry enough to use it on her. She whispered, “Okay, then.”
The Commander’s face had turned a mid-range burgundy, and her jaw muscles were jumping as she stared at the door, trying to get her temper under control.
Octavia must have realized she’d gone a step too far because she very primly stood and flounced out.
Shirin pulled in a long breath and glared at Ailith, who immediately averted her eyes. The Commander spoke in a dangerous, quiet growl. “Okay, then, what?”
Swallowing hard, Ailith shrugged. “Okay, then, Ailith, don’t get th’ Commander mad enough to punch ya in th’ face with those fists.”
Shirin dropped her forehead onto her fingers and rubbed her temple. Before long, one side of her mouth lifted slightly. “More good advice.” She caught and held Ailith’s gaze. “But remember, Ailith. The only reason I’d ever punch you or any other Blade is if they’re attacking the Arch Priestess or one of my people.” She waited for Ailith to acknowledge her words, which she did with a nod. “Follow me, and remember, keep your mouth shut.”
Ailith fell in behind the Commander. “Mouth shut. Got it.” She trudged through the back streets and alleys after them, tired from a long night’s work and hungry because she hadn’t had time to eat. Her stomach growled when they neared Market Square, where the smells of the bakeries assaulted her senses.
Shirin must have heard the gurgling because she pulled a copper out of her pocket and flipped it back to her. “Get yourself a meat pasty. You earned it.”
Octavia turned and snarled at her fellow Tuvistian. “You’d feed the peasant before you’d feed an old friend?”
Ailith glared at the woman and growled a low sigh. “Look. A copper’s enough fer three pasties, Milady. Do ya want one?”
“From these filthy bakeries? Not if my life depended on it.”
Shirin held up two fingers, letting Ailith know she’d like one even if her poxy noble friend didn’t.
Ailith left to find Master Oline, who made the best pasties in Sarlogne. She returned in time to see Octavia veering off down a side street. Shirin followed, but it was obvious to Ailith she was reluctant to do so.
“Commander.”
Shirin paused long enough for Ailith to jog up and hand her a pasty. When Octavia and Shirin ducked inside a dressmaker’s shop, Ailith stopped, turned, and leaned against the wall next to the shop’s only window. The sill extended past the actual opening, and she hiked her foot up and hooked her heel over its edge. The window was slightly open, and she overheard the two women arguing over who was going to pay for the most expensive dress in the shop.
“I can’t present myself to the King or the Arch Priestess in rags, Shirin, and I obviously don’t have any coin. You’ll pay for it until Lord Grenlin comes for me. He’ll repay you handsomely.”
“Step back into reality, Octavia. Lord Grenlin isn’t coming for you, and you don’t need the most expensive dress in the shop.”
“I am a countess, and you’d do well to remember that. A countess wears a certain quality of dress, and I’ll accept no less than what I deserve.”
“You’re a refugee now, and you’ll wear what I give you.”
Glancing through the window, Ailith saw Shirin pull a very plain, off-white dress from a hanger and shove it into Octavia’s chest.
With a pouty lift of her chin, Octavia handed a fancy pink gown back to the seamstress, angrily grabbed the dress from Shirin, and disappeared into a back room.
When Shirin looked out the window to see where Ailith had gotten to, Ailith quickly looked away and popped the last of the pasty into her mouth. Pulling out her knife, she began cleaning her fingernails, hoping the Commander wasn’t going to ask her to come inside. Ailith had never worn a dress in her life and hated going into places where the women took one look at her and knew she was beneath their notice. That was just fine with her because she had very little time for them as well.
Before long, Octavia came flouncing out the door in the new dress, and since she could see the Temple tower from where they were standing, she made a beeline toward it.
When Shirin stepped into the doorway, she was stuffing her coin purse back into her belt pouch. She ignored Ailith, and when she started after Octavia, Ailith obediently fell in behind.
Instead of turning into the Temple gates, Octavia headed straight for the castle.
Shirin stopped and watched her go. Without looking at Ailith, she said, “You go in and get some rest.”
Not needing to be told twice, Ailith hurried inside to grab some more breakfast before heading for her bed.





CHAPTER 8
  
G host had just fallen asleep from Kara’s potion when the bell in the city’s clock tower sounded eight times. As she stared down at the sleeping skelli, Terrowyn cocked her head, trying to remember why that time of day should mean something to her. Usually, that was her time to unwind in the dining hall with some good reading. Other Blades knew that a book in her hands was her signal that she wasn’t interested in their company, and, for the most part, they left her alone.
It had been a long night, and she hadn’t gotten a single moment to grab a bite to eat. Unfortunately, they’d determined there was no way Ghost would allow a healer anywhere near the gash on her leg with a needle and thread, so she’d given the little skelli her first taste of extremely watered-down raspberry juice with caneleid powder mixed in. It wasn’t until she’d drunk it down that Terro had explained she’d start to feel sleepy, and in fact, the child had fallen asleep before she’d finished the explanation.
Kara took the cup out of Ghost’s hands. “Don’t worry. She’s so small and undernourished I expected the herbs to affect her quicker than most. I want to give her a little while to make sure she’s completely under before I sew her up.”
The combination of seeing Kara and hearing the bells clicked in Terrowyn’s mind. She’d promised to bring Kara to the stables to meet Master Erlong and his son, Heben. “I almost forgot.” Terro glanced around to make sure they were alone. “I stopped in at th’ cooper’s shop last night. The owner, Master Erlong, is as old as dirt, and his son’s set to take over buildin’ th’ barrels. Well, th’ clumsy nob stepped off th’ loft four days past and buggered his arm. They don’t have coin for a healer and….”
Kara hissed, “Terro, you didn’t.” She angrily looked around the infirmary and then grabbed Terrowyn’s arm and pulled her out into the hall. “I can’t treat a nob inside the Temple and I can’t treat them outside except on the days we set up in the codpiece.”
Sighing, Terrowyn ran a hand through her hair, “Look, ya ken as well as I do that if th’ lad has to wait ‘til ya set up yer clinic, th’ bone’ll start to heal, and th’ nob’ll be crippled for life. Who’s gonna help th’ old man, then, eh? And we’ll have another crippled beggar turned thief on our hands. Please, Kara. At least take a look at him. They’re delivering some barrels to th’ stables right about now.”
Kara glanced back into the infirmary. “She’ll be out for quite a while. I can at least take a look at the arm, but….” She shook her head and stopped a junior healer just entering the room. “Jili, would you watch that skelli for a bit? I just gave her some caneleid powder, and she won’t wake up before I get back. I’ll be down at the stables if you need me.”
When the woman nodded, Kara indicated Terrowyn should go first. “If I get into trouble over this, don’t come to me the next time you get a belly ache from eating at that disgusting tavern on the edge of the Codpiece.”
Breaking the rules wasn’t something the Senior Guardian ever worried about. She was the one who punished rule breakers, not the other way around. The thought of being caught squeezed her tripes into sour clumps of acidic goo, and she privately thought she might need Kara’s cure for a belly ache sooner rather than later.
Unfortunately for Terro, right at that moment, Sábria was standing at her window trying to come up with a creative solution for handling a former Blade and a former shiv currently serving time in her detention facility. As she stared down at the center of the Temple courtyard, where a statue of Elyon embracing a warrior rose majestically above all Her people, she noticed Terrowyn and Kara leave the infirmary, cross the courtyard in front of the dining hall, and walk into the breezeway leading to the stables. They’d taken Ghost in for treatment, and she found it puzzling that they’d leave the skelli alone and even more curious as to why a healer and Senior Guardian would need to visit the horses.
“Perfect excuse to get out of here for a while, my girl.” Smiling to herself, she pushed her chair under her desk and left through the rear door of her office. The back stairs led to a gate in the garden that surrounded the Citadel. She stepped through it and then walked along the short, covered passageway until she came to a second gate that opened onto the breezeway to the stables.
There she found the stablemaster, Kemi Leernan, inspecting two barrels with the master cooper standing nearby. Sábria walked over and smiled at the old man, whom she’d known since her time as a young Blade. “Master Erlong. I haven’t seen you in ages.” She knew something was wrong when the normally friendly man looked up and turned grey at her approach.
He pulled his wool cap from his head and held it in front of his chest. Normally, the man would have immediately bowed at her approach. Instead, he stood blinking at her with round owlish eyes, trying to say something yet seemingly totally incapable of speech.
“Are you feeling unwell? Do you need a healer?”
That seemed to pull him out of whatever shock her arrival had caused. He said louder than necessary, “Lady Sábria. I’m…I mean…I didn’t expect to see you this morning.” He sketched a deep bow, and when he straightened, he glanced over his shoulder and then, realizing he shouldn’t have, quickly looked back at the Arch Priestess.
Sábria had dealt with Blades, commoners, and nobles long enough to know when someone was worried that she would discover something going on that was either against the rules, unethical, or, quite often, just plain stupid. She stepped to the gate he’d glanced at and looked into the stall, where she found Terrowyn and Kara standing with the same owlish expressions plastered on their faces. Behind them, she saw a pair of men’s boots, but the two women were standing so close together she couldn’t see the man attached to them. “Terro? Do you have something you’d like to tell me?”
Closing her eyes and growling at her stupidity, Terro nodded. “Yes, Milady. And Kara knew nothing about this. This was all my idea, and I’m sorry.”
“Sorry for?”
Terro stepped aside, allowing Sábria to see Master Erlong’s son, Heben, holding an obviously painful broken arm close to his chest.
Sábria stepped forward. “It’s Heben, isn’t it? What happened?”
The young man’s forehead was covered in sweat. To make up for the fact that he couldn’t let go of his injured arm to pull off his cap, he lowered himself onto one knee and bowed his head. “Milady Sábria. I shouldn’t of come. Me da said it were th’ only way, but I knew it were wrong. F…fergive, me please, Milady. With yer leave, we’ll be on our way.”
He looked up with such pleading eyes that she motioned for him to stand. “Stand up, Heben, if you can, and tell me what happened to your arm.”
Behind her, Master Erlong said, “Milady. It weren’t Senior Guardian Terrowyn’s fault. It were mine—”
Sábria held up her hand. “I don’t care who’s responsible. I want to know what happened to Heben’s arm. Terrowyn, did you break it?”
Terrowyn’s brows rose into her bangs. “No, Milady! Goddess no! Heben fell out of their loft and broke his arm, but they don’t have enough coin fer a healer, and Kara won’t have her clinic in th’ Codpiece fer days yet. Heben is Master Erlong’s assistant, well, and his son, and with a cocked-up arm, he won’t be able to take over th’ Brown Barrel. I thought…” She realized she was babbling, something that never happened, and she shut her mouth and looked at the ground.
Sábria had never seen Terro so nervous before, but she understood that for a woman who never broke the rules, being caught doing so by the Arch Priestess was both disgraceful and humiliating. It was because she was such a stickler for rules that Terrowyn was one of the Temple’s best Senior Guardians when it came to training new shivs. She was hard on them, but shivs who trained under her almost always survived to become Blades. That was the main reason she’d wanted Ailith in her squad. “So, you asked Kara to look at his arm?”
“Yes, Milady.”
Hearing the shame in her Blade’s voice had Sábria taking hold of Terro’s arm. “We’ll discuss this later, but for now…” she turned to Kara, “…can you set the arm?”
Blushing furiously, Kara nodded, “I can. I’ll need some wraps from the infirmary, and I need to sew up Ghost’s leg wound first.”
Sábria looked down at the ground and thought for a moment. There was too much at stake here for everyone involved for her to make a hasty decision. Everyone was watching her as she stepped to the side so she could look at both men. “No, if we open that door, it would be difficult to close it again. We don’t treat injured men within Elyon’s Temple. Master Erlong, how much silver did the healer’s guild want for setting the arm?”
The old man wrung his cap and shook his head. “Four silvers, Milady. I just don’t—”
Sábria held up a hand to silence him again. “Four silvers? No wonder the nobs and pidges in the Codpiece can’t afford a healer.”
“Milady, we—”
She only had to raise her brows and cock her head to silence him this time. When the cooper stopped midsentence, she reached into her belt pouch and produced four silver coins. “While we can’t heal men here at the Temple, neither can we turn our backs on the good, honest members of the community we live in. Take this with Elyon’s blessing, and please, tell no one where you got the coin.”
Tears overflowed the old man’s face as he fell to both knees. “Bless you, Milady. We’ll pay you back somehow. I swear it.”
Motioning to the barrels he’d brought with him, Sábria smiled, “Perhaps free barrels for a full turn might do the trick? I know our stablemaster will be needing quite a few when she gets those new horses from Terrowyn’s family.”
The old man’s rheumy eyes brightened. With Kara’s help, he pushed to his feet. “Two barrels every season fer a full turn.” He held out his hand and was just about to spit into his palm when Terrowyn’s growl stopped him.
“Don’t you dare.”
Master Erlong froze, swallowed, and lowered his hand.
Terrowyn glared at him. “A bargain with th’ Arch Priestess is a bargain sealed. Ye’ll not insult her by spittin’ in her presence.”
His brows rose, and he nodded emphatically, “Of course. Of course. Please fergive an old man th’ habits of a lifetime, Milady Sábria. And thank ya again. Ya saved my boy’s life today.”
Sábria returned the coin purse to her belt pouch. “Nothing to be forgiven, old friend. Only remember, neither of you will tell anyone where the coin came from. Understood?”
Both men nodded and kept their hats in their hands as they backed out of the stall, keeping their faces to Sábria as they would to the priests and priestesses of any of the lessor religious orders in Cibía.
Deciding it was easier to let them go than try to explain why that wasn’t necessary within the Temple of Elyon, Sábria waited until they were out of earshot and turned to her two senior temple residents. “Kara, did I hear you say you still need to sew up Ghost’s wound?”
“Yes, Milady.”
“Then, I’m going to assume you were simply offering an educated opinion as to the severity of Heben’s broken arm. You’re free to return to the infirmary.” Sábria noticed the look that passed between Terrowyn and Kara. “Don’t worry, Terro. You’ll join her shortly. I don’t think Kara will start without you.”
Kara nodded again. “No, Milady. I’ll wait in the infirmary until Blade Terrowyn arrives.”
After she’d left, Terrowyn, whose shame was evident in the red hue suffusing her cheeks, crossed her arms and stared at the ground. This was atypical behavior for the Senior Guardian, and Sábria rested a hand on the muscular arm. “Next time, come to me when you have a problem that you’re unsure how to handle. The world’s not black and white, Terro. I understand that, but we can’t pick and choose which rules to abide by and which to set aside. You’re better than that. Look at me, please.”
The muscle in Terrowyn’s jaw jumped, but she forced herself to look into her Arch Priestess’ eyes.
“I know you’ll punish yourself more than I ever would. I’m not ashamed of you. I’m proud that you saw a need and tried to help. To be honest, in you, I see that as growth instead of failure. Sometimes your harsh, standoffish personality keeps you from opening up to others in need.” She smiled. “But since taking care of others outside of your normal work duties isn’t a muscle you use very often, come to me or Geller or Shirin the next time the mood strikes. Just to bounce your idea off one of us. Maybe together, we’ll come up with a solution that won’t include breaking Temple rules.”
There was only one person who could make Keavey Terrowyn blush, and that was her Arch Priestess. Knowing she was as red as an overripe tomato, she pulled her arms in tighter across her chest and nodded. “Yes, Milady. And…thank you. Fer not beatin’ th’ shite out of me fer bein’ such a fool and fer th’ help ya gave Heben. I’ve known him a long time, and he’s a good lad.”
“Yes, he is. And I haven’t punished you in turns and hopefully never will again. Now, shall we go see to your little skelli?” She’d been concerned about Terrowyn’s attachment to a skelli that probably wouldn’t survive more than a few more turns, and she decided she needed to see the problem for herself before a solution could be found for both Terrowyn and for her little Ghost.





CHAPTER 9
  
T he healer hall, one of the most beautiful buildings in the Temple, consisted of three main wings on the first floor and a small dormitory on the second. All three wings branched off a central, arched hallway that glowed a vibrant orangish-yellow from braziers attached at regular intervals. Intricately carved ivory-colored columns rose from the floor to the ceiling’s curved, stained glass windows.
As Sábria stepped through the door into the hall, the light from three cheerful fires at the very end of the hallway greeted her. Two of the fires sat in raised, recessed alcoves on either side of the main circular fireplace. The highly polished grey granite floor reflected the fire’s light in three elongated yellow orbs. The architectural design of their healer’s hall was truly a delight to behold.
She and Terrowyn turned into the first wing on the right, where three healers, including Master Haria, were standing around Ghost’s bed. The room was set up to treat acute wounds as opposed to the second wing, where warriors stayed while they recuperated from their injuries. Only twenty beds occupied the acute care room, with the remainder taken up by three bathing tubs, two surgical tables, and a great many cabinets holding whatever medical instruments or herbal remedies might be needed at a given time.
The three women were speaking in hushed tones. The Master Healer placed a hand on Ghost’s forehead and used her thumb to lift one of the skelli’s eyelids.
Terrowyn jerked to a stop and then rushed to the bed. “What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”
Sábria followed at a more sedate pace. Although her heart always went out to the skellies and nints living in the Codpiece, she was more concerned for her Blade than she was for Ghost. Shirin had mentioned her concern about Terrowyn’s feelings for the child, but because of the Senior Guardian’s choice of living a solitary life despite the fact that she made her home in a fairly crowded Temple, Sábria hadn’t been too concerned over the news. Terrowyn had a few close friends, but she’d never formed a lasting partnership bond with any of them.
The near panic on Terrowyn’s face when she’d seen the healers clustered around the bed made Sábria realize Shirin had been right on the mark. Thinking back to when Terrowyn had found the babe lying in the sewage-filled gutter, she wondered if some type of maternal bonding had happened when she’d rescued the otherwise doomed infant.
Surely the bond couldn’t go both ways, could it? From all she’d heard, the skelli was as feral as they came. There’d been a reason Terrowyn had started calling her Ghost. Over the turns, Sábria had overheard other Blades talking about rare sightings of the skelli, and even then, they only glimpsed her in the dark of the night. More recently, in the last turn or so, they’d talked about Terrowyn luring the skelli in with food, and some even said the chit had no speech or vocabulary. How, then, could gruff, taciturn Terrowyn open her heart to such a wild, untamed child?
Approaching the bed, Sábria overheard Kara reassuring Terrowyn.
“She’s fine, Terro. I asked Lady Haria to make sure I gave Ghost the correct dose of Canelein since she has no fat on her body.”
Lady Haria straightened and clasped her hands in front of her stomach. “I’d say you mixed the correct amount, Kara. I would expect no less. I think while the skelli is unconscious, though, it would be a good idea to remove her clothes and look for other injuries that you may have missed.”
“No!” Terrowyn shook her head vehemently. “I don’t think,” she shook her head a second time, “I think that would be a violation of….” Her head started to ache, and she rubbed her temples, unsure how to express what she was trying to say. When she supervised other Blades, the last thing she’d ever do was explain why she’d given an order. Either they obeyed, or they felt the flat of her sword. Easy enough. But explaining her feelings to others was something totally foreign to her. Gods’ balls, the idea of having feelings was totally foreign to her, for that matter.
Sábria had known Terrowyn since the woman had first arrived at the Temple some twenty turns earlier. In all of that time, she’d never seen the Blade this emotionally unsure of herself. She placed a hand on Terro’s back and calmly said, “You gave her your word that you’d protect her, and you believe that protecting her dignity is part of the trust she’s placed in you. Is that right?”
Terrowyn shot Sábria a grateful look before returning her attention to the Master Healer. “That’s exactly it, My Lady. I told her I’d protect her while she was here in th’ Temple, and I know she wouldn’t want us to take off her clothes.”
Lady Haria stared at the Senior Guardian as though she were looking at a stranger. She’d also known Terrowyn since she’d first come to the Temple, and to see her so concerned about a ragged, filthy skelli made her wonder exactly what was happening with the Blade.
She flicked a quick glance at Sábria and then returned her patient gaze to Terrowyn. “Privacy in the infirmary is different from privacy within the Temple, Terrowyn. There’s a reason I suggest taking off her clothing. Many of our patients think that they’re retaining their dignity by not exposing their bodies to strangers’ eyes, but very often, the injuries we find beneath the clothing are more significant than what we’d been led to believe. Ghost has a substantial injury to her leg, a life-threatening one if we were to leave it untreated. I believe we need to see what other injuries she might have.
Haria tried not to turn up her nose in disgust when she glanced down at Ghost’s clothes. “Along the lines of keeping that leg wound clean, perhaps we should consider outfitting her with a new set of clean tunic and trews.”
Seeing Terrowyn’s hesitation, Sábria stepped in. “If you don’t think you can make the decision, Terrowyn, I’ll be happy to make it for you. But I understand Ghost is your responsibility, and I trust you to make the correct decision. Perhaps we can limit the number of people around the bed when we remove her clothing?”
Picking up on the hint, the junior healer, Jili, immediately excused herself, saying that she had other patients to attend to.
Terrowyn knew the decision shouldn’t be such a difficult one. She made split-second decisions on deadnight shift every single time she stepped onto the streets. Life and death decisions that she never thought twice about. She realized that while she cared about the other Blades and shivs who either answered to her or who worked with her, she felt something more for Ghost.
Dismissing the idea that what she felt might be love, she forced herself to switch into Senior Guardian mode. With what sounded to her like an audible click, her thoughts ordered themselves, and she knew what needed to be done. “Of course. I’m not sure what I was thinking. Of course, we need to check to make sure she’s not hurt anywhere else. I’ll find someone to ask Mistress Dunaid if she has any togs that might fit her. I know when other skellies die here, she cleans and mends their togs so other sick or hurt sewer rats can use them. I don’t think Ghost should wear brand-new clothes, though….” She looked to Sábria for confirmation.
“You’re absolutely right. If she were to appear on the streets with a brand-new set of clean clothing, she’d be attacked and stripped naked before she got halfway back to wherever she lives.”
“The sewers. She lives on the shelves in the sewer system.”
Kara scrunched her brows. “Shelves? In the sewer system?”
Knowing Terro didn’t like explaining herself, Sábria answered the healer. “For whatever reason, when the architects designed the sewers, they built shelves halfway up the walls. There’s a shelf located in the middle of every block the sewers pass beneath, and each one spans the length of two grown men lying head-to-foot across and, let me think, it’s been a while, but if I remember correctly…” she looked to Terrowyn for confirmation, “…they run to a depth of about one man deep.”
Terro nodded distractedly.
Sábria sighed. “No wonder it was so critical for you to bring her here. And, if that’s the case, I think we’re somehow going to have to keep her here for a while. Even after Kara takes care of that leg, if she returns to the sewers, there’s no way that gash won’t become infected.”
As luck would have it, Emlyn came into the room, saluted Sábria, and bowed slightly to the Master Healer. “My Lady, Commander Shirin is looking for you, and she asked me to find you.”
“Tell her I’ll be here for a short time. Also, please see if Mistress Dunaid has some used but clean trews and a tunic that would fit Ghost, would you?”
“Of course, My Lady.”
When she’d gone, Terrowyn took hold of the waistband of Ghost’s trews and pulled them down off her legs and over bare feet.
The skelli was little more than a skeleton, which was, in fact, how the street urchins had earned that moniker in the first place. Terrowyn felt a wave of guilt wash over her. Through trial and error, she’d learned that Ghost could only keep down a small amount of food without bringing it back up.
Tamping down the guilt, she mumbled more to herself than to the others, “Every time I tried to give her more food, she’d throw it up, or I’d find her squatting in th’ sewers with green water pourin’ from her backside. I’ve tried.” Crossing her arms, she looked to the Master Healer, hoping she’d understand the problem and offer a solution. “Goddess knows I’ve tried. I just don’t know how to put meat on her bones because every time I give her anything other than biscuits and apple slices, her body rejects it.”
Lady Haria put a finger to her chin, a familiar habit to those who knew her well. “Depending on how long we’re allowed to keep her here,” she glanced at Sábria, “I can help with that. When I first became a healer, I worked in Winsal’s slums during the famine. Once the famine ended, we had to gradually reintroduce food to the populace, or their bodies would have the same reactions as your little skelli. Don’t be too hard on yourself, Terrowyn. She may look like a skeleton to you, but she’s actually healthier than a lot of the skellies that come through our doors. You’ve done well with what you have to work with.”
Feeling that she should be the one to undress Ghost, Terrowyn moved to the head of the bed, and with a grimace, she pulled the filthy rags over the child’s head.
Lady Haria pointed to a shallow tub full of water in the corner of the room. “Put her clothing in that, please. I’m sure they’re full of fleas and other little beasties that I’d rather not have running around the infirmary.
Terrowyn didn’t notice that the older woman had softened her words with a smile. She took the clothing—if you could still call the filthy rags clothing—and when she returned, Lady Haria indicated Ghost’s curly hair with a flick of her fingers. “It would also be best if we cut off her hair, but I don’t think that would be wise, given that she lives out in the elements. Head hair protects against burning from the sun, and it also holds in body heat. Especially that curly mop.”
She turned to one of the pidges working in the infirmary. “Simret.”
A girl in her early teens with blonde, shoulder-length hair gathered at the nape of her neck turned their way. Brown eyes set too wide for the thin bony face looked eagerly at the Master Healer.
“Fetch a bowl of water and have Jilli show you where the potion is for killing lice. When that’s done, bring it here, and then I want you to wash this child’s hair.”
Terrowyn shook her head. “If it’s all the same to you, Master Haria, I prefer to do it myself.” In her usual brusque manner, she turned to the pidge. “Just bring me th’ water with th’ potion mixed in, and I’ll do th’ rest.”
The pidge dipped into a slight curtsy and pulled her bangs. “Aye, Guardian.” Most of the pidges who worked at the Temple had come seeking refuge from an abusive father or husband or employer. Usually, they were relocated to different cities and set up in some type of trade where they could support themselves and their family if they had one. Occasionally though, one would have skills that were lacking within the Temple.
When the pidge left to carry out Haria’s orders, Sábria cocked her head, trying to remember where she’d come from. “Her mother is the one who does such lovely embroidery, isn’t she? The one who came to us with a broken jaw?”
Lady Haria straightened from examining the gash on Ghost’s leg. “She is. The girl seems to have a knack for tending the sick, and since one of our servants left to go to Osaron, her mother asked if Simret could take her place.” She smiled and gave Sábria a knowing look. “She’s not exactly the brightest I have working for me, but she’s enthusiastic and more than willing to help.”
Sábria had dealt with many not-too-bright women who turned out to be some of the best workers in the Temple. “There are times when dealing with those who lack intelligence is easier than trying to explain yourself to those who are too bright for their own good. I prefer a hard worker myself.”
When Simret returned with a bowl full of soapy water, she handed it to Terrowyn, who placed it on the small table next to the bed. Simret also presented her with a strangely shaped basin.
Terrowyn stared at it, wondering what she was supposed to do with it.
Simret took back the basin and knelt at the head of the bed. “If you look here, Milady, er, forgive me, if you look here, Guardian—” she blushed slightly at her gaffe and hid her face by peering beneath the bed. When Terrowyn joined her, she pointed to two parallel tracks approximately the length of her forearm.
“Huh.” Terrowyn, who’d never spent much time in the infirmary, was surprised that the bed was split into three sections. There was a shorter section at the head with hinges, then a longer portion beneath the body, and a second set of hinges separated the body portion from that beneath the lower legs. Finally, the lower leg portion was separated into two side-by-side sections, and these were also bisected by two hinges.
Simret set the strange basin on the floor. She grasped the hinged section of the bed beneath the head and lifted slightly. “If ya hold this up with yer hand, ya can pull these bars down, and then ya can lower this part. Ya put yer hand under th’ skelli’s head. Uh….” She hesitated a moment, not used to demonstrating from beneath the bed.
The Master Healer saved the day by taking a clean cloth and holding it beneath the back of Ghost’s head.
Looking inordinately relieved, Simret smiled up at the older woman. “Thank ya, Milady. I never showed naught before.” She turned back to Terrowyn. “Ya lower the head part like this, and then, look here,” indicating two parallel tracks running forward to back in the center portion of the bed. Picking up the basin, she pointed to the two prongs extending out from it, “Ya jam in th’ sticks here, until ya hear summat. That way ya know it’s locked in.” She demonstrated, pushing the basin in until there were two loud clicks.
The two women stood, and Kara grinned. “Now that you have an idea how the bed works, we changed our minds. We’re going to take her to a bathing tub where we can clean her properly and get rid of all of the fleas, not just those on her head. Judging by all these bites, she must be covered with the little beasties. Not to mention all those welts from that rope need to be cleaned as well.”
She started to slip her hands beneath Ghost’s back and legs, but Terrowyn stopped her. “I’ll do it.”
Kara pinched a portion of the healer’s gown she’d put on and shook it. “In that case, you’ll need to put one of these on over your uniform. All we need is for you to get fleas and then infect the dorm with them.”
Terrowyn blinked down at her uniform. She’d dealt with flea-infested hovels before and had no intention of ever living in one. She glanced back at Kara and shook her head, “Maybe it’s better if ya go ahead and move her then. The last thing I need is to have th’ jumpers in my togs and covers.”
Just as Kara picked up Ghost to transfer her to the tub, Shirin strode through the large square opening that led from the hallway into the critical care room.
Sábria excused herself and met the Commander halfway. “Emlyn said you were looking for me. I hope she gave you my message?”
“She did. I wanted to see how Terro’s skelli is faring, and I have a message from the palace, so I thought I’d shoot two arrows from the same bow.”
There was a slight commotion over by the tub, and the two women turned to see what was happening. Kara’s professional blank expression was firmly in place, but Terrowyn wasn’t even trying to hide her disgust. “Holy fowkin’ donkey’s balls, are those fleas jumping off her head into th’ water?” She stepped back and vigorously brushed the front of her tunic and her sleeves.
Kara held Ghost’s head above water with one hand and was massaging something into her hair with the other. “Give it a little time for the herbs to work, Terrowyn. You must have run into nobs and lollies with heads full of lice before. This stuff kills them the instant it touches them.”
“They never jumped off in entire regiments before. Look at that. The sweiven water’s full of the skizzy things.”
“That's why we have two tubs, one right next to the other. The first is for most of the dirt and crawly beasties that come off, and once the patient’s mostly clean and bug-free, we move them to the second tub.” She chuckled at the look of utter disgust on Terrowyn’s face. “We have done this before, you know. Quite a bit, actually.”
Sábria grinned at the back of Terrowyn’s head and started for the hallway. When Shirin joined her, she put her hand on her back. “It seems the Goddess has Terrowyn in her sights this turn as far as providing her with personal growth opportunities. Keep an eye on her for the next several days, will you? And tell Ursuna to do the same. I’ve never seen her quite so off-balance before. Good call on that, by the way.”
When Shirin nodded, Sábria continued, “Now, what’s the message from the palace?”
“I didn’t open it, but it has Lord Dunham’s seal on it. I’m afraid it might have something to do with Octavia, but I have no way of knowing.”
“How much of a problem is your old playmate going to be, anyway? Do you think she’ll make trouble with Aloric? That’d be all we need with his meddling in Temple business.”
Shirin looked down at the cobblestones and scuffed a toe over one as they walked. “I wish I could say not, but she was spoiled by her parents and then doubly spoiled by her husband. My only guess is he got tired of her petty, pouty ways and got rid of her to bring in a newer, more pleasant model.”
“Goddess bless, that’s all we need. Well, show me the message, and we can go from there.”
Shirin stepped aside to allow Sábria to enter the Citadel first. “I left it on your desk. After you, My Lady.”
The two women nodded at the guard on the door and climbed the stairs to Sábria’s office.





CHAPTER 10
  
A ilith slept longer than usual, and the dinner bell had just rung when she stepped out for her daily run. Her previous master, Lady Knight Isobel, had gotten her back into the habit of a daily run before she’d returned to Dreyutha several full moons earlier. Running accomplished two things for Ailith. First, if there was any residual stress left over from the previous night’s work, the run allowed her to think and work through her problems or concerns.
The second benefit was simply the physical aspect of keeping in shape. When she’d been with the Dreyuthan Army, she’d run into the mountains and up the hills building strong leg muscles and healthy lungs. Since there weren’t any mountains nearby, she’d taken to running the city’s perimeter, lengthening the distance a little each day.
She carried her sword and knives not only to add extra weight but also because of the realities of a single woman running alone through the city’s streets. Often, other Blades joined her, and at times four or five of them could be seen running down alleys and past the docks, gradually increasing their pace until they were racing back to the Temple to see who would be the first to fly through the gates and into the inner courtyard.
That evening, she found herself running alone. Because she’d overslept, she’d gotten a late start and was having to run faster than normal to get back to the Temple before the gates closed. Ever since she’d learned that shivs weren’t allowed out of the Temple after dark unless accompanied by their handlers, she’d made it a point to get back in time.
Just as she thought she’d need to cut the final leg of her run short, she happened to catch a glimpse of what she thought might be a woman in an off-white dress hurrying down an alley. She ran a few more paces, thinking, “No, it couldn’t be,” before stopping and backing up several steps. She stared down the narrow lane and barely caught sight of the woman as she disappeared around a corner.
Knowing what she needed to do and hating herself for it, she altered course and jogged after her. “Please, Goddess, don’t let it be her.” She repeated the mantra several times over until she rounded the corner and saw that it was, indeed, Octavia hurrying down the streets.
She considered leaving her be, but it appeared the noblewoman was heading to the docks. Unfortunately, the only way to get there from this street was to travel directly through the Codpiece. “Fowk.”
That part of the lower quarter was no place for a single woman, let alone one of noble birth. Ailith looked around, searching for a gloaming shift Blade, but there was none to be found. Growling quietly, she ran after Octavia, catching her just as she rounded another corner.
Tears streamed from the noblewoman’s eyes, and when she saw Ailith, her grief morphed into the same haughty anger she’d displayed in the warehouse. She bared her teeth and growled, “Get away from me, you filthy peasant.”
“Believe me, I wish I could. But it’s no safe for ya out here alone. Ya need to come back to th’ Temple with me, and then, if ya still want to go to th’ docks, just talk to th’ Commander about havin’ someone on gloamin’ shift bring ya there. Or I can take ya when I start th’ deadnight shift. I’m sure Jenx won’t mind.”
“Do you actually think I’d let Shirin lord it over me that the King refused me entrance to his palace? Me? Lord Grenlin’s wife? One of the most powerful men in Tuviste? Well, that’s not going to happen. Shirin would love it. I can just hear her saying, “I told you so,” as soon as I walk through those gates.” She flipped her hand in Ailith’s face. “Get away from me.”
Not willing to let this woman’s stupidity kill her, Ailith followed her down to the docks, searching the whole time for a Blade or for someone she could send back to the Temple for Commander Shirin.
She followed Octavia from ship to ship and Captain to Captain as the woman demanded they give her passage to Tuviste. The ships were moored on either side of the dock, and the haughty noblewoman crossed and recrossed the wooden boardwalk as she moved from one behemoth to the next, ordering mostly drunken sailors to fetch their masters.
When the sea captains emerged, the woman promised each one that Lord Grenlin—the same Lord Grenlin Commander Shirin said had sold her into captivity—would pay them well for her return. Not surprisingly, no one was willing to grant her free passage home.
Finally, Ailith saw one of the nints she’d befriended while working deadnights with Jenx. Befriended might be too strong a word. She gave the lad food, a biscuit here or pasty there, in exchange for whatever intelligence he could provide. He was small for his age, not unusual for a Codpiece orphan. His ears stuck out of his unruly shock of brown hair, and dull, brown eyes sat too close to his round, snub nose.
She motioned him over, and when he ran up, she pulled a copper from her pocket. She held it between two fingers. “This is yers if ya run to th’ Temple Gate and tell th’ guard Ailith says that Commander Shirin needs to come to th’ docks.”
The nint grabbed for the coin, and Ailith tucked it into her palm “Ye’ll get this when ya come back with th’ Commander, not before.”
The boy wiped his nose on the back of his hand and scrunched up his brows as he tried to remember what she’d said. “I’m t’ fie t’ th’ Temple and squawk t’ th’ Blade what’s guardin’ th’ gate that….” He looked at her questioningly.
“Ailith.”
“Ailith wants th’ Command’a to fie t’ th’ docks.”
Ailith knew that that was the best she’d get out of the lad, and she nodded and pocketed the coin. “Like I said, ya get this when ya return with th’ Commander.” The lad nodded and ran off.
Octavia had made it to the last of the six ships, and she was making her way back now, arguing with the captains a second time. Most of them turned and walked up their gangplanks before she arrived, and the two times she stepped foot on the base of the plank to follow them onboard, the captains ordered their swabbies to pull it up into the ship while she was still balancing on the wobbling end.
After the last captain threatened to throw her to the sharks, Ailith tried again. “Milady, th’ sun will be down soon, and these docks get dangerous after dark. At least come back to th’ Market Square where we can find some Blades to protect ya. I’ll protect ya all I can, and I’m gonna stay with ya until I can get ya somewhere safe. But ya need to come with me.”
The wide dock bisected the six sailing ships, three on each side, and Octavia walked to the end and stared out over the sea.
Ailith accompanied her, trying to persuade her to return to the Temple. She rolled her eyes when the tears started again. It wasn’t that she was uncomfortable with tears. The Goddess only knew how many soldiers she’d held while they cried out their loss and grief. But she didn’t like this woman and was finding it difficult to care about her one way or another. Despite that, Ailith chanced a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Milady, it’ll be okay. Why don’t —”
Octavia spun and slapped her arm away, glaring at her like she would a bug swimming in her Chiaretto wine. “Don’t you dare touch me. You’re nothing but a filthy gutter rat. I could have you put to death in my country, and when my husband sends for me, his people will kill you for putting your grimy hands anywhere near my dress.”
Ailith held her hands up. “Fine. I won’t touch. But look around. There’s sailors and trib runners starin’ at ya, just waitin’ for me to leave. And don’t think they’ll be gentle, neither. They won’t treat ya like a lady. They’ll hike up yer dress and put their prick in yer—”
Octavia backhanded Ailith across the cheek hard enough to send spittle flying.
A cheer arose around the dock, and one nob shouted, “Gi’ us some more of that. Ye’ll get me prick standin’ at attention an’ I’ll be sure t’ thank ya wit’ it.” He grabbed the front of his trews and made lewd gestures at the women.
That was the first time Octavia realized there actually were hungry-looking men leering at her. The tears, which hadn’t stopped, ran off her chin and onto her dress. “Tell your Commander that this is on her. This is all her fault.” With those final words, she ran forward and plunged into the sea.
“What the fowk!” Ailith tore off her sword belt and tossed it to a swabbie she recognized from previous visits to the dock.
He caught it in midair. “I’ll keep it safe for ya, shiv.”
Ailith leapt into the water after the floundering Octavia. Because her mountain village had been close to a waterfall and fast-flowing river, all of the children had been taught to swim almost as soon as they could walk. A panicking Octavia tried to grab for her, but Ailith swam backward and away, circling the woman to try to come in from behind.
The drunken men and their lollies crowded to the edge of the dock, cheering and waving half-empty bottles as they placed bets on whether the two crazy pidges would make it back alive.
When Ailith couldn’t convince Octavia to quit grabbing for her whenever she swam close, she dove beneath the water, swam behind the flailing woman, and grabbed her around the shoulders. Using her powerful legs, she managed to drag her beneath the dock and up onto the rocky shoreline.
Octavia sputtered and gasped for air and then crumpled into a ball next to one of the pilings.
The cold water, combined with the chilly night air, made Ailith’s teeth chatter. Glaring down at the woman shivering and crying hysterically on the rocks, she grudgingly pulled off her tunic and laid it across Octavia’s shoulders. As she started for the dock, the woman’s screeching howl brought her up short. “Get this filthy rag off of me!”
Ailith turned just in time to see the malicious sneer on the woman’s face as she balled the tunic around a good-sized stone and threw it back into the ocean. Sprinting across the uneven rocks to retrieve it, Ailith stopped short when one of the bottlenose ocean jokesters hooked it around its pointed snout and swam out to the open sea. “Bring that back, ya ró múgromin bastard! I only got two tunics, ya skut-nosed, slimy-skinned asshole! Bring it back!” She waded knee-deep into the water and watched the jokester turn onto his back with a laughing glint in his eyes. He flipped over again and swam away, dragging her tunic even further out to sea. “Fowk.” She retraced her steps and glared at Octavia as she walked past.
“Serves you right for trying to put that filthy thing on me.”
Ignoring the woman’s snide remark, Ailith trudged back up the rocky shoreline to the dock, where the crowd was laughing at the jokester’s antics. She stepped behind the swabbie holding her sword and tapped him on the shoulder.
The man jumped and turned, and when he saw Ailith, a big grin spread across his face. “That were fine swimming that were. If ya ever want to quit the Blades an’ come sailing with me, yer more than welcome.”
Taking her sword from the man, she nodded her thanks.
Glancing down at her nipples, which had responded as any would after a dip in a freezing ocean and emerging into the chill night air, he chuckled and pulled off his light, linen overtunic and held it out to her. “Here. Ya don’t wanna go pokin’ any of us in th’ eyes wit’ those now, do ya?”
One of the younger bystanders called out, “She can poke me with ‘em anytime!”
The swabbie glared at th’ man. Even though he’d just made a joke at her expense, he apparently didn’t allow for it from any of his men. “Here now, she’s wit’ th’ Temple and ye’ll treat her wit’ th’ proper respect, or ye’ll take me fists up yer nose.”
The young drunkard glanced down and pulled his forelock, “Aye, Mister Bardin. Sorry. Me mouth goes off on me after I’ve had a bit ‘a drink.”
Ailith eyed her new friend. She hadn’t realized he held rank on one of the ships, and as she gratefully accepted his offering, she grinned at the drunk. “So does mine. No offense taken.”
Since most of the fun was over, the people in the crowd either returned to their ships or resumed whatever they’d been doing before the night’s entertainment began.
Before her friend could leave, she touched his arm, “Where do ya want me t’ return yer togs?”
He pointed to a three-masted ship at the far end of the pier. “I’m second-mate on th’ Truncheon. If I’m not about, tell the swabbie mannin’ th’ plank to make sure it gets t’ Mister Bardin.”
“I’ll do that. And thank ya.” Ailith stepped to the side of the pier where she could keep an eye on the Tuvistian. She was confident the poxy noble hadn’t thrown herself into the sea again because the wind carried her wailing all the way up to where she stood buttoning up the overtunic.
Rolling her eyes, Ailith made her way back down to the piling where Octavia had curled up into a ball and was rocking back and forth, bemoaning her fate. With a resigned sigh, she lowered herself to one of the rocks to wait for the Commander’s arrival.





CHAPTER 11
  
I n Sábria’s office in the Citadel, Jenx had just finished reporting to the Commander and Sábria that Ailith hadn’t yet returned from her run. The gates had been closed for half a candlemark, and if the scowl on the Commander’s face was any indication, her shiv was in for an unpleasant time of it.
Shirin rose and started for the door. “Do you have any idea where she was running tonight?”
“No, Commander. All I know is that she was late going out for her run. Before I came up to notify you, I asked around to see if anyone had seen her. Emlyn had decided to run with her this evening, but Ailith overslept, so Emlyn and Killian went out on their own.”
A fourth woman in the room rose as well. “Would you mind if I came with you, Commander? I’ve spent most of the last eight turns inside the palace walls learning to be a page, a squire, and finally, a Knight. I’ve never really gotten to know the more remote districts of Sarlogne, and since I’m going to be living here for the next turn, I’d like to familiarize myself with the parts of the city not open to me during my childhood.” The woman’s alto voice was rich with the dulcet undertones of the northern Cibían borderlands where her parents had a second home.
She stepped up next to Shirin and spoke to Sábria, who’d remained seated. “In fact, My Lady, that’s the main reason for my visit tonight. I just returned from a turn away doing brave Knight deeds,” her white teeth flashed in a self-deprecating grin, “and I’d like a chance to spend time with your Blades, getting to know the city and its people.” She shook her head. “I’ll go crazy if I have to stay locked up in that musty castle listening to the other Knights and courtiers posturing for a position close to Emperor Aloric.”
Sábria rose as well. “Of course, you’re welcome, Lady Farryn, and I think I’ll join you. Our shivs aren’t allowed outside the Temple walls after dark without their handlers,” she laid a hand on Jenx’s shoulder, “and I’m interested to know where Ailith has gotten to, myself.”
Shirin stopped and turned. “There’s no need for you to go. I’ll bring her up when I get her back here.”
A knock sounded at the door, and Shirin called out, “Come.”
One of the gate guards, Larkin, opened the door and stepped inside. She came to attention and saluted. “There’s a lad at the gate, Commander. He says Ailith told him to bring you to the docks.”
Shirin’s brow furrowed. “She told him to bring me…?” She turned to Sábria, “Only Ailith would have the temerity to order the Commander about when she’s out after dark without her handler.”
Sábria rubbed her temple and sighed. “This had better be good, or she’s going to be very sore for the remainder of her shift.” She looked over at the Lady Knight. “I know your lady mother suggested you stop by to visit with me, Lady Farryn, but perhaps you’d prefer to come another time. I’m afraid if you join us now, you might see a darker side to serving the Goddess Elyon. She’s not an easy mistress and takes the obedience of her Blades very seriously.”
“Call me Ryn, please. And if you’re referring to the severity of your punishments, over the past eight turns, I received quite a few myself at the hands of our trainers and my Knight Master. I guarantee you I won’t be shocked. And, I almost forgot, my mother asked to be remembered to you and wanted me to say she’d be honored to have you for tea sometime soon.”
Sábria, who’d taken a liking to the young Knight the moment she’d walked through the door flashing her friendly smile, held out her hand, palm up, indicating the Knight should precede her. “Tell her I’ll look forward to seeing her again. Shall we go?”
Ryn moved with the confident assurance of one used to both power and prestige, but she stepped back and held out her own hand. “After you, My lady, of course.” She gave a slight bow and waited for Sábria to take the lead.
Although it wasn’t overt, and neither was it directed at her, Sábria noted a definite sensuality about the woman, an unconscious way of carrying herself that many of her Blades would find alluring. She filed that thought away as she accepted the respect Lady Farryn was offering and led the way down the stairs to the Citadel’s gardens.
Larkin showed the three women to the gate, where she introduced them to the young nint who’d brought the message. Not knowing the boy’s name, she simply said, “This is the lad.” She turned to the three women. “This is the Arch Priestess, Sábria, Commander Shirin, and Lady Knight Farryn.”
The nint looked up at the Commander and wiped his nose. “You be th’ Command’a th’ shiv were squawkin’ ‘bout?”
“I am, and you bow when you’re introduced to the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
The nint lifted one side of his lip and stepped back. “I don’t bow t’ no pidges.” He indicated Sábria with a lift of his chin. “And ‘sides, yer th’ pidge what sells th’ lollies an’ pidges t’ th’ mines, ain’t ya? I’ll no be bowin’ t’ no pounit what does ‘at.
Shirin’s eyes flashed dangerously as she lunged for the boy. Before she managed to grab him, he ducked away and made a run for it.
As Shirin started after him, Sábria said, “Leave it. We know that’s been going around the lower quarter, and we’ll deal with it as we can. Beating a nint because he disrespected me isn’t going to help anything, now, is it?”
Fixing the lad’s face solidly in her mind, Shirin growled and started for the docks. Remembering herself at the last moment, she turned and waved Sábria on. “I’m sorry. My temper’s a bit frazzled by the day I’ve had.”
Sábria patted her on the back when she passed and led the way to the port. When they arrived at the docks, Shirin approached the first group of sailors she saw. “I’m looking for a Blade, well, a shiv, really. Have you seen one around here?”
The swabbies, who were busy shooting dice, ignored her.
Shirin tapped one nob’s leg with the toe of her boot, probably a bit harder than she should have. “I asked you a question.”
The nob leapt to his feet and grabbed the hilt of his belt knife. Before it had even cleared its sheath, Shirin clamped one hand around his wrist and held her knife to his throat with the other. “You might want to reconsider.”
All of the men looked up, and when they saw Sábria standing with two Blades and a Lady Knight, they jumped to their feet and bowed. The nob with a knife to his throat stared wide-eyed at Shirin. “Me apologies, Milady. I been drinkin’ and didn’t realize who ya were. I got all th’ respect in th’ world fer th’ Temple, and I wouldn’t ‘a stuck ya once I seen yer togs.” He carefully shoved his knife back down into its sheath, and when Shirin released his wrist and stepped back, he raised both hands, indicating his surrender.
“I’ll ask you again. Have you seen a shiv on the docks tonight?”
They all nodded and pointed to where the bank angled down to the water.
Shirin stepped to where they pointed and called out, “Ailith.”
Ailith, who hadn’t yet dried off, climbed up and stood in front of the Commander. She’d been listening to Octavia’s insulting comments about her bloodlines and her “disgusting peasant accent” for close to a candlemark now, and her temper had risen past the boiling point. She glared up at Shirin, oblivious to the other three women standing behind her.
Shirin, whose temper was also up, put her fists on her hips, leaned down, and spoke with a deceptively mild tone. “I’ll give you one chance to explain yourself, Ailith, before I take you into one of these warehouses and strip the skin from your back.” The pressures of dealing with the slaves, specifically her fellow Tuvistian, Octavia, and the nint, had been more than enough to push her over the edge.
Now, seeing Ailith standing in front of her with her arms crossed, glaring up into her face sent the pitch of her voice louder with each word until, by the end of her questions, she was practically shouting into Ailith’s face. “Why are you out of uniform and away from the Temple after the gates are closed? And why in the name of the Goddess did you tell some snot-nosed nint to come order me to the docks like I’m your own Gods damned servant girl?”
Not really caring whom she was talking to anymore, Ailith answered in kind, “Explain meself? I’ll explain meself. I followed yer poxy Tuvistian witch through the Codpiece all th’ way down here because I saw her walking alone like th’ stupid, moronic cow she is. She jumped in th’ fowkin’ ocean, the skizzy freezin’ fowkin’ ocean, and I had to jump in after her ‘cuz th’ bitch can’t swim. I drug her back to th’ fowkin’ rocks, and because she were shivering like a bowl of fowkin’ jellyfish, I gave her me tunic, which she fowkin’ threw in th’ fowkin’ ocean.” By this time, she’d worked herself up into such a rage that she was poking the Commander in the chest.
Sábria realized Ailith’s mouth was going to get her into serious trouble yet again, and she stepped forward, hoping to stop her before the Commander had time to get over her shock and go after her. No shiv, no Blade for that matter, in their right mind would speak to any of their superiors in that way.
Oblivious to Sábria’s approach, Ailith pulled in a breath and continued, “I only got two fowkin’ tunics an’ a Goddess damned jokester grabbed th’ one yer friend, th’ bitch, threw in th’ ocean an’ took it with ‘im.” She pointed to the end of the dock and saw the jokester sticking his head above water, laughing at her as he balanced her tunic on the top of his snout. Growling, she ripped off the borrowed linen jacket, stripped off her sword belt, and threw them both into Shirin’s chest before taking off running and diving off the dock after the jokester.
Staring after Ailith in shock, both Sábria and Shirin turned when they heard a burst of rich, throaty laughter behind them.
Farryn covered her mouth with one hand and held up the other, “I’m sorry.” She turned away as she wiped the telltale signs of tears forming in her eyes.
Making a valiant effort not to laugh, Jenx was pinching her lips together so hard they’d nearly disappeared into her mouth.
When Sábria turned to Shirin and began to chuckle, the Commander put her head in her hands, grabbed her hair in two tight fists, and growled. Sábria put her hand on her shoulder. “Breathe.” She led her to the end of the pier, where they watched Ailith grab the jokester’s fin as it ducked beneath the waves.
Sailors lined the decks of the ships and cheered when she reemerged quite a distance from shore with her tunic floating next to her. They broke into loud guffaws when the jokester flipped his fin in Ailith’s face, splashing a wave of water into her nose and mouth.
A faint “Ya fowkin’ piece ‘a…” floated in the air across the water. Ailith slapped the tunic on the spot where the bottlenose disappeared and then rolled onto her back and began kicking her way back to shore.
The jokester reappeared next to her, gently bumping into her as though genially inviting her to accept his help.
She rolled over yet again, and the two stared at each other for several moments. Finally, as though they’d come to some kind of understanding, she grabbed his fin and allowed him to tow her back to the dock.
Shirin crossed her arms and looked at Sábria, who was trying her best to hide her smile. “I’m gonna kill her.”
“Who? Ailith or Octavia?” Sábria pointed behind Shirin, where a bedraggled Octavia stood staring at them.
Pushing her bangs straight up, Shirin rested her hand on her forehead. “Why me? What have I done to anger the Goddess so much that she put both Octavia and Ailith in my life at the same time?”
Smiling at her friend, Sábria squeezed Shirin’s arm. “You know you were just as thankful as I was to get the irritating, aggravating Ailith back.”
Shirin shrugged and had to concede the point. “Yes, I was. She’s just so….”
“Different? Unfettered? Caring?” She gestured toward Octavia. “You yourself said Octavia treated her like dirt, and yet she embraced everything the Blades stand for and protected a woman alone in the Codpiece, a noblewoman who treats her with utter contempt. In fact, she risked punishment to protect Octavia. Isn’t that the measure of a true Blade? Someone who’ll risk everything to protect a woman no matter what kind of person that woman is?”
Shirin lowered her arm and looked deep into her friend’s eyes. “You are an amazing woman. Do you even realize that?” When Sábria simply smiled up at her, Shirin squeezed Sábria’s arm and then walked to where an impatient Octavia waited with her arms crossed and her foot tapping a staccato on the wooden pier.
The Tuvistians started arguing just as a thoroughly soaked Ailith went out of her way to avoid them. Without looking back, she stomped onto the cobblestone street and headed toward the Temple.
When she’d gone, a sailor stepped up behind Sábria. “Milady. May I have me overtunic back?”
She turned, and the nob bowed deeply and pointed to the linen jacket.
Sábria had wrapped Ailith’s blade in the garment when she’d gathered the items off the pier. Shirin had let them fall after Ailith had shoved them into her chest, and the Arch Priestess had gathered them when she’d realized the Commander was too livid with the shiv to think straight.
“Of course. You were the one who lent her the tunic?”
He blushed and pulled his forelock. “Aye, Milady. Me and th’ missus, we’re followers of Elyon, so I kinda knew I needed t’ take care of th’ shiv since I didn’t see no Blades about.”
Sábria laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “May the Goddess bless you and your wife for the kindness you showed Ailith today. You have my thanks, Mister…?”
“Me name’s Bardin, Lady Sábria. I’m second mate on th’ Truncheon there.” He hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “Anytime ya need anything, if our ship’s docked, ya come to me or,” he blushed and shrugged, “or ya send someone t’ me, and if I can help ya in any way, I will.”
“The same goes for you and your family, Mister Bardin. If there’s anything one of my Blades or I can do to help you, you may use my name to get the help you need.”
“I thank ya, Milady.” Bardin bowed again before turning and making his way back to the ship.
Sábria watched him a moment and then turned in time to see Ailith angrily punch a low-hanging sign. She turned to Jenx and handed her Ailith’s sword. “Take this, get her back to the Temple and changed into dry clothes. And then…” she glanced at Shirin, who was still arguing with Octavia, before returning her attention to Jenx, “…get her out on the streets and away from the Temple, even if it’s before time for your shift to start.”
Eying the Commander with wide eyes, Jenx nodded her agreement. “Good idea, My Lady.” She took the proffered sword and hurried after Ailith.
Ryn stepped up next to Sábria. “I apologize for my earlier behavior, My lady. I realize Commander Shirin was extremely upset, and my reaction was uncalled for.”
Sábria turned smiling eyes on the young Knight. “There’s no need to apologize, Ryn. It’s very rare that a day goes by that Ailith doesn’t make me smile over something she’s said or done. If you knew what we’ve gone through with her, you’d understand why those smiles are a wonderful gift from the Goddess.”
As they watched Ailith buckle on her sword belt, Ryn quietly said, “That’s a story I’d love to hear someday.”
Sábria watched the Knight out of the corner of her eye. She was a handsome woman who wore her short, brown hair neatly combed to the side so that it framed a bony yet charming face. The way she stared after the young shiv made her wonder just what role the Goddess intended her to play in their lives. Knowing it would all become clear over time, she put her arm around the other woman’s shoulders and strolled to where Shirin had just taken Octavia’s arm and directed her toward the Temple.





CHAPTER 12
  
J enx took Ailith straight up to her room, where she tried to rush her into exchanging her wet uniform for a dry one. “Pull off your wet clothes. Are your clean ones in here?” She opened the top dresser drawer and rifled through the undergarments, pulling out a breastband and undratrews, which she tossed onto the bed. “Uniforms?” She pointed toward the small closet in the corner.
Ailith nodded and pulled her sopping tunic over her head. “What’s th’ hurry? There’s still two candlemarks before shift starts.”
“We’re going out early. I want to let Marne know I spotted a nob she’s been looking for. Hopefully, my information will help her track him down and stop him.”
Ailith pulled off her trews and sat on her bed. “Marne? Great. That’s all I need.”
“Just keep your mouth shut, and you’ll be fine. Put these on.” Jenx brought over a clean uniform, picked up the undratrews, and tossed them to her.
With a show of reluctance, Ailith dressed, buckled on her sword, moved her knives from her old trews to the new, and stood. “Okay. I’m ready to go meet the snarlin’ old—”
Jenx held up a finger. “Watch it. And I mean it, Ailith. Keep your mouth shut around Marne. There’s no middle ground with her, and she doesn’t possess even a tiny bit of a sense of humor. Let’s go.”
Jenx led Ailith down the three flights of stairs and pushed open the dormitory door just as Shirin and Octavia strode beneath the portcullis. She elbowed Ailith back inside and shrugged, “Probably better to keep out of the Commander’s way for a while.”
Ailith’s brows rose when understanding dawned. “If that’s why ya wanted to get out of th’ Temple so quick like, we can just go get some grub at th’ Broken Tooth instead of spendin’ time with Marne.”
“Well, I really do want to give her that information, and now’s as good a time as any. Did you miss dinner?”
“Aye. And I’m that starved.”
Judging it safe once the Commander lead Octavia into the Sanctum’s courtyard, Jenx shouldered open the door again and headed for the gate. “We can stop by Master Oline’s bakery when we get to the Market Square, and you can eat while I’m talking to Marne. In fact, now that I think about it, filling your mouth with a pasty is a great way to make sure you don’t get Marne mad with one of your famously inappropriate diatribes.”
“Me what?” Ailith nodded to the gate guard as they left the Temple.
“Diatribes. A long, unnecessary explanation or rant.”
“Where do ya come up with these words? Can’t ya just say when I run me mouth when I shouldn’t?”
Jenx, who was the daughter of a Marquise and Marchioness, had received a superior education before joining the Blades. She simply smiled and shrugged. “Let’s just say I paid attention to my masters growing up.” She’d never told anyone, apart from the Arch Priestess and Shirin, that she was a member of the highest tier of the Cibían nobility, and she didn’t intend to start with Ailith, who found most nobles irritating and condescending.
“Aye, well, I never had no masters, at least not like the ones yer talkin’ about. I had Lady Isobel, but she mostly just tried to get me to keep me mouth shut. Of course, she taught me weapon’s work and such, but that’s not th’ kind of trainin’ yer talking about, aye? Yer talkin’ about book learnin’ and such.” She was quiet a moment as they passed out of the wealthier part of town and neared the turn into the Market Square. “Do ya think, maybe—”
Jenx looked over in time to see Ailith blush and look down. “Maybe, what?”
“Nothin’.”
“Maybe, what, Ailith?” Jenx stopped in front of a blacksmith’s shop, and Ailith had to follow suit. The young shiv stood listening to the bellows a moment and then made a stab at changing the subject. “Emlyn didn’t know what pullin’ the bellows meant. Have ya heard th’ sayin’?” She glanced over at Jenx.
“No, and maybe later, you can enlighten me. But for now, I want to know what you were going to say. When I ask you a question, you need to answer. We’ve talked about that before, and as you know, I’m not one to repeat myself.” For the most part, Jenx was a patient instructor, but she had definite rules when it came to her trainees. During the time Ailith had been her shiv, she’d had to punish her several times before they’d come to an understanding about what was appropriate to do or say and what was not. She believed if an infraction deserved a punishment, then she needed to make it both painful and memorable.
The blush intensified, and Ailith crossed her arms. “Well, I was wonderin’ if maybe ya could teach me to read and write, but I know that’s stupid. Nobody expects a dumb mountain peasant to know th’ words on th’ notice board, now do they?” She started walking again. “Nevermind. It were a stupid idea, and I wouldn’t of asked if ya hadn’t made me tell ya what I were thinkin’, now would I?”
Jenx shook her head. “Stupid? I’d be honored, Ailith. When I was a child, my father often told me that books are wellsprings from which flow all the collected knowledge of the world. They allow your mind to expand beyond your limited views of your surroundings, take you on adventures, and often leave you breathless when you discover truths—or fictions—you never in your wildest dreams imagined.”
Ailith just grinned at her handler. “Ya could ’a just said, yeah, but instead, ya blather on about dreams and adventure. I just want to read th’ blasted notice board, Jenx. That’s all.”
Her handler’s face brightened as though the dazzling sun’s rays had just risen over the mountains. “I can’t believe I get to finally pass along the magic my father taught me, Ailith. You’re the first shiv I’ve ever had who wanted to learn to read or write, and there have been quite a few who didn’t know how. Come on.” She took Ailith by the shoulder and pulled her along.
Ailith thought they were going to meet Marne, but instead of continuing into the Market District, Jenx retraced their steps until they turned on Alder Street, a wide lane that took them toward the Clayborn district. “I thought ya said ya wanted to meet Marne. Bein’ around th’ poxy nobles is th’ last place to look fer her.”
“I changed my mind.”
The Clayborn District was where members of the nobility spent their evenings when there were no exclusive gatherings happening about town. It had become fashionable for the higher-end stores to remain open late into the night. The proprietors catered to their wealthy patrons' every whim and brought out items kept exclusively for the aristocratic, silk-stocking members of society.
This was also where the exclusive gentlemen’s clubs were located. Gentlemen often dropped their wives off at one of the five up-scale theaters scattered around the district and then retreated to their all-male sanctuaries where they could smoke their pipes and read their papers in peace.
Ailith had spent very little time there, and she tried to remember if this was the first time she and Jenx had gone when they weren’t on duty. It was easy to tell when they were getting close because the cobbles in the streets were even and well-maintained, and the sidewalks began just as they passed Fletcher Street.
The more they walked, the cleaner the buildings became. Nobles were famous for their love of color and believed, rightly so, that only the very wealthy could afford bright paint on their exterior walls. Ailith wasn’t surprised to see several buildings painted in greens and blues and even the occasional red.
Several people nodded politely as they passed, and Jenx returned their nod. Ailith refused to meet their eyes, instead opting to stare at the smooth pebbled sidewalk. When Jenx noticed, she glanced sideways at her shiv. “Ailith, it’s polite, especially in Clayborn District, to greet people when you walk past.”
“I don’t need to greet no poxy nobles. They all think I’m some stupid peasant, anyway.”
“No, actually, they see a Blade and a shiv in uniforms of the Temple of Elyon. What you do here reflects on Lady Sábria, on all of us, for that matter, so stop staring at your feet and at least nod at people when they walk past. Think about it. They don’t know you’re a peasant. They see the uniform, and here, just like in the Codpiece, you have to appear strong and able because someday you may have to come here and assert yourself as a Blade, and the nobles will have to obey you or face the consequences of the Temple Magistrate.”
That made sense, and when a wealthy noblewoman in a pink, satin dress walked by with a servant walking behind carrying several bags, Ailith looked at her and nodded.
The woman took a stuttered step but politely returned the nod, albeit with a somewhat unsettled expression.
When Jenx looked at Ailith to see what had caused such a strange reaction, she had to stifle a laugh. “Well, Ailith. Perhaps it would help if you didn’t look like a rabid dog about to attack.”
“What?” Realizing she’d been allowing her distaste to show on her face, Ailith pulled in a breath and made a visible attempt to relax her facial muscles. When the next gentleman walked by, he respectfully tipped his hat, and since no one had ever done that to her before, Ailith blinked several times and then allowed her amusement to show in her eyes. She lifted one side of her lip and nodded. When he was past, she mumbled, “Ain’t never had that happen before.”
“People, nobility included, respect Elyon’s Blades. We do good work, often the work the city and palace guards refuse to do. And many within the merchant classes and most of the nobility worship our Goddess. Remember that, Ailith. They’re not all poxy nobles, and Lady Sábria is good friends with quite a few of them.”
They stopped in front of a bookseller’s shop. “Don’t think for a moment Lady Sábria won’t know we’ve come to Clayborn. Now, come on.” She held open the door, and for the first time in her life, Ailith stepped into a shop where she was surrounded by hundreds, if not thousands, of books. Easily thirty lanterns and lamps lit the cavernous two-story chamber, making the interior a bright wonderland of colors and shapes.
“Welcome, Jenx. Welcome!” A sandy-haired man in his mid-forties who looked like he could reach the highest shelves without a ladder unfolded his gangly body from where he’d been reading in a maroon wingback chair. He strode over and held out a hand for Jenx to take.
“Master Lowenbrow, it’s so good to see you again.” She took the proffered hand and held it in both of hers.
“Where have you been? I’ve missed your shining smile and those radiant, hazel eyes.” He beamed at Ailith. “And who might this be? One of your shivs, I presume?”
Jenx put her hand on Ailith’s shoulder. “She is. This is Ailith. She comes to us from Dreyutha.”
The man clapped his hands together in delight. “All the way from Dreyutha! I’ve always wanted to travel to your wonderful land. I’ve read about Reynard the Magnificent and the infamous Jahnin Juhlal with his flaming sword that was said to have been magically forged in the uppermost regions of the Blacktip Mountains.”
His posh accent gave him away as being a member of the nobility, but Ailith chose to take Jenx’s words to heart and not immediately put a black mark next to his name. Besides, she liked the man’s friendly ways, and although his long nose made his elongated face appear strangely out of proportion, his sparkling brown eyes told Ailith this man would accept her even though she was a peasant from the same Blacktip Mountains as Jahnin Juhlal.
Ailith took the hand the man held out. “I’m pleased to meet ya, Master Lowenbrow. And, as ya probably know, Reynard was no magnificent by any stretch.”
“Please, as Jenx knows, I always ask people to call me by my given name, Nevim, or Nev, as I prefer.”
Calling a noble by their given name made Ailith nervous, so she simply nodded and continued glancing around at all the books. The Temple was supposed to have one of the best libraries in Cibía, but Ailith had never worked up the courage to go there. Everyone knew she was a peasant, and she was afraid whoever took care of the books would kick her out since she couldn’t read and had no business being there.
Nev opened his arms wide. “So, Jenx, are you here for another book about the queens of the Trenchian Isles?”
Ailith scrunched up her nose. “Th’ what? Why ya readin’ about some fowkin’ queens fer?”
Sighing, all Jenx needed to do was raise her brows and give Ailith “the look.”
“Oh. Sorry.” Ailith glanced at the bookseller. “Me mouth sometimes goes off without me thinkin’ first.”
“Sometimes?” Jenx scoffed and glared at her shiv. “Anyway, the book I’m reading now is about the Trenchian Isle warrior queens who lived over two hundred turns ago. Each one developed their own unique battle tactics, and I find it fascinating to learn why they did what they did. For example, one queen ruled a desert island where all she had to do was build fortresses around every water source on the island. No one could bring enough water to keep their soldiers hydrated, so they were rarely attacked. Another ruled over a very rocky island, so she mostly—”
Ailith interrupted, “Used hit and run, I bet. Th’ southern end of Dreyutha is rocky, and we had to go after th’ raiders attacking the settlements there. We used hit and run.”
Ailith never spoke much about her past, and Jenx was always happy to glean tidbits whenever Ailith spoke of her time in the army. “That’s right. I’ve never fought in an army, so I wouldn’t know that unless I read about it in a book.” She shrugged, “Now, since I’ve read that book, I know all about that queen, and I learned about using rocks and boulders to hide behind when you attack and to cover your trail when you run.”
Nev flung his lanky arms back and forth. “Wait, wait, wait. You actually fought battles with the Dreyuthan army? That’s amazing! You’ll have to tell me all about it someday. I’ve read everything I can get my hands on about their military. Are they as brutal as they say? I mean to their own soldiers as well as to those they capture?”
Brutal was putting it mildly as far as Ailith was concerned. When she’d been in the army, it had been normal to her. Now that she’d experienced the Blades, she understood just how inhumane the Dreyuthans were. Not all, of course. She’d been lucky it had been Duke Ravenkind who’d signed her onto his rosters. But other regiments were definitely run by people who liked nothing more than to give other people pain. Not wanting to go into all that right then, Ailith just shrugged and shoved her hands into her pockets.
That was a sign Jenx had come to recognize, so she changed the subject. “That’s a tale for another time, Nev. For right now, I need a book that teaches the alphabet.”
Nev blinked, and when he saw the blush rising into Ailith’s cheeks, he put a hand to his chin. “Let me think. I have one here somewhere.” He suddenly morphed into the professional bookseller who knew every title in his shop. “Is this for you, Ailith?”
When Ailith crossed her arms and looked at the ground, Jenx answered for her. “It is.”
The man completely surprised Ailith when he said, “Then it needs to be small enough to conceal on your body. I don’t think I have one that will fit in your pockets, but I do have…” he snapped his fingers and raced to the back where he pulled open a large, deep drawer that had been built into the wall. He began pulling out books, glancing at the titles, and tossing them onto the floor.
Jenx pulled a reluctant Ailith to where Nev mumbled to himself as he went through book after book. When he came to the bottom of the drawer, he sat back on his heels and scratched his head. “Poop. It’s here somewhere.” He finally found what he was looking for in the third drawer. “Yes!”
Triumphantly holding up a small book as though he’d just won some type of contest, he brought it over and held it out to Ailith, who took one look at the cover and backed away. “No. No fowkin’ way I’ll be cartin’ that around th’ Temple. Are ya tryin’ to make me into more of a laughingstock than I already am?” The pink and blue book had a small child sitting on a log with two tiny lambs frolicking nearby.
Nev took one look at the cover and chastised himself. “Oh, for the sake of the Goddess. What was I thinking? I’m an idiot, Jenx, plain and simple.”
Jenx grinned at Ailith and crossed her arms as the two of them watched the stork of a man leaping over stacks of books as he hurried to the other side of the store. This time he began rifling through smaller drawers, pulling out old pieces of leather or yards of leather twine. Each time he thought he’d found what he was looking for, he’d hold the book up, gauge its size, and then discard that particular piece of leather.
Finally, he pulled out a well-worn leather dustjacket that seemed to have been made with that book’s dimensions in mind. He slipped the front and back covers into pockets specifically made for that purpose and then proudly held up a nondescript brown leather book no one would guess was a child’s primer.
Jenx watched Ailith, who walked over and studied the cover.
Taking it from Nev, Ailith tentatively slipped it beneath her tunic and down the back of her pants, where her belt held it firmly in place. Pulling it out again, she blushed and held it out to the bookseller, knowing she probably couldn’t afford such a nice book.
Nev beamed and pushed it back at her. “It’s a gift from one reader to another.”
“No.” Ailith set the book on a nearby table. “I thank ya fer yer kindness, but I’ll no be takin’ charity from nobody.”
“Charity? It’s not charity. It’s a gift from me to you.”
“No.” Ailith’s tone said she wouldn’t waver from her decision. “But…” she glanced around the shop. “Ya got some dust on some of yer higher-up books. I’m a good climber and no afraid of heights. What say we do a trade? I work deadnight shift, and that means I have some time durin’ th’ day. How about I dust yer books to pay fer that one?”
Both Jenx and Nev knew perfectly well that Sábria would pay for any book Ailith wanted. All she asked from a Blade who bought a book on the Temple’s credit was that the book go into the Temple library when they were finished. For that matter, Jenx could easily afford to buy the book herself, but she was relieved when Nev seemed to understand the problem and nodded with a serious expression on an otherwise friendly face.
“Deal. Ten candlemarks of work will pay for that book just fine.”
Ailith brought her palm up to spit in it—the Dreyuthan peasant’s way of sealing a deal—when Jenx growled, “Don’t you dare.”
Stopping herself just in time, Ailith squeezed her eyes shut. “I fergot. Sorry.” Holding out her hand, she watched as Nev spit into his own palm and clasped hands with her.
Ailith grinned, and when she had her hand back, she looked down at her nearly dry palm. “I’d say ya need some work on yer spittin’, Master Lowenbrow.”
Nev shrugged and handed Ailith her book. “I’ve always wanted to do that but wasn’t sure how much spit was required.”
Ailith laughed out loud at his sheepish expression and proudly took the book from him. Her book. The first book that belonged entirely to her. She stuffed it down the back of her pants and beamed at her handler. She was going to learn to read.





CHAPTER 13
  
T here always seemed to be too many reports to read. Too many disciplines to review, too many counseling needs, and lately, way, way too many wounded to check. Sábria sat in her second-floor office, wondering when she’d let the backlog of administrative details pile up. Sitting back in her chair, she let the quill pen drop from her fingers and raised a hand to rub her eyes.
She stopped short when she realized her fingers were stained with a light sheen of black ink. “Wonderful.” The grumble in her voice surprised her. She’d been doing this job long enough to realize that much of what she did was tedious administrative work. Opening the desk’s center drawer, she lifted out a clean, black cloth her serving woman kept there for just such a purpose.
Beneath its folds was a decorative rounded tin the size of a small woman’s fist, a gift from the woman whose friendship she cherished with every part of her being. The mighty ship’s captain had captured her heart twenty turns earlier when she’d sailed her three-masted ship, The Polperro, into Millnet Bay and had come marching into the Temple to see the woman who dared usurp the name of her ship. She’d pushed her way past the gate guards and stood in the middle of the courtyard bellowing that she needed to see the “fowkin’ priestess what claims she can wear th’ name of me ship without askin’ th’ permission of Captain Gweyir Wynlafur.”
It had taken Ursuna Geller, a refugee from the Trenchian Isles, to explain that Polperro, translated from the original Trenchian dialect, meant The Arch Priestess.
Sábria smiled at the memory, as she did every time she pried off the colorful lid. She dipped her fingers into the ink-removing salve Gweyir had insisted she use to remove the “Bloody black ink ya let stain yer musical, magical fingers what make me body cry out to th’ blessed Goddess Elyon.”
After they’d known each other for ten or more turns, Gweyir had sailed to the small island kingdom of Pheodra to find the artisan known throughout every kingdom and empire for crafting the most exquisite enamel artifacts and wall hangings. She’d commissioned him to create an enamel replica of the Polperro on top of the round salve jar so that Sábria would think of her every time she lay down her quill.
Sábria thought back to another time and place, to the first few times they’d met. The two women had been wary of each other at first, and Shirin had taken an instant dislike to the brazen, disrespectful, undisciplined woman who’d come sailing into their lives without a by your leave. One incident always came to mind whenever Sábria thought of those early days.
Sábria had been young and dumb and had the mindset common to all young Blades that convinced them that they were invincible. Thinking back now, she often wondered how she’d ever survived her first years as Arch Priestess. She’d chaffed at the restrictions imposed upon her by her new duties at the Temple and would often leave without her guards just to prove to herself that she hadn’t become the Goddess’ obedient prisoner.
Back then, she hadn’t been as easily recognizable as she was now. When she walked through the streets alone wearing the all-black uniform, no one gave her a second glance. She was a Blade, nothing more or less. On this particular morning, she’d walked past the Broken Tooth and entered the Codpiece, wanting to find Marne and an older Blade, Kushlin, who often worked the lower streets. She missed being an active Blade and had wanted to patrol with them for part of the night.
Instead, she’d found five angry tribs who’d been arrested and, in their minds, humiliated by the Blades a fortnight earlier. The scruffy, unshaven nobs had moved forward in unison, backing her further into the alley she’d just turned down on her way to the back street where she hoped to find her two friends.
The leader, a sunburned, red-headed bear of a man, ran his gaze up and down her curvaceous body and leered with a black-toothed grin. “Look what th’ sewer dragged up, lads. A sweet Temple morsel served up on a platter.” He pulled a long knife, and as he strode toward her, the others moved around to block her retreat.
When Sábria pulled her blade, his grin widened, revealing several gaps further back in his mouth where his rukilla dust addiction had completely rotted his black teeth from their sockets. Putting her back to the wall to keep from being taken from behind, Sábria whistled her personal distress call and readied herself for the fight of her life.
The other four drew their weapons and leered hungrily at her from within their semi-circle. If she managed to get past the bear, which in their minds was highly unlikely, she’d have to take on each one of them in turn. Or all at once, since honor was a foreign concept to their way of thinking.
The big man’s slashing attack was fast and skilled, and Sábria had her hands full deflecting his strikes while keeping away from a second nob on her right. His blade scored across the front of her tunic, luckily below the level of her breasts since he’d have had the reach if the knife had traveled slightly higher. As it was, the tunic gaped open, revealing the lower part of her breastband, which flashed white every time she parried his attacks.
The four onlookers hooted and made ribald comments about how they intended to remove it and what they intended to do with the fulsome breasts it concealed.
Their voices were raucous and loud, which made the sharp silence that followed all the more shocking. One minute there were four in the semi-circle, and then a red-bladed curved sanguine sword slashed through the air, decapitating the lag on the right. The noise stopped mid-jeer as the head rolled under the big bear’s feet, where he accidentally stepped on it and sprawled on the cobbles directly in front of Sábria.
Not one to miss an opportunity, Sábria gripped her blade in a two-handed overhead swing and struck down, nearly cleaving the man’s head in two. She looked up in time to see Captain Winlafur’s blade slice across a second man’s throat, and when Sábria leapt forward to engage the remaining two lags, both men turned and fled the alley.
Gweyir stooped and wiped her blade clean on one lag’s tunic, and Sábria wiped hers on the bear’s trews. Both women stood and looked at one another, and the ship’s captain finally pointed to the tear in Sábria’s tunic. “Are ya hurt, Lass?”
Sábria glanced down and ran her finger through the fabric. “No, but a bit higher and….” She raised her brows and grinned at the other woman.
“In that case…” Gweyir shocked Sábria when she stepped forward, put both hands on either side of Sábria’s cheeks, and delivered one of the most sensual, satisfying kisses of the young Priestess’ life. Time slowed to a standstill, and Sábria’s world shrank to nothing more than this dark-skinned woman and the sensations she was sending throughout her body. Gweyir pulled away and said quietly, “Come to me ship, Lass.”
Looking down at the three dead men, Sábria shook her head. “I wish I could, but I can’t.”
Gweyir tugged gently on her hand. “They’ll either be here when ya return, or they’ll be rottin’ on th’ midden heap. We’re in th’ Codpiece, and no one will care what happened here today. Besides, I think ya need a bit of rule breakin’ in yer life, or a lovely lass so spirited and bold will begin to resent who she is and the path her Goddess demands she walk.”
She tugged a bit harder, and with the typical insanity that Sábria came to recognize in later years whenever Gweyir Wynlafur sailed back into her life, Sábria had compromised. Two days later, she’d walked to the docks where sailors were carrying heavy boxes onboard the Polperro, readying her for her next trip east.
She wasn’t surprised to see the captain, with her dark skin glistening in the morning sun, working alongside her people. Her arm muscles were sculpted like those of Sábria’s Goddess, each one distinct and shapely and strong. The way her shoulders stretched and flexed whenever she lifted a heavy box and handed it to one of her people had Sábria wishing she was standing behind her with her chest pressed up against her hot, sweaty bare flesh.
Gweyir noticed the Arch Priestess leaning against a pylon, watching her with a definite glint of interest in those clear blue eyes. With typical over-the-top enthusiasm, the captain grinned, and her voice boomed across the docks, startling the flock of seagulls perched here and there around the ship. “Lads and ladies, I want ya to bow to th’ woman what dared take th’ name of me ship fer her own.” With a great flourish, she bowed and then cuffed a few of her female sailors who stood gaping at the fact that the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon had come down to the docks to watch them load their cargo. “I said bow, ya knob-brained skuts.”
They had, and before long, Sábria had been invited to tour the ship, an invitation she’d happily agreed to. She had no interest in the holds or crew quarters, but she thoroughly enjoyed following that muscular back as they wended their way through the ship. By the time the tour came to the exotically decorated captain’s quarters, Sábria was more than ready for what came next.
She’d waited for Gweyir to follow her inside and had then kicked the door shut. After a long, passionate kiss, the two of them had enjoyed each other’s bodies while rocking in the arms of the magnificent Polperro.
Even now, the memory of that afternoon spent on Gwe’s ship and of the many other times her captain had spirited her away from her routine at the Temple were enough to spark a sensual response no matter where she might find herself at the time. She cherished the times they’d had together, free from any conditions or commitments or emotional baggage. She closed her eyes and sighed as she slowly replaced the lid on the beautiful gift her wild and playful friend had given her so long ago.
Shirin came through the door and stopped short when she noticed the same wistful smile she always saw whenever Sábria opened her tin.
The look of concern Sábria saw told her something was very wrong. “What is it?” She quickly wiped the gel from her fingers and stood.
“Sábria—” Shirin glanced over her shoulder into the outer office and then stepped all the way inside and shut the door.
Coming out from behind her desk, Sábria started toward Shirin. “What? Is it one of the Blades? Please don’t tell me another one has died.”
Shaking her head, Shirin put her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “No, no. The Blades are fine.” She steered Sábria toward the sofa in the library portion of the office. “It might be better if you sat.”
Sábria, who’d been allowing Shirin to guide her toward the sofa, stopped dead in her tracks. “Shirin. What is it? Tell me. Now.”
Swallowing hard, Shirin pulled in a breath and spoke while trying to hold back tears. “The harbormaster is in the outer office.”
Sábria’s legs gave way, and Shirin caught her and supported her to the sofa. There was only one reason the harbormaster would make an uninvited, unannounced visit to the Temple. He’d become a good friend, too, over the turns, mostly because he and Gweyir were old drinking buddies from the time they’d fought pirates together as sailors in a mercenary fleet. “Don’t say it. Please.”
Shirin remained silent, rubbing Sábria’s back until the Priestess leaned in and allowed her friend to hold her in a loving embrace.
Barely able to produce even a harsh whisper to ask the question, Sábria nonetheless forced herself to form the words. “Is she gone?”
“I don’t know. He doesn’t know. The word from several ships’ captains is that the Polperro went down in a hurricane off the Kibrunian coast.”
Using Shirin’s tunic to wipe her tears, Sábria rubbed at the wet spot when she realized what she’d done. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”
Shirin put her fingers on Sábria’s lips. “Shh. No need to apologize.” Pulling a kerchief from a pocket in her trews, she shook it open one-handed and handed it over. “Here. Let yourself cry, and when you’re ready, I’ll bring Master Berginson in so we can find out what he knows.”
They sat quietly for a quarter candlemark while Sábria let herself feel the grief welling up inside. She’d always known that one day, she might get word that her pirate-fighting, seafaring friend might not return, but when hit by the reality of her death, she was finding it difficult to pull air into her lungs. There was too much life in the woman for her to be dead, too much joyfulness, high spirits, and unfettered enjoyment of the world around her for the seas to claim Gweyir Wynlafur as their own.
“Breathe deeply, Sábria. That’s what we tell our Blades when they’re grieving, isn’t it? Breathe in. That’s it. Now out. Long and slow.”
The familiar exercise helped to quiet her grief, and when she’d gotten control over her emotions, Sábria wiped her face with the cloth Shirin had given her. Pulling in one more deep breath, she sat up and looked at her friend. “Do I look presentable enough to greet Aofric?”
Shirin took the kerchief and wiped what wetness remained on Sábria’s cheeks. “Your eyes are red and puffy, but, then, so were his. I don’t think he’ll care. Shall I bring him in?”
“Please. And then could you bring us some drinks. The Omune Chiaretto. I think that’s appropriate, don’t you?”
“I don’t think Gweyir would accept anything less if you intend to raise a glass in her memory.” Both women stood, and Shirin went to the door to ask the harbormaster to come in.
When he entered, Sábria put on the Arch Priestess’ face of the comforter and walked to him with outstretched hands.
Aofric, who hastily tucked his cap under one arm, took them in his overlarge, heavily callused hands, and bent to kiss her ring. “Milady, I’m sorry to bring such news.” He was a giant of a man, even in his mid-seventies. Sailors and sea captains alike feared and respected his heavy-handed ways, but the man turned to soft-buttered toast whenever he was around Sábria.
“I wouldn’t want to hear news about Gwe from any other man. Now come, sit over here and tell me what you know.” There was very little sign that only a short time earlier, she’d been sitting on this very sofa crying into Shirin’s embrace. Sábria sat and patted the leather cushion beside her. “I know she was dear to you as well, Aofric, and I’m grieving for your loss as well as mine.”
Lowering his six-foot-five-inch frame onto the sofa wasn’t as easy as it had been the first time Gweyir had brought him to meet the Arch Priestess. He stretched out his long legs and, with a shrug and slight grin, he glanced at Sábria out of the corner of his eye. “Do ya remember th’ first time Gwe brought me t’ meet ya? ‘This be th’ lady what calls ‘erself after me ship, don’t ya know? And she’s well-enough lookin’ that I’ll let ‘er do it, too.’”
Appreciating his attempt at keeping the meeting from getting maudlin—Gweyir would have demanded that they keep things light—Sábria rolled her eyes and put her forehead onto her fingers. “I remember, all right. The first time she came here, she told me she was worried she’d find another sadistic, useless Arch Priestess like those she’d found in both Dreyutha and Kibrun.”
She grinned over at the man. “She said I was a pleasant surprise and that she approved of Elyon’s choice.” Mimicking the thick, Trenchian accent perfectly, Sábria sat up straight and raised a finger in the air as though declaring a brilliant truth. “The other Gods and Goddesses need t’ get their eyes checked if they claim those bum lickers fer their Arch Priestesses.”
Shirin, who was bringing in a tray with the drinks, raised her brows when Aofric put his head back and roared with laughter.
“And I don’t think ya ken, but I talked her outta havin’ a master shipwright in Dreyutha carve a naked figurehead of ya fer th’ Polperro.” He grinned and refrained from glancing at Sábria’s chest.
Shirin had no such compunction, though. From behind the man’s back, she took an appreciative look at Sábria’s firm, rounded breasts and laughed. “I can’t believe she even considered it.”
Sábria and Aofric spoke in unison, “I can.”
Each took a wineglass, and when Shirin had settled into her chair, Sábria took a sip and sobered. “Can you tell us what you’ve heard, old friend?”
Aofric, who had about as much culture as a wooden pulley on a ship, downed the entire serving in one gulp. He held up the empty glass. “Now, that’s nice, but I’d prefer t’ be drinkin’ t’ Gwe with th’ stout ale I know ye have down in yer dinin’ hall.”
Shirin set her glass on the sofa table. “I’ll be right back.” Since the atmosphere was no longer one of grief and quiet, she stuck her head out of the door and called for the Blade guarding the office door. “Prita.” When the woman opened the door and stepped in, Shirin hiked a thumb over her shoulder. “Would you go get Master Berginson two ales from the—”
“Three!”
Shirin smiled and amended her instruction. “Please bring three ales from the dining hall.”
Prita, a newer blade who hadn’t been at the temple for more than a few turns and only knew the harbormaster from seeing him at a distance down at the docks, nodded. “Aye, Commander. Should I have Lexa come upstairs while I’m gone?”
Lexa was the Blade standing guard outside the entry doors downstairs. Shirin stepped to the young Blade and spoke quietly so Aofric wouldn’t overhear. “No, Master Berginson is an old friend. He’s gruff and rough around the edges, but I’d trust Sábria’s life to him if it ever came to that.”
A hint of relief washed over Prita’s aristocratic features, and Shirin hid her amusement. She expected the guards outside the Citadel to make the Arch Priestess’ safety their first and only priority, and she imagined Lexa was wondering whether she was up to the task of stopping the big harbormaster if he tried to attack Sábria.
Laughter rose from the inner office, and as Prita trotted down the stairs to fetch the ale, Shirin called after her, “And ask Mistress Fullman for a combination of fruit pasties.”
From the inner office, she heard Aofric call out, “And a few of th’ savory ones wouldn’t go amiss neither.”
Shirin grinned down at the Blade and nodded. “Savory ones, too. Tell her they’re for Master Berginson. She’ll know what to bring.”
“Yes, Commander.”
As would be expected, Aofric’s appetite was as big as his personality, and when Mistress Fullman knocked on the door with a tray of food and ale, he paused in his reminiscing long enough to pull her into a bear of a hug.
Blushing, the plump dining hall mistress mock-slapped him on the chest. “Master Berginson. I’m that pleased to see you visiting the Temple. I just happened to have made some savory ham and peas pie this morning, and I know they’re your favorite.” He beamed at her, but despite that, she noticed a sadness behind his eyes. There was a tentative quality to her voice when she asked, “I hope everything’s well with you?” Her gaze strayed to Sábria and then to Shirin.
It was Shirin who found her voice first. “Master Berginson has brought us the sad news that there are reports that the Polperro went down in a hurricane.”
With a sharp intake of breath, Fullman covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, Goddess, No!”
Her reaction nearly brought Sábria to tears again, and realizing this, Shirin rose and gently ushered the matron into the outer office. “It’s horrible news, Jessen, I know.”
Jessen shook her head. “That lass was so full of life. Would you please express my condolences to both Sábria and the harbormaster?”
“Of course. And I’ll check in on you later to make sure the news hasn’t upset you too much. I don’t remember you being close to Gweyir…?” The captain of the Polperro was a presence in any room she entered, and Shirin was just now realizing that more than just Sábria might be affected by the news of her passing.
“Oh, no. I liked her, no question about that, but I’m more concerned for Sábria. I know they’ve been close for many turns.”
“Well, thank you for your concern, and I’ll pass along your condolences.”
Jessen’s brows lifted. “I know. I’ll prepare her chicken and spinach crepes with cheese and garlic tonight, especially for her. Do you think that would help?”
Knowing people tended to offer comfort in the best way they knew how, Shirin smiled and nodded. “I think that would be absolutely perfect. What a kind offer.” She squeezed Jessen’s shoulder and saw the woman to the door. When she returned to the office, Aofric had just popped the last bite of a pasty into his mouth.
Sábria topped off Shirin’s wine and poured herself a second glass. “Aofric was just preparing to tell us what he knows. Bring a plate over if you like.”
Shirin’s stomach had complained when she’d seen the pasties and hadn’t taken one. “Thank you. Would you like me to fill one for you?”
“No, thank you.” Sábria hadn’t eaten much breakfast, but the news had robbed her of an appetite.
Shirin filled a plate for herself and sat in the wingchair facing the sofa.
Aofric gulped down half a tankard of ale and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Well, two days ago, the Charbidis docked, and her captain came to chat. He said he heard th’ Polperro had gone down off th’ Kibrunian coast and had I heard aught else about it. Well, I hadn’t, so I kept it t’ meself, never likin’ t’ spread bad rumors about summat like that.” He tipped his mug up and used his sleeve to wipe some ale from his beard after he drank. “It weren’t ‘till th’ captains of th’ Pollux and th’ Jackdaw come in last night wit’ th’ same news I thought I ought t’ come let ya know that’s what’s goin’ round.”
Not being overly familiar with how news traveled in nautical circles, Sábria tapped the base of her wineglass on her thigh. “How is news like that confirmed?”
He shrugged, “Mostly through word of mouth. Just like those captains hearin’ it from other captains an’ passin’ th’ news along, like I’m doin’ t’ you.”
“Do you know whether they found wreckage or survivors?”
“Findin’ bodies after a blow like that don’t happen unless th’ ship went down near land and th’ bodies climb th’ shore an’ rest on th’ sand. Mostly they get ate by sharks and th’ like.” He shrugged, “Which ain’t such a bad endin’ fer a body what lived their whole life on th’ sea.”
Shirin saw Sábria’s shoulders stiffen and knew that when Aofric got into his cups, it loosened his tongue and inhibitions. Seeing that he’d finished his meal and most of his third mug of ale, she set her plate down and rose. “Aofric, old friend. I can’t thank you enough for passing along the news. And I know Sábria would like to continue reminiscing with you. Unfortunately, she has a meeting with Emperor Aloric that she needs to prepare for.”
When they stood, Aofric went to enfold Sábria in a gregarious, sloppy hug, but Shirin deftly stepped between them, put a hand on his shoulder, and quietly said in his ear, “Even though she’s our friend, she’s still the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
He blinked several times before collecting himself. Turning to Sábria, he bowed very low, and when he straightened, he looked at her with sad, puppy eyes. “I’m gonna miss her, Milady.” With that, he nodded a polite thanks to Shirin and walked out of the room.
Sábria walked to her desk and consulted her calendar. When they heard the outer door click shut, she asked, “Do I really have a meeting with Aloric today?”
Holding out her hands to her sides, Shirin shrugged, “I lied.”
Lifting one side of her mouth, Sábria looked fondly at her friend. “How appropriate after getting such news. How many times did Gwe lie to us about something and then grin wickedly when we found out she’d been stringing us along the whole time?” Twisting her head around on her shoulders to loosen stiff muscles, she picked up a book she’d been reading and smiled sadly at Shirin. “I’m going to spoil myself and relax for a while. I’ll be in the Sanctum if any emergencies arise.”
Before she reached the door, she thought of something else she wanted with her in her room. She walked back to her desk and picked up the enameled tin container. The beautiful lid bearing the image of the three-masted schooner on a vibrant green sea lay next to it. Picking it up, she whispered, “Oh, Gweyir.” She sank to her knees and began sobbing into her hands.
Shirin quickly found the kerchief lying on the sofa and brought it to her. Lowering herself onto the floor, she pulled Sábria into her lap and held her close. She wanted to tell her the sea captain was too tough for a hurricane to take her, but she knew that would be folly. Sábria cared for so many people, but there were only a few who’d won the Priestess’ heart a hundred times over. Even though Shirin wanted to take the pain away, the best she could manage was to hold on as tight as she could until the wrenching pain subsided.





CHAPTER 14
  
S everal days later, Killian was just getting back from deadnight shift with her shiv, Emlyn, when a disturbance caught her attention. Shouts of “move aside” and “make way” echoed off the buildings on either side of the avenue running between the castle and the Temple.
Both she and Emlyn stopped to see what the commotion was about. When the Emperor’s personal guards marched through the castle gates, Killian knew there was only one reason Emperor Aloric left his place of safety with foot guards instead of a mounted contingent. She grabbed Emlyn’s arm. “Run and warn Sábria that she may be getting a surprise visit from Emperor Aloric. Hurry. I’ll try to help the gate guards stall them.”
Knowing better than to ask questions at a time like this, Emlyn took off at a run.
Killian, who’d grown up around royals and knew some underhanded ways to deal with their whims and fancies, ran up to Dina, who was standing gate guard. “Aloric is trying to surprise Sábria with one of his unannounced visits. Lower the inner portcullis, and we’ll say we were checking the mechanism. Hurry.”
Dina had been at the Temple nearly as long as Killian. She nodded decisively and, with the help of a passing Blade, worked the winches on either side of the gate.
Killian remained in the outer bailey to deal with the Emperor or, more probably, either his Seneschal or lead guard. As cries of “Bow to your Emperor” and “Your Emperor walks before you” were heard along the avenue, Killian hurriedly took Dina’s place to the left of the outer gate.
As the Emperor’s guards marched down the avenue, Killian ordered, “Block and post.”
She and the remaining gate guard, Larkin, moved to the center of the outer gate and stood at attention, making sure they’d be in the way when the Emperor and his entourage of twenty soldiers, ten in front of the rotund man and ten behind, arrived.
Out of the corner of her eye, Killian watched the same merchants and nobles who bowed deeply or curtsied low to Sábria, bow or curtsy just enough to satisfy protocol as the Emperor sauntered by. Knowing Aloric, she knew his intention was to catch Sábria off guard, and although his steps weren’t hurried, they weren’t ambling either.
The entire procession stopped in front of the gate, and the Seneschal himself came running forward from where the Emperor waited in the middle of the street. “Move aside and let Emperor Aloric pass!”
Killian came to attention and brought her fist to her chest. “My Lord, if we’d had prior notice, we wouldn’t have scheduled maintenance today on the portcullis. As you can see….” She turned and indicated the metal gate with a wave of her hand. Surprised and pleased to see several Blades going over each metal square with quiet concentration, she turned back and blinked innocently. “As you can see, the Arch Priestess demands that we keep the portcullis rust-free and that we check for any stress fractures in the metal on a regular basis. If you wait here, I’ll have them raise it for His Imperial Majesty.”
Sniffing his displeasure, the man returned the way he’d come to explain the delay.
Killian dutifully strode to the portcullis and pointed to a spot on the gate. “You missed that bit of rust there, Prime Geller.”
Geller, who’d just returned to the Temple after supervising deadnight shift, glared out at her. “I’ll pull yer skinny head through this square and rub th’ rust off with yer fowkin’ hair, ya blasted sweiven Blade.”
While Killian respected the Prime and, at times, feared the crop she carried during weapons training, she’d known her long enough to see the tiniest spark of amusement in the older woman’s eyes. “Yes, Prime.”
The gate to the Sanctum’s garden opened, and Sábria and Commander Shirin walked through, followed by Emlyn. Sábria had donned the ceremonial Priestess’ tunic instead of the dress uniform of the warrior aspect of the Goddess Elyon, a subtle reminder to Aloric that he’d do well to remember who rules within the Temple walls.
The Commander had on the all-black uniform and highly-polished boots worn by all Blades during the course of their duties. The difference between hers and those worn by the Blades hastily assembling in the inner bailey was that it was practically new and never worn for anything other than affairs of state. The tunic, which fit to perfection, had no wrinkles, the silver buttons and buckles were all polished to a lustrous shine, and her sword was housed in a leather sheath that rarely saw the light of day.
Shirin strode ahead of Sábria and proclaimed her mock irritation in a loud voice. “Why is this gate still down? Can’t you see the Emperor is waiting out on the streets? Prime Geller!”
Geller turned and brought her fist to her chest. “Commander?”
“Get that portcullis up immediately.”
“Aye, Commander.”
Killian hurried back to her place at the gate, where a red-faced Seneschal met her.
“His Imperial Majesty is not pleased. Your Arch Priestess will no doubt hear of his displeasure at your performance this morning.”
“My apologies to His Imperial Majesty and to you as well, Lord Dunham.” She had to raise her voice to be heard over the clanging and creaking of the portcullis as it was raised. “As I said earlier, if we had but known of your visit, we would never have scheduled this maintenance. Please—” The clanging stopped, and Killian realized she was still shouting. Lowering her voice, she repeated, “Please convey our sincerest apologies to Emperor Aloric.”
Shirin strode forward and shouted loud enough for the Emperor, who was still standing in the street behind ten of his honor guard, to hear. “I can’t believe you were stupid enough to have this portcullis down this long when Emperor Aloric is standing out on the Avenue of the Goddess and Scepter. Is this your doing, Killian?” She grabbed Killian’s tunic in her fist and pushed her away from the Seneschal. With her back to the man, she growled loud enough for him to hear and then bent and spoke quietly in Killian’s ear. “Extra apple cobbler for you tonight, my dear.”
Killian put on her best, punished puppy look at stared at the ground. “Forgive me, Commander. It won’t happen again.”
“It had better not.” Shirin released her with an angry shove and strode past the Emperor’s guards. She bowed low and then came to attention. “Your Imperial Majesty. I apologize that you had to wait out here on the Avenue. If you’d come with me, I’ll take you to the Arch Priestess.” She stepped aside and waved her hand toward the gate.
“If they were my guards, I’d have them whipped and reassigned to the deepest dungeons as water girls for the dregs rotting in my prison cells.” Distracted and angry, Aloric blindly followed Shirin’s suggestion, as she’d hoped he would, and stepped out of his protective phalanx of guards. Full of righteous indignation, he strode purposefully into the outer bailey.
There he was met by a very calm Sábria, who stood with her hands clasped in front of her stomach and her hastily assembled Blades standing in formation behind her. As Aloric approached, she held out her hands in greeting. “Aloric, what a pleasant surprise. Our matron is preparing tea for us in the Citadel. Won’t you and Lord Dunham join Commander Shirin and me for a mid-morning repast?” The Emperor had planned his arrival to catch Sábria still in bed, and proclaiming it was time for a mid-morning snack was her subtle way of saying he was a layabout if he thought this was an early morning surprise.
“Good morning, Sábria. Your people left me standing on the Avenue. That’s hardly the way to greet your fellow monarch.”
“I’ll deal with my guards later, Aloric. Don’t trouble yourself about them anymore.” Seeing that Shirin had left the Emperor’s guards in the street, Sábria called out to the woman in charge of her own contingent of Blades. “Subcommander Calit. Please ensure that Emperor Aloric’s guards are made comfortable until he returns to the palace.”
Calit came to attention. “Yes, My Lady.”
Sábria led the way to the Sanctum with Aloric and then Shirin and Lord Dunham following in her wake.
Ailith, who’d run to the practice grounds on an errand for Prime Geller, came around the corner and stopped dead in her tracks. She hadn’t realized the Emperor was visiting today, and she hoped she was far enough off to the side that he wouldn’t notice her. No such luck.
Aloric’s eyes came to rest on her, and they narrowed as though he were aiming the point of a crossbow bolt between her lowered brows. He strode to where she waited at attention and halted in front of her.
She bowed and then pulled herself to rigid attention again.
“Well, if it isn’t the dirty little Dreyuthan peasant. I’m surprised to see you wandering the Temple without a guard. It’s my understanding you’re as mad as a rabid hare, little peasant. Is what they’re saying true?”
Ailith opened her mouth to reply, but Sábria stepped up next to Aloric and answered in her stead. “Actually, Aloric, Ailith is on her way to becoming an outstanding Blade. I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know we’ll soon have another full Blade to supplement the work the city guards do to protect the women and children on our streets.”
Aloric bared his teeth in a semblance of a smile. “From spy to mentally defective loon before she’s been in the Temple four full moons. I believe that’s some sort of record even for one of your pity acquisitions, Sábria.”
With her temper rising, Ailith snarled, “I’ve heard th’ same about—.”
Sábria snapped at her before she could finish her sentence. “Ailith!” Both Sábria and Shirin saw the flash of anger in her eyes, though. Sábria’s temper was rising as well, and she immediately responded before Ailith lost her battle with her tongue. “I would think baiting my people would be beneath an Emperor of the Cibían Empire, Aloric. And you can imagine my pride when my people don’t take the bait.”
Ailith flicked a glance at Shirin, who was standing behind the Emperor. Anger fairly washed off the Commander, who, now that she had Ailith’s attention, held her bound with such directed meaning in her gaze that Ailith couldn’t look away. Rather than feeling put upon, Ailith latched onto Shirin’s strength and pulled herself more erect than before.
Aloric noticed the change and snarled, “Look at me, little peasant.”
At Shirin’s imperceptible nod, Ailith shifted her gaze from her to the petty tyrant.
The Emperor cocked his head and tried for a reasonable tone, no doubt hoping to entice Ailith to finish her sentence. “Much the same about what?”
Ailith opened her mouth to answer but never got the chance because Sábria stepped in between her and Aloric.
“You will not come into my Temple, into Elyon’s Temple, and berate the Goddess’ people.” She lowered her voice so only those in her immediate vicinity could hear what she had to say next. “You should know me well enough by now to realize that If I have to throw you out onto the Avenue to protect one of Her Blades from your continued bullying, I will. Now, despite the fact that you showed up on my doorstep unannounced, I have graciously invited you to tea. Do you wish to leave, or do you wish to join Commander Shirin and me for a light repast?”
Aloric glanced over her shoulder at Ailith and opened his mouth to speak.
Before a sound emerged, Sábria stepped into his face, cocked her head in warning, and growled, “Think very carefully before you speak, Aloric.”
With a shrug, Aloric declared in a nonchalant tone, “The mad little bug is beneath my notice, anyway, Sábria. There’s something we need to discuss, so let’s go inside where we have more privacy.” He walked to the Citadel garden gate, where, to his surprise, the two Blades guarding the gate barred his way. He bellowed, “How dare you! Get out of my way!” When the guards both placed their hands on the hilts of their swords, he spun around, thinking Sábria was directly behind him.
That wasn’t the case. Sábria had remained standing where he’d left her. The glare she gave him left no doubt as to her intentions.
With his normal bluster, Aloric pointed at the Blades. “Tell them to move aside!”
Lord Dunham was used to soothing his Emperor’s ruffled feathers. He stepped to Aloric’s side and spoke very quietly. “Your Imperial Majesty. Within the Temple walls, the Priestess leads unless she honors you by indicating you’re to precede her. As you know, the opposite is true in the palace.”
Like the idiot he was, Aloric strode back to where Sábria waited, lightly clapped her on the shoulder, and affably chuckled. “Forgive me, Sábria. Seeing the Dreyuthan again made me forget myself. Shall we have that tea you suggested?”
Instead of leading the way, Sábria pointedly shrugged his hand off her shoulder and said, “Ailith.”
Surprised to be addressed by the Arch Priestess, Ailith automatically replied, “Yes, Milady?”
“You will serve us tea. Find Emlyn and instruct her to serve us as well.”
Non-plussed, Ailith blinked several times, not sure she’d heard Sábria correctly.
Shirin stepped past Sábria and the Emperor and placed her arm around the small of Ailith’s back. She pinched a fold of skin between the fingernails on her thumb and forefinger and kept increasing the pressure until Ailith came out of her shock.
“Um…yes, Milady. Now, Milady?”
Shirin answered instead of Sábria. “Now, Ailith.”
When she turned pleading eyes on the Commander, she saw that there was no hope for a reprieve. Growling quietly at the idiocy of nobles, Ailith stepped around Sábria and Aloric, slipped between the two guards, and hurried into the Citadel to find Emlyn.
When they’d first come out of the Sanctum, Sábria had sent Emlyn to let Mistress Fuller know they’d need tea and pastries for Emperor Aloric’s visit. Having delivered the message, Emlyn had returned to the Citadel to prepare the dining room just off Sábria’s office. When Ailith came charging up the stairs, Emlyn stepped into the outer office to see what the problem was.
Ailith’s face was white when she found Emlyn waiting for her. “Th’ fowkin’ Arch Priestess has gone fowkin’ mad!”
Pursing her lips, Emlyn hauled Ailith the rest of the way into the office and shut the door behind them. “Ailith. For the sake of the Goddess, you can’t say things like that. What is wrong with you?”
“Sábria said me ‘n you are to serve th’ tea to th’ fowkin’ Emperor!”
“What? No, you misunderstood.”
“I did not.”
Emlyn covered her eyes. She didn’t normally swear, but this occasion definitely called for something more colorful than her usual forms of expression. “Fuck.”
“Aye. Exactly.”
Emlyn grabbed Ailith by the collar. “Okay. You say, ‘yes sir and no sir, or yes, Your Imperial Majesty, or no, Your Imperial Majesty.’ If you have to say anything else, wait a beat if you can, and I’ll try to answer instead of you. Understand?”
“Aye, but th’ bastard called me all kinds of filthy things, and I’m to just—”
Knowing they had very little time to prepare, Emlyn regressed back to being the Kibrunian Commander in charge of Tomisa’s bodyguards. She shoved Ailith against the nearest wall and twisted her tunic until her fellow shiv choked and had to stop speaking. “Just keep your mouth shut. We can talk about what an asinine bunghole he is when we get through this. Understand?”
Ailith was turning purple, and she hastily nodded her assent. She pulled in a deep breath when Emlyn released her tunic. Emlyn was patting out the new wrinkles she’d just set into the fabric when the door opened, and Shirin stepped in.
Seeing the two shivs standing in the outer office, she pointed to the door to Sábria’s private dining room. “Go.”
Hearing Sábria explaining something to Aloric out in the hallway, the two shivs hurried to follow the Commander’s orders. They stepped to the back wall, where they turned to face the room. Emlyn gave some quick instructions. “Always return to this position. Be invisible and silent.”
Offended and still upset at Aloric’s insults, Ailith glowered at Emlyn. “I did do this fer th’ Lady Isobel, ya know. I’m no a complete moron, even though th’ fowkin’ Emperor thinks I am.”
Emlyn sighed with relief. “Good.”
That seemed to assuage some of Ailith’s irritation because she nodded and set herself to wait.
It wasn’t long before the four nobles entered the room, followed by Mistress Fullman pushing a serving cart. As she busied herself, setting the ceramic teapot and plates of food on the table, Aloric stopped and stared at Emlyn.
He lowered his chin, making his throat into a triple-layered mass of fat instead of the usual double. “Still here, Kibrunian? I hope you received your invitation to Princess Tomisa’s wedding. I received mine a fortnight ago.”
Emlyn bowed. “I don’t expect to receive one, Your Imperial Majesty. Tomisa and I broke ties the day I joined the Temple.”
He nodded derisively. “Well, a Kibrunian wedding isn’t something I’ll waste my time on, I can tell you that. Days of sailing and then more days of watching their pitiful attempts to match the splendor of a Cibían wedding, eh, Sábria?”
Sábria’s drawled response almost made Emlyn smile.
“I seem to remember a drunken brawl turned orgy at your last son’s wedding, Aloric. I’m sure King Melnor won’t be too concerned about topping that.”
He snorted, and Emlyn couldn’t help thinking he sounded like the pig he resembled. “Boys will be boys, Sábria. But you have to admit, the décor and food were the best of the best.”
Sábria accepted a cup from Ailith, who’d stepped away from Aloric and Emlyn to serve as she’d been instructed. While she was listening to Aloric baiting his second shiv of the day, Sábria thought distractedly that Ailith had done an admirable job of pouring the tea. Rolling her eyes at Aloric’s back, she answered him with a sigh. “A bit gaudy for my taste, but then, it wasn’t my wedding, was it?”
As protocol dictated, Ailith offered the next cup to the Emperor, who waved her away.
Sábria seated herself at the head of the table, and Ailith set Aloric’s cup at the place setting to her right. She set Shirin’s to Sábria’s left, leaving the Seneschal to receive his cup on the Emperor’s right.
Emlyn couldn’t help Ailith serve as Aloric continued to stand in front of her and stare.
Already tired of the man’s posturing, Sábria called him over. “Aloric, Emlyn is here to serve our tea. Please, join us. I’m interested to know what brought you to the Temple.”
Ambling over to his chair, Aloric purposely bumped Ailith, who was waiting next to the serving cart. He’d hit her hard enough that if she’d not been balanced and ready for an assault, she would have tumbled into the cart, possibly upsetting the entire morning’s offering. Unfortunately for him, Ailith had dealt with her fair share of noble idiots during the time she’d been with Lady Knight Isobel.
The first time it happened, she’d reacted by shoving the nobleman back and challenging him. To assuage the noble’s sense of superiority and to keep him from having her arrested and charged with assaulting a member of the nobility, Isobel had beaten her so hard that Ailith ended up in the infirmary. Not daring that harsh a punishment again, Ailith had tried sarcastic remarks. Those had also earned her beatings, but not as bad as the first.
Finally, Isobel had told her to expect them to shove, bump, or otherwise bait her and to set herself accordingly. After that, the Lady Knight never walked past without shoving her this way or that until Ailith knew exactly how to plant her feet and flex her muscles so that not even a direct, hard shove could move her.
From then on, Ailith enjoyed planting herself like an oak tree, sturdy and immovable. She became so good at it that on several occasions, the poxy nobles had actually bounced off. One even lost his balance and fell to the floor. Everyone had seen what he’d done, though, and since Ailith hadn’t moved a muscle, there was nothing anyone could say. That one had earned her a visit from Lady Isobel that night, carrying a large cherry cobbler as a reward.
Aloric and Ailith were of a height, but he outweighed her three to one. As he shoved past, knocking into her shoulder with his, it was more like he’d hit a block wall than the soft, helpless young serving wenches he was used to bullying at the palace. He grunted and almost overbalanced backward, but Lord Dunham steadied him with a hand to his elbow.
Sábria glared at the twinkle in Ailith’s eyes, reminding the young shiv to present a blank face to Aloric when he regained his balance. The Arch Priestess raised a dubious brow at the imperial bully and drawled, “That was clumsy of you, Aloric. Ailith, step back and allow the Emperor clear passage to his seat.”
The subtle jibe about his bulky body wasn’t lost on anyone, and when Ailith took a giant step back, even though on the inside Sábria was laughing at her shiv’s biting sense of humor, she sent her a warning glare that meant if Ailith wasn’t careful, she’d earn herself a beating once the meeting came to an end.
Ailith got the message loud and clear, and she lowered her gaze and stared at the colorful mosaic patterns on the tiled floor until Aloric claimed his seat. The serving cart was behind Aloric, and Emlyn surprised Ailith by grabbing her tunic and pulling her back as she reached for the plate containing the pastries to serve Sábria and her guests.
Emlyn hissed quietly in her ear, “Stay,” and then picked up the platter herself. As Sábria’s guest, Aloric was offered the first choice of the assortment. He pointed to two large chocolate croissants, a cinnamon swirl, and a thick slice of spicy gingerbread. Once Emlyn had placed all four items on his plate without comment, he greedily grabbed an oblong cream-filled pastry off the platter and stuffed half into his mouth.
Forgetting herself, Ailith rolled her eyes and slightly shook her head. When she focused on the table again, she noticed the Commander staring at her with her teacup frozen halfway to her mouth. The Commander quietly set her cup down, excused herself, and walked to Sábria’s office door, indicating to Ailith that she should follow.
When the heavy door shut behind them, Shirin grabbed the whip off the wall and brought it down hard three times on Ailith’s back. Holding the tip in Ailith’s face, she growled, “You will not embarrass the Arch Priestess in front of Emperor Aloric.”
Her face red with shame, Ailith lowered her head and nodded. “Aye, Commander. Sorry. He’s just such a—” She grunted when Shirin whipped her thigh.
The Commander raised her brows. “You were saying?”
“Weren’t sayin’ nothin’, Commander.”
Shirin continued to glare. “If you weren’t so damned hard-headed, I wouldn’t have to use this.” She held up the whip again. “Unfortunately, it seems this is the only way to quickly get it through your sodding hard head that dealing with Aloric is a life-or-death situation for you. Sábria took a chance and had you and Emlyn serve in there because she intends to show Aloric that she believes in you and isn’t ashamed to have you among her Blades. So, get that mouth and those insulting, insubordinate reactions under control, or I swear….”
She let the sentence hang, and judging by the look in the Commander’s eyes, Ailith didn’t have to use her imagination to know what would happen otherwise.
Having said her piece, Shirin turned Ailith so her back was to her and wiped out any sign of the whipping. Pointing to one of the lesser wines in the small bar in the corner, she pulled in a breath to compose herself. “Bring one of those in with you as though that’s what we came in here for and set it to the side for later.” With that, she returned to the dining hall, leaving Ailith to pick out a bottle of white wine and follow along behind.
After placing the wine on the cart, Ailith moved to stand with her back against the wall next to Emlyn, who’d apparently finished her serving duties. She tuned into the conversation at the table.
Aloric stuffed an entire brownie into his mouth and spoke around the food. “What I have to say should be kept between the two of us, Sábria.”
As Ailith watched his disgusting habits, she unwittingly scrunched up her nose but then quickly blanked her features again and stared straight ahead. She chanced a glance at Shirin, who’d had her eye on her, but the Commander turned her attention to Aloric when she saw that she’d gotten her message across.
Sábria took a sip of tea. “Unfortunately, after your betrayal of my trust the last time we spoke alone, I’ll never again speak with you in private. Shirin stays, and I trust my two trainees not to take what we speak about outside these four walls. They’re here to serve, which they can’t do if I dismiss them.”
Aloric stiffened, but Lord Dunham placed a hand on his arm and spoke quietly in his ear. The Emperor pursed his lips and nodded. He sat back and crossed his arms. “I want your word, Sábria, that no one else will hear what’s said in this room today.”
Sábria’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll give you my word that neither of the two trainees will repeat what is said here, ever. However, if I deem it necessary for either Commander Shirin or me to speak about it for whatever reason, then that’s what we’ll do. We’ll not blithely chat about it to people within the Temple, but I can’t give you my word that we’ll never speak of it again. Those are my terms. You can either agree with them, or this meeting is over.”
There was no one else in the Empire who dared speak to Aloric in that manner, and the room was silent while he weighed what he needed from the Arch Priestess against his singed pride. Eventually, he nodded his agreement. “Very well. My spies have informed me that the King Slayer has come to Cibía.”
Sábria hadn’t heard that rumor, but she could see that the thought of the King Slayer coming to their Empire frightened and worried her co-ruler. “Do you think she’s here to kill you? You’ve done nothing as heinous as those rulers did. I hardly think—”
“Not just me, Sábria. We’re co-rulers, don’t forget.”
“Aloric, the King Slayer doesn’t go around arbitrarily killing rulers. Every one of those men was corrupt, sadistic, egotistical, and a danger to the Olarnian people. The King Slayer even submitted to being tried by a jury of Olarnian nobles on three separate occasions. She was acquitted of any wrongdoing, and many Olarnians consider her a hero for taking a stand against the brutal tyranny of those three monarchs.”
Aloric pointed a fat finger in Sábria’s face. “You’re a fool, Sábria if you think she doesn’t have a specific reason for coming here. I know what that reason is, and so do you. I, for one, intend to strike first. Are you with me?”
“With you, for what, exactly?”
“Kill her before she kills one of us.”
Sábria set her teacup down and sat straighter in her chair. “Absolutely not. You know perfectly well that the doctrine of the Temple of Elyon is to protect women, Aloric. We don’t kill them simply because we’re afraid they might commit a crime sometime in the future.”
The cups rattled in their saucers as Aloric’s stomach lifted the table when he jumped to his feet. “I knew it. You brought her here. My spies told me that during her trials, she’d claimed the Goddess Elyon sent her to protect the Olarnians.” He put two beefy fists on the table and leaned toward the Arch Priestess. “She’s your puppet, isn’t she?”
The room became very still. Emlyn and Ailith watched the Commander, hoping to take their cue from her.
Shirin, for her part, rested her hand on the hilt of her belt knife but took no aggressive action against Aloric. Yet, anyway.
Lord Dunham froze and stared at the pastry on his plate.
Sábria rose to her feet. If the man who would replace Aloric weren’t such a corrupt, evil man, she’d kill the fool and be done with it. Instead, she spoke in a cold, measured tone. “Unlike you, Aloric, I have never attempted to kill my co-ruler.”
Aloric blinked several times and rose to his full height, which wasn’t very substantial. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, I know you tried to weaponize the Deathbell disease against me and against all of Elyon’s Blades.” He began to sputter, and she held up her hand. “Don’t waste my time denying it. But know this. I did not bring the King Slayer to Cibía to kill you, and I will do everything in my power to protect her from you and your paranoid plans to kill an innocent woman.”
Lord Dunham, who was basically an honest man who’d been roped into the Seneschal position by the Emperor, sighed, sat back with his elbow on the chair’s arm, and put his forehead in his hand.
Aloric turned and glared malevolently at Ailith. She’d been the one to ride to Dreyutha to bring the only healer who had a cure for the Deathbell disease. He knew he couldn’t say anything to her about her role in foiling his plans, but he held his glare long enough to send the message that she was in his crosshairs.
The only thing that kept her from staring back and saying something about how despicable she thought he was for bringing the Deathbell down out of the Blacktip Mountains was Commander Shirin’s promise of the consequences should she decide to do so. She stared straight ahead and didn’t meet his eyes, something contrary to how she usually handled bullies like Aloric.
In an effort to change the subject, Lord Dunham cleared his throat and stood. “Your Imperial Majesty, there was one other item you wished to bring before the Arch Priestess. Perhaps now would be a good time to do so.”
Aloric eyed the Seneschal, picked up a chocolate croissant, and shoved it into his mouth. He again spoke around the masticated food. “Lady Knight Elondra is insisting you release her daughter, Nox, into her custody. Have one of these two,” he hiked a thumb over his shoulder at Emlyn and Ailith, “fetch the stupid chit, and I’ll take her off your hands when Dunham and I go.”
The fact that Elondra had gone behind her back to Aloric didn’t surprise Sábria. What did surprise her was Aloric’s assumption that she’d blithely turn over a former Blade trainee to him. “Excuse me? I don’t believe I heard you correctly.”
Aloric waved his fat fingers in the air. “Oh come, now, Sábria. Don’t tell me you won’t be relieved to get the lying little coward out of your hair.”
Sábria opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again. She pulled in several deep breaths and composed herself before replying to his demand. “Let me walk you to the gate. Emlyn, please go and tell Subcommander Calit to inform his Imperial Majesty’s honor guard that he and Lord Dunham will be down shortly.”
Emlyn saluted with a fist to her chest. “Yes, My Lady.” She hurried out of the room to find the Subcommander, leaving Ailith standing alone with her back to the wall.
Aloric pointed to her. “You. Go get the girl and bring her to the gate.”
Ailith didn’t move. She wasn’t sure how to refuse an order from an Emperor, and she fervently hoped either Sábria or Shirin would step in to help.
She needn’t have worried. Sábria took Aloric by the arm and steered him to the door. “Nox is going nowhere. It’s getting late, and I’m sure you have important matters of state to attend to. I’ll walk you to the gates.”
As she moved to follow the two out the door, Lord Dunham stopped Shirin with a hand on her arm. “How do you know he brought the Deathbell to your gates?”
Shirin narrowed her eyes at the man. “Are you saying you didn’t know?”
He put his hand on his heart and shook his head. “I swear on the lives of my children. I did not know. Are you sure he was involved?”
“Yes.”
Pursing his lips, he held Shirin’s gaze while he spoke. “I’ll find the person he sent into Dreyutha and see that they’ll never be in a position to do such a thing again.” He narrowed his eyes. “Permanently. The Emperor went behind my back because he knew I’d have no part in assassinating the Arch Priestess. I’ll find out whom he used, and I give you my word. They will disappear.” With that, he left the room, followed closely by the Commander.
Ailith hadn’t been dismissed, and since the Arch Priestess had ordered her to report to the dining room, she took the rest position, feet shoulder-width apart and hands clasped behind her back. There she settled in to wait.
After a quarter candlemark, she heard Sábria and Shirin return, and since they were talking in Sábria’s office, she wondered whether she should remind them she was there. She was spared the decision when Shirin came into the dining area.
“Mistress Fullman will be on her way up to clear up the dishes, but before she gets here, we need to talk. I never told you it was the Emperor who paid that woman to come here and infect Sábria with the Deathbell Disease.”
Ailith stood quietly, wondering why the Commander thought they needed to talk about what Aloric had done.
“There was a reason I didn’t tell you. You have a temper you haven’t yet learned to control. Since you know now, it’s only fair that I fill you in on what the woman revealed on her deathbed. Apparently, they gave her two choices. Bring the disease to the Temple, and her family would get five gold nobles. If she chose to stay in her village and be treated for the disease, all of her children and all remaining members of her family would die. That’s the kind of man we’re dealing with, Ailith.” Shirin hiked a hip onto the table and crossed her arms. “Now, first, you’ll tell no one what you heard here today. Second, you will not act on what you heard. Any questions?”
“Aye. What do ya mean I won’t act on what I heard?”
“As I said, you have a temper. I saw your eyes flash with anger when Sábria accused Aloric of bringing the Deathbell to the Temple.”
“It’s no like I’m surprised. I figured he had a hand in it, but that’s no somethin’ a shiv takes care of, is it?”
Shirin shook her head. “No. That’s something only the Arch Priestess can deal with. I’m glad to hear you say that. I think that when you don’t let your temper or your tongue get the best of you, you have something that can’t be taught. Common sense. Now, it’s our job, mine and Sábria’s, Geller, Terrowyn, and Jenx, to teach you how to behave around the nobility and how to hold your temper and your mouth in check. It’s your job to learn. Understand?”
“Aye, Commander.”
“Dismissed.”
Ailith was surprised the Commander had actually given her a compliment after tearing into her the way she had earlier. She stopped at the door, glanced back over her shoulder, and watched Shirin as she left through the dining room’s second door that led into Sábria’s office. With a light step, Ailith headed down the stairs intending to get a good breakfast before climbing into bed. She’d adjusted well to sleeping during the day, and her tired body was telling her it was well past time for her head to relax into her pillow so she could sink into a much-needed rest.





CHAPTER 15
  
A fter meeting with Aloric, Sábria had put out word with a few select Blades on all three shifts that she wanted to be immediately informed if they came across someone calling themselves the King Slayer.
It had been over a sevenday since his visit, and as she took off her tunic and tossed it into the hamper, she wondered if Aloric’s spies had been mistaken. Her people hadn’t seen or heard anything about the woman, and she was beginning to wonder whether it was some elaborate ruse on Aloric’s part, although she couldn’t imagine what he hoped to accomplish with such a tactic.
She always slept in the nude, and when she sank beneath her silk sheets, she reveled in their featherlike caress as they closed in around her body. It had been a busy day, and she was asleep within moments of her head touching the pillow.
It seemed barely a heartbeat had passed when she awoke with a start. There was brightness where, only moments before, she’d been cloaked in darkness. Not only that, but she was fully clothed and, by the feel of the tunic, was dressed in the colorful ceremonial garment of her office as the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.
Blinking the sleep from her eyes, she took in her surroundings and realized she was no longer in her bed chamber. Diaphanous curtains shimmered on either side of two narrow, floor-to-ceiling windows, and a small, meticulously carved round table with two chairs was placed in the center of an elaborately decorated room. Maybe twenty to twenty-five green leafy plants, some flowering, some cascading over the sides of their pots, were decoratively placed on varying levels of golden stands around the room.
An enamel tea set sat in the middle of the table, but what lifted her heart with joy was the sight of her beloved Goddess, Elyon, seated in the chair facing her. Over the turns, Sábria had enjoyed quite a few visits from the deity. Each time the Goddess had brought her to a different setting. This was the first time they’d taken tea together.
Rising from her bed, Sábria immediately lowered herself to the floor, pressing her face to the cool tiles and waiting for Elyon to speak.
“Come join me, My Heart. It’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed the pleasure of your company.”
Sábria rose, and as she walked to the table, she couldn’t help but admire the way the rich, cobalt-blue gown accentuated Elyon’s sensual curves and valleys. It had been Elyon, after all, who’d taught her the more subtle, advanced techniques of the Kiprian Arts.
Drawing nearer, she saw that the Goddess’ eyes, which presented as different colors depending on the reason for the visit, were also blue, the color of revenge. That brought her up short. Revenge for what?
As she stared into those eyes, the color began to change, something that had never happened in all the turns she’d been Elyon’s voice in Cibía. If the Goddess presented with blue eyes, they remained blue throughout the interview. If that were the case, Sábria knew her task would be one of revenge.
But the eyes were a deep ruby red now, the color of a woman’s blood. The gown had changed along with the eyes, and the beautiful woman with waist-length, jet-black hair was now wearing a gown of deepest cinnabar, so powerful and majestic that Sábria almost dropped to the floor to worship this magnificent celestial being.
To her surprise, they changed a third time. Now, Elyon wore a gown of cadmium yellow, the symbolic color of justice. When the eyes flashed a yellow brighter than the morning sun, Sábria cried out and covered her eyes. This time, she did fall onto her face, once more waiting for Elyon to speak.
“Forgive me, Child. I forgot your eyes aren’t accustomed to the brightness of the sun. Come and enjoy this lovely tea with me.”
Sábria raised her head, hoping her eyes hadn’t been burned from their sockets. When she heard Elyon chuckle at her unwarranted fears, she pushed to her knees and then to her feet. Walking the remainder of the way to the empty chair, she sat and looked at the woman sitting opposite her.
Elyon’s eyes and gown still blazed yellow, but the Goddess had muted their intensity. Although the color was rarely worn well, often causing the wearer’s skin to appear sallow or even ashen at times, on the Goddess, the yellow radiated warmth, energy, and above all else, a righteous need for justice. “You’ve done well, My Heart. I’ve had many Arch Priestesses serve me, but few that I love as well as you. You shepherd my Blades with strength tempered with mercy and love, just as I watch over you.”
The Goddess picked up her cup and saucer and held them in her lap. Daintily lifting the teacup to her lips, she closed her eyes and savored the flavors. “It’s not often I can enjoy such a delectable tea with my favorite mortal.”
Taking that as a hint, Sábria sipped from her cup as well. Flavors she’d never tasted before exploded across her tongue, and she opened her eyes wide with delight.
The Goddess’ eyes shone with pleasure at Sábria’s reaction. “While you enjoy your drink, let me explain the reason for my visit.”
Since she knew from past experience this would be a mostly one-sided conversation, Sábria settled in to listen. Telling Elyon how things were going in her Temple was always a futile exercise because, unlike most Gods, she kept a close watch on her Blades. As Sábria sipped her tea, she enjoyed the sight of Elyon’s exquisite features over the rim of her cup. Her face brought to mind the perfection of an evening moon or the blush of a newly opened rose, and Sábria’s heart felt as though it would burst with love.
With a knowing look, Elyon blushed with pleasure. “Perhaps when we’re through, we can enjoy one another in more fulfilling ways.” Her eyes sparkled with amusement when Sábria met her gaze with a playful look of her own. “But first, you wondered why I presented you with the three colors of Providence. Blue for revenge, red for a woman’s blood, and yellow for justice. Today, unlike the other times we’ve visited together, these colors aren’t meant as a portent of a task for you to complete. They have already been fulfilled by a woman I hope to bring into your loving embrace.”
Sábria cocked her head, curious now to know what the Goddess wanted of her.
Elyon sipped her tea, then placed the cup and saucer on the table. “As you know, I require much of my Blades, some more than others. Some die in my service. That’s to be expected, and I reward their souls when they arrive at my doorstep. But there’s one who has given me her life, in fact, has lost her life to justice, woman’s blood, and revenge, yet she still remains locked within her mortal shell. I would have you free her and give her back her life.”
Thinking hard, Sábria wondered who the Goddess could be referring to. “Is she already one of my Blades?”
“No, but she is one of mine.”
How could there be a Blade who wasn’t within one of the Temples of the Daughters of Elyon? That didn’t seem possible, and yet, if the Goddess said as much, then it must be so. “I don’t understand.”
“She has given all and has nothing left. Her soul is empty, she is utterly alone, and I am the one responsible for ripping the very fabric of her life to shreds. You must return that life to her. You alone, the joy of my heart, can bring healing to an empty soul bereft of all hope.”
“Where do I find her?”
“Your heart will tell you when you do.” The Goddess daintily sipped her tea, waiting to see whether her Priestess had other questions she wanted to ask. When none were forthcoming, her gaze languidly roamed the curves and contours of Sábria’s body.
Knowing what that look meant, Sábria’s pulse quickened, and her breathing slowed in anticipation of what her Goddess had planned for the rest of the night.
With a knowing look, Elyon raised the side of her mouth. “Was there something else you wanted to ask?”
Never understanding how a single look from those dark, smoldering eyes could make her shudder with longing and desire, Sábria licked lips gone suddenly dry as her nipples hardened beneath her tunic. All that from a single, simmering look.
Then, suddenly, her tunic was gone, and she found herself once again lying naked in her bed. Only this time, she wasn’t alone. With the caress of hands that knew exactly how to please and arouse, Elyon pinched Sábria’s nipple and then gently ran a finger around and over the tip. Placing her lips close to Sábria’s ear, she nibbled before whispering, “Did you want something, My Heart?”
Sounding needy, even to herself, Sábria managed to moan, “Yes.”
Elyon’s fingers were warm against her body as they slid down her stomach and into the soft, curly hair between her legs. When they slipped between the folds, she smiled into her Priestess’ ear. As her fingers slid back and forth in the warm, wetness between Sábria’s legs, Elyon kissed her ear and then ran her tongue around and down into the smooth flesh. “I can see you’re more than ready for my answer.”
“Yes. Please.” Sábria’s back arched, wanting those fingers deep inside her.
“Please? Well, since you ask so nicely.” One finger slipped inside, and then another as the Goddess took Sábria to the heights of ecstasy and held her there until she cried out with agonized, arching pleasure. Elyon softly touched hidden places only she ever found and filled her over and over as they danced with a sexual fervor that had Sábria begging for more. Sliding down and covering those secret places with her lips, Elyon gently sucked until Sábria’s body burst forth again and again with all the joy of blessed, overflowing release.
When Sábria couldn’t take anymore, Elyon kissed the joy of her heart gently and, with a whispered command, returned her to a deep and restful sleep.





CHAPTER 16
  
T errowyn tugged on the hem of her tunic, glanced at Shirin, who was doing paperwork at her desk in the outer office, and raised her brows, silently asking if she looked presentable enough for a formal meeting with the Arch Priestess.
Shirin grinned and nodded before returning to the discipline reports on her desk.
Terro’s knock sounded tentative, and she mentally chastised herself for being nervous. She’d known Sábria nearly twenty turns, and she still felt like a skittish colt whenever Sábria summoned her to her office. “You’d think I was a wet behind me ears shiv.” She hadn’t meant for Shirin to hear, but when the Commander chuckled quietly, she knew she had.
“Come.”
Pulling her shoulders back, Terro opened the door and stepped inside.
Sábria was leaning against the window frame, looking out onto the courtyard. She turned when Terrowyn came to attention in front of her desk. “Relax, Terro. Can I get you something to drink?” She walked to the small bar in the corner of the room and took out a wine glass. “Normally, this would be too early for wine, but I know it helps you to sleep after a long shift.”
Terro set herself in the rest position. “Wine would be nice, My Lady. Thank you.”
“No, Terro. I mean, really relax. Have a seat on the sofa. Do you prefer any wine in particular…?”
Terrowyn appreciated the offer of spirits for more than just helping to put her to sleep. She hoped it would calm her jitters, as well. “Whichever you choose will be fine. Thank you.” Stepping to the sofa, she waited until Sábria handed her a glass and sat. Looking at the mug Sábria kept for herself, she smiled. “Yer drinkin’ fangbrew. Th’ yellow or th’ green?”
Glad that her Blade was starting to relax, Sábria smiled and held up the cup in a toast. “I need to wake up. What do you think?”
Terrowyn chuckled, “The green, then. No doubt.”
Being the Arch Priestess could be trying at times. It was tiring to always be the one whose very presence made people nervous. There was no doubt her relationships with everyone had changed when Elyon’s ring first appeared on her finger.
Everyone except Marne. That thought popped into her head, and she smiled at the fact that the only one who hadn’t changed was the one who gave her the most grief. Maybe that was Marne’s purpose in life. After all, always having people bowing and scraping to her had become old fast. And thank the Goddess for Shirin, who treated her with respect, but who was also one of her very best friends.
Terrowyn appreciated the rich amber color of the wine as it swirled around the large-bowled glass. She couldn’t normally afford amber spirits, and she smiled with pleasure that Sábria would honor her with one now. Her brows rose in appreciation of the smooth, buttery taste. Closing her eyes, she let the flavors surround her tongue before finally swallowing the wonderful offering. “Milady, this is th’ best wine I believe I’ve ever tasted.”
Smiling with pleasure, Sábria turned slightly so the two of them were facing each other. She hiked one knee up onto the cushion and tucked her foot beneath her leg. Leaning her shoulder into the back of the sofa, she indicated Terrowyn’s glass with her fangbrew cup. “You have good taste. That’s a chardonnay from the Daughter’s Temple in Frayham. The High Priestess there tells me that her coopers build the best wine casks because they have such an abundance of oak surrounding their land.”
“Frayham. Didn’t ya send Pona, one of Khaldo’s spawn, up to Frayham?”
Khaldo, the ex-Blade who, along with her followers, had bullied Ailith and trashed her room, had been on Sábria’s mind quite a bit lately. She couldn’t decide what to do with her. Only recently, she’d allowed her out of the detention cells to clean the latrines and carry out the garbage from all the containers around the Temple. She’d asked to be sent to one of the outlying Temples, but Sábria didn’t trust her out of her sight for now.
Seeing that Terrowyn was waiting for an answer, she nodded. “Yes. I knew Pona enjoyed her wine and thought Frayham would be a perfect place for her. Since she was no longer a Blade, I thought perhaps she could learn the art of winemaking from High Priestess Resart. I hear she’s doing very well in her new life there.” Wanting to change the subject, Sábria got to the reason she’d asked Terrowyn to her office that morning. “Still nothing on the King Slayer?”
Terrowyn had just taken a sip of wine, and she hurriedly swallowed. “No, Milady.” She lowered her brows as though unsure of something. “But, a pidge who’s one of me babblers pointed out a woman sittin’ outside th’ Broken Tooth readin’ a book. She told me Milo...” she paused, “…ya remember Milo?”
“The sailor who came forward to tell us what really happened with Ailith?”
“Aye. That’s th’ one. Anyway, Milo told her the’ one readin’ th’ book was th’ King Slayer. But…”
“But?”
“But I went to th’ Tooth in th’ day to watch her, and she doesn’t look like someone to worry about. She keeps herself to herself. I never thought Milo was all that bright, and I think he’s probably mixed things up a bit. I just don’t think it’s her.”
Sábria raised her brows in silent agreement with Terrowyn’s views on the sailor’s intelligence. “If I wanted to see for myself, how would I know her?” She realized her question was similar to what she’d asked the Goddess and hoped Terrowyn’s answer would be more specific than simply, “Your heart will tell you when you do.”
Grinning over the rim of her glass, Terrowyn shrugged, “It’s th’ Broken Tooth, Milady. She’ll be th’ only one with her nose stuck in a book.”
That brought on a much-needed laugh for Sábria, who continued to chuckle as she sipped the hot fangbrew. After a moment, she asked, “What time do you usually find her there?”
“The first time, soon after I woke up, around four bells. I went back around six, and she was gone. I haven’t seen her since, but then, once I’d seen her, I decided there was no way she could be th’ King Slayer, so I haven’t gone lookin’ for her again.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, think about it, Milady. The King Slayer. She killed three King’s Champions and three Kings out in the open in fair fights. From what I’ve heard, she called ‘em out, and they couldn’t refuse the challenge without being called cowards.” She shrugged and grinned at what she was about to say. “Shouldn’t she be ten feet tall and dressed in shining armor proclaiming she’s th’ Goddess’ instrument of her wrath?”
It suddenly dawned on Sábria why her people hadn’t been able to bring back any word on the King Slayer. They were probably all looking for just such a person. “We are the instruments of Elyon’s wrath in Cibía, Terrowyn. Are we ten feet tall, and do we wear shining armor?”
“Well, no.” A blush rose in the Lead Guardian’s cheeks. “I guess I was lookin’ fer a strong warrior, is all.”
“Did she have sword calluses on her hands? Was she wearing a sword, for that matter?”
“She had a sword.” The blush intensified. “Once I saw her, I guess I figured I didn’t need to check for calluses. I’m sorry, Milady.”
Sábria placed a hand on Terro’s arm. “There’s no need to feel ashamed, Terro. I’m the one who made a mistake by not being clearer about the person I sought. And you very well may be right. The woman who’s sitting at the Broken Tooth enjoying a good book might just be a sailor off of one of the ships.”
Terro drank the last of the wine, and when Sábria rose, she did as well. She walked to the bar and set the glass in the small wash basin. “I’ll go back and check her again, Milady. Now if you like.”
“No, thank you. I’ve wanted to get out and stretch my legs, and with the sun shining so brightly today, this afternoon might be the perfect time to take a walk down to the Broken Tooth.” At Terrowyn’s lowered brows, Sábria held up her hand to stop her from saying what she knew her Lead Guardian intended to say. “Contrary to popular belief, I’m not some dainty flower who can’t take care of herself.”
“It’s not that, Milady. Well, not that, exactly. It’s just…well…if she is the King Slayer, well, you’re a co-ruler in Cibía. You don’t think….”
Sábria raised her brows. “Those Kings were evil, sadistic rulers, Terrowyn. Do you think that given the only rulers she killed were happy to kill their own people, the King Slayer has a reason to come after me?”
“No, Milady! Goddess Bless, No!”
“Then I don’t think I have anything to worry about. And if that’s the kind of thinking that’s going around the Blades, I expect you to clear the air with the exact same logic I just gave to you.”
Terrowyn came to attention and saluted. “Aye, Milady. I’m...sorry. That were a foolish thing to say. I weren’t thinkin’ right.” At times, Terrowyn spoke with a close approximation of proper diction, but when she became nervous, or more specifically when Sábria made her nervous, she reverted to the dialect of her horse breeding family.
Sábria smiled and corrected her. “That was a foolish thing to say, and I wasn’t thinking right.”
Terro’s shoulders relaxed, and she returned the smile with a small one of her own. “Aye. That’s what I meant to say, and I’ll spread th’ word. Don’t assume she’s here to kill ya but don’t let our guard down, neither.”
That was the best she could hope for under the circumstances, so Sábria changed the subject. “Oh, and I spoke with Healer Kara. She says Ghost’s leg is healing well.”
“Aye, it is. You probably know we’ve been givin’ her drops every few bells to keep her sleepin’. Otherwise, I don’t think we’d be able to keep her in th’ Temple long enough to heal.”
“Terrowyn. When I have more time, I’d like to sit down and talk with you about Ghost. About her future.”
A look of relief passed over Terro’s features. “I would very much appreciate that, Milady. I don’t know what to do about her, and if…well, the life of a skelli’s a hard one, isn’t it?”
“It is. I’ll find you sometime in the next few days so we can come up with a plan together.” She walked her to the door. “Thank you for coming in, Terro. Now go get some breakfast and head to bed.”
“Aye, Milady. Stay safe if yer headin’ into th’ Codpiece.”
Sábria watched Terrowyn let herself out of the outer office. She’d thought that inviting the King Slayer into the Temple would be a relatively easy task, but now she wondered whether that had been a terribly naïve assumption on her part. Her Blades were extremely protective of their Arch Priestess, to the point where, at times, they were willing to brave the Emperor’s wrath if he so much as insulted her.
“Something wrong?”
Shirin’s voice popped her out of her musings, and she smiled at her friend. “No. But I’d like to go out today, around four bells. Do you think you can clear my calendar?”
“Let me see.” The Commander consulted her list of Sábria’s appointments and nodded. “You were to meet with Killian and Emlyn at four to go over her progress. I’m sure they won’t mind rescheduling, and then…” she ran her finger down the page, “…Ailith and Jenx were scheduled for four-thirty. I’ll reschedule them as well. Where are we going?”
“I want to head down to the Broken Tooth. There’s a woman there who one of Terrowyn’s babblers says might be the King Slayer. I’d like to talk to her if she’s there to find out whether that’s the case.”
Shirin rose and stretched. “I’ll arrange a personal guard for you—”
“No. I’d prefer it if just the two of us went. I’m sure there’ll be Blades taking their mid-shift meal in the area if we run into any trouble.” Her Commander’s crossed arms and scowl told Sábria just what Shirin thought of that plan. “Don’t tell me you believe Aloric’s paranoid assertions that the King Slayer is in town to kill him and me?”
Irritation colored Shirin’s next words. “I think at times you play too loose with your safety. It’s my job to make sure you come back from the Codpiece alive and well.”
Shirin’s overprotectiveness rankled at times, and this was one of those times. “I happen to be the best swordswoman in the Temple, Shirin. Possibly the best in Sarlogne. Just when do you think I play loose with my safety? I practice my sword skills daily and my staff skills every other day. We work with knives—”
Holding up her hands in surrender, Shirin gave in. “Okay, okay. You win. You know I usually stand back when you have a battle to fight, but My Lady, the King Slayer killed some of the best swordsmen in Olarna. One of those King’s Champions had won the Emperor’s medal three turns running, and she killed him.” Every turn, Emperor Aloric invited the best swordsmen and women from several Kingdoms to enter a competition where the winner received a medal and twenty gold pieces as his or her reward.
Sábria rubbed her eyes and sighed. She never discussed her meetings with the Goddess for the simple reason that people tended to fall on their faces after simply looking at her ring. She was afraid to know what would happen if people knew she had face-to-face meetings with her. Telling Shirin that Elyon may have been speaking of the King Slayer and that she wanted her to bring the woman into her inner circle wasn’t an option right at that moment. “I don’t believe she wants to kill me, Shirin. But I promise I’ll be cautious until I can confirm that with her. That’s the best I can do.”
They both had more than enough work to carry them through lunch and into the afternoon. Their days were taken up with meetings, both scheduled and impromptu. That day alone, two Blades had requested Sábria’s presence while they worked out problems they were having in their long-standing relationship. While she’d been able to talk them through many of their issues, she’d had to end the meeting early so she could get to the Broken Tooth in time to, hopefully, meet with the King Slayer.





CHAPTER 17
  
T he famous Clock Tower of Sarlogne rose high above all the other city’s towers, cathedrals, and the gaudy, personal fortresses of the wealthiest noble families of the Empire. Sábria listened to the immense bells strike four as she and Shirin made their way toward the Broken Tooth.
At this time of day, merchants and shoppers outnumbered drinkers and gamblers. Close to the Temple, the clothing was used for more than simply covering the body. Both men and women used their apparel to display wealth and status. Silk was the material of choice for the very wealthy, and it had become fashionable for women’s sleeves to have rows of buttons running from wrist to shoulder. Lately, anyone who was anyone wore an elegant, expensive brooch to close the necks of their blouses. The more expensive the brooch, the higher status the wearer held. The women spread their colorful skirts and gracefully curtsied to Sábria as she walked past while the men doffed their bowler hats and bowed.
The further they walked from the Temple District, the clothing gradually declined in elegance. Within the Market District, servants doing their master’s sevenday shopping, and housewives and merchants wore utilitarian dresses or tunics and trews. Most buildings were at least two stories, mostly brick or block. The merchants sold their wares at street level, while the second floors were typically reserved as living quarters for their families.
The first time Sábria spotted Blades who were normally asleep at that time, she thought nothing of it. At times, the women needed to do some shopping when they weren’t working a shift. She began to get suspicious when she saw two deadnight shift shivs and their handlers seated in the grass in a small park playing some kind of dice game. Alert now to what might be going on, she saw Blades casually loitering in doorways or outside of alehouses, trying to look bored or inconspicuous.
After they passed Marne, who worked gloaming shift and should have gotten off at two bells, Sábria glanced over at Shirin. “Is this your doing?”
Chuckling, the Commander shook her head. “No. But I did hear Terrowyn tell you to be careful, so I assume she knew you were going to the Codpiece this afternoon?”
“Argh. Of course.” Sábria ran her hand over her face and shook her head. “I never should have mentioned it to her. If this woman is the King Slayer, I wanted our first meeting to be very lowkey. I didn’t want her to see ten or fifteen Blades standing about, ready to rescue me from her wrathful fury. I don’t believe she has any wrathful fury in store for me.”
“Why meet her at all? I don’t understand why you think it’s your place to come to her. If she was acting as an instrument of Elyon when she killed those Kings, as Aloric mentioned, shouldn’t it be she who comes to you instead of the other way around?”
“Shirin, you’re just going to have to trust me on this one.”
There had been so many times that Shirin hadn’t understood Sábria’s motives for doing the things she did that it had become second nature to trust the instincts the Goddess had given her Arch Priestess. Sighing, she realized that today should be no exception. “Yes, My Lady. I trust you implicitly, and as always, I’ll follow your lead if I can.”
Sábria raised her brows and looked sideways at her. “If you can? What exactly does that mean?”
“I have no idea, but I’ll know it when I see it.”
As they rounded the corner onto Lost Hope Lane, they heard shouting up ahead. A crowd had gathered around the long tables set outside the Broken Tooth, and Sábria, who didn’t want to be noticed, strode up and stood quietly behind the bakers, tailors, and merchants, not to mention the various members of the lower-city scum, to listen.
One man, whom Sábria recognized as one of Aloric’s servants, raised a fist in the direction of a woman sitting stoically with her back up against the outer wall of the Inn. Instead of the steel armor Terrowyn and the other Blades apparently thought a King Slayer should wear, she wore a faded, neatly patched brown tunic, tan trews, and knee-length suede boots. “We don’t need yer kind here, ya fowkin’ king killer. Gie on wit’ ya.”
With a gleeful grin, a skelli lobbed a piece of horse manure at the woman, who shifted slightly to avoid being hit with the goopy mess.
A burly man strode forward and put his fists on his hips. “We’s all wonderin’ who gave a fowkin’ pidge the likes of you th’ right t’ judge them kings?”
That seemed to get the woman’s attention. She glanced up into the man’s face and cocked her head. “You’re the blacksmith? You look like a blacksmith. Well, blacksmith, do you have children?”
The man balled his hands into fists and took a threatening step forward. “I do. And if yer threatenin’ me boys—”
The woman held up a placating hand. “Let me tell you a story about the first King I killed, Jankin. He had a liking for little boys and girls, five, six, seven turns old. He’d send his men out to scour the kingdom for them, and when they returned, he’d take them one at a time and rape and brutalize them until they died, either that day or the next. Most of the time, the bairns that were tossed onto the trash heap had been split front to back by the man’s prick.”
She stared at the blacksmith who stood glaring at her. “Well, there was a blacksmith in the capital city who’d managed to hide his boy from the soldiers, but one day they found him. The blacksmith was a big man, and the boy took after his father. He was almost too old for King Jankin, but I guess he decided nine would do as well as seven for what he had in mind. Jankin tried to put his prick into the lad’s bunghole, but the lad fought and bit part of the King’s finger off.”
The crowd, who’d been so self-righteous a moment earlier, had gone silent. “Jankin ordered his soldiers to sharpen a pike and ram it up the lad’s arse. He then had the pike rammed into the ground in the center of the city, with the lad still spitted on it like so much meat, mind you. I helped the blacksmith pull his son off the pike and dig his grave. And then I challenged King Jankin’s champion to a fight to the death, and once the champion was dead, I challenged the King, and yes, I killed him, too.”
A woman spat on the ground. “Ya kilt three Kings. They can’t all of been like ‘at.”
“Well, then, Jankin’s son, Crown Prince Godafre, ascended the throne. He’d learned his morality and ethics from his father, and he liked gold more than anything in the world. He upped the taxes on the poor by fifty percent. When a small town couldn’t pay the tax, Godafre sent his soldiers to massacre every man, woman, and child in the village, thinking that would frighten the other villages into paying what they owed. He had every peasant in three other villages massacred and burned before I challenged his champion and killed Godafre.”
If Sábria hadn’t been watching so closely, she wouldn’t have seen the muscles in the woman’s jaw jump, nor would she have seen her swallow hard and blink to hold back the tears. She doubted anyone in the crowd noticed, as worked up as they were.
“But I haven’t told you about the worst of the lot, King Godafre’s nephew, Azorius Jost. He had a taste for teen virgins. And when I say he had a taste, that’s exactly what I mean. He delighted in having his men bring him large-breasted young women between, say, fifteen and twenty-five turns. Why large-breasted? Because he enjoyed slicing them off, and he’d eat one and watch while his men force-fed the lasses their other breast until they choked to death.”
The King Slayer’s grey eyes flashed dangerously. “Once or twice, you say? A King can be forgiven his excesses, no? There were twenty-eight virgins hung upside down along the inner walls of his castle before someone found me and told me what this latest monster was up to.”
The guilt washing off the woman was a palpable wave buffeting Sábria’s senses.
“I should have kept better watch, but like you, I didn’t believe there could be three such depraved monarchs ascending the Olarnian throne, one right after the other. I’d heard the next in line might be just as evil, so I went to him and gave him a choice. Abdicate his throne in favor of his son and leave the kingdom or die.” She shrugged. “His son, King Denaro, has actually turned out to be a strong and caring monarch. Thank the Goddess.”
When the castle servant opened his mouth to speak, Sábria stepped forward and stopped him. “Aren’t you one of the servants from the palace? Were you paid to come and stir up the crowd against this woman?”
The man bowed low and sputtered his denial. “No, Milady. I be loyal to th’ Emperor and to yerself. I’m only tryin’ to do what’s best and right fer th’ two of ya.”
Lowering her chin, Sábria glared into the man’s small, rounded eyes. “You do know that one of my gifts is knowing when a man is lying to me, do you not?”
Blushing furiously, the man turned and pushed his way out of the crowd.
“I want the rest of you to leave this woman in peace. Go.” She glared into each face until everyone bowed, turned, and left.
The woman, who’d been straddling the bench in case she needed to rise to protect herself, lifted her leg over the seat so both feet were now beneath the table. She picked up her book, found her place, and began to read.
Sábria walked over and pointed to the bench on the opposite side of the table. “May I?”
Without lifting her head, the woman raised her eyes to look at Sábria. She waited a moment and then shrugged, “It’s your Empire.”
Smiling, Sábria said, “Ah, but at the moment, it’s your table.” Not a classical beauty, she thought, but someone with a strong, honest face that might even be considered handsome in some circles. A light scar ran just above her right cheekbone, a lucky miss that could easily have taken the eye. Her teeth were straight and white, evidence that there was no rukilla dust addiction. Most swordswomen steered clear of such drugs, but there was always a chance when someone loses everything in their life; family, hope, a future to look forward to.
Without answering, the woman returned to her book.
Taking that as an invitation, even when it clearly wasn’t, Sábria pulled out the bench and sat.
Shirin climbed in next to her, closer than she normally would. When Sábria pointedly glared at her and shifted over, Shirin decided it wouldn’t be wise to slide close again.
“It sounds like you know who I am. I understand you’re the King Slayer?”
The woman rubbed her temples and spoke quietly, “I prefer King Maker.” She flicked a glance at Shirin, and in that one look, Sábria knew she took in Shirin’s height, weight, musculature, and callused hands. This woman’s quiet, mild demeanor was deceptive, and Sábria made a mental note not to underestimate her. Her hands were strong and had the same mixture of calluses as she; those of sword, staff, and knife.
The biggest difference in their hands, though, were the calluses on the tips of the woman’s thumbs and forefingers. While Sábria was quite adept at knife fighting, this woman, judging by the thickness of those finger calluses, was an expert at knife throwing, a skill far more deadly than either sword or staff since she could kill without ever having to engage her enemy. “As I said, you seem to know who I am, but I’ll introduce myself anyway.” Sábria held out her hand over the table. “My name is Sábria, Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon.”
The woman glanced at the hand and then returned to her book.
Shirin leaned forward to berate her, but Sábria retrieved her hand and held up a finger telling her not to interfere. “I can’t keep calling you King Maker. I’ve never heard your real name.”
Placing her finger in the book to hold her page and closing the cover, the woman sighed with exaggerated patience and finally looked into Sábria’s eyes. “Is there a reason you need it?”
Taking advantage of the connection, Sábria held her gaze steady and smiled. “Friends usually call one another by name.” The darkness, maybe even emptiness, she saw in those brooding, dark grey eyes was startling. The Goddess had said this woman’s soul was empty, and she’d been right. Despite her misgivings, Sábria’s heart went out to this warrior who’d been witness to so much cruelty and had been exposed and forced to confront such evil.
The brows descended. “Friends? I’ve never met you before.”
“Well, I understand that during one of your trials, you said you killed the kings in the name of my Goddess, Elyon. Since I’m the voice of Elyon here in Cibía, I think that’s a good basis to begin our friendship, don’t you?”
Master Tomer, the cook at the Inn, carried out a tray of bread and two tankards of ale, one for Sábria and one for Shirin. He carefully set the tankards in front of both women, placed the bread in the center of the table, stepped back, and bowed. “Milady. It’s honored I be to have ye at th’ Broken Tooth.” He lifted a lip in the woman’s direction. “They’s better tables fer ye, or I kin clear this ‘un of th’ filth if ye prefer.”
“I prefer that you bring our companion her own mug of ale and leave off insulting someone I choose to call friend.”
Even though the woman had returned to her reading and acted as though she hadn’t heard the man’s insults, Sábria defended her with such authority that the innkeeper took a step back and bowed again. “F…friend, Milady? This here’s the—”
“This is the King Maker who saved hundreds if not thousands of people from cruel and bitter deaths.”
“So says she.”
“So say the transcripts of the records of the trials presided over by the magistrates and the Olarnian nobility. Now, that third mug of ale, Master?”
“Tomer. Ain’t no master about it, Milady. Just Tomer.”
He started to turn away to fetch the ale, but Sábria stopped him. “And Tomer?”
“Aye, Milady?” He turned back and pulled his forelock.
“If there’s anything in this woman’s ale that shouldn’t be there, I’ll know.” Her emphasis on the word wasn’t lost on the man. Everyone knew the Blades protected all women, regardless of status, race, or standing in the community, and their punishments were swift and feared by everyone within the Cibían Empire.
“If she’s yer friend, Milady, then she’s welcome here at th’ Tooth, and there won’t be no special s’prises in neither drink nor food. I give ye me word on that.”
Once the man had gone, Sábria tried again to open a conversation. “Even though I love to read, I never seem to find a spare moment to open a book.”
The woman ignored her.
“Our Temple has a wonderful library. I’d love to know what tale has you so enthralled. What’s the name of your book?”
Pulling in a deep breath, the woman let it out slowly and, with that same exaggerated patience, held the book up so Sábria could read the title.
Sábria read the words aloud and then raised her eyes to the woman’s face. “Wolf of the Breaking Heart.” She’d read the story many turns earlier after one of her Blades had committed suicide. It was a complicated, lyrical story told through the eyes of a wolf who sought out the lost and devoured their souls. Lying just beneath the surface of what seemed to be a child’s cautionary tale was a horror story where tormented souls languished beneath a crushing blanket of evil, deception, and fear. Sábria nodded and decided not to let on that she knew the darker side to the tale. “Isn’t that a child’s book of fairytales?”
Grey eyes caught and held Sábria’s gaze before slowly returning to the pages of the book. “Aye. I’m not known to be a deep thinker, My Lady.”
“Somehow, I doubt that very much.”
“You’ve read it, then?”
“I have.”
“You enjoy fairytales, do ya?”
She spoke with a lilting accent that lightly carried the Olarnian’s rhythmical cadence, but there was also a harsher element that added an interesting counterpoint that Sábria found fascinating and vaguely familiar. “I’m intrigued by your accent. What region of Olarna are you from? And yes. To answer your question, I love fairytales.” She glanced down at the book. “Maybe not that particular one, but most.”
“Yer familiar with Olarnian geography, then?”
Why did the woman always answer a question with a question? Sábria didn’t think it was because she was interested in the answer. It was more that she wanted to evade giving away any personal information. “I am. When I was a child, my father traveled there with a trade delegation, and he took my mother and me with him. We traveled from Sustin to Rance and then around the cape to Utrey.”
A barely discernable spark of humor or perhaps interest flashed in the woman’s eyes. She set the book down and rested her hands on her lap. “Then ya must have traveled through the hill town of Firbridge.”
Sábria suddenly sat up straight, shot her arm out, and snapped her fingers, almost knocking into Tomer’s hand as he delivered the third tankard of ale. “That’s it. I knew your accent wasn’t strictly Olarnian. You’re one of the hill folk, aren’t you?”
A smile almost crossed the woman’s lips. “Ya mean, am I a Nóko?”
“You are! From the Nókopawa Hills. I loved your people. They were so generous and kind to my mother and me.” Sábria glanced sideways as she tried to remember where she’d put the gift their Nóko hosts had given to her. “I believe I still have a small, child-sized flute one of the artisans carved for me. I know it’s somewhere. It had pictures of wild animals painted on it because I’d told him I loved the way his playing reminded me of different forest animals talking back and forth to one another.”
Before Sábria knew what had happened, the woman slipped a knife from a sheath on her leg and brought it forward onto the table.
Shirin, who must have been watching for such a move, reacted instantly. She shoved forward and grabbed the woman’s wrist with one hand while she drew her own knife with the other.
Like a striking snake, the woman flipped her hand over and slammed Shirin’s knuckles onto the wooden table, breaking her grip. With her other hand, she quickly disarmed the Commander, leapt into the air, clearing her bench and landing solidly on both feet behind the bench.
She was crouched and ready, and when she saw movement behind her, she expertly flipped Shirin’s knife so she held the tip between thumb and forefinger. She held her arm cocked in front of her waist, ready to fling it behind her if necessary.
Sábria found her voice and shouted, “Geller! No!”
Prime Geller, who’d been standing in the shadows guarding her Priestess, had drawn her sword and moved forward. She froze at Sábria’s command.
To Sábria’s great relief, the hand holding the tip of the blade relaxed slightly, so the Arch Priestess decided to take a chance. “Geller. Sheath your sword.”
Ten or more Blades had also drawn their weapons and advanced.
“The rest of you, back up, now.” She pulled Shirin back onto the bench. A sheen of sweat had appeared on the Commander’s brow, and her face had lost all its color. She was holding her injured hand, and Sábria hoped the woman hadn’t broken her knuckles.
The woman glanced warily around at the Blades, who’d moved in to protect Sábria. Tossing Shirin’s knife on the table, she sheathed her own blade and turned to leave.
Ailith, who was standing between Marne and Geller, stepped forward to block her way.
The woman kept walking, and Sábria barked. “Ailith. Move!”
If Ailith hadn’t stepped to the side, the woman would have walked right over her. Or tried to anyway. As Ailith had proven with the Emperor, she could be an immovable object when she wanted.
A bearded man dressed in black canvas trousers gathered at the knee and a sea captain’s white shirt and black vest strode forward while everyone watched the woman walking into the Codpiece. He stopped next to their table, lit a match, and set it to the bowl of his pipe. He puffed a few times to make sure it lit and then held it down by his chest. “Yer people are lucky to be alive, Milady. I’ve never seen none better with knife nor sword. Th’ lass came across on me ship, so’s I know a bit ‘bout her an’ her ways. Th’ hill folk where she’s from cut bread with their knife to share an’ then pass th’ knife to th’ next person, who cuts a piece and shares it back as a gesture of trust and friendship.”
Sábria groaned as she remembered that her family had been included in that exact ceremony when they’d visited Firbridge.
The captain puffed a few times on his pipe and continued, “I think th’ only reason yer folks aren’t lyin’ dead in th’ streets is she realized at th’ last minute they’d not understood th’ ritual.” With that, he sauntered into the street.
“Captain. Wait.” When the man looked back, she added, “Please.” She put a hand on Shirin’s shoulder. “Is your hand broken?”
Shirin, who was obviously in pain, shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Can you wait just a moment, and I’ll get you back to the infirmary?”
Nodding, Shirin met Sábria’s worried eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust your instincts. If I’ve—”
Sábria patted her shoulder. “No need to apologize.” She walked to the man and quietly asked, “I never got her name.”
“Prya Játhea.” He was a head taller than her and, holding his pipe inches from his mouth, he looked down with a cheerful glint in his eye. “Me ship’s th’ Boulston. We’ll be in dock for th’ next sevenday. The lass is still berthin’ with us.” With that, he ambled down the street with his pipe clamped between his teeth and his hands clasped behind his back.
Two dangerous-looking sailors gave Sábria a wide berth as they moved around her and followed their captain. She couldn’t help believing he’d brought them as protection for his passenger in case things got ugly. And things very nearly had.
Sighing, she turned and was met by the cook, Tomer, who held out Prya’s book. “Yer friend left this, Milady. Thought ya might want to give it back to ‘er.”
Taking the book, Sábria put a hand on the man’s arm. “Tomer, I value people who aren’t too stubborn to listen and change. Thank you for being so open-minded.”
The man straightened and squared his shoulders. A flush spread up his face, and he bowed low. “Yer welcome at th’ Tooth anytime, Milady. And…well.” He straightened and held Sábria’s gaze with watery eyes. “Ya honor me with yer words.”
Squeezing his arm again, she left him to join Shirin, who was waiting for her with her injured hand tucked in close to her chest. “Let’s go get you checked out, shall we?” With eight Blades, two shivs, and one Prime walking with them as impromptu guards, they returned to the Temple. Sábria summoned Master Healer Haria to the Sanctum, where she could examine Shirin’s swollen hand in the privacy of her own room.





CHAPTER 18
  
A fter giving Shirin an herbal concoction to ease the pain, Master Healer Haria gently felt each knuckle bone checking for breaks. She spoke while she worked. “She slammed your hand onto the table? How, exactly?”
Since Haria was seated next to Shirin on the sofa, Sábria had hiked a hip onto the sofa’s arm in order to watch the Healer work. Shirin looked up at Sábria. “Could you stand here, in front of the arm cushion? When Sábria complied, Shirin rested her uninjured hand on the cushion as though she were holding a knife and motioned to Sábria with her chin. “Now, grab my wrist like I grabbed hers.”
Sábria did so, and in slow motion, Shirin flipped her fist over and pretended to rap Sábria’s knuckles against the cushion. When they were done, the Priestess resumed her place next to her friend.
Haria was quiet a moment and then asked, “You say she’s from Olarna?” At Sábria’s nod, the Healer thought some more. “From all that you’ve told me, with her being the King Slayer—”
Interrupting the Healer, Sábria gave her opinion of the use of that term. “She prefers the term King Maker, and I agree. It’s far better to be known for the good she did than for the killings that were necessary to save uncounted lives.”
Haria conceded the point. “With her being the King Maker and using this move on Shirin and easily disarming her, my guess is she’s studied with the Oracles of Elugar.”
That caught Sábria’s attention. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
Wincing as Haria prodded a particularly sore knuckle, Shirin glanced between the two women. “I’ve never heard of them. Who are they?”
“I’m sorry, this might hurt again, but I need a better feeling for what’s going on with that finger. Anyway, they are a community of warriors who practice the art of battle religiously, almost fanatically. Strangely enough, they are also gentle people who would rather walk away from a fight than engage, but when they do engage—”
Shirin gasped aloud.
Haria released her hold and patted the hand. “Sorry, that’s the worst of them, and I had to be sure of the extent of the damage.” Edging forward, the Healer picked up a glass from a low table in front of the sofa and handed it to her. “A bit more of this will help.”
After Shirin downed the remainder of the contents, Haria retrieved the glass and replaced it on the table. “When they do engage, they are absolutely deadly. I think you were very lucky, Shirin. She must not have given you the full force of the attack because I’ve seen the results of that particular move before, and the knuckles were shattered beyond repair.”
Shirin ran her good hand up into her hair and closed her eyes. “I’m a fool twice over, then. How many times have I taught shivs or even Blades the concept of ‘know your enemy,’ and in my arrogance, what do I do? Grab the wrist of someone who could have injured me so badly I might not ever have been able to hold a weapon in that hand again.”
Sábria spoke quietly, “She’s not your enemy, Shirin.”
“As I said, a fool twice over because you said as much when we went to see her, and I chose to ignore you.” She opened her eyes and looked up into Sábria’s bright blue eyes. “Again, forgive me for doubting your instincts.”
Tucking a stray hair behind Shirin’s ear, Sábria’s lips curved up slightly. “Nothing to forgive. The Goddess has put you in the position you’re in because you don’t always do exactly as I ask. You think for yourself, and I value that. In this instance, however…” she raised her brows and shrugged, “…you probably should have followed my lead.”
Shirin swayed slightly, “Whoa, that potion’s affecting me a bit more now than when I took the first couple of sips.”
Haria chuckled, “Yes, the more you drink, the stronger it becomes. Let’s get you into bed so we don’t have to carry you, eh?” Haria took one arm and Sábria the other, and they led Shirin into her bedroom, where they helped her lay down on the bed.
As the two women removed her boots and clothing, Shirin blinked sleepily up at them as she tried to keep her eyes open. “Are any bones broken?”
Haria nodded. “Possibly this one.” She tapped the knuckle on the middle finger. “But we’ll know better in a few days. If it is, it should heal fine if you take care of it. You were very lucky.”
As she slurred her words, Shirin’s eyes closed completely. “That’s a rel….”
Sábria chuckled as she pulled the blankets up to Shirin’s chin. “Yes, my good friend. That’s a relief.”
Haria pulled the bedroom door closed and walked to the center of the living room where she stopped to speak with Sábria. “I heard about Gweyir and her ship. I’m so sorry, Sábria. She was a very special woman whom we’ll all miss.” She put her hand on Sábria’s cheek. “You most of all. If you need a shoulder to cry on or just a good friend willing to listen, please, come to me.”
Covering Haria’s hand with her own, Sábria looked deeply into the older woman’s eyes. “Thank you for your concern. And yes, I’ll miss her exuberance, her mischievous turn of phrase, and those joyful laughing eyes that found the humor in every situation. I may take you up on your offer, my friend.”
Walking the healer to the door, Sábria let her out and then, with a sudden heavy heart, shut the door behind her.





CHAPTER 19
  
T o keep her mind off of Gweyir, Sábria decided that while Shirin slept, it would be a good time to walk among the Blades to hear their reactions to the afternoon’s events. As she walked through the archway leading from the Sanctum’s garden into the Temple’s inner courtyard, she saw several groups milling about, chatting quietly amongst themselves. That in and of itself was unusual for this time of day, and she guessed they were discussing her visit to see the King Maker.
Ailith was sitting alone at one of the tables outside the dining hall, and as Sábria strode over, she saw the shiv had propped the tip of her sword on a wooden block. The young warrior was slowly and methodically running a whetstone across one edge of the blade to sharpen it.
Sábria sat down next to her, and when Ailith paused, the Priestess ran her thumb over the edge. “That’s an excellent edge Ailith. But then I’d expect a warrior from Dreyutha to know how to keep her weapon sharp.”
Ailith frowned and brought her brows down low. She nodded and then resumed her methodical working of the blade.
That was a strange reaction. Sábria turned sideways, rested her arm on the table, and leaned her head onto her fist. “Why the long face? Something bothering you?”
Ailith lifted a shoulder and kept working. “I guess yer fasched just like Marne was.”
“Marne was angry at you?”
The look Ailith gave her bordered on the suspicious, and she drew out her answer. “Aye.”
“Why?”
“Ya don’t know?” At Sábria’s confused, slow shake of the head, Ailith shrugged. “Well, she said I needed t’ listen to ya when ya give an order, but I were just confused, that’s all. Sometimes people give an order, and then things change, and you don’t know if th’ order still stands or not.” Ailith absently rubbed the side of her head. “Ya gonna rap me like Marne done?”
Sábria chuckled. “No.”
“That Marne’s got one fowkin’ hard hand, that’s for fowkin’ sure.”
“Why did she cuff you?”
“Because ya told us to back off, and when th’ King Slayer started to leave, I stepped in her way because I didn’t know if ya wanted her to stay or no.”
Sábria felt the side of Ailith’s head. “I don’t feel any lumps. I suppose it could’ve been worse. But in this case, Ailith, Marne was wrong. I’m not upset with you. I would have been if you hadn’t backed off when I told you to, but I was very pleased when you reacted immediately and did as I ordered.”
Ailith glanced sideways at her. “Ya aren’t fasched then? Marne said, when ya told us to back off, I should of just backed off.”
“As you said, Ailith, there are some fast-moving situations where a Blade, or a shiv,” she smiled into Ailith’s worried eyes when she said the word, “needs to think for themselves. I’m glad you’re able to do that, and I’m even more pleased that you reacted to my order as quickly as you did. I know all of you were just trying to protect me, although, in this instance, I didn’t need protection.”
She again ran her hand into Ailith’s hair and rested it there as she gently caressed her temple with her thumb. “I’m sorry Marne cuffed you. I think you get enough of that right now without her adding to it. I’ll speak with her—”
“No!” Ailith turned and shrugged Sábria’s hand off her head. “That’s all I need is fer her or anybody else to think I go whining to ya every time somebody whacks me. I’m fine, Milady, honest. I’m fine.”
Sábria, who still had her head on her fist, grinned affectionately at her shiv. “You’re more than fine, Ailith, and I love you for being exactly who you are.”
That brought on the second blush of the day, and Ailith went back to sharpening her sword to hide her embarrassment. When Sábria started to rise, Ailith turned her head towards her but didn’t look her in the eyes. “Milady?”
Sábria lowered herself back down and rested her forearm on the table. She genuinely enjoyed spending time with Ailith, and she gave the young shiv her undivided attention. “Yes?”
“Well, I know most people are sayin’ that th’ King Slayer might want to hurt ya, but I don’t think she does. I don’t think people understand evil, or th’ kind of power a cruel king can have, th’ kind of sufferin’, I mean real, hurtful, painful sufferin’ they can put on people.”
She turned her head a bit further towards Sábria but still wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I’ve drudged fer cruel assholes before, and, well, I think what she did was kind of what you did to Prince Ewell. Not exactly, though.” She finally met Sábria’s eyes and pointed at her. “Prince Ewell attacked you, but th’ King Slayer attacked those three Kings. So that’s a bit different, aye?”
When the Priestess nodded, Ailith continued, “But you did what you did to protect me. I’m probably not sayin’ it right, but she did what she did to protect th’ peasants and th’ bairns of that kingdom. Ya aren’t gonna go around killin’ other princes. Ya aren’t gonna kill th’ ones who aren’t evil. I mean, sure, Emperor Aloric is,” she hesitated and shrugged, “well, I’m sorry fer sayin’ it, Milady, but I don’t think she kills rulers just because they’re fools.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Do ya ken what I’m sayin’? She won’t hurt ya because,” her blush intensified, “because yer th’ best Arch Priestess I’ve ever met.” She shrugged again, “Well, not that I’ve met many, or any, fer that matter, but…,” she looked directly into Sábria’s eyes again, “…but yer wonderful, Milady, and, well, I’ve never said this before to anyone, but I love you, too.”
Sábria pursed her lips and let the tears that had suddenly appeared run down her cheeks.
Ailith grinned and shook her head. “Ach, yer bawlin’. Don’t do that.” She glanced around at the other people in the courtyard. “They’re gonna think I made ya bawl fer some reason.”
Sábria stood and moved so she was pressed against Ailith’s back. She wrapped her arms around her shoulders and squeezed tight. “You did, my impetuous, hotheaded, intelligent, intuitive little shiv. You most certainly did.” She kissed her hair and said quietly in her ear. “And I agree with everything you said about her. I hope we can both get to know her better, yes?”
“Aye, Milady. I think I’d like that.”
Wiping the tears from her eyes, Sábria patted Ailith on her shoulders and then turned to survey the other groups. She knew whom she hoped to find, and when she spotted Keavey Terrowyn talking to Geller and some of the other senior Blades, she walked over to listen to their conversation.
Terrowyn glanced at her face, and when she noticed some stray tears, she flicked her gaze toward Ailith. “Is everything okay, Milady? Did she say something she shouldn’t have? Sometimes she lets her mouth run on and forgets to think before she opens that fanghole of hers.”
The wind blew Sábria’s hair into her eyes, and she absently swiped it off her forehead. “No, sometimes, even though she can run on, what she has to say is perceptive and perfect.”
Geller turned and looked up at the second floor of the Sanctum. “And Shirin’s knuckles? Will they be okay? Looked to me like they could’ve been broken.”
“No, she was very lucky that the King Maker didn’t slam her hand down onto the table as hard as she might have.”
Terrowyn scrunched up her eyes. “The King Maker?”
Sábria had already said it many times that day, and she intended to keep saying it until all her Blades referred to her that way. “That’s what she likes to be called, and that’s how I’d like you to refer to her from now on unless you call her by her name, Prya. I think she’s a good woman, a true warrior, who had to make some very difficult decisions. Decisions that changed the course of her life. I plan to offer her sanctuary within the Temple, and I wanted you, as some of my leaders, the ones the others look up to and follow, to be the first to know. I believe that she, just like any other woman who needs our help, deserves our nurturing and protection.” She held every woman’s gaze in turn, wanting to convey the strength of her conviction.
All of the women looked slightly confused, but as usual, Geller picked up on what she was trying to do. “Ya think she were in th’ right killin’ those kings?”
“I do.”
Geller looked down at her feet and then back up at Sábria. “If those kings did what she said, well, I think I might’ve killed them, too, if I could. I’ll welcome her into th’ Temple, Milady, and if ya like, I’ll spread th’ word that she’s under my protection.”
“She’ll be under my protection, Ursuna, but if I have your support,” she looked around at the other Blades, “if I have all of your support, I think that will make it so much easier to welcome her home.”
Terrowyn’s head jerked up at that, “Her home? You’re going to make her a Blade?”
“For whatever reason, I believe the Goddess already considers her a Blade. You may not know this, but when she testified at her trial, she claimed she did what she did in Elyon’s name. Whether she’ll patrol the streets alongside you or whether she serves in a different capacity than any of us, I can’t say. But either way, I do want her to consider this her home and Elyon’s Blades, her family.”





CHAPTER 20
  
A fter she left Geller and the other Blades, Sábria made a quick stop in the kitchens to request that Mistress Fullman arrange for her and Shirin’s dinner to be brought to Shirin’s rooms. Next, she checked her desk in the Citadel to see whether there was anything urgent she needed to attend to. Satisfied she wasn’t needed anywhere, she chose a book from the academic library she maintained in her office and walked to the Sanctum.
As she climbed the stairs, Emlyn came through the doors behind her carrying a large tray with two plates of food covered by silver domes and another smaller domed plate off to the side. “I’m glad I caught you, My Lady. Mistress Fullman asked me to bring your dinner to the Commander’s room.”
Sábria smiled at the shiv since she’d been hoping for a chance to speak with her in private but hadn’t had the time to do so. “Come on up. I’m glad you’re the one who was tapped to bring the food. I’ve been trying to get some time to see how you’re doing with your training.”
When Emlyn caught up to her, the two climbed the remainder of the steps to the second floor, and Sábria opened Shirin’s door. She motioned Emlyn inside and pointed to a small kitchen off to the right. “If you just take the tray in through there, I want to check to see how the Commander is doing.”
Sábria walked into Shirin’s bedroom, where she found her curled on her side, sleeping peacefully. Master Haria had set the injured hand on a pillow to keep it elevated, and it had dropped onto the mattress. Sábria gently inserted her palm beneath the injured hand, readjusted the pillow, and carefully lowered the hand down onto it.
She looked around for a throw pillow and found the size she was looking for on the seat of the wingback chair. She retrieved it and brought it back to the bed, where she pushed it up against Shirin’s elbow and forearm. With the hand elevated and the arm blocked in place, she quietly left the room and shut the door.
Emlyn had set the tray on the table, and when Sábria returned to the kitchen, she peeked beneath one of the domes. “Master Healer Haria gave the Commander a stronger potion than I thought she would, so I seem to have an extra meal.” She picked up a plate and set it at one of the place settings. “Would you join me? This is a perfect opportunity to chat.”
Emlyn wasn’t much for showing her emotions, so even though she’d been trying to avoid Sábria for the simple reason she was afraid the perceptive Arch Priestess would realize how upset she’d been lately, she glanced at the box before reluctantly retrieving the second covered plate. “I’d be honored, My Lady.”
“Excellent.” Lifting the cover off her plate, Sábria checked to see what was on the menu for the evening. “That looks wonderful, and what goes better with a nice chicken than a white wine? Will you join me for that as well?” She put a finger to her lips. “If I remember correctly, you prefer…” she started for the door, “…wait here a moment.”
She returned a short time later, holding a full wine bottle. “As I was saying, if I remember correctly, you prefer a spicy white with strong citrus notes.” She held the bottle out so Emlyn could see the label.
“Itour Edes. My Lady, how did you know this is my favorite?”
Sábria smiled and pointed to a cupboard. “I believe you’ll find two glasses in that one over there.” The kitchen was a modest size since almost everyone took their meals in the dining hall. The cabinet she indicated was hanging between two decorative, arched metal shelves. The tops of the arches met above the cupboard, and each metal sculpture had four multi-level wooden shelves climbing the interior of the arches. Various copper Tuvistian cooking pots, pans, and strainers were set one to a shelf.
Emlyn admired the cookware as she retrieved the wine glasses. “Tuvistian artisans do such wonderful work with the copper from their upper basin. Tomisa had several brought to—”
When Emlyn practically choked on the name, Sábria reached into a drawer and pulled out a corkscrew, which she handed to her. “Would you do the honors?”
Grateful for the change of subject, Emlyn expertly uncorked the bottle and filled both glasses. Setting them and the bottle on the table, she waited politely for Sábria to take her seat.
“When we’re enjoying a private meal together, we can dispense with protocol, Emlyn. Please sit, and we can do without the My Lady when it’s just the two of us.” Sábria didn’t immediately sit. She wanted to see whether Emlyn would unbend enough to relax in her presence.
Having grown up surrounded by royalty, it was second nature for Emlyn to maintain a certain degree of separation between the upper echelons of society and herself. Although no one had been brutal with her, her lessons in decorum had been thorough. “I…would rather not sit while you’re standing, My….” She stopped herself and then ended the sentence without giving the honorific, “…while you’re standing.”
Pulling out her chair, Sábria smiled at the young woman. “Emlyn, we’ve slept in the same bed together. I think that qualifies you to sit in my presence when we’re alone.”
Giving in to the inevitable, Emlyn pulled out her chair and sat. “Why do you allow such familiarity from the lowliest of the low, My La—” Stopping herself mid-word, Emlyn shook her head and stared at her plate.
“Perhaps because I don’t consider a shiv the lowliest of the low. We’re a military order, that’s true. But we’re also a family, and one aspect of living in the Temple that you would do well to embrace is that there are times when we can be informal together. Did Tomisa always sit first when the two of you were alone together?”
“Yes.”
Sábria’s eyebrows rose. “Yes?”
The comical look of surprise on the Arch Priestess’ face brought an unaccustomed smile to Emlyn’s normally taciturn features. She looked away and then down at her plate. “Yes, My Lady. Despite being close, being…lovers, we were still Crown Princess and Lead Guard. We found it safer to maintain those boundaries after one time—I believe we were six or seven—when Queen Sintéa was in the room. I accidentally sat before Tomisa did. The Queen had her guards throw me from the room and had them beat me for my impertinence.” Blushing, Emlyn glanced up to make sure Sábria had taken a bite of food before she cut a piece of chicken and brought it to her mouth.
The mention of Emlyn’s former lover was an opening Sábria felt she couldn’t ignore. “Speaking of that, you need to know I received an invitation to Crown Princess Tomisa’s wedding.”
Emlyn’s fork paused briefly before she daintily placed it in her mouth and pulled the chicken from the tines. Without looking at the Arch Priestess, she set the fork down and sat back in her chair. She politely chewed and swallowed before commenting. “I’d assumed that you’d received yours when Emperor Aloric mentioned that he’d received his. Do you plan to attend?”
The question sounded innocent enough, but there was enough repressed emotion behind the words that Sábria knew the conversation had taken an uncomfortable turn for the young shiv. She reached across the table and covered Emlyn’s hand with her own. “I suppose it might have been prudent not to mention it, but I’ve never been one to keep things from my people. To answer your question, no, I don’t plan to attend. I rarely travel outside of Cibía for the simple reason that I can’t afford to be gone for long periods of time. Even traveling between cities to visit the other temples can be complicated, as you saw when Shirin and I were gone for a short time, and Maeira was killed, and Ailith ostracized. Imagine if I had been gone any longer. The damage done might have been irreversible.”
Emlyn crossed her arms, opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it again. She wouldn’t meet Sábria’s gaze and tried once more to form the words uppermost on her mind. “Have I…”
Sábria squeezed her hand. “No, I’m sorry you haven’t received an invitation, and even if you had, we’d need to think long and hard about whether it would be prudent for you to attend. When Emperor Aloric asked whether you’d received an invitation, you told him that you didn’t expect to because you’d severed ties with Tomisa. Why do you think you might receive one now?”
Emlyn retrieved her hand and crossed her arms again. “I don’t, really. It’s just that….” She sighed and shook her head. “It’s just that sometimes—” She closed her eyes. “Nevermind. It’s not something I dwell on.”
“Sometimes?”
“It’s nothing, My Lady. Please. Could we—”
“Change the subject? No, we can’t. I’m sorry, Emlyn, but locking your feelings inside is neither healthy nor prudent. Look at what happened the last time you decided to handle your grief on your own.”
Even though Emlyn had been avoiding the Arch Priestess so they wouldn’t have this conversation, she felt a small portion of relief that Sábria cared enough to coax it from her. “Well, you’ll probably think me foolish, but sometimes, I’ll go up into the tower and look out over the bay, hoping and praying that I’ll see the sales of the Kibrunian flagship sailing into the harbor, that Tomisa is returning to me.”
Her gaze flicked to Sábria, and she quickly looked down again. “I know I can never leave the Daughters of Elyon, and I’ll never return to Kibrun, but that doesn’t stop me from dreaming and hoping and praying.” Emlyn reacted to the unexpected tears forming in her eyes by taking up her wine glass and downing the contents. She stood and started for the door.
Sábria, anticipating the move, had already risen and was blocking her way. Despite knowing that Kibrunians rarely like to be touched, Sábria took Emlyn’s face in her hands and forced her to look into her eyes. “I know it’s getting a bit easier for you to accept my touch. May I hold you now?”
Emlyn remained still for a moment. It was true that before she’d arrived in Cibía, the only person she’d allowed to touch her had been Tomisa. But recently, she’d come to appreciate Sábria’s occasional arm squeeze or pat on the back, just as she enjoyed her handler, Killian’s arm around her shoulders after a particularly stressful watch. Nodding hesitantly, she relaxed into Sábria’s arms as the older woman pulled her into an embrace.
“Emlyn, I know that you’ve lost so much, and there’s nothing wrong with grieving. But I’d like you to try something new for me. Can you do that?”
The fabric of Sábria’s uniform felt smooth and soft against Emlyn’s cheek as she nodded.
“I’d like you to focus on what you’ve gained rather than what you’ve lost. Even though she’s your handler, I know that Killian considers you a friend. I also know that there are several Blades who work alongside you who’ve reached out to try to help. You’re always polite in your refusal, but if you continue to keep your distance, I’m afraid they’ll begin to give you the solitude you think you need.”
Sábria pulled her into a tighter embrace. “It’s difficult as a shiv because there’s a natural separation at times between you and the full Blades. You exacerbate that separation by sinking into your grief. Now, instead of pushing them away, when one of them reaches out to you, try to open up to them. They’ve all been there. They’ve all been shivs, and even though they haven’t all been through what you’re experiencing, they’ve all had difficult times at some point in their lives.”
Emlyn pushed away gently and then turned, sat on the sofa, and put her head in her hands.
Sábria sat down next to her, knowing instinctively there was more that needed to be said.
“My lady, I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but sometimes when we’re working the streets, if we come onto a dangerous situation, I find myself hoping—”
Sábria put her hand on the back of Emlyn’s head. “Oh, Emlyn. I pray that never happens. You’re a wonderful addition to the Temple, and I hope I never have to mourn your loss.”
When Emlyn, who still held her head in her hands, shook her head, Sábria took one of the hands and pulled it down. “Would you do something else for me?”
The question surprised Emlyn enough that she immediately lowered the other hand, stared into Sábria’s eyes, and nodded. “Of course, My Lady.”
“I want you to start thinking about how you can help other people here at the Temple. Look around you and find others who might need a caring word or gesture. It’s something I know you’re good at because I’ve seen you reach out to people who are hurting.”
It was true Emlyn had tried to help Ailith after she’d been bullied, and she’d sat with Jenx for several days in the infirmary after her lover had been killed. She hadn’t realized she’d pulled into herself so much that she’d stopped comforting people who might need a friendly face or a willing ear.
When she saw she was getting through to her shiv, Sábria continued. “For example, I want you to see that most of the time, Ailith sits by herself in the courtyard. And even though I’m aware you sat with Jenx in the infirmary, I don’t think you’ve realized she’s still grieving for Meira. I want you to see that there are other unhappy people here that perhaps you can help. Because when you only look at what you’ve lost, you become blind to the needs of others. Helping others with their loneliness or their loss or grief helps to put your own pain into perspective. Can you do that for me?”
There were times when words spoke directly to Emlyn’s heart, and this was one of those times. “I hadn’t realized I’d stopped seeing the needs of other people. Queen Sintéa believed I had a gift.” she blushed, not wanting to think Sábria might believe her vain, “One time, I found her weeping alone in the gardens. When I dared put my hand on her shoulder, she said my soul saw the hurt in people and that often, even the smallest gestures meant more to that person than I’d ever know.”
Recognizing the blush for what it was, Sábria took Emlyn’s hand and pulled it into her lap. “Everyone has a gift, Emlyn, and it’s important to acknowledge it. I recognized your caring soul shortly after you came to us, and I’ve missed seeing it the last few sevendays. Don’t let grief overshadow that which the Goddess has given you. We, the greater family here in the Temple, need all the gifts she’s brought to us. We need you, Emlyn.”
While Emlyn stared into Sábria’s eyes, the Arch Priestess came to the fore. “The strength of Elyon’s Blades comes from the intertwining of all the various talents and gifts of the women who serve her. She brought you to us for a reason, not so we can change you, but so we can benefit from your strengths, no matter how insignificant you might think them to be.”
She broke the connection by standing and pulling Emlyn to her feet. “So, enough of that. We barely touched our dinner, and I think I saw some chocolate caramel cookies waiting for us at the bottom of the box. In fact,” she walked to the table and pulled out the cookies, “let’s go straight to these. No need to wait!”
Smiling at her Priestess, who knew just how to lift her moods, Emlyn accepted the offering and took a big, satisfying bite.
Returning the smile with a broad one of her own, Sábria lifted her cookie and pointed to the one in Emlyn’s hand with her little finger. “And you didn’t wait for me to take a bite of mine first!” Emlyn gasped at her lapse, which made Sábria laugh out loud. “I’m teasing you, Little One. That bite makes me think you might allow us to be friends after all.”
Looking Sábria in the eyes, Emlyn nodded slowly before glancing down. Very softly, she said, “I’d like that, My Lady. I’d like that very much.”





CHAPTER 21
  
T he following day Sábria had her hands full, making sure Shirin stayed in bed with her hand elevated. Healer Haria had said that if she could have a full day without the hand swelling, the knuckles would still be bruised, but with the swelling reduced, the hand could begin to heal.
Shirin, thinking the precaution silly, had gone out late that morning when Sábria was called away to visit with the family of one of her Blades. It had taken only one candlemark for her to realize Haria wasn’t a Master Healer because she knew how to sing, something she did rather well.
No, after a candlemark, Shirin’s hand had swollen to twice its normal size, and the pain had grown nearly intolerable. When she walked into the infirmary and asked Kara for a potion to take away the pain and swelling, Master Haria interceded. “I’ll help her, Kara. You go check on Ghost, will you?”
Once the other healer left, Haria pointed in the direction of the Sanctum. “Back to bed with you.”
Shirin held up her swollen, aching hand. “I’d asked Kara—”
Haria glared down her nose at the Commander. “I know exactly why you came, and you can forget getting any pain relief from me. I told you to remain in bed with your hand elevated, and what have I seen this last candlemark? The Commander going into the dormitories. The Commander walking to the stables to deal with a problem there. The Commander doing any number of jobs one of your Subcommanders could have handled, so no, you will not receive anything for the pain. You’ll get yourself back to bed, raise that arm, and hope the swelling goes down on its own.” With that, Haria moved to the herb table where she’d been mixing a potion when Shirin had walked in to speak with Kara.
The pain plus the Master Healer treating her like a child combined to ratchet up Shirin’s temper. Angrily pursing her lips to keep from saying something she’d later regret, she turned so suddenly she accidentally rapped her injured hand on a side table hard enough to send pain ripping up her arm. She had exactly two breaths to realize her vision was going dark before she sank to the ground in a dead faint.
Hearing the distinctive sound of a body hitting the floor, Haria looked over her shoulder in time to see Shirin’s head lolling to the side. “Oh, for the sake of the Goddess.” Grumbling about nobles who think they know more than a Master Healer, Haria walked to the door and looked out. “Prime Geller, Guardian Terrowyn. Would you come here, please?”
Sábria had just left Guardian Harkin’s family at the gate to the outer bailey. Picking up the still-smoldering, noxious Tuvistian cigar the father had flicked into the courtyard, she angled toward the trash barrel next to the gate. She happened to glance up in time to see Geller and Terrowyn carrying Shirin through the gate into the Sanctum’s garden. She shook her head and quietly said to herself, “You couldn’t stay down, could you?”
The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, something that often happened when someone was staring at her. She looked around the courtyard, checking the outdoor dining tables and then giving the dormitory windows a cursory look to see whether anyone was staring at her from their room. Turning a full circle, her gaze finally came to rest on a shadowy figure standing behind one of the columns holding up a porch roof to the right of the portcullis.
She stared until the person moved forward out of the shadows. “Khaldo. Is there some reason you’re skulking next to the gate?”
The young woman’s mouth twisted in unadulterated hatred for the woman who’d taken away the Blade status she’d dreamed of since she first became aware of the Temple as a five-turn child. “No, Milady.” She made the honorific sound dirty and bared her teeth on the tail end of the word.
“Did you come for the trash? The barrel obviously needs emptying.”
Knowing if she went too far with her sarcasm Sábria would put her back into that disgusting detention cell, Khaldo forced a smile onto her face. If she could have seen the hatred in her eyes, she would have known to disguise that as well. “Yes, Milady.”
The gate guard, Dina, stepped up next to Sábria. “Is everything okay, My Lady? We noticed you’d stopped here for some reason.”
The second guard, Larkin, stood in the middle of the gate so she could keep an eye on the outer bailey and on what was happening just inside the courtyard.
Sábria saw Khaldo’s eyes flick to something behind her, and she turned to see Larkin backing up her and Dina. “Everything’s fine. I believe Khaldo was standing off to the side, waiting for me to pass. She’s gathering the trash to take to the midden.”
Dina nodded and tucked her thumbs near the buckle of her sword belt.
Realizing everyone was waiting for her to leave, Sábria started for the Sanctum. She stopped when she remembered she’d wanted to leave a message with Dina. “I’m expecting Lady Knight Farryn later this morning. If you’d let her pass and tell her I’m in Commander Shirin’s rooms, I’d appreciate it.”
“Yes, My Lady.” Dina watched her go, then turned angry eyes on Khaldo. “You blame her when the only one you should be blaming is yourself.”
Khaldo pushed past her and hiked the trash barrel onto her shoulder. “I don’t blame her, Dina. But she’ll pay one day. You wait and see. She’ll pay.”
Dina grabbed her by the throat and slammed her, along with the garbage barrel, up against the wall. “I hope that wasn’t the threat it sounded like, you little piece of shit. If you’d admitted, just once, you and your skezzi followers were wrong, take even a little responsibility for what you did to Ailith, we’d do our best to try to forget.” She squeezed Khaldo’s throat harder to make sure the woman got her message. “But as long as you hold the Arch Priestess responsible for where you are today, I’ll be watching you. One wrong move—”
“Oi! What’s goin’ on here?” Prime Geller was just returning from delivering Shirin to her bed.
Releasing her death grip on Khaldo’s throat, Dina set her down and patted the woman’s tunic free of wrinkles. “Nothing, Prime. We’re just clarifying a few things, that’s all.”
Geller, who not only hated bullies but also held Khaldo partially responsible for the trouble she’d been in with the Arch Priestess, glared at the woman. “Give me one tiny reason to run my blade through yer sorry gullet, garbage girl, and it’ll be a done deal. As far as I’m concerned, ya don’t deserve to pick up th’ trash in th’ Temple, let alone walk about free without a guard.” She turned her attention to Dina. “And you, get back to yer post. Now.”
Dina brought her fist to her chest, gave Khaldo one last scathing look, and marched to the outer gate with Larkin by her side.
Shaking her head, Geller snarled at Khaldo. “Get back to work.”
Khaldo returned her glare for two beats before hiking the trash barrel higher onto her shoulder and heading to the rear of the Temple grounds, where she’d separate the trash into piles to either burn, compost, or bury.
Oblivious to what had happened after she’d entered the Sanctum’s gardens, Sábria let herself into Shirin’s rooms, where she met Healer Haria pulling the door shut to the bedroom. “What happened?”
“Your Commander is receiving an object lesson in obedience to the Master Healer. She decided she knew more about healing injured knuckles than I did and spent the last candlemark walking around the Temple with her arm swinging down by her side. Now her hand is swollen to twice its size again, and she thinks I’m going to give her something for the pain. I think not.”
“Swollen to twice its size again? I thought you said there was probably nothing broken.”
“If you remember, I said if she stayed quiet, we might know whether that one knuckle was broken or not by today. Broken? I’m still not sure. Dislocated? Probably. She has two knuckles that most likely dislocated and reset yesterday on their own before I saw them. The fact that they reset themselves doesn’t minimize the severity of the damage. Walking around like a gorilla, swinging her hands down by her sides, encouraging blood flow to the damaged vessels, causing swelling and pain. I’d hoped to minimize the excess blood to the hand by keeping her in bed with the hand elevated. That didn’t happen.”
Sábria blew out a breath. “I should have stayed with her.”
“She’s a big girl, Sábria. She doesn’t need you to stay with her to hold her hand. Now, she can reap the consequences of her actions and suffer in silence. Obviously, alleviating the pain only serves to encourage her to move about. So, I will no longer alleviate the pain.”
“Haria.”
“No, Sábria. She could do permanent damage if she ignores my orders.” With that, the Master Healer let herself out.
Shirin had always been a horrible patient, and it had never been an easy thing to keep her in bed. Sábria let herself into the bedroom where the Commander was sitting up with her arm hanging above her head from a sling-like contraption the healer had brought with her from the infirmary.
Shirin glowered at Sábria. “The woman treats me like a child.”
Sábria shrugged and smiled. “You acted like a spoiled child. She was very clear yesterday that you needed to stay in bed today with that hand elevated, and what do you do the moment I leave the room?”
Pointing toward the living area, Shirin growled, “I’ve got a bottle of Korzo in the wine cabinet.”
“You want straight Korzo? No fruit juice or anything?”
“That woman won’t give me anything for the pain, so I’ll take care of it myself.”
“You’re always so grumpy when you’re hurting. Where’s the ‘please, My Lady, could you bring me that bottle of Korzo?’ Instead, it’s pointing and grunting.”
The glare Shirin turned on her would have made Sábria laugh out loud if her friend hadn’t been in so much pain. “Fine. I’ll be right back.” She returned with the bottle and a glass. Uncorking it, she intended to pour a good amount into the glass, but Shirin grabbed the bottle instead.
Upending it, she took four long swallows and then gasped when the liquid burned its way down her throat. She breathed heavily for a moment before raising the bottle a second time.
Sábria grabbed it and pulled it out of her hand. “Whoa. Give it time to work. That stuff will rot your gut if you drink too much too fast and you haven’t even eaten any lunch yet. I have no intention of cleaning up the bed or the floor if you spew a stomach full of Korzo across the room.” She got up and headed for the kitchen. “There’s some bread and butter in the kitchen. You’d better eat something, or you’ll spew up.”
It took some convincing, but Shirin eventually ate most of the bread and settled down into the bed. The Korzo was having its intended effect, and before long, most of the pain had subsided, and her eyes were getting heavy. “I’ll be up and about tomorrow. I’m sorry I can’t help much today.”
Sábria patted Shirin’s arm and waited until her friend was fast asleep. Picking up the book she’d begun reading that morning, she settled into the wingback chair to wait for the Farryn to arrive.





CHAPTER 22
  
A  quiet knock on the outer door announced that the young Knight was not only punctual but courteous as well. The guard at the bottom of the stairs had almost certainly informed her that the Commander was recuperating, and the knock had been so quiet that Sábria almost missed it.
Putting her book aside and checking to make sure Shirin was still asleep, she made her way to the door, put her finger to her lips, and stepped into the hallway. “Ryn, I’m glad you came.”
Ryn bowed slightly and then displayed that charming smile Sábria had delighted in the first time she’d been awarded one by the effervescent young woman. “I wouldn’t miss the opportunity to go back to the pier with you, My Lady. And I have to admit to a bit of curiosity about the King Sl—”
“The King Maker.”
The Knight stared at her as she rolled the idea around in her head. “I like that. From everything I’ve read, she’s quite a woman who was forced to make some unimaginable choices. Although, I’m afraid the Emperor doesn’t see it that way. He’s convinced she’s here to kill him and has told all of the Knights, myself included, to arrest her and bring her up on charges.”
Sábria, who’d started down the stairs with Ryn by her side, stopped halfway between one step and the next.
Ryn continued down the step and found herself looking back up at the Priestess.
Trying to decide whether she should include Ryn in her plans now that she had this new information, Sábria tapped her finger on the stair rail and considered her options. “Ryn, I’m not going to the docks to arrest Prya. I’m going to offer her sanctuary here in the Temple.”
“I understand that, My Lady. And should the Emperor learn of this afternoon’s foray into the Codpiece, where we might happen to come across the King Maker, I have now informed you of my orders and will have to obey you should you countermand them when and if we find her. The Emperor will then have to take up his objections with you rather than with me.”
Ryn blinked innocently at Sábria and cocked her head, an affectation the older woman added to the many reasons she enjoyed spending time with her. But then the Arch Priestess rose to the fore. “I’m inclined to trust you, Ryn. However, you are a Knight sworn to King Aloric. He may be my co-ruler, but I’ve never fully trusted him. Why should I trust you now and take you to someone you’ve been ordered to arrest? Without cause, I might add.”
Ryn glanced around, making sure they were alone. She stepped up to Sábria’s level so they were eye-to-eye. “My Lady. May I speak in confidence?”
“Here? No. But let’s go to my room where you can speak plainly without anyone accidentally overhearing what you have to say.” Sábria led her back upstairs and into her suite of rooms. She strode to the sofa, sat, and indicated Ryn should do so as well. “Now. I’ll hold what you tell me in confidence unless I have a compelling reason in the future to break that confidence.”
At the Knight’s lowered brow and pursed lips, Sábria lifted a shoulder. “It’s the best I can offer you, Ryn. You can either trust me or not, but I won’t pretend to give my word and possibly have to break it at a later time. I don’t think you comprehend my responsibilities, my dear, and I learned early on not to make promises I might not be able to keep.”
Ryn glanced down at her hands that were balled in her lap. She thought for a long while, and thankfully, Sábria remained quiet and allowed her to do so. Finally, she looked up, “My Lady. I know I’m not one of your Blades, but I’ve needed to speak with someone, and I can think of no better person than you.”
“I hope I don’t disappoint you, then, as my first priority is to the Goddess and then to my Blades.”
Ryn smiled, “I’m sure, since I’m a woman, I fall somewhere down on that list. I’m just not sure how far down.”
How this woman had so thoroughly captured Sábria’s affection was anyone’s guess. “You’re not far down at all, Ryn. So, would you still like to speak with me, or shall we remain friends and today, at least, go our separate ways?”
Sighing, Ryn loosened her fingers, which she’d pressed into a tangled knot in her lap. “When I returned with my Knight Master, Emperor Aloric was away from Sarlogne. I’d had a rather…” she glanced up at Sábria, “…difficult four turns as a squire.”
“Who was your Knight master?”
“Sir Mydral of Vinty.”
Sábria lowered her chin and raised her brows. “What?” Mydral was of the old school, a man who believed women should be kept in the home raising children and cleaning up after their man. “Why in the world would he take on a female squire?” She held up her hand at the stupidity of the question. “You don’t need to answer that. To keep you down and discourage you from the folly of becoming a full Knight.”
“I see you’re acquainted with him, then. Anyway, I needed time away from the fallacy of nobility.”
“That’s hardly fair. I know of many good, kind nobles.”
“I mean the fallacy of the word ‘noble.’ I don’t believe people should be given a title such as noble simply because they’re born into a certain station in life. I know many of the Blades come from the noble classes, My Lady, and I’m sure they’re worthy of the distinction. I mean no disrespect to them. The word noble has been co-opted by a class of people who, for the most part, are anything but.”
“And yet you were born into that same class.”
Ryn shrugged, “I was. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be a Lady Knight. And therein lies my problem.”
Sábria cocked her head. “How so?”
“When I successfully finished my four turns as a squire, Emperor Aloric wasn’t in Sarlogne, so, as I said, I needed time away, and I left court to go out into the world, have adventures, and generally be an itinerant Knight. When I returned, no one remembered that I’d never sworn my allegiance to the Emperor. I’m reluctant to remind people, and if Sir Mydral remembers, I’m certain he has no intention of legitimizing my position in court.”
That was nowhere near what Sábria thought Ryn was going to say. The idea hadn’t even registered in the far reaches of her imagination. “You’re not a Knight, then?”
For the first time since Sábria met her, a fierce, angry glare shone in Ryn’s eyes. “Oh, I earned the title, and I refuse to let the fact that I haven’t knelt to that—” she stopped herself just in time and repeated the last part of her sentence, “I refuse to let the fact that I haven’t knelt to Emperor Aloric keep me from the position I slaved for these last eight turns. I’m a Knight, My Lady, as sure as you’re the Arch Priestess of Elyon.”
Her righteous indignation ran out, and she deflated as though someone had stuck a pin into her flesh. “And if they do remember, I’m not sure I’ll swear allegiance to him. And I know I’ll never swear allegiance to the evil bastard waiting in the wings should Aloric die. The bastard tried to rape me, My Lady.”
Sábria’s head shot up at that.
Ryn held up her hand, “I’ve learned a thing or two about hand-to-hand combat, and let me just say his privates will forever have a dent in them should anyone care to look.” She caught and held Sábria’s gaze, sending the clear message that although her words might be construed by some to be humorous, Ryn hadn’t meant them in a humorous vein.
Sensing the hurt behind the words, Sábria returned Ryn’s gaze with an understanding one of her own. “And how many other lasses has he raped who don’t know how to defend themselves?” She glanced into Ryn’s eyes, “But that’s for me to investigate, not you. Do I make myself clear?”
“You do, My Lady. So, as far as you worrying that I might be setting you up so that you take me to the King Sl—Maker so that I can earn points with the Emperor, I can honestly swear to you that is not going to happen.”
Sitting quietly as she digested this new information, Sábria thought about the hardships this good-natured young woman had had to endure simply because she’d been born a female. But wasn’t that why Elyon had anointed the first Arch Priestess over six hundred turns earlier? “Thank the Goddess, all men aren’t evil, just as I know that not all nobles are cruel and unjust.” She stood and walked to the door. “Well, then, shall we see what surprises we can find down by the docks?”
With the serious conversation over, the sparkle returned to Ryn’s green eyes. “Absolutely, My Lady.”
When they reached the courtyard, Subcommander Calit was waiting with a squad of ten Blades. Since they hadn’t known precisely when Sábria meant to leave, the women were relaxing in the shade or sitting around the fountain, chatting with one another. As soon as Sábria stepped beneath the leaf-covered archway from the garden, they all hurried over and formed up into two lines of five each.
Sábria checked each face, making sure Calit had done as she’d asked and recruited ten Blades she could count on to keep their heads in stressful situations. Not that she anticipated any problems, but neither had she anticipated Shirin getting injured the previous day. “Thank you for accompanying me on such short notice. If you’d all gather around, what I have to say is for your ears only, and I’d rather not have to raise my voice to be heard.”
The warriors closed in around her, and Sábria spoke in a quiet tone that she knew would only be heard by those in her immediate vicinity. “You’re here because we’re going to the docks, and the Commander would have my hide if I went through the Codpiece alone.”
Everyone chuckled at that because they knew how protective their Commander was of their Arch Priestess.
Lowering her voice even more, Sábria leaned in to make sure she was heard. “We’re going to find Prya Játhea, otherwise known as the King Maker.”
Some of the women looked troubled, but they held their peace.
“I want you to know that I am absolutely convinced she means me no harm. I hope to offer her sanctuary here at the Temple, so if we do find her, you will protect her as you would protect me. Lady Knight Farryn mentioned today that Emperor Aloric wishes to have her arrested. I intend to make sure that doesn’t happen. Any questions?”
Blade Harkin raised her hand. “What do we do if she’s walking with us and some of Aloric’s people try to arrest her?”
“You have as much authority as the Emperor’s Guards. You will obey my orders as I give them. Each of you was chosen specifically because you’re good at keeping your head in fluid situations. Do that, and we’ll be fine.”
There was a general chorus of “Yes, My Lady,” and, after Calit’s order to move out by two’s, they started toward the dock, looking like they were one of the regular Blade teams that patrol the city on any given day. It was difficult for Sábria to be anything but what she was, so she and Ryn strode through the streets, stopping at shops and catching up with merchants she hadn’t spoken to in quite a while.
Wanting to treat Ryn to Master Oline’s buttery croissants, she bought them each one along with a loaf of rye bread, one of her own particular favorites. When they left the bakery, two of the Blades in her group strode into an alley, and after giving them time to make sure it was safe, Sábria and Ryn followed, companionably enjoying the delicious pastry. This was the same alley Ghost had used when she’d pointed out the two sailors to Terrowyn. It led to a narrow back street that would take them directly to the pier.
As luck would have it, the Boulston, the three-masted clipper ship the captain had said Prya had sailed in on, was berthed in the first slip to the right of the end of the road. Millnet Bay was a natural deep-water bay, and as such, an experienced ship’s crew could tow their vessel right up to the docks. The Boulston was the largest ship docked at the moment. Even larger ones lay anchored in the deeper waters of the harbor, but the captain and crew of this massive clipper had expertly maneuvered her into port.
Sábria walked to the gangplank and looked up at the black ship. A red stripe ran along the gunwale, and as her eye followed it around, she saw the captain leaning against the railing, puffing on his pipe and staring down at her.
When he realized she recognized him, he strolled to the gangplank and joined her on the dock. “Milady. I wondered whether I’d be seein’ ya a’fore we set sail.”
“It’s good to see you again, Captain...?”
He removed his pipe from between his teeth and held it on his chest. “Captain Aldean.”
Sábria held out a hand. “Please call me Sábria.”
He gently took the proffered hand and bowed over it. “Honorius.”
“You’d mentioned that Prya might be staying on your ship, Honorius. Could I speak with her?”
“That’d be up to her, I suppose.” He used his pipe to point to where the dock met the rocky incline beneath the wooden structure. “She be down there, Milady.”
“Thank you.” The area he’d indicated was where they’d found Ailith after she’d dragged Octavia out of the sea. Sábria made her way to a path leading down below the dock itself, where she saw a pair of legs protruding from behind a large, round pylon. Guessing Prya was resting against the solid wooden post, she started forward but stopped when she heard two voices murmuring to one another. Not wanting to intrude, she stepped far enough to the side to where she could be seen and peeked around the corner.
What she saw brought her up short. Ailith was sitting close to Prya, too close as far as Sábria was concerned, and she was pointing to something the woman held in her lap. Irritation colored the Priestess’ words as she barked, “Ailith?”
A very shocked young shiv grabbed the object out of Prya’s hands and stuffed it down the back of her pants. Jumping to her feet, she stared wide-eyed and wildly tried to come up with her reason for being with the King Slayer. “Milady. I…I… didn’t expect to see ya down here.”
“Obviously.”
Appearing relaxed and unconcerned, Prya glanced over her shoulder and dipped her chin. “My Lady.”
“What’s going on here?”
Ailith blurted out, “Nothin’.”
Sábria walked forward and pointed to Ailith’s waist. “What was that you put behind your back?”
Blushing now, Ailith blinked several times and then glanced up to see Subcommander Calit and the Lady Knight standing above them. “Do I have to say, Milady? I’d rather not.”
Sábria’s eyes narrowed, but she shook her head. “No. You don’t. Not right at this moment, anyway.”
With relief relaxing the tense muscles around her eyes, Ailith stepped onto a rock and started moving up the incline toward Calit. “With yer permission, Milady. I’ll be off.”
Sábria didn’t respond, and Ailith didn’t wait around to hear whether she’d be allowed to leave. She hurried over the rocks until she came to the path and then climbed the rest of the way up to the dock.
Looking at the woman relaxing casually against the pylon, Sábria stepped forward and leaned against a particularly large, jagged stone. She reined in her temper before she spoke because she wanted this to be an amiable meeting and not a contentious one. “What are you doing with my shiv?”
“Ailith?” Prya looked up into Sábria’s face. “She comes here sometimes to watch the jokesters. I thought she looked like she could use a friend, so I came down to join her.”
“You’ve met with her more than once?”
“No. We only docked a few days ago, My Lady. She’s the one who told me she likes to come here and visit with the jokester she said stole her tunic.” Prya smiled as she looked out over the gentle waves. “I would have loved to have seen the two of them, though. If my guess is right,” she glanced at Sábria again, “they’re two of a kind.”
If Shirin was protective of the Arch Priestess, Sábria was ten times as protective of her Blades and twenty times more so when it came to her shivs. “What did she hide behind her back?”
A spark of amusement lit the woman’s eyes. “I think that’s something she should tell you, don’t you?”
Gathering her patience around her like a cloak, Sábria pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly before pointing to the place Ailith had vacated. “May I join you?”
Prya glanced at her with quiet amusement. “It’s your Empire, My Lady.”
Recognizing the peace offering for what it was, Sábria responded in kind. “At the moment, it’s your pylon.” She stepped over some rocks and sat next to Prya. A jokester raised his head and snout out of the water and pushed backward while chittering his message to the two women. “Is that Ailith’s friend?”
“He’s the only one I’ve seen around here. He hangs around begging fish from the sailors on deck. He’s quite the personality.”
They watched his antics until Sábria picked up a pebble and used her thumb to flick it into the water. “I wanted to apologize for yesterday.”
“No need, My Lady. Will your Blade be all right? At times, my reactions are automatic, and I realized too late how the King Slayer pulling a knife on one of the realm’s rulers must have appeared to her. I’m the one who owes you and your Blade an apology.” Her voice, so full of friendly banter a moment earlier, lost all animation. Now all Sábria heard was defeat and overwhelming depression.
As though she realized how she must have sounded, Prya forced a smile onto her face. “But, since I won’t be able to apologize in person, would you pass it along for me? I think we’ll be leaving port sooner rather than later.”
“I’d like to do better than that.” Taking the small loaf of rye bread from her pouch, she unrolled the handkerchief she’d stored it in and set the dark loaf on her thigh. Pulling out her belt knife, she cut a slice and handed it to Prya.
The woman stared at it for such a long time that Sábria wondered whether she’d erred somehow.
Prya hesitantly took the peace offering, ate it, and held her hand out for the knife.
As she watched the woman cut a second slice, Sábria couldn’t help but notice the tear making its way down Prya’s cheek. The Arch Priestess took the proffered bread and slipped it into her mouth.
Rubbing her cheek dry with her shoulder, Prya expertly flipped the blade and handed it back, hilt first.
Sábria accepted the blade with one hand, and with the other, she placed her palm beneath Prya’s hand and closed her fingers around it. “Come stay with us at the Temple for as long as you like, Prya. You can’t run away from who you are and what Elyon asked you to do. We are her Blades, and she considers you one of her children, too.”
Prya shook her head. “I thank you, but—”
Her words were cut short by the clattering of hooves behind them. The sound echoed off the walls of the buildings leading to the Port, and Sábria sheathed her belt knife and turned in time to see Ryn hurrying up to the dock. When she returned, all the blood had drained from her face and she called down to Sábria, “Knights!”
Sábria immediately rose and started up the path. She stopped halfway and turned back to Prya, “I didn’t bring them.”
Not appearing too concerned, Prya loosely pursed her lips and lifted a shoulder as if to ask, “Does it really matter?”
Sábria hurried up the incline, where she was met by her ten Blades and Subcommander Calit. She composed herself and waited for the mounted contingent of Knights to approach.
Ryn stepped up beside her and said quietly, “I knew nothing about this, My Lady. I swear.”
Slowly turning an angry glare on the young Knight, Sábria replied in the same, quiet tone. “We’ll speak of this later, Ryn.”
Ryn heard the displeasure in the Arch Priestess’ tone, pulled her shoulders straight, and stood with her hands clasped behind her back. She knew now wasn’t the time to argue her innocence. She sensed, rather than saw, the ship’s captain and several of his sailors pass behind them and wondered whether they’d try to protect the King Slayer from a contingent of mounted Knights. She silently amended her thoughts to King Maker and knew she’d gotten herself and the Arch Priestess into a bind.
If the Knights went to arrest the woman, would Sábria and the ten Blades move to stop them? Would they be joined by the captain and his crew, and if so, should she stand with the Blades or with her fellow Knights? Clearly, she hadn’t thought things through well enough, and she cursed at her political inexperience and lack of training while she’d been a squire. She hadn’t realized she’d cursed aloud until Sábria spoke without looking her way.
“I invited you, and the blame lies with me. When they arrive, move to stand with the other Knights. I can’t advise you what to do if there’s a confrontation.”
“What they’re doing is wrong, My Lady. I won’t lift my sword against you or your Blades.” With that, she stepped onto the cobblestone street and was quickly surrounded by the mounted Knights as they moved around her to confront the Arch Priestess.
Sábria watched as Ryn was engulfed by the horses, and when one moved aside, she caught sight of the lady Knight’s back as she retreated up the street toward the palace. Sighing, she whispered, “Sábria, sometimes you can be such an idiot.”
Sir Compton, one of Aloric’s sycophants, rode forward. “We’re here to arrest the King Slayer, Lady Sábria. Where is she?”
Subcommander Calit drew her sword and stepped forward. “You, and all of those with you, will dismount and bow to the Arch Priestess, Lord Compton.” The schick of ten swords leaving their scabbards backed up her words.
Compton, a man with a long, hatchet-face and sallow complexion, was one who believed women should keep to their place, but as most of the eight Knights who’d ridden with him dismounted, he had little choice but to dismount as well. Handing his reins to another Knight, he strode forward and, with a sneer, bowed no lower than protocol demanded.
Sábria ignored his question and instead answered with one of her own. “How come you here, Compton, on the same day my Blades and I visit Captain Aldean?”
Her deliberate use of the name without the accompanying title wasn’t lost on the Knight. His nostrils flared, and although he’d never risk his life by backhanding the woman, he was sorely tempted.
A second Knight handed his reins to a companion and approached. He deliberately stepped in between Sábria and Compton and bowed low. “My Lady, Sábria. Lord Compton had word that the King Slayer is staying here. Emperor Aloric has charged us with apprehending her and bringing her to the palace to face a trial before his magistrates.”
“Compton had word from where, or more specifically, from whom, Lord Archer? And why do you come riding down to the docks fully kitted for battle when I’m here with my Blades?”
Her deliberate use of Archer’s title when she’d omitted his own wasn’t lost on Compton. Blood suffused his cheeks, and he pushed Archer aside. “I will speak for myself, Archer.”
Lord Archer surprised Sábria when he growled, “Then you’ll address the Arch Priestess with respect, Compton, or I’ll know why.”
“You dare address me in that manner?”
Sábria had deliberately used Archer’s title to drive a wedge between the two men, and it appeared she’d succeeded. “Then speak to me, Compton. Who brought you word that you might find the King Maker here at the docks?”
Captain Aldean strode up the path from beneath the pier puffing on his pipe. There was a definite twinkle in his eye that told Sábria that, for whatever reason, there was no longer any danger to Prya.
Compton, who was still focused entirely on Sábria and her continued insults, reared to his full height, which was easily a head taller than Sábria, if not more. “The King Slayer is here, and by the authority of Emperor Aloric, I intend to search the area until I find her. We have no intention of fighting your Blades, My Lady,” he sneered the words, “but we will search now.”
“We aren’t stopping you, Compton.”
“Your Blades have their weapons drawn.”
“Because you chose to give insult by addressing me while still on horseback.” Sábria nodded to Calit, who stepped closer but sheathed her sword. The rest of the Blades did the same, and Sábria added, “Something I won’t soon forget.”
The captain strode to his gangplank, and Compton, who at least realized rudely pushing past the Arch Priestess would not be a wise move, dipped his head as he circled around her on his way to confront the man.
If the murderous look Archer sent to Compton’s back was any indication, he was not pleased with what had just taken place. “My Lady. I had no idea you would be here, and if I had, I certainly wouldn’t have joined Compton on this errand. He came in shouting he had word of where we could find the King…” he paused and bowed slightly, “the King Maker, and since we’d been charged with bringing her to justice, we rode with him.”
“Justice? Justice for what, exactly?”
Archer was a redhead, and when he blushed, his entire face and scalp betrayed him. “That’s not for me to say, My Lady.”
“Knights are supposed to act with honor at all times, Lord Archer. I understand that Emperor Aloric has put you and these other Knights in an untenable position where you either arrest a woman who has broken no laws, or you disobey your oath to obey your sovereign. Either way, he has placed your honor in jeopardy.”
He pulled in a breath before squaring his shoulders. “Is the King Maker here, My Lady?”
Sábria shrugged. “I met Captain Aldean yesterday, and he invited me to visit him on his ship.” She crossed her arms and waited.
He bowed, “Then, I apologize for disrupting your visit.” With that, he, along with three other Knights, mounted and rode off. The remaining five Knights ground-tied their horses and began searching the docks. One took the path leading to where Sábria had met with Prya.
When he returned and began searching elsewhere, Sábria growled quietly to herself, and she and her guards made their way back through the city and into the Temple grounds.





CHAPTER 23
  
“A ilith what?” Shirin’s mood didn’t improve when she heard Sábria had gone to the docks without her. In fact, it had grown noticeably worse over dinner as she listened to Sábria telling her about Compton’s rudeness and Ailith’s spending time with Prya. “I’m gonna kill her when I get out of here.”
Since it was just the two of them, Sábria had climbed onto the bed and was eating from a plate she had resting on her lap. “For what?”
“For what? We know nothing about the woman, and what does Ailith do but go down to the docks and sit alone with her beneath the pier.”
“She’s not a child, Shirin. You’re overreacting because your hand hurts. I intend to speak with Ailith tomorrow. Are you going to eat that cobbler?”
Shirin’s rooms adjoined Sábria’s, and the two women stopped talking when they heard a thump on the other side of the wall. Sábria set her plate on the bedside table, pulled her sword from the sheath she had hanging over the back of the chair, and then pointed at Shirin, who was frantically trying to unhook her hand from the sling.
“Don’t you dare. Wait here.” Sábria quietly let herself out into the hall. With her sword at the ready, she was just about to open the door into her suite when it was opened by someone on the inside. She moved forward and stuck the sword’s point against the person’s throat.
A soaking wet Ailith froze and held her hands out to her sides. Anger and frustration loosened her tongue more than usual, and she blurted out, “I wish you and th’ Commander would stop stickin’ yer fowkin’ swords into me throat.”
Shirin came bounding out of her room wearing a night robe and holding her sword at the ready. She narrowed her eyes at Ailith and then looked at Sábria. Shaking her head, she retreated inside and slammed the door.
Lowering her sword, Sábria stared at the puddle forming at Ailith’s feet, and then very slowly, her gaze traveled up the soaking wet trews and tunic and came to rest on Ailith’s face. Even though she turned her head to the side, her eyes, which had turned a livid ice blue, glared daggers into her shiv’s eyes.
As Sábria reined in her anger for the third or fourth time that day, the knuckles on the hand holding the sword turned a pasty white, probably due to the fact she was squeezing the hilt hard enough to reshape the metal tine. At least that’s what it felt like, anyway.
Even though she’d never seen Sábria quite that angry before, Ailith started in on her explanation because she just wanted to get this whole day over with. “Th’ fowkin’ King Slayer jumped in th’ ocean to get away from th’ fowkin’ Knights. I’d circled back and was watchin’ in case I needed to protect ya from those skizzy Knights. I saw her swimmin’ and knew she had no idea where to go to get away from ‘em, and I jumped in to swim her around th’ fowkin’ peninsula and brought her up th’ fowkin’ tributary to about a mile from th’ Temple.”
Ailith pointed in the general direction of the palace. “Then th’ fowkin’ Emperor or some other shithead has watchers all around the fowkin’ Temple watchin’ every fowkin’ Blade comin’ in and out, so I had to climb th’ fowkin’ wall, didn’t I, and then I climbed up to yer skizzy rooms, fell in th’ fowkin’ window because do ya bother securin’ yer shutters like ya should? No. Ya don’t.”
She started to wring out her tunic, and Sábria growled, “Don’t you dare.”
Flinging her wet hair out of her eyes with a flick that sent water flying onto Sábria’s face and tunic, an oblivious Ailith continued with her complaints. “And th’ ró múgromin Slayer refuses to climb with me. Why, ya ask? Because she’s scared of climbin’? No. Because she needs yer fowkin’ permission to enter th’ Temple, or she won’t come in.”
There was so much wrong with the report Ailith had just given that Sábria decided to hold off on punishing her so she wouldn’t accidentally strip the flesh from her back. Then something Ailith said registered. “What do you mean there are watchers on the Temple? Spies?”
“Aye.”
“How many?”
“I counted at least seven I had to dodge. Probably more, but not along th’ way I came.”
“You expect me to believe you dodged seven spies, climbed the Temple walls, and fell through my window without any of the guards seeing you?”
“I told ya before. I’m real good at trackin’, which means I gotta be even better at climbin’ and not bein’ seen.”
Grabbing Ailith by her sleeve, Sábria dragged her down the stairs and out into the Courtyard. Subcommander Calit had just filled her plate with food, and Sábria yelled, “Calit! Geller. Terrowyn.”
All three women left their plates on one of the outdoor tables and hurried over. As the highest-ranking Blade out of the three, Calit asked, “My Lady?”
Both Geller and Terrowyn saw the death grip Sábria had on Ailith’s soaking wet tunic, and they eyed their shiv suspiciously.
Sábria let go of the tunic and punctuated her words with a finger to Calit’s chest. “I want thirty Blades, ten assigned to each of you. There are spies watching the Temple. At least seven that we know of. Probably more. I want them brought into the outer bailey and held there until you’re absolutely sure you’ve found every single one. You’ll hold them until I come to deal with them personally. Do I make myself clear?”
All three women came to attention and saluted. “Aye, Milady.”
When they left to gather their warriors, Sábria grabbed Ailith’s tunic again. “Where did you leave Prya?”
“About a mile back under a small bridge.”
“Can you get me there without being seen?”
“Aye.”
“Then go change into dry clothes and meet me by the back gate.”
Ailith was exhausted and not thinking all that clearly. Instead of respectfully acknowledging the order, she just turned and started for the dormitory. She was surprised when Sábria grabbed her by the hair and hauled her up short.
“I didn’t hear you.”
Knowing immediately what she’d done wrong, Ailith answered, “Aye, Milady.”
“And Ailith?”
“Aye?”
“You and I are going to have a talk later about the proper way to give a report, no matter how exhausted you might be.” Sábria released her with a shove and suddenly understood why Isobel had been so accustomed to treating Ailith with so much more discipline than your average trainee.
With a sigh, Ailith nodded her understanding. “Aye, Milady.”
“Now go.”
It took about a half-candlemark for Ailith to clean up, find dry clothes and pull them on. She ran down the stairs, taking them two at a time. She flew out the door, made a quick detour into the armory, and ran for the back gate, worried she’d kept the Arch Priestess waiting too long.
Sábria was chatting with Tanna, the Blade manning the back gate, when Ailith ran up. She finished her conversation and then motioned for Ailith to precede her.
Ailith waited for Tanna to return to her post before she leaned in and said quietly, “Pardon me fer doubtin’ ya, Milady, but how good are ya at sneakin’?”
Sábria had to admit she hadn’t done much sneaking around in her tenure as Arch Priestess and, with a slight smile, told Ailith as much. “I hadn’t thought of that. I haven’t snuck anywhere in a very long while.” The serious look of concentration on Ailith’s face would have been comical, but Sábria knew the shiv was taking this trip very seriously.
“Okay. Ya follow me.” She hesitated, “Milady, I need to be in charge of gettin’ ya there and getting’ ya back. Movin’ with two or more is ten times harder than with just me. Ya ken?”
Knowing Ailith was right, Sábria affected the same serious mien and nodded.
“Step where I step, even if ya don’t know why I’m steppin’ there. There’s no moon tonight. That’s good and bad. Good ‘cuz they can’t see us, bad ‘cuz you can’t see me if I’m waitin’ in the shadows, away from whatever torches folks have goin’.”
She took one of Sábria’s hands and looked at it a while before checking her muscular upper arms. “There’s one spot we need to climb, but yer strong enough.”
Sábria almost chuckled at that because she’d been working on her strength for decades and knew her arms were stronger than Ailith’s. But she kept quiet.
Turning her back to Sábria, Ailith reached back and put the back of her hand on Sábria’s stomach. She extended a finger down. “This means crouch.” She opened all her fingers. “Get on the ground.” Flipping her hand so the palm rested on Sábria’s stomach, she said, “Back, probably into the shadows against a wall or tree.”
She turned to face her again. “There’s one spot where we climb up a drainpipe and over a roof and another where we climb down. When ya go over, don’t stick yer head up so they can see it against th’ sky. Even without a moon, just th’ shape of yer head gives their eye notice that somethin’s no right. Ya slither over th’ edge. Yer a snake, aye?”
Realizing Ailith hadn’t been bragging when she’d told her and Shirin she’d received advanced training in stealth movement, Sábria nodded again. That was something they could take advantage of once she was a full Blade.
“When we’re movin’, ya have yer hand lightly on me shoulder. It makes me movin’ clearer to ya. If I tell ya to crouch and then I move forward, ya stay where I put ya until I motion ya to me.” She moved to the gate” “Tell Tanna to bring th’ torch inside and move away from th’ gate. She counts to twenty, then comes back.”
Once Tanna came inside with the torch, the gate was in complete darkness. Ailith stepped to the opening and pointed at the ground, indicating Sábria should step behind her. She motioned for her to put her hand on her shoulder. “We start inside here, Milady. From here on, we don’t say nothin’. Everythin’ is done with touch or hand signals.”
She started forward and stopped. “Oh, if we’re in th’ shadows and someone walks by, ya look at th’ ground. Ya don’t look at me. Ya don’t look at whoever’s goin’ by. If they come after ya, I’ll protect ya. If th’ fightin’ starts, though, then ya come out ready with yer sword. Aye?”
At Sábria’s nod, they moved through the gate, pressed up close to the wall, and kept to the shadows. Even though there was no moon, torches were routinely lit throughout the city once the sun disappeared below the horizon. They slipped around the corner to the rear of the compound. Approximately twenty acres lay between the Temple wall and one of the smaller tributaries running parallel to it. The Temple owned the acreage, and its gardeners tended a grove of fruit trees: apples, figs, plums, and many other varieties enjoyed by the Temple’s inhabitants.
Sábria made sure to step where Ailith stepped, although she didn’t really understand why. That is, not until Ailith stopped her with a hand on her stomach. Lifting her feet higher than usual, Ailith moved forward and then turned and squatted.
It wasn’t until she pointed to a bar someone had pounded into the ground that Sábria became suspicious. Ailith moved her finger along a nearly invisible wire running from the bar out into the darkness. Something close to rage flowed through Sábria’s veins when she realized it was a tripwire of sorts, warning spies hiding in the grove that a person was crossing the area. She hadn’t realized she’d balled her hand into a fist until she felt the skin stretching tight across her knuckles. She pulled in a breath and slowly let it out, consciously releasing her fingers one at a time.
They walked forward another twenty paces or so until Ailith put her hand on Sábria’s stomach and pointed one finger down. Sábria immediately crouched, and Ailith shadowed her movement. Out of necessity, when they squatted, Ailith’s hand moved up until it rested between Sábria’s breasts. She left it there, and they remained frozen in place until Sábria began to wonder what Ailith intended.
Ailith surprised her by extending all five fingers toward the ground. Sábria immediately stretched her legs out behind her and lowered herself into a prone position. When Ailith moved forward, Sábria remained where she was. When she heard footsteps in the gravel to the right, it was all she could do to keep from looking up to see who was walking by. The footsteps moved in the direction she and Ailith had just come from, and after a moment, she felt a finger tapping her head.
Slowly raising her eyes, she saw Ailith crouching in front of her now, indicating with an upturned palm that it was time to rise. When she did, Ailith waited for her to place her hand on her shoulder, and the two of them walked the entire length of the wall until they approached Prince’s Way, a street running along the western side of the Temple. They crossed the empty street and then hurried along the sidewalk until they came to a large tree which Ailith wasted no time shimmying up.
Sábria hadn’t climbed trees in turns, but she managed a little half jump, grabbed an overhead branch, and pulled herself up onto it. Proud of her accomplishment, she looked up to see Ailith glaring down at her.
Ailith motioned for her to climb to her branch, and when Sábria had her balance, Ailith put her lips right up against her ear. “Don’t never hop. Ya move like that, and it draws th’ eyes.” When she finished speaking, she moved so that her face was directly in front of Sábria’s. She gave her a stern look and stared into her eyes, silently asking if she understood.
Embarrassed that she hadn’t thought of that, Sábria nodded. She’d never been admonished by a shiv before, and she fought to keep the amusement out of her eyes as she thought of how Shirin would react when she recounted the night’s adventure.
They climbed from one branch to another until they were even with the roof of a building in the middle of the block. The upper branches overhung the rooftop, and they quietly stepped out onto the roof and then got down on their bellies and crawled forward to the other side. Ailith motioned for Sábria to stay where she was.
When Sábria nodded, Ailith lay flat against the edge and slowly moved so she could see down to the other side. Satisfied the coast was clear, she slithered back to Sábria and put her lips directly on her ear again. “Watch how I go over. Follow exactly what I do, where I do it.”
Returning to the edge, Ailith grabbed a short vertical pipe jutting out of the roof with one hand and clamped her fingers over the edge with the other. Very slowly, she let her legs drop down. Using only her arms, she lowered herself until they were fully extended. A protruding line of bricks framed the outer edge of a window. She lowered one hand to the bricks above the window and, keeping to the side of the opening, once again lowered herself until her feet were touching the ground.
As soon as Ailith slid out of sight, Sábria moved to the roof’s edge and watched her every move. Once the shiv disappeared into the shadows, Sábria grabbed the pipe and the roof and slid her legs down the side of the wall. She extended her arms until the edge of the window was even with her head. Lowering her right hand, she grabbed onto the bricks and held herself suspended while she convinced herself to let go of the pipe with her other hand.
She hung there longer than she should have, but she finally released the pipe and caught all of her weight with her right arm. Her legs pivoted toward the window, and she arrested her movement by jamming the toes of her boots into the brick wall’s mortar cracks. Very carefully, she used her one arm to lower herself down until her toes were touching the ground. Releasing her grip on the window, she paused a moment to catch her breath. When she’d asked Ailith to take her to Prya, she’d had no idea that the fifty chin-ups she religiously did every morning would come in handy. Her estimation of the shiv’s physical capabilities rose several notches.
They continued to move through back streets and alleys until Sábria began to hear the tributary waters flowing inexorably toward the sea. With a start, she recognized the landmarks and knew they’d passed into the Foreign Quarter of Sarlogne. In many ways, this part of the city was more dangerous than the cesspool, especially for her. Kicking herself for her impetuous decision to bring Prya in herself, she began questioning her sanity in allowing Ailith free reign to take her wherever they needed to go to retrieve the woman.
In every other district, Sábria could count on there being people loyal to her, members of the public who worshipped the Goddess Elyon. Elyon was one of the lesser Gods in other countries, though, and very few foreigners worshipped her, or knew of her for that matter. The Foreign Quarter was further divided into enclaves from the various kingdoms. As they moved through them, Sábria identified telltale artifacts from Kibrun and Olarna. Judging by the distinctive linen coifs worn by Dreyuthan men, they’d entered the area populated by Ailith’s people.
Ailith slid along an alley wall, then signaled for Sábria to crouch behind a wooden box. She returned to the middle of the alley, climbed onto a rain barrel, and then used the experience she’d gained turns before as an orphaned skelli and jumped to the opposite wall, where she pushed off a protruding brick and launched herself back to the first wall where she caught the edge of the roof and hauled herself up and over the building.
Sábria hadn’t seen her do this particular maneuver before and stared with amazement at the now empty roofline hoping Ailith didn’t expect her to perfect that move anytime soon. She waited a good quarter candlemark until Ailith lowered herself back down to the alley.
Ailith knelt next to her and spoke barely above a whisper. “There’s no way to get across this part of the quarter, Milady. Too many people out wanderin’ about. We’ll have to go back.”
The window of opportunity to bring Prya into the Temple was closing. All of Sábria’s instincts were telling her that if she turned back now, the King Maker would be gone. Elyon was counting on her, and she knew her Goddess wouldn’t personally come to her if she didn’t care a great deal about Prya and her circumstances. “Then we go through.”
“No, we don’t. We can’t get through without bein’ seen.”
“We go through.”
“No, Milady. It’s me job to protect ya, and that’s what I’m gonna do.”
Affection showed in every line of Sábria’s face as she set her fingers beneath Ailith’s chin. “It’s the other way around, my little shiv. I protect you and all my Blades.” The lowered brows and stubborn set to Ailith’s jaw told her exactly what she thought about that. Sábria emphasized her point. “When we’re sneakin’, you’re in charge. At all other times, I’m in charge. Understand?”
A mischievous glint came into Ailith’s eyes. She lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug. “It were worth a try, weren’t it?”
Sábria ruffled Ailith’s hair and stood. “All right, then. Let’s see what trouble we can find, eh?”
Ailith followed her onto a back street bordered on both sides by low-rent tenement buildings fronted by at least four or five steps leading up to every door. The cobblestone street was pitted and uneven, and since this was one of the poorer sections of town, there were no sidewalks to speak of. The road spanned the entire distance between buildings, and people had to move behind the nearest step whenever a wagon or other conveyance happened to pass by.
As they passed the fourth set of steps, four men stepped out of the shadows and barred their way. They spoke in the Dreyuthan tongue, a language that Sábria understood only a little and spoke even less. She rested her hand on the hilt of her sword and prepared herself for a fight.
One of the men crossed his bulky arms and lifted his chin. “What are two Blades doin’ sneakin’ round here slick as ya please?”
Ailith answered in the same tongue. “We’re not sneakin’. I’m Ailith, and we’ll be no bother.” She switched to the Cibían language so Sábria would know what was being said. “This be me handler, Brita. Part of me trainin’ means she shows me th’ Foreign District.” She shrugged, “So, here we be.”
When the man grinned, two black holes on either side of his front teeth meant he’d been in his fair share of fights. He slowly drew his sword and set himself into a fighting stance. “Th’ Blades what come here only come in a pack. We’re gonna send th’ two of ya back as a bloody message to stay out of th’ Dreyuthan sector.”
The other three drew their swords, as did Sábria and Ailith. Sábria shrugged, “We didn’t come here to fight. I’m just training my shiv so—”
The men and one woman, it turned out, spread out in a semicircle and attacked.
Ailith pivoted as she’d been taught, keeping her back to Sábria to provide them both with protection from an assault from the rear. She blocked a cross-body slice from the nob on her left and then used a two-handed swing to stop a downward chop from the short ax the pidge swung at her head. The attackers had split evenly between them. Ailith knew her Arch Priestess was more than capable of holding her own in a sword fight. Knowing that, she concentrated on the two in front of her who knew how to fight as a team.
Defensive moves were about all she could manage because as soon as she blocked one opponent, the other recovered from her previous block and attacked. Several onlookers formed a circle around them, and Ailith knew they were in trouble when three more attackers drew their swords and joined the first four.
When two of them joined the two already attacking Sábria, Ailith’s blood ran hot. No matter what Sábria had said, it was her job to make sure she brought the Arch Priestess back to the Temple in one piece. Snarling a Dreyuthan blood challenge, she went on the offensive, hacking at one man’s sword and then pivoting and raking the tip of her sword across the pidge’s breasts.
With blood pouring down from a deep gash in her chest, the pidge dropped her ax and fell back onto one of the stoops, where an onlooker rushed to help staunch the bleeding. Ailith barely registered what she’d done as she parried a high strike and then growled as she pulled her blade down and plunged it through her attacker’s chest.
She swung him into the next attacker, kicking his body off her sword and tangling the new man up enough so that he fell backward onto his shoulders. Raising her sword above her head, she readied herself for a killing blow.
The nob’s eyes opened wide as he saw the feral rage in Ailith’s eyes. He screamed and held his sword arm above his head in a vain attempt to stop what he knew had to be the demon of death staring him in the face.
“Nyvum! Enough!” Shouting first in Dreyuthan, followed immediately by the exact same order in Cibían, a deep, baritone voice boomed above all the rest, followed closely by Sábria’s shouted order.
“Ailith. Stop!”
Ailith had already started her downward swing, and she had to step forward in order to pull the blow. Her chest was heaving as she swung around and glared at the rest of the attackers, ready for whatever came. She shouted in Dreyuthan, “I’ll kill ya all, ya fowkin’ bastards. Come on!”
“Ailith! Enough.” Sábria’s tone brooked no argument.
The man’s baritone sounded again, this time entirely in Cibían. “Put yer swords away. Now!”
All of the attackers and Sábria complied, but Ailith was having a difficult time containing her rage that these people had attacked her Arch Priestess.
Sábria stepped toward her. “Ailith, sheath your sword and come over here.”
Nostril’s flaring, Ailith met Sábria’s steady gaze, pulled in a deep breath, and did as she’d been ordered. She sheathed her sword with a clack and walked over to stand next to her Priestess.
The baritone belonged to a man of considerable height and girth, all of it muscled and battle-hardened. He stepped into the middle of the street and spoke directly to Ailith. “Yer Dreyuthan?”
“Aye.”
“And judgin’ by yer build and th’ way ya handle that sword, ya were in th’ army.”
“Aye.”
“Who was yer master, then?”
“Lord Ravenkind and th’ Lady Knight—”
A toothy grin spread across his face as he supplied her with the name. “Isobel.” He shook his head and glanced around at the crowd before turning his attention back to her. “I knew ya sounded like that scamp what Lady Isobel brought home with her to Drethemere.” He pounded his chest, “I be Tomand, th’ one what drug ya out of th’ river on a cold, snowmeere day after th’ lady threw ya off th’ bridge fer sassin’ her.”
The man’s jovial greeting put an end to the last of the hot blood flowing through her veins. Ailith returned his grin and walked over to take his extended hand. “And yer th’ one I bested in the knife throwin’ contest. Aye?”
He pounded her on the back. “Ach. Ya cheated, ya ró múgromin peasant.”
Ailith lifted one shoulder, acknowledging that fact. “Aye, well, it won me a copper, no?”
“Aye.” He glanced at Sábria and then pulled Ailith under a massive arm. “Where ya headed then? Old Tomand’ll see ya right.”
Sábria bristled. “Take your arm off her.” There was a definite warning in her voice, and the commanding tone wasn’t lost on anyone. She’d seen blood trickling down Ailith’s side, and she was fairly certain Ailith had no idea she’d been wounded.
Tomand lifted his arm and dipped his chin without taking his eyes off the Arch Priestess. “Aye, Guardian. Me apologies. Now, walk with me.” He turned to the rest of the crowd, who were either milling about or tending to the wounded. “Zan got what he deserved. Shouldn’t have attacked two Blades fer walkin’ through our district. Get his body to th’ midden so the city guard don’t have no reason to come. Th’ rest of ya, get back to yer own business while I see to th’ Blades, aye?”
Two men grabbed Zan’s feet, and they began dragging him down a side alley, presumably on their way to the midden.
Sábria and Ailith fell in beside Tomand as he started up the street. He glanced at Sábria out of the corner of his eye. “Where are ya headed, Guardian?”
There were several bridges along the tributary, and since Sábria wasn’t sure which one they were headed to, she looked to Ailith, who provided the answer. “To th’ bridge just past th’ Carltham channel.”
“Well then, sooner started, sooner there, aye?” He escorted them down back alleys, always moving north toward the tributary. When they neared the bridge, he glanced around to make sure they were alone before hitting Ailith’s shoulder with the back of an open hand. “What th’ fowk are ya doin’ bringin’ th’ Arch Priestess to th’ Foreign District without no guards, ya fowkin’ skizzy pounit?” He looked at Sábria, “No offense intended, Yer Grace.”
He had to lean back when the tip of the Arch Priestess’ knife bit into the underside of his chin.
Sábria’s response was cold and measured, “Offense taken, Tomand. You will never hit one of my Blades again, or you’ll know the sharpened edge of my knife.” She pushed the tip a bit higher to emphasize her point.
Even Ailith felt the chill of her words, and she thought she’d try to ease the strain of the moment. “Ya don’t call her Yer Grace. She’s Milady.”
Sábria glared at Tomand one last time before lowering her knife and sheathing it. She stepped closer and pulled up the back of Ailith’s tunic to see how badly she was injured. “Don’t call me either of those while we’re here. Brita is just fine. We’re here to collect someone and then return to the Temple.”
Tomand rubbed his chin where the sword had dug into his skin. “Apologies, My…Guardian Brita. Ailith and I had a relaxed friendship when I knew her, and it were only reflex. Won’t happen again.” He bent to look at Ailith’s wound. “Not bad, thank th’ blessed Goddess.”
Ailith stepped away and pulled her tunic down. “It’s fine. We need to go, Milady.”
Nodding, Tomand started north again. “Aye. When ya said th’ bridge, I knew ya was here fer th’ King Slayer. I ran into her when I brought me punt into shore. Let’s get her and get th’ three of ya out of here a’fore word spreads that there’s two Blades wanderin’ th’ district. I don’t have th’ pull with th’ folk from th’ other kingdoms.”
When they came to the tributary, they ducked beneath the bridge and were met by Prya, who stood with her sword in one hand and a throwing knife in the other. When she recognized both Ailith and Sábria, she angrily glared at Ailith while she sheathed her sword. “What in the name of the blessed Goddess are you doing bringing—” Realizing it wouldn’t be prudent to identify Ailith’s companion in front of this stranger, she changed what she’d intended to say mid-sentence. “Bringing her through the—”
“Call me, Brita, while we’re here, Prya. And I came personally to make sure you understood you’re welcome to come stay with us. That you need to come stay with us.”
Growling her frustration at the unexpected visit by the Arch Priestess herself, Prya slipped her knife into its sheath. “Brita then. Well, Brita, we need to get you and your shiv back to the Temple. Now.” She emphasized the last word and indicated Tomand with a lift of her chin. “Can you get us further upstream so we don’t have to move through your area of the city?”
Insulted that Prya had usurped her role as Sábria’s guide, Ailith growled, “Who died and made ya queen, eh?” She stepped back and held up her hands when the other three turned angry eyes her way. “Fine. Fine. Tomand, do ya have a boat, then?”
“Aye, I can row ya to just opposite th’ grove. Can ya get ‘em back unseen from there?” He turned to Sábria and Prya. “Th’ Lady Knight bragged about th’ chit’s trackin’ and sneakin’ skills. She even hired trainers fer her whenever they stayed in one place long enough fer her to learn new things.” He beamed with pride, “Me family has served Drethemere fer five generations. I’ll be goin’ back in a few moons, once I settle some family business I got here. I’ll be proud to tell her I helped her Ailith and…er, Brita.” He scratched behind his ear. “Although, it’s aye strange that I happened to be on Rutland Street when ya got into a scrape.”
Sábria’s anger toward the man had cooled, and she took a moment to reassure him. “Not so strange, Tomand. Very often, the Goddess paves the way for her people. You can believe she put you in that spot at that time for a reason.”
His eyes filled with awe as he digested the fact that he’d been used as an instrument of the Goddess’ plans. He whispered, “Fowk,” and then smiled his yellow, toothy grin. “Wait ‘till I tell Lady Isobel that one, eh?”





CHAPTER 24
  
T hey walked through the back gate a candlemark later, where they were stopped by the gate guard, Tanna. “Subcommander Calit said to let you know they’re holding thirteen spies in the outer bailey for you.”
Sábria nodded her thanks and turned to speak to Prya. Before she got a word out, Tanna interrupted, something that was so uncharacteristic that Sábria turned back around to face her.
“She also said to make sure you knew that Commander Shirin found out you’d left the Temple without any guards….” Tanna’s brows rose into her bangs. “Apparently, she’s not in the best of moods.”
Ailith spoke at the end of a long sigh. “Fowk.”
Sábria chuckled before putting her arm around Ailith’s shoulders. “Why don’t you do your sneakin’ and go find Jenx and then stop into the infirmary before your shift begins?”
A blade came hurrying through the gate from the inner bailey. “Jenx is right here, My Lady. I’ve been watching for you from the top of the tower. The Commander’s organizing a search party for the two of you, and I thought I should grab Ailith the moment you came through the gate.”
The thought of Shirin angrily storming around the Temple had Sábria shaking her head. “Can I join you?”
Jenx grinned and chanced a good-natured jibe at her Arch Priestess, “You’re on your own, My Lady.” She lifted Ailith’s bloody tunic to see how bad the injury was. “Not too bad. Good.” With that, she put her arm around Ailith’s shoulders and steered her toward the infirmary.
Prya watched Jenx and Ailith leave and then looked toward the inner courtyard. “I’m not so sure I want to meet her right about now, either.”
Sábria raised her brows. “Ah. Good point.” She called over a Blade passing by the archway. “Marzet.”
The woman stopped to see who was calling her. When she saw Sábria, she came jogging over. “Am I ever glad to see you, My Lady. The Commander is—” She stopped herself when she remembered whom she was talking to.
“So I’ve heard.” She rested a hand on Prya’s back. “This is Lady Prya Játhea.”
“Just Prya. I’m no lady.”
Sábria thought about that for a moment and then decided to promote the woman. “You are now. I admire what you did for your people, Prya, and as far as I’m concerned, my Blades will address you with the respect you deserve.”
Prya looked down at her boots and then met Sábria’s gaze. “My Lady. I’d like nothing more than to be a lump in a corner of your Temple reading a good book. I don’t want to be Lady Prya, or the King Slayer, or the King Maker, for that matter. I don’t want to be anyone but Prya from the tiny village of Firbridge for a while. I don’t know whether you can understand that, but….”
Sábria put her hand on Prya’s arm and squeezed before leading her to a spot where she could speak without Marzet overhearing. “Remember whom you’re talking to, Prya. There have been many, many times when I wanted to go back to being an ordinary Blade working on deadnight shift instead of being the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon. I understand, and I’ll honor your wishes.”
Sábria motioned for Marzet to join them again, “Would you take Prya up to the fourth guest room on the second floor of the Sanctum? And I think you’d better use the backstairs, just to be on the safe side.” She smiled at the worried look on Marzet’s face. “Marzet, there’s no need to look so worried. Tell me. What is Shirin’s rank?”
“Commander.”
“And what is my rank?”
Marzet got the point Sábria was making and relaxed her tense shoulders. “Arch Priestess, My Lady.”
“If you happen to run into Commander Shirin while you’re taking Prya to her room, tell her that you’re following my orders. Oh, and once you get Prya settled in, please show her the Sanctum’s bathing rooms so that she can get out of these wet clothes and warm up. Then I need you to find Mistress Dunaid and ask her for some night clothes, some fresh undratrews and a breastband, along with a clean tunic and trews in her size.”
Marzet nodded. “Yes, My Lady.” She turned to Prya. “I’ll be happy to escort you to your room.”
Prya nodded her thanks to Sábria as she fell in behind Marzet.
Sábria watched them go and then decided it was time to find Shirin before she had the entire Blade contingent out searching for her. When she strode beneath the archway into the courtyard, the place was lit with so many torches, some in sconces, most in Blade’s hands, it almost looked as though they were standing in the middle of the day. The surprise on everyone’s faces would have been comical under different circumstances. She held her arms out to her sides. “I’m fine. Everyone can go back to doing whatever it was you were doing before the alarm was raised. Thank you for your concern.”
The look of utter relief on Shirin’s face made her wish she could have handled things differently. But, what she’d done couldn’t be helped, and she tilted her head, indicating Shirin should follow her into the Sanctum’s front garden. She strode in and took a seat on the round bench that circled the trunk of the dogwood tree.
When Shirin followed her into the garden, Sábria patted the bench seat beside her.
Without saying a word, Shirin came over and sat beside her friend.
Sábria gently took Shirin’s injured hand and held it in her lap. “You’re not supposed to be out of bed, you know. At least your knuckles aren’t as swollen as the last time you got out of bed earlier than you should have. I think we need to get you back upstairs and elevate that hand before Haria finds out what you’ve been up to.”
Shirin smiled wanly, “She already did, and she wasn’t too pleased. But she understood why I was upset.” She’d been staring at their hands, but she raised her gaze so she was looking directly into Sábria’s eyes. “You left without telling me where you were going, who you were with, and when you’d be back. I know you’re not a child, Sábria. But you’re the Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon, and there are many factions who would love nothing more than to be rid of you. I can’t protect you,” she waved her hand towards the inner courtyard, “we can’t protect you if we don’t know where you are.”
Sábria brought Shirin’s hand to her cheek and held it there. “I’m sorry I worried you, but both times I took people to speak with Prya to try and convince her to come back with me to the Temple ended in disaster. I knew instinctively that if something happened a third time, she’d be gone.” She returned their hands to her lap. “I also know that the Goddess wants her here with us in the Temple and that Elyon would protect me were anything to occur. And she did.”
Shirin’s head shot up at that.
“I’ll tell you the whole story after we get this poor hand elevated. But back to Prya. I don’t know how long the Goddess wants her to stay, but I couldn’t risk losing her. Sometimes I have to make decisions for the greater good. I’m sorry I worried you, but it couldn’t be helped.” Remembering how well Ailith did in the fight, she brightened and held up a finger. “Oh, and you’ll be glad to know Ailith can be called off even when she’s in berserker mode.”
Shirin popped off the bench and towered over Sábria. “What? What in the name of the Goddess do you mean, berserker mode?”
Lifting a shoulder, Sábria patted the bench again. “The important part of that sentence was about Ailith maintaining control of her emotions while repelling an attack.”
Shirin was shouting now. “During an attack? An attack? You were attacked?”
Hearing the Commander shouting, two Blades ran into the garden, saw Shirin waving her arms in front of the Arch Priestess, and quietly backed out.
Fatigue after the evening’s excitement was catching up with Sábria, and she rubbed her eyes and sighed. “Shirin. I’m fine. Please sit and stop yelling the word attack, or you’ll have the entire Blade contingent running in here to find out what the problem is.”
As if on cue, Dina stepped beneath the arches holding a torch. She saw the two women near the tree and came to attention.
Sábria put the back of her hand on Shirin’s hip and moved her aside. “Yes?”
Dina saluted. “My Lady. Lord Dunham is in the outer bailey demanding to know why we’re holding thirteen of his people under guard. He’s also demanding to speak with you.”
Shirin spun around. “Demanding? He’s demanding?” She growled and moved to go out to speak with the Emperor’s seneschal.
“Shirin.” Sábria’s patience was running thin. When Shirin stopped, the Priestess barked at Dina. “Dismissed.”
Inordinately relieved to be sent away while the two highest-ranking women in the Temple argued, Dina saluted again and hurried out.
Seething now, Shirin waited to hear what Sábria had to say.
“Look at me.” When Shirin turned, Sábria stepped close enough for Shirin to see the tiny black flecks in her eyes. “I’m running out of patience, Shirin. You were right the first time. I’m not a child to be admonished by you or anyone else. I don’t answer to you. I answer to Elyon. You’re my second, not my handler. I will deal with Lord Dunham. You can either go rest your hand so you can return to your duties sooner rather than later, or you can come with me to speak with the man. If you choose the latter, you will not usurp my authority.”
Affronted, Shirin pulled herself to her full height. “I’ve never usurped your authority.”
“Good. Then we understand each other.” Not waiting to see which choice Shirin made, Sábria gathered her anger around her like a cloak and strode out to confront the Lord Seneschal. As she entered the outer bailey, she saw Calit, Geller, and Terrowyn standing near one corner along with their thirty warriors guarding thirteen men and women seated with their legs crossed, facing the wall. All of them had their hands tied behind their backs.
Dina waited with the seneschal beneath the portcullis.
When the man moved to join her, Sábria held up her hand to stop him.
Dina moved to block his way and quietly said something to him. He pursed his lips but stopped and waited his turn.
Sábria glanced over her shoulder and was somewhat surprised that Shirin had decided not to accompany her after all. Well, even though she regretted having words with her second, it couldn’t be helped. She stepped up beside Calit and nodded. “Turn them.”
Calit barked, “All prisoners, stand, turn to face me and bow to the Arch Priestess.”
They all pushed to their feet, some with more grace than others. The yellow light from the flickering torches cast ghostly shadows on their faces. Sábria saw a mixture of anger and embarrassment at being caught, but her Blades were good, and, like the spies, knew how to move at night without being seen. They patrolled Sarlogne’s streets on a daily basis and had known what, or rather, who belonged in the shadows and who didn’t. It was a given they hadn’t caught every spy, but all-in-all, she considered thirteen a good night’s haul.
Some Sábria recognized from the palace guards, men, and women whose skills went beyond simple knife and blade work. She’d been with Aloric on several occasions when they’d presented their reports on ship movement in and out of the harbor or boat traffic along the tributaries. Aloric might have been a greedy, licentious git, but he kept his finger on the pulse of his kingdom if for nothing more than to make sure he received the proper portion of taxes for the merchandise moving around the empire.
Others she didn’t recognize, and that bothered her. Who were they, and where had they come from? She walked up to one hard-faced woman who looked like she was ready to spit in Sábria’s face. Her blonde, curly hair was cut short around a blocky head, giving the woman a square appearance that was hardly becoming. “What’s your name?”
“None ‘a yer business.”
Sábria turned to Calit. “Take her to the cells.”
The woman’s dark eyes opened wide. “Ya can’t do that! On what charges?” She turned to the nob standing next to her. “She can’t do that, Jeb. She can’t!”
The man, apparently named Jeb, raised his brows. “She’s th’ Arch Priestess, ya stupid skut. She can do with ya whatever she pleases.”
Calit pointed to two Blades who came forward and grabbed the woman’s arm. They hauled her toward the detention block.
As she was being dragged through the gate, the pidge turned and yelled at Lord Dunham over her shoulder. “Ya can’t let ‘er take me to th’ dungeons. Ya tol’ us to watch her, that’s all! That’s all ya said! Report back to ya, ya said. No more’n that!”
Dunham’s lips pursed into a scowl, and he turned his back on the woman.
The man, Jeb, refused to meet Sábria’s eyes. She moved in front of him and crossed her arms. “Jeb, is it?”
“Aye.”
Calit stepped up next to Sábria. “Aye, My Lady.”
“Aye, Milady.”
Unfortunately for this lot, Sábria intended to make examples of them. “Look at me, Jeb.”
Angry eyes focused on her.
“The Emperor sent you to spy on me?” When the man looked away without answering, Sábria turned to Calit. “Detention block.”
Calit motioned to two fresh Blades, who escorted the man away.
Sábria stepped away from the spies and motioned for Calit to join her. “When they ignore me, take them to detention.”
“Yes, My Lady.”
Sábria started at her end of the line and slowly walked from one person to the next, asking each one a single question. The questions often varied, and it was obvious they’d either been instructed not to talk or threatened with punishment if they did.
With the Seneschal waiting, there was very little doubt as to who had put them up to spying on the Temple. And with her telling Aloric she wouldn’t help him arrest the King Slayer, he’d probably surmised, and rightly so, that she and her Blades would be looking for the woman. The Knights showing up at the docks were proof of that.
As the last man was led away, she walked to where the Seneschal waited by the gate. “Lord Dunham. I apologize for keeping you waiting, but as you saw, there were quite a few spies I needed to speak with.”
Dunham bowed. “I’d like to say they weren’t sent from the palace, but I’m not one to dissemble.”
“It’s a known fact that you are the Emperor’s spymaster. Was spying on me and my Blades your idea?”
Clasping his hands behind his back, Dunham raised his gaze to meet hers. His eyes were cool and calculating, and although he was an honest man, he was loyal to Emperor Aloric. “Does it matter whose idea it was, My Lady?”
Sábria shook her head. “How can I help you this evening?”
“I heard you were holding my people, and I came to secure their release.”
“They will all be held until Elyon’s Magistrate Court convenes in the morning.”
The muscles in his jaws jumped, and his green eyes flashed with irritation. “You’re holding them on what charges?”
“Spying.”
“And if they’re found guilty?”
She pretended to think about that for only a moment, and then her eyes turned to ice. “What does Emperor Aloric do to convicted spies, Lord Dunham?”
He took an involuntary step back. “You wouldn’t. Those are some of my best people.”
“Whom you set to spy on one of your monarchs.” Sábria closed the gap between them and held his gaze with an angry glare. “I will not easily forget, Tergin. You have insulted the Goddess, and as you well know, she doesn’t ever forget. He goes too far this time. I’m sending my Blades out again to scour the city for anyone daring to spy on my people. I suggest you recall every one of them or risk losing your entire contingent of spies.”
She turned on her heel and spoke to Calit loud enough for Dunham to hear. “Subcommander Calit. I want those thirty Blades sent back out to root out all the spies in the city. They’re to be brought back here and held until Goddess’ Court in the morning.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dunham sketch a quick bow to her before hurrying through the outer gate.
When Calit brought her fist to her chest, Sábria amended in a quieter tone, “Give Lord Dunham a few candlemarks to recall his spies. When I’m through, I highly doubt he or the Emperor will dare set spies on my Temple or my people again.”





CHAPTER 25
  
O nce Kara had bandaged Ailith’s side, Jenx hurried her shiv out through the back gate. She thought the Commander might be in the outer bailey with Sábria as she dealt with the spies, and Jenx wanted to give her time to cool off. “Briefing’s not for two candlemarks yet, but since Geller and Terrowyn are here with the spies, one of the other Senior Guardians might just count heads and send us out on shift. Hopefully, nobody will ask you questions, even though everyone knows you went out alone with Sábria.” Jenx raised her hands to her sides. “What was she thinking going out without her guards? What were you thinking, for that matter?”
“And what were I supposed to do, eh? Tell her no, I won’t take her to where she wanted to go? And that reminds me. Can we head to th’ docks? I hid me blade and book so they’d stay dry, and I need to go get ‘em.”
Jenx stopped midstride and stared at the sword on Ailith’s hip. “What’s that then?”
Ailith blushed. “Well, I couldn’t very well take th’ Arch Priestess out without a blade, now, could I? I kind of borrowed it from th’ armory.”
Narrowing her eyes, Jenx glared at her shiv. “With Geller’s permission?”
“Not exactly.”
“Not….” Jenx pulled in a breath and growled as she let it out. “Ailith, do you know how many of us have cause to beat some sense into you tonight?” She counted off on her fingers, “The Commander, Prime Geller, me….”
Ailith crossed her arms and stared at the ground. “I think th’ Arch Priestess weren’t too well pleased with me climbin’ through her window soakin’ wet, neither.” When Jenx’s jaw dropped, Ailith added, “Well, things just happened, like, and I just kind of did what needed to be done. I’m sorry, Jenx. I really am. I don’t know why things happen to me. They just do.”
Jenx thought about that. She rarely stayed angry for long, and she realized Ailith was right. “Well, most shivs wouldn’t have jumped into the ocean to lead the King Slayer to safety. Most shivs wouldn’t have led Sábria through the city at night without her guards. And, because of that, most shivs wouldn’t have been able to help the Arch Priestess bring the King Maker back to the Temple.” She put her hand on Ailith’s upper arm and squeezed, “You’re unique, Ailith. None of us has ever dealt with a shiv like you, and while it’s not easy, I’m proud to be the handler for the Temple’s troublemaker.” She shook her head, “But sometimes, I’m at a loss for what to do with you.”
Ailith shrugged and looked at her handler with a glint in her eye, “Yeah, Ol’ Granther Dingus used to say somethin’ like that about every other sevenday. I guess it’s just who I am.”
With a sigh, Jenx indicated Ailith should precede her. “Let’s go. And you’d better hope no one found your hiding spot. Hopefully, we can get that borrowed sword returned before Prime Geller realizes it’s missing.”
“Me stuff is safe. Well, it’s safe as long as th’ Boulston’s still docked. I don’t think th’ Captain’ll leave without knowing what happened to Prya.” They hurried down the side streets and alleys, stopping every now and again to speak to Blades they met along the way. When they finally reached the docks, Ailith breathed a sigh of relief to see the big, three-masted ship was still floating next to the pier.
They walked to the plank, and when Ailith stepped onto it, Jenx held her back. “You can’t just walk onto a ship. You need to ask permission.”
“Don’t need to. Met the captain this mornin’, and he said I could come aboard anytime I wanted, didn’t he?”
“You met him? When?”
“When we got off shift. Ya said ya was tired and headin’ to bed, so I came down to see me pal, th’ jokester. I talked to him then, and then later, I went back again to watch th’ beast playin’ in the water. Anyway, when I went in th’ water to help Prya, th’ Captain an’ some of his men were down under th’ pier. I held up me sword and book, and he waved, sayin’ he’d come get ‘em.”
“How do you know that’s what he meant?”
A voice spoke from up above. “I got ‘em right here, Lass.” Captain Aldean held them out, and Ailith climbed up to take them. He met her at the top of the gangplank. “So. Ya learnin’ to read, are ya?”
Ailith accepted the sword and book. She felt a blush rising into her cheeks, and she stared down at his boots. “Aye. It’s just a dumb little book. Nothin’ much.”
The man puffed on his pipe while he thought about what she’d said. “Sometimes, even the smallest sail can change the course of an entire ship.” He tapped on the leather cover with a grizzled finger. “Ya hang onto yer sail, lass. Ya learn its secrets. This is yer jib sail. Ya learn everything about it. Ya learn th’ riggin’ and how to set yer halyard to tighten th’ luff.” He tapped the book again. “Ya learn this first. Aye? Only then do ya move on to th’ main and mizzen masts. Without this dumb little book, as ya call it, ye’ll never get outta th’ harbor.”
Ailith felt the smooth leather cover and then tucked the book down the back of her pants. “Thank ya fer grabbin’ these fer me, Master. And…” She looked into his eyes. “I’ll learn it. Ya watch me. I’ll learn it.”
A twinkle came into his eyes. “I don’t doubt it. Now, what’d ya do with our Prya, eh?”
“She’s safe in th’ Temple. The Arch Priestess gave her sanctuary, like. Th’ Priestess, she’s a good woman. She’ll take care of her.”
A broad grin spread across his face. “That’s fine then. Tell Prya fer me she’s always welcome on Captain Aldean’s ship. Tell her I’ll be keepin’ a lookout fer her anytime I’m in port.”
Ailith pulled on her bangs. “I will.” She held up her sheathed sword, “And, thanks again.”
Jenx, who’d followed Ailith up to the ship, also pulled on her bangs. “Thank you, Sir.”
He nodded and watched the two Blades retreat down his gangplank.
Jenx grabbed Ailith’s arm and pulled her along. “Come on. Let’s get that borrowed sword back where it belongs so we can cross Prime Geller off the list of people we need to dodge.”
Ailith pulled her arm out of Jenx’s grip. She stopped long enough to take off the borrowed sword and strap on the one she’d carried for years. Sergeant Dingus had given it to her when the long knife she’d carried as a nine-turn fod, as they referred to their new recruits whom they considered little more than fodder, hadn’t been adequate to the job once she’d begun fighting real battles shortly after her thirteenth nameday.
The well-worn hilt fit her hand perfectly, and Dingus had made sure the length would fit even after she’d grown to her full height. It wasn’t a good-looking sword by any means. The blade was pitted, but she kept the edge sharp and free of chinks. Despite its rather worn, tired appearance, it was hers, and she was inordinately proud to wear it.
Sighing at the sword’s appearance, Jenx pointed to the newer one Ailith now held in her hands. “You know, Prime Geller would be happy to give you a more professional-looking sword. In fact, I know she’d prefer it if you’d change to a Temple sword until you can afford to buy a new one of your own.”
Ailith looked down at hers as they walked. “I like me sword. Sure, it’s a bit worn, but it’s mine, like this is.” She patted the small of her back where she’d stashed the book. “And like me room is. I mean, well, th’ room—th’ first room I were in—were mine, too, but those assholes….”
Her words drifted off, and when Jenx glanced her way, she was surprised to see two red spots coloring Ailith’s cheeks. “I’m sure the Commander would let you go back to your old room if you prefer. It’s perfectly clean now.” No one had been sure which room Ailith preferred after Khaldo and her friends had filled the first one with trash. Both Sábria and the Commander had asked that Jenx keep alert for any residual problems Ailith might be facing, and she wanted to make sure the room assignment wasn’t one of them.
Ailith stared at the ground, shoved her free hand into her pocket, and didn’t respond.
“What’s the matter, Ailith?”
“Nothin’.”
“Do you want to go back to your old room?”
Ailith shook her head and continued to stare at the ground. “Ain’t me room nomore, is it?”
“It can be.” When Ailith’s silence stretched out, Jenx made a mental note to talk to the Commander about the room situation. When she’d become Ailith’s handler, they’d given her enough of the shiv’s history for her to understand that they came from two very different worlds. She’d trained peasants before, and many had had violent, unsettled pasts, but none had quite matched the ongoing angst and brutality Ailith had grown up with.
As someone whose family belonged to the highest strata of Cibían nobility, Jenx struggled at times to understand where Ailith was coming from. Why, for example, would she want to keep a sword that should have been relegated to the midden heap? And seeing the proud look on Ailith’s face when she’d made a bargain for a children’s primer drove home just how lucky she’d been as a child to have her parents’ entire two-story library full of thousands of books at her disposal.
They chatted on the way back to the Temple. Jenx deliberately steered the conversation away from Khaldo and the unconscionable things she and her friends had done to Ailith. As they walked through the Night Market, they passed the Lady Knight whom the Arch Priestess had taken with her to the docks. She was with two other Knights, both men, and they were all perusing an assortment of throwing knives laid out on a stand in front of a weapons merchant shop.
Farryn had her back to them and Ailith admired the broad shoulders and hard tight ass as they walked by. She imagined her hands exploring the woman’s body in all kinds of interesting ways and then looked away, hoping Jenx hadn’t noticed the way her breathing had suddenly gotten deeper and a bit shaky when she exhaled. It seemed it had been too long since she’d enjoyed a woman’s body, and her mind drifted to all the possible ways she might remedy that situation in the near future.
Neither Jenx nor Ailith had been introduced to the Lady and were surprised when she called out to them. “Ailith, wait.”
They stopped and turned, not really sure what a full Knight would want with a Blade and her shiv. As the Knight approached, Ailith once again admired the way her forest green tunic and trews fit around her very womanly curves. Then it occurred to her that the woman had called her by name, and she glanced up with a puzzled look.
“It is Ailith, right?” As was proper, Ryn held her hand out to Jenx, who was the most senior Blade. “I’m Ryn. And you are?”
Jenx took the proffered hand. “I’m Blade Jenx, My Lady. And yes, this is Temple Trainee Ailith. How can we be of service?”
When Ryn smiled, Ailith’s attraction to the woman increased tenfold. She always assumed nobles automatically looked down on her, but the smile seemed both warm and genuine. “I left the pier before I knew what happened with Prya. I know Lord Compton returned to the palace without her, thank the Goddess, but I don’t know what happened down at the pier.”
Blades didn’t generally speak of Temple business with outsiders, and Jenx shrugged, “You’ll have to ask Lady Sábria that, My Lady.”
Ryn’s smile faded slightly. “Ah. I hope I’ll get that chance. She wasn’t pleased that Compton and Archer and the others followed us down to the pier.”
Normally, a shiv would remain quiet in this type of situation, but Ailith was far from normal. “Did ya bring th’ Knights down on ‘er?”
Jenx glared at her shiv. “My Lady.”
“Oh, aye. Milady.”
Anger flashed in Ryn’s eyes. “I did not.”
Ailith had always been attracted to strong women. Granted, there was no shortage of them in the Temple, but after her bout of madness, she’d been too unsettled to spend much time with any of them. Ryn’s fierce denial stirred something in her, and she idly wondered whether Blades or, more specifically, shivs were allowed to dally with Lady Knights. Ailith let a twinkle of interest creep into her eyes as she held the Knight’s gaze. She immediately recognized the returned interest in those expressive, emerald-green eyes as they roamed to her breasts and then returned to Ailith’s face.
Apparently, Jenx noticed it, too, because she took Ailith’s arm and bowed to Ryn. “We need to be at the Temple, My Lady. If you’ll excuse us.” Without waiting for a response, she dragged Ailith down the street. When they were a sufficient distance away, she released the arm and growled, “Don’t you even think about it, Ailith. I mean it. A Lady Knight? You’re insane if you think that could ever work.”
“What? Sure, I wouldn’t mind a tumble with her, but I know I’m a peasant, and there’s nothin’ good ever come from a peasant courtin’ a noble, now did it?”
“And you do not speak to a member of the public unless they specifically address you or I give you permission. I’ve told you that before. Do it again and find out what happens to my shivs who disobey a second time.”
Ailith looked at the cobblestones and nodded. “Aye, Jenx. Sorry.”
They were coming up to the Temple District now, and since their primary goal was to get in, return the sword to the armory, and get back out on the streets without anyone being any the wiser, they slipped down a wide expanse that ran past the Temple’s east wall. As they approached the back gate, they both slowed their steps, feeling something wasn’t right. Tanna should have been standing guard outside with a torch burning in a sconce to the left of the gate.
Darkness shrouded the area, and Jenx stopped Ailith with a hand on her arm. She pointed to the sconces on the other side of the wide cobblestone expanse that ran between the Temple wall and the sides of several city buildings. Even though the expanse wasn’t considered a road, there were normally four evenly spaced torches hanging on those walls. There were none tonight.
Pointing to the wall, Jenx led Ailith even further into the shadows. They slid along the rough blocks until they came to the open gate, where they found Tanna pulled off to the side and lying in a pool of her own blood. During the course of their training, Master Healer Haria taught all the shivs techniques for staunching blood in an emergency. She also gave yearly training to the Blades.
Jenx pulled her knife and cut Tanna’s tunic into strips, binding the belly and arm wounds while Ailith stood watch with her sword drawn and at the ready. When she’d done all she could, Jenx stood and pulled her own sword. Once inside the outer bailey, they both heard the low rumble of a nervous horse. The beast’s iron-shod hooves clacked against the cobblestones as it paced this way and that, awaiting its master’s return.
Leaning in, Jenx pointed at it with her sword and whispered, “Only one horse. One attacker?”
Having fought horses in battle before, Ailith knew exactly what they were facing, and she pointed to the tack. “It’s a Knight’s battlemare. Steer clear, or it’ll kill ya.”
Not knowing what was happening, they moved silently across the bailey, making their way to the archway leading into the inner courtyard. One of the many mantras the Blades lived by was haste without knowledge equals death, so instead of sounding the alarm, they moved forward, intending to discover what was happening within the Temple before deciding what needed to be done. When they were halfway across the outer bailey, three figures slid around the side of the archway separating the inner and outer bailey, obviously not wanting to be seen.
Ailith recognized Nox at the same time Jenx challenged the leading shadow, “Khaldo. What are you doing?”
A woman’s voice Ailith didn’t recognize snarled, “You.” at the same time, the familiar shick of a sword leaving its scabbard reached her ears. The tall woman grabbed Nox and pushed her away. “Get on the horse.”
Nox wailed, “No, Mama. Don’t!”
Jenx leapt back to the gate and rang the huge alarm bell, jerking the chain back and forth several times and sending a peal of warning clangs reverberating throughout the Temple grounds.
Khaldo growled and rushed at Jenx, wildly swinging her sword in an overhead arc meant to slice her opponent in two.
Jenx parried the blow, and the fight was on.
Ailith hadn’t known Nox’s mother was a Lady Knight, and when the woman lunged for her, she parried the blow and moved back to give herself room. Knowing she was no match for a full Knight, she settled into a defensive mindset hoping other Blades would get there before the woman cleaved her head open with one of her powerful swings.
The Knight bared her teeth and drove her back. “You should have been the one. You’re the coward, not…” she swung viciously at Ailith’s chest, “…my…” she nearly caught Ailith across the throat with a backhanded swing, “… daughter.” She punctuated the final word with a jab that nearly impaled Ailith on the point of her sword.
Ailith ducked and blocked and circled, trying not to let the woman back her against the wall. The woman’s backhanded blows were vicious and merciless, so powerful that Ailith almost lost her grip on her sword after one particularly brutal sequence of feints, thrusts, and backhanded attacks.
Nox surprised them both by leaping onto her mother’s back, grabbing her around her neck, and screaming, “Stop it. Stop!”
Not willing to kill the Knight while her daughter was holding down her sword arm with one of her legs, Ailith thought about tackling them to the ground until the woman ripped her arm free and called out, “Saxsom! Negai!”
The battlemare broke free from where its rider had loosely tied it and raced for its master. The Knight, with Nox clinging to her back, leapt into the saddle and cued the horse to attack Ailith with its front hooves.
Blades were pouring into the bailey now, and as she backpedaled, the stray thought flitted across Ailith’s mind that too many people in a small space with a trained battlemare on the attack was a recipe for disaster.
Apparently, the Commander agreed as Ailith heard her barked order, “Everyone out!”
Having fought battlemares before, Ailith spun just as Sábria shouted, “Ailith!”
Most people rolled away from a battlemare’s hooves, but Ailith had always found it was better to stay on your feet and spin in close if at all possible. The trick was to keep moving as those back hooves could kick to the front, side, and rear. As she spun into the horse’s flank, she tripped over Khaldo’s prone body and fell onto her back. She rolled off the dead woman just as the horse viciously stomped on Khaldo’s head and then came after Ailith with yellow, snapping teeth.
Ailith dug her heels into the cracks between the cobblestones, crab-crawling backward using one hand while wildly slashing at the horse’s face and throat with her sword.
The horse reared to avoid the blade, and when it did, Nox slipped off its flank just as Sábria ran in and slashed down across the Knight’s exposed thigh.
The Knight changed the horse’s attack from Ailith onto the Arch Priestess, who had to backpedal to get away from the steel shod hooves.
Shirin leapt in between Sábria and the mare, swinging her blade and driving the horse back with long, steady strokes.
Sábria ran up and reengaged the Knight, who had the advantage of height to slash and jab at her attacker while her mare continued to keep Shirin occupied.
Ailith pulled one of her throwing knives and hurled it at the Knight’s back. The blade sliced through the woman’s tunic but bounced off without doing any real damage.
The Knight’s eyes flashed with deadly intent as she turned her mount and charged straight at Ailith, who found herself trapped against the Temple’s block wall. The horse pivoted again and kicked out with both its hind feet.
Ailith ducked, but one hoof hit her head with a glancing blow just as Geller and Prya’s throwing knives impaled the Knight’s left temple and throat, respectively.
The dead woman fell from her horse with one foot still wedged into one of the stirrups. Without any direction from its rider, the horse snorted and stomped but backed several paces and ceased its attack.
Ignoring the angry battlemare, Sábria ran to where Ailith lay unconscious near the wall.
Jenx, whose chest and arm were bleeding profusely, ran over as well. “Is she dead? Please tell me she’s not dead.”
At the Commander’s shouted order, several Blades formed a human wall separating the battlemare from their Arch Priestess. All held their swords at the ready in case the horse decided to resume its attack.
To everyone’s surprise, Nox stepped in front of the horse. She held her arms open wide, and in between sobs, she commanded, “Saxsom. Bleant. Bleant!” The mare relaxed immediately, and Nox ran forward and tried to extract her mother’s leg from the stirrup.
Geller called out from a safe distance. “Loosen th’ cinch, girl. Get that saddle off th’ mare and get her away so we can help ya with yer mother.”
As she worked on the cinch, Nox sobbed, “I told her I didn’t want to go. I couldn’t go. I told her!”
With the horse under control, Master Healer Haria and Kara ran to attend to the wounded. Both women were in their nightgowns, as were many of the Blades. Haria assessed the wounds and pushed Kara toward Jenx. “Get her to the infirmary and stop that bleeding.” She knelt next to Ailith and lifted one eyelid and then the other.
Jenx pulled away from Kara. “No, Tanna is over by the gate. I managed to stop the bleeding, but it was an emergency job, and I’m afraid she needs more help.”
Haria glanced around. “Where’s Sinda?”
“Here, My Lady. I stopped to pick up bandages in case they were needed.”
“Then give some to Kara and see to Tanna.”
“Aye, My Lady.” Sinda separated several long bandages from the pile she held in her arms. She handed them to Kara, who immediately began working to staunch Jenx’s bleeding. Sinda hurried over to assess Tanna’s injuries.
Both Sábria and Shirin were crouched on the ground next to Ailith’s still body.
As Haria gently probed Ailith’s temple, Prya stepped up next to her. “Is she dead?”
Haria shook her head. “No. It looks like a glancing blow. Still, it was hard enough to knock her unconscious.” After checking for other injuries, Haria stood. “Let’s get her to the infirmary.
Both Shirin and Prya moved in to carry her, but Sábria called them off. “No. I’ll do it.” She looked over her shoulder at the back gate and called out, “Sinda, is she alive? Will she survive?”
“Yes, My Lady. Jenx stopped the heavy bleeding, and I believe she’ll live.”
Slipping her arms beneath Ailith’s knees and back, Sábria strained to lift the limp body off the ground. Shirin took the shoulders and Prya the legs, and together they managed to lift Ailith high enough that Sábria could stand and carry her. She looked at Shirin. “Please go check the other two and see to Khaldo’s body. Assign someone to comfort Nox and see to her mother’s remains. If Kemi’s not up—”
Shirin put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll handle everything here.”
Nodding, Sábria hefted Ailith a little higher. “Of course. I know you will.” She carried the wounded shiv to the infirmary and stayed with her while Haria did a more thorough examination.
When they brought Tanna and Jenx in, Sábria left Ailith to assess Tanna’s injuries herself and, since the gate guard was unconscious and in expert hands with Sinda, she moved to Jenx’s bed. Seeing that some of her injuries would require stitching, she pulled a chair next to the bed and sat. She grasped Jenx’s hand in both her own and held it on the mattress. “Tell me what happened.”
Jenx was staring at Ailith while Master Haria continued to probe her skull. When Sábria squeezed her hand to get her attention, she jumped and switched her gaze to her Arch Priestess. “Forgive me, My Lady. It’s just—”
Sábria smiled slightly, and to ease Jenx’s mind, she said, “Luckily for all of us, the hardest bone in Ailith’s body is her stubborn head bone.”
Jenx nodded but didn’t return the smile. “We found Tanna by the back gate. I didn’t want to sound the alarm because I didn’t know what was happening inside and thought I might make matters worse depending on the circumstances.”
“Excellent thinking. Go on.”
“We saw the battlemare, and realized there was probably only one assailant. Then Khaldo, Nox, and the Lady Knight came through the archway, saw us, and attacked. I barely had time to sound the alarm before Khaldo reached me.”
Sábria squeezed her hand again. “It’s a good thing you were quick off the mark, or I have no doubt all three of you would be dead. A trained battlemare is worth five armed warriors in a fight. Add in a fully trained Knight…” Her head ached at the thought of what they might have found, and she let out a shaky sigh.
Jenx nodded her agreement. “I killed Khaldo and then the horse—” She shut her eyes to block out the sight of those hooves smashing down on the woman’s head.
Sábria pivoted Jenx’s attention away from the gory scene. “And because of your alarm, we arrived to help.” She waited for her to open her eyes and look her in the face. “Well done, Jenx. Because of your quick thinking, you saved both Tanna and your shiv. I’m very proud of you. And of Ailith too. You’ve trained her well.”
“And Tanna. It looked like someone snuck up on her from behind. Khaldo, maybe. I don’t know, but—”
Patting her hand before releasing it, Sábria nodded, “And Tanna, too. I thank the Goddess she’s still with us to learn from whatever mistake cost her so much blood. I’ll speak with her when she awakens and has time to gather her strength. In the meantime, drink Kara’s awful brew and get some rest, yes?”
Accepting a cup from Kara, Jenx drank down the contents and resumed her vigil over Ailith until the caneleid powder took her down into a much-needed sleep.





CHAPTER 26
  
A ilith opened her eyes to a darkened room. The fight came flooding back, and she jerked awake.
Strong arms tightened their grip around her shoulders, and she realized her head was lying on someone’s chest.
“Easy, Ailith. You’re safe. I’ve got you.” Sábria kissed her hair and gently put a cool hand on her forehead. She eased Ailith’s head back down and repeated. “You’re safe.”
Feeling slightly nauseous, Ailith closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep.
The next time she awoke, daylight streamed in through a window, and Sábria was sitting upright against the headboard, reading a report. They were in a wide, comfortable bed with soft, overstuffed pillows. A burgundy down comforter was pulled up to Ailith’s chin, and she lay still for a while, not understanding where she was.
When she saw her primer on Sábria’s lap, she pulled her hand from beneath the comforter and stroked the soft leather cover. “Me book.”
Sábria gently rubbed the back of Ailith’s hand and smiled down at her. “Yes, your book’s safe. Welcome back.”
Grasping the book and hiding it beneath the comforter, Ailith blushed, blearily hoping the Arch Priestess hadn’t seen the childish pictures concealed beneath the leather cover.
Sábria set the report on the side table and slid down until her head rested on one of the pillows and she could look Ailith in the eyes. With a soft, comforting tone, she asked, “How are you feeling?”
“Where am I?”
“In my bedroom.” Sábria put her hand on Ailith’s cheek and continued in the same, quiet voice. “What do you remember?”
Ailith blinked several times. “I…is Jenx okay? And Tanna?”
“Master Healer Haria stitched them both back together. Jenx is up and moving about, but Tanna’s injuries were more serious. They’re keeping her sedated in the infirmary. Her partner, Faylin, is staying with her.”
“What happened to th’ Lady Knight? Nox’s mother?”
“She died.”
Remembering Khaldo’s crushed head and Nox’s screams, Ailith shut her eyes tightly to block the pictures firing across her brain. Her mind felt muzzy and, still somewhat confused, she murmured, “Can you…” she stopped, her thoughts clearing enough for her to be too embarrassed to ask for what she really wanted.
“Can I what?” Sábria ran her hand through Ailith’s hair.
Ailith couldn’t get the sight of the horse’s hooves crushing Khaldo’s head out of her mind. Even though Jenx had already struck Khaldo down, the sight still haunted her. What she wanted, but would never admit, was for Sábria to hold her. For her to make everything all right again. But that would make her look weak, and besides, she’d always taken care of herself, hadn’t she? She spoke barely above a whisper. “Nothin’.”
“Hey. It’s okay. Come here.” Sábria reached beneath the comforter and carefully slipped her arm beneath Ailith’s shoulders. Very gently, she pulled her close so Ailith’s cheek rested on her chest. They stayed like that for a long while. Ailith didn’t want to talk, and Sábria let her rest quietly in her arms.
Shirin walked in with a tray of food. When Ailith opened her eyes, the Commander smiled down at her. “Well, it’s about time. Everyone’s asking about you, wanting to know when you’ll be back to work.” She raised her brows, “Oh, and Geller wants to know what you were doing with one of her swords from the armory.”
Sábria chuckled, “Shirin. You’ll worry her.”
Shirin balanced one end of the tray on the small table and set the two plates full of food on the tabletop.
Back to work? That puzzled Ailith. “How long?”
Sábria pulled Ailith closer and shifted to get into a more comfortable position. “Thanks to Master Haria’s herbs, three days.”
Concentrating on the comforting sound of Sábria’s heartbeat, Ailith said quietly, “Nox saved me life.”
“I know.” Sábria ran her hand through Ailith’s hair a second time and tucked a loose strand behind her ear.
“Can she be a shiv again?”
Sábria was quiet for such a long time that Ailith thought that maybe she shouldn’t have asked.
Shirin came and sat on the edge of the bed, and after a while, Sábria spoke. “Nox never wanted to be a shiv, Ailith. She told me that she’d always dreamed of being an artist, and she showed me some of the drawings she’d done while in detention. It was obvious art was what truly gave her joy.”
Sábria sighed and shook her head. “Her mother used to tear up her drawings so she’d concentrate more on her weapons work. Senior Guardian Arane and Nox are accompanying her mother’s body back to their barony. After they send Lady Elondra on her final journey, Arane will take Nox to my Temple in Durinna.”
With a sleepy voice, Ailith asked, “What’s in Durinna?”
“Artists, Ailith. A lot of artists.”
Ailith nodded and then once more fell into a deep, troubled sleep.





CHAPTER 27
  
T he Temple of the Daughters of Elyon was actually made up of two complexes. There was the Temple, where the Blades and Sábria lived. Six furlongs distant, nearer the middle of Sarlogne, a second complex thrived. Within its walls, the Hall of Justice, the larger prison complex, and many of the functions that supported the Blades and their work were housed.
The main Temple grounds were massive and ornate, with many buildings, an excess of open land within its walls, an embarrassment of artwork, and gardens most nobles envied. The Annex, on the other hand, was of a more moderate size and functional. It was here the Temple Magistrates passed judgment on those the Blades charged with crimes against women, and quite often, the punishment was a stay in the prison complex or execution in the courtyard, should the crime call for more severe consequences.
This was also where Blades, who’d grown too old to patrol the streets, came to live and work. They became the ones who guarded the courts, handled administrative duties, or, if they were so inclined, worked at the small shops scattered within the walls that encircled the complex. No Blades remained idle, no matter their age or infirmity. Sábria believed everyone could pull their weight in one way or another, and everyone did.
During the rule of Emperor Pendrin some three hundred turns earlier, famine, debauchery, and lawlessness reigned. Because so many Blades were killed during Pendrin’s reign, the Arch Priestess of the time had turned her attention away from protecting the city’s women and concentrated on protecting her Blades. She set them to work on the construction of an underground tunnel connecting the two complexes, and for nearly twenty turns, her Blades labored to do just that. Because of her forethought and willingness to pivot during a time of upheaval and crisis, the Temple had survived when so many other institutions had not.
Sábria and Shirin strode across the courtyard on their way to the small gatehouse in the outer bailey, which housed the entrance to the tunnel. After Lady Elondra had tried to take her daughter from the Temple with Khaldo’s help, Sábria had sent the thirteen spies to be held in the larger prison complex within the Annex. She’d intended to try them the next day, but with two Blades injured, one critically, and one shiv unconscious, she’d asked the Magistrate to hold the trials but to postpone the sentencing until she was able to attend.
The trials had concluded earlier that morning, and since the Temple Magistrate had declared a verdict of guilty in twelve of the thirteen cases, Sábria was on her way to sentence the prisoners. Normally, the Magistrate handed down the sentences, but as her superior, Sábria always had the option to step in should she feel the case, or in this instance, cases warranted it.
Her regal bearing, combined with her black and gold dress uniform, was a sight to behold. She normally only wore her coronet to official functions at the Emperor’s palace, but she felt this occasion warranted the extra reminder of exactly who she was within the Empire. Blue, red, and yellow gemstones were set at regular intervals around the single band, proclaiming that the three colors of Elyon’s providence ruled within the Cibían Empire.
Blades and civilians bowed as she crossed the courtyard, but her mind was on other things, and she barely registered their presence, let alone their obeisance.
Shirin nodded at each person, acknowledging their respect to make up for the Arch Priestess’s preoccupation with the upcoming sentencing.
Ten members of Sábria’s bodyguard waited in formation by the tunnel. Fifty Blades had gone on ahead since Sábria intended to make this sentencing one the city of Sarlogne would remember for a very long time.
Four members of the honor guard were already holding lit torches, and they broke out of formation and entered the tunnel. Their lights weren’t strictly necessary since the tunnel was lit by nearly forty lanterns set in sconces along the walls, but tradition dictated they carry torches, and that’s what they did.
Sábria and Shirin descended the ten steps after them, followed by the remaining six of the honor guard, led by Senior Guardian Sela, a black woman in her forties who’d refused promotion to Prime so many times it had become a joke between her and Shirin.
Subcommander Calit was already at the Annex arranging for thirty blades to set up a cordon outside the wall and for the prisoners to be brought within the cordon for sentencing. To be doubly sure of security, the remaining twenty Blades were scattered among the crowd, addressing any paid agitators the Emperor might have placed there.
The walk took well over a quarter candlemark, and by the time they ascended the steps into the Annex, everything was ready for Sábria’s arrival. The Head Magistrate, Master Fiyori, waited at the tunnel’s entrance. When Sábria stepped onto the cobbled bailey, the tall, grey-haired woman, who was dressed in her full-length, purple and black ceremonial robes, bowed low.
Sábria lowered her chin and held out her hand. Master Fiyori kissed the Ring of Elyon and stepped aside.
Seneschal Dunham waited next to Fiyori, and when the Magistrate stepped aside, he surprised Sábria by going down on one knee, accepting her hand in his, and kissing the Ring. Looking up into her eyes, he quietly said, “I beg the forgiveness of the Goddess and of you, Lady Sábria. I should have refused, and I allowed my loyalty to Emperor Aloric to blind me to what was right. Will you please forgive an old man his folly?”
Sábria reversed their hands, and with hers on the bottom, she raised him to his feet. “I understand the difficult position you’re in, old friend. Yes, I forgive you, and I believe Elyon sees the truth of your words and will forgive you as well.”
With his eyes brimming with tears, he bowed his head. “I can’t promise he won’t do something similar in the future, but I pray I’ll be able to influence him in a more rational direction, My Lady.”
“I’d ask you to join Lady Fiyori and me on the alure, but I’m afraid that would put you into an even more untenable position as far as the Emperor is concerned.”
He raised his brows to acknowledge the point. “Thank you.” With that, he stepped through the portcullis to wait with the rest of the crowd outside of the Annex Wall.
Sábria, Shirin, and Lady Fiyori climbed the steps to the top of the wall. They walked along the alure until she stood directly above the front gate. Looking out over the crowd, she recognized people from every stratum of society. Even though she’d expected a large gathering, the overwhelming mass of humanity waiting to hear the sentence surprised her. A wave rippled through the crowd as people either bowed or curtseyed at her appearance.
The nobility stood in an area to her left specifically cordoned off for them. Sábria hadn’t arranged for that, and she guessed one of the wealthier observers had provided the line of muscular brutes that separated them from the working classes, the chandlers, cobblers, and butchers. This second group of craftspeople, artisans, and tradesmen made up the majority of the closest onlookers, possibly five-hundred people, maybe more.
As though this was some great show, the sidewalks were lined with vending carts, and the vendors and their children were selling pasties and baked goods as fast as their bakers could supply them with fresh loaves.
Further back, she could see the poorest of the poor. These were easily recognizable by their tattered rag clothing and their dirty, unkempt appearance. Their numbers stretched away from the Annex for several blocks, and Sábria hoped her Blades would be able to escort the prisoners to the ship that she’d arranged to transport them away from the Cibían shores.
Directly below her stood the twelve convicted spies. Eight men and four women anxiously stared up at her, wondering what their fate would be. She looked into every face and wondered how many families she’d be destroying that day.
Well, she’d made arrangements for that as well. The ship was large enough to carry wives, husbands, and children should the families wish to accompany their loved ones out of the Empire. Some, she knew, would be relieved the man or woman who bullied them and made their lives miserable would be gone. Either way, that wasn’t her concern.
Holding up her hands, she looked out over the crowd, asking for silence.
At her direction, Shirin had arranged to have heralds at the start of every block, perched high on platforms temporarily erected for this event. When the heralds passed along the message that she was ready to begin, everyone, including the vendors, stopped what they were doing and stared up at her.
Over the turns, she’d perfected the art of projecting her voice so large crowds could hear her, but with a crowd this size, she was glad she’d had the forethought to provide the heralds to pass her words along to those farthest away from where she stood.
She had a general idea of what she wanted to say, but felt, in this instance, Elyon would put the right words into her mouth. “This is a shameful day for the Cibían Empire, a day when I must sentence twelve people for their part in spying on one of the monarchs of this great land.”
A soft breeze blew across her face, and she felt the Goddess’s hand in the absolute silence that prevailed among what looked to be a thousand onlookers hanging on her every word. “Through my Blades, I rule you with a benevolent hand. If your women are endangered, we protect them. If your children are taken from you, we attempt to return them. If you are brought before the Temple Magistrate,” she laid a hand on Fiyori’s shoulder, “she dispenses judgment with wisdom and compassion.”
Many, many of the onlookers, both men, and women, nodded at her words. “You are Elyon’s people. I am her voice among you, and yet, twelve men and women chose to accept silver coins to spy on my Blades and me. They chose to bring insult to the Goddess by selling tales of the movement of her representatives who walk among you.”
She glared down at the spies who stared up at the woman who held their fate in her hands. Elyon’s indignation filled her, and Sábria opened herself to her words. “The Goddess reviles those who would move against Elyon’s Blades, the women who are the instruments of her revenge. Her wrath falls upon any who endanger those whose lives are dedicated to protecting women’s blood. And the storm clouds of her fury will destroy any who would bring harm to those who provide justice for the women of this land.”
To everyone’s shock, including Sábria’s, two bolts of lightning flashed out of a clear blue sky. One struck the highest tower in the Emperor’s palace. The second flashed above the assembled crowd, striking the bell tower in the middle of the city and exploding with a deafening blast that sent bricks flying down onto the people below. The bells in the tower rang from the concussion, and those who were able fell to their knees and covered their heads with their arms.
Even the haughtiest among the nobility knelt or bowed their heads in fear. Lady Fiyori even bowed her head and would have lowered herself to her knees if Sábria hadn’t placed a hand on her elbow, silently telling her to remain standing. She was gratified to see all her Blades standing tall with their heads held high and their eyes glowing fiercely with well-earned pride.
When she looked down at the prisoners, every one of them was lying prostrate on the cobblestones. Normally, the sentence for spying was death. Seeing them truly frightened and humbled reinforced her decision to allow them to live.
She quietly thanked her Goddess for her support and continued. “As you know, the sentence for spying within our borders is death.”
People hesitantly rose and looked up at her when she resumed her speech.
“But Elyon is known to be fair and just among the Gods. The yellow within the Temple’s crest speaks of her justice. Therefore, I sentence these spies not to an untimely death but to a lifetime away from the Cibían Empire. A ship is waiting to take them to one of the deserted Trenchian Islands where they will live out the rest of their days toiling to survive.”
A shocked murmur rose from the crowd, and several family members of the convicted spies shouted, “No.”
“If, for some reason, they are able to leave the island, they may never return to our shores. As the prisoners are aware, in the last several days, artists have moved among them, rendering their likeness onto sheets of parchment. Even as I speak, artisans are creating thirty copies of each rendering. These will go out to my thirty Temples throughout the Empire. All of my eight thousand Blades will study their likeness. If the spies are caught on our shores, they will be put to death immediately, without trial.”
She turned to Shirin, and although she regretted the late notice, after seeing the extent of the crowd, she felt she didn’t have a choice. “I’ve decided to lead the prisoners to the docks myself.” She’d never seen her second go quite so white in so short a time. She suppressed a smile as she watched her race down the stairs and into the tunnel, presumably to muster as many Blades as possible to accompany them.
The prisoners, who were shackled together on a single, long chain, looked relieved that they weren’t going to die and terrified of being stranded on an island. She again looked out over the crowd. “If any family members wish to accompany their loved ones, they are welcome to do so. If you’re so inclined, I suggest you hurry home immediately and pack for a long sea voyage. Then make your way to the western dock.” Several women and one man pushed through the crowd and either hurried to the palace or to the lower residential district, the only place many of Aloric’s people could afford to live.
“If you choose to remain, my Blades will assist you in finding employment if the condemned member was the sole source of income for your family. I don’t intend this to be a hardship for those left behind.”
Some in the crowd began to get restless. This was when the paid agitators would show themselves, and what started as a quiet murmuring quickly turned to shouts and curses.
“Unfair!”
“Ya can’t do that!”
“Let’s get th’ poor bastards out of here. Who’s with me?”
“They’ll fowkin’ die out there!”
Out came the truncheons carried by the Blades assigned to crowd control, and several of the loudest protestors were quickly brought to heel.
Sábria wasn’t surprised to see many among the town’s citizenry helping to silence the loudmouths. One woman she recognized, an older cook from one of the alehouses, brought her walking stick down on the head of an obnoxiously loud red-haired man dressed in the distinctive canvas tunic and trews worn by trib runners and sailors. When he went to slap the woman, her husband, a burly snub-nosed man who’d remained imposing even in his later years, stepped between them and crossed his arms. The trib backed up and disappeared into the crowd.
Sábria watched for a while, giving Shirin the time needed to return to the Temple and gather however many Blades she planned to bring with them to the docks.
Two blocks away, a small riot broke out, and Sábria was relieved to see members of the City Watch move in to stop the violence and arrest those trying to make the sentencing into a full-scale riot. What better way for Aloric to get his petty revenge than by paying agitators to cause riotous destruction throughout the city? There was no doubt a crowd this size had somehow been engineered by his followers.
With that thought in mind, she glanced around, searching for Lord Dunham. She found him standing on top of a covered barrel, surrounded by his personal guards, gesturing and yelling into an alley. When lines of the City Watch fully kitted in riot gear and holding truncheons like they meant to break some heads poured from the alley, Dunham turned and looked directly at her. His fierce visage reminded her of an eagle with his aristocratic, canted nose and deep-set, determined eyes. He held her gaze and nodded once.
She inclined her head, thanking him for his support, and wondered how much longer he’d survive as Aloric’s right-hand man. She hoped his decency wouldn’t cost him his life, but in the world of politics, one never knew from one day to the next where the whims of the Emperor might take them.
The distinctive and frightening sound of two military war drums accompanied by the thump, thump, thump of black leather boots hitting the cobblestones in military lockstep caught everyone’s attention. Even the troublemakers paused to see Shirin leading a hundred or more Blades in formation down the avenue from the Temple. They weren’t in dress uniforms since they’d been pulled from their off-duty activities. Some had no doubt been rousted out of bed by the ringing of the assembly bells around the courtyard, but they were still an impressive sight in their all-black tunics and trews.
This time Sábria turned her back to the crowd and murmured to Fiyori, “Shirin always knows the best way to put the fear of the Goddess into a potential mob. I wouldn’t have thought of the drummers.” Both women watched as the warriors drew near and when they stopped in front of the outer gate, they took that as their cue to descend to the cobblestone courtyard. She paused at the gate to straighten her tunic and was surprised when Master Fiyori stopped beside her. “Jestína, this probably isn’t the place for you. I’m afraid things could get ugly.”
The Magistrate looked down from her considerable height and glared at the Arch Priestess. Where Lord Dunham resembled an eagle, Jestína, unfortunately, resembled a duck, with her close-set eyes placed to either side of a long, broad nose. Emphasizing the look was her choice of hairstyles. She wore her grey hair puffed on top of her head and then pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck. Every time Sábria saw a white-crested Dupont duck swimming lazily in the pond toward the back of the Temple grounds, she thought of her wonderful but stern Lord High Magistrate. “Ugly or not, Sábria, in this instance, my place is by your side, and that’s where I intend to be.”
Knowing that arguing with Jestína was an exercise in futility, Sábria decided to give in gracefully. Sighing, she turned and called out, “Terrowyn.”
The Senior Guardian, who was waiting just outside the gate, came to stand in front of her. “Milady?”
“I saw Killian and Emlyn stationed nearby. Bring them to me, please.” Killian was an excellent swordswoman, and Emlyn’s only job from the time she was small until she’d joined the Temple had been to guard a high-ranking noblewoman. There was no doubt in Sábria’s mind they were up to the task of guarding the Lord High Magistrate.
Terrowyn saluted, stepped to the gate, and, with a piercing whistle coded specifically to summon Killian, had the two women standing before Sábria in a matter of moments.
Placing a hand on the Magistrate’s shoulder, Sábria looked Killian in the eye to emphasize the importance of her orders. “Your only assignment, until she’s safely back in the Annex, is to guard Master Fiyori.”
When Killian nodded, Sábria caught and held Emlyn’s eyes. She acknowledged the order with a fist to her chest and the two women stepped into position, flanking the Magistrate, who rolled her eyes and, as her Arch Priestess had done moments before, gave in with dignity.
Instead of joining the thirty Blades forming the cordon around the prisoners, Shirin set into motion the plan she’d hastily worked out with Subcommander Arenda. At Shirin’s nod, Arenda turned to Prime Geller and Prime Osstendler and bellowed, “Wedge and block.”
Each Prime led approximately sixty warriors down either side of the street, pushing the crowd apart and forming a clear lane for Sábria and her prisoners to walk down. Anyone who didn’t move fast enough was helped along the way by heavy strikes from the truncheons of the Blades and City Guards stationed among the onlookers. The warriors formed two lines that held the people pinned against the walls for however long it would take for the Arch Priestess to walk by.
Shirin strode through the gate and bowed to Sábria. “We’re ready for you, My Lady. Subcommander Calit has charge of the prisoner detail. I’ll be your personal guard along with Terrowyn and Marne.” She glanced at the High Magistrate, and it was only because Sábria knew her so well that she could tell her second wasn’t happy with the addition. Stepping to the side, Shirin indicated the gate with a wave.
Sábria stepped through the gate with Shirin on her left and Fiyori on her right. Terrowyn and Marne walked before them while Killian and Emlyn brought up the rear. Sábria thought it overkill, but she’d been the one to throw this on Shirin at the last minute, and she didn’t have much room to complain.
Subcommander Calit came next, followed by the prisoners who were flanked on either side by thirty Blades, fifteen to each side.
The entire procession moved through the lane formed by the one hundred and twenty Blades. Sábria reflected that if Aloric had meant to make a mockery of her by encouraging the large crowd and planting agitators, his plan had backfired. She’d meant for the prisoners to be taken to the docks by the thirty Blades who made up the cordon. Now, over one hundred and sixty Blades plus a large contingent of the City Watch escorted his spies to the docks where they’d be imprisoned on Captain Aldean’s ship, The Boulston.
Even though Sábria had only met the captain a few days earlier, Prya had assured her he was a good and honorable man who would deliver his cargo exactly where she ordered. Sábria had paid him more than his asking price, requiring him to retrofit two of his holds, one with shackles and hammocks for the prisoners and a second with cots and other items for whatever families decided to sail with them. He’d hired an extra cook and had assured her he would transport the prisoners and their families as humanely as possible.
Once they’d moved past three-quarters of the Blades in the lane, at Geller’s shouted command, the final quarter folded into a spear point, and the entire contingent moved inexorably forward, parting the crowd like the bow of a ship cutting through the ocean waves. This, along with many other crowd control techniques, was practiced continually by every one of Elyon’s Blades. Sábria expected her people to be ready for any contingency, and she was proud of the way the women handled themselves in a crowd of over one thousand onlookers.
As if reading her thoughts, Jestína leaned in close. “I’m impressed, Sábria. I know you demand rigid discipline and perfection from your Blades, but this is quite extraordinary. I’ve never witnessed this aspect of Temple life.”
“Shirin and her training masters are quite thorough and consistent. Each Blade trains with weapons daily and drills in different formations and urban battle tactics once a sevenday. They don’t all train at once, but what they learn in small groups is easily expanded to fit the needs of the moment.”
The Magistrate was quiet for about a block, watching the way the warriors moved effortlessly in tandem with one another. “It’s a difficult life, but you never lack for women who want to join. I wonder how many realize how hard their lives will be when they join the Blades.”
“We try to explain everything before they commit. Yes, it’s a difficult life, but you know we’re not only warriors. We’re a family who looks out for our own. I think that’s what draws the women to us like moths to a flame. They want to be part of something…more.”
It took the better part of a candlemark to walk what would typically take half that long. When they reached the docks without a major incident, Sábria breathed a sigh of relief. She stepped to the foot of the gangplank and waited for the prisoners to arrive.
Five women and two men waited with hastily packed bags. None of them had children with them, something Sábria was happy to see. She hadn’t wanted to sentence younglings to a harsh life on a deserted island, and apparently, some of the mothers had decided their men had chosen their lot in life, and they could reap the consequences without pulling their family down with them.
When everyone was assembled, Sábria looked sideways at Shirin. “I'm going on board to inspect Captain Aldine's work on the prisoner's accommodations.”
Nodding, Shirin glanced at Terrowyn and Marne, who immediately ascended the gangplank. They heard Marne ask permission from the captain to come aboard, and when he granted it, the two stepped to either side of the gangplank and stood at attention.
Sábria followed, and when she reached the top, the captain stepped forward and offered his hand. “Welcome aboard th' Boulston, Milady.”
Even though she had no need of his assistance, Sábria placed her hand in his and stepped down onto the deck. “Thank you. You sent word yesterday that the ship was ready to receive the prisoners. That was quick work.”
“Aye. I have two carpenters and one ironworker in my crew who worked nonstop until the work was done. They're right proud of the work they did fer th' Arch Priestess of th' Daughters of Elyon, too.”
He glanced over his shoulder at three men standing just below the quarterdeck, holding their caps in their hands. All three had a fresh-faced just-washed look, with their cheeks pink from a thorough scrubbing and their wet hair slicked back and trim.
Sábria, flanked by Marne, smiled at the men and walked over to speak with them. “Captain Aldean tells me you worked day and night to prepare the hold for the prisoners.”
The burliest of the three bowed low, followed hastily by the other two. He was apparently the boldest of the group because he straightened and grinned. “Aye, Milady. Were an honor to be hired by one such as ye, th' Arch Priestess an' all.”
The one to his left nodded vigorously. “Aye. We only know'd Priestesses what treat folks like shite, an' when we learned ya were different and that ya took in our Prya, we done started worshipin' yer Elyon.”
The skinny man next to him raised his brows. “And th' other Priestess we glimpsed in Kibrun were a mean, fat slob, weren't she? An’ yer no fat nor a slob.”
Marne, who wasn't well-versed in correcting people in a tactful or diplomatic manner, took an aggressive step forward and opened her mouth to berate the men for the disrespectful way they'd spoken to her Priestess.
Shirin put a hand on her shoulder to silence her. Indicating with a slight pull that Marne should step back, she stepped into her place. “Lads, we thank you for your work, but Lady Sábria is one of the rulers of the Cibían Empire and, as such, deserves our utmost respect. You don't speak to her in the same way you'd address your wives and friends.”
The three men paled and bowed again, mumbling their apologies at their gaff.
Sábria smiled at them. “Would you take me below decks and show me your work?”
All three sets of eyes locked onto their Captain, who shook his head. “I'll be honored to take ya down, Milady. I wanted ya to meet the three what did yer work, even though they aren't as polished as should be.”
“Well, then….” she addressed the three who were staring at her with something close to adoration in their eyes and thought how much she enjoyed simple folk who spoke their minds and didn't have any alternate agenda behind their words. “Thank you for your hard work, and I know the Goddess accepts your worship.” She decided it wouldn't hurt to add, “And if you are going to worship her, that means you'll be kind to all women and protect them from harm.”
They all three nodded and pulled on their forelocks. Grinning like fools, they said in unison, “Aye, Milady.”
The captain led her to a hatch, but before she could descend, Shirin indicated Marne should go first. When Marne made to obey, the Commander put a hand on her arm and added, “With your permission, Captain.”
Aldean, who'd pulled his pipe from his pocket, squinted at Shirin before nodding. “It's perfectly safe…er?” Not knowing Shirin's rank, he stopped and raised his brows.
“My apologies. I'm Commander Shirin, Lady Sábria's second in command.”
“Ah. All parts of me ship are safe fer th' Arch Priestess, Commander, but I understand th' ways of th' military.” He lifted his chin at Marne. “Go ahead, Lass.” As Marne stepped through the hatch, Aldean returned his gaze to Shirin and got a twinkle in his eyes. “And I'm that glad Prya didn't break yer hand. It's better now, Aye?”
Giving him the abashed look she knew he was watching for, Shirin held out her hand for his inspection. “It is. And I'm thankful Prya didn't shatter this fool's knuckles.”
He grinned and turned his attention to Sábria. “Ya took her in?”
“I did. She's welcome to stay as long as she likes.” She put a hand on his arm. “We'll take care of her, Captain. Body and soul.”
“I were hopin' ya would. She needs some kindness in her life after all she's been through.”
The party descended below decks, and when they'd climbed down the third set of steps, he led them to a hold that had been separated into two rooms. One side had been further separated by a canvas wall. The first area had eight canvas hammocks hanging from eyeholes screwed into the wooden ceiling. Next to each hammock, the chain of a steel wrist cuff was bolted into the wall. Each hammock also had a pisspot sitting beneath it. The room on the other side of the canvas was set up exactly like the first, except there were only four hammocks in that one.
A door set in the wooden wall separating these spaces from another room stood open, and stepping through, Sábria found another room set up for the families. There were both hammocks and cots, a dining table and chairs bolted into the floor, and what looked to be a play corral set up for children.
Aldean shrugged when Sábria walked to the corral. “All of us have bairns, Milady, and we weren't sure whether some would bring their younglings on board. We're that relieved to see there weren't none standin' on th' docks, but we needed to be prepared, didn't we?”
Sighing, Sábria agreed, “I was hoping not to see children leaving with them, as well, but the fact that you prepared for them tells me I needn't worry about how these men and women will be treated. You're a good man, Captain, just as Prya assured me.”
The clanking of chains caught their ears as the prisoners filed into the hold on the other side of the wall. Soon after, the seven family members filed into the room Sábria was in. Most of them bowed or curtseyed, but two remained standing. The hatred in their eyes told her everything she needed to know.
Sábria left the room and climbed up to the main deck. Just as she was stepping off the gangplank onto the dock, a mouse of a woman climbed onto the opening in the gunnel and hurried down the gangplank after her. Her way was blocked by Shirin, who was exiting behind the Priestess.
“Milady. Please. I need t' talk t' ya. Please.”
Shirin, who'd turned to face the woman when she'd run after Sábria, glanced over her shoulder. When Sábria nodded, Shirin held her hands out, indicating the woman should do the same. “Hold out your hands. Do you have any weapons?”
The woman did as ordered. “No, Milady.”
While she checked the woman's body for hidden knives or vials of contact poison, Shirin quietly said. “You refer to me as Commander.” When she knew the woman was safe, she allowed her to step all of the way down to stand in front of Sábria.
The woman curtseyed and then, biting her bottom lip, nervously scanned the crowd over the heads of the Blades, who were barring people from stepping onto the pier. The party had moved with the onlookers. Ever ready to make some coin, the vendors had pushed their carts over the cobbles to accommodate the new location. Many of the people were happy and laughing, and the raucous noise created by the vendors hawking their baked goods and meats and the people calling out their orders seemed to hold the woman in thrall.
“How can I help you?” Sábria didn't want to loiter any longer than necessary.
The woman blinked, suddenly remembering she was standing in front of the most powerful woman in the land. The color drained from her face, and it seemed her bravery fled right along with it. “I…I….” Swallowing hard, she stared at Sábria’s boots and lapsed into total silence.
The Lord High Magistrate came to stand beside Sábria. “Is everything all right?” When the woman sketched another quick curtsy, Master Fiyori's eyes narrowed. “You've been in my courtroom several times, haven't you?”
Blushing, the woman croaked her answer through a throat gone dry with fear. “A…a…aye, Milady.” She curtseyed again for good measure.
Master Fiyori crossed her arms. “You come before me battered and bruised, and every single time, you say nothing happened when it's been perfectly obvious to everyone in the courtroom that you were severely beaten, and in one case, if I remember correctly, you said you'd accidentally hit your mouth on a box, and that's how you came to lose those four missing teeth.”
Sábria laid a hand on the Magistrate's arm to stop her. She wanted to leave as soon as possible so the crowd would disperse. “Again, Child, how can I help you?”
The woman glanced at Sábria through stringy, brown bangs that had fallen over her face. After a quick look at the Magistrate and another long look at the crowd, she whispered, “I don't want to go.”
“Then why are you here?”
The woman shrank into herself but apparently, her need won out over her fear and she found her voice. “They said they'd kill me if I stayed, but I can't go. He'll kill me if I go, and they'll kill me if I stay.” She fell to her knees and grabbed Sábria around the legs. “Please, Milady. I don't want t’ die.”
Shirin immediately grabbed her with both hands and hauled her back and away from the Arch Priestess. “Who’ll kill you if you stay?”
All three women had a difficult time understanding the woman’s words through the sobs wracking her body. “His…his family.”
How many times had Sábria been through this exact scenario? Mhina and Ladin, who'd been part of the thirty who'd escorted the prisoners onto the ship, were just now coming off the gangplank. Sábria called them over. “Mhina, I need the two of you to escort this woman to the Temple. She's under my protection if anyone tries to take her from you.”
Mhina nodded. “Understood.” When Shirin released her to them, the dark-skinned woman took the pidge’s arm.
Shirin looked at the Blade and her shiv. “Stay close to us. You'll have more protection that way. It sounds like her abusive husband's family is trying to force her to go with him.”
“Yes, Commander.”
Subcommander Calit shouted, “Wedge and block!” and the process of getting the Arch Priestess and the Magistrate back to the Annex began. They’d had to take the long way because the alleys and smaller streets people normally took between the middle city and the docks were too narrow to get such a large contingent through.
They were finally moving into the Market District when a group of seven scruffy men and women started hurling bread, stones, and discarded pieces of wood at Mhina, Ladin, and the woman they were escorting. “Get back where ya belong, ya sweiven skudlicker.”
Shirin, Killian, Emlyn, Marne, and Terrowyn immediately formed a protective circle around Sábria and Jestína, making sure they’d be the ones hit with flying objects and not their two charges.
Geller, whose eyes shone with fierce protectiveness, looked at the Commander for orders.
Shirin pointed at the group, held her hands above her head, and crossed them at her wrists, telling Geller to arrest the lot.
Geller immediately pushed into the crowd, punching and elbowing anyone who didn’t move out of her way fast enough.
The seven had their attention focused on the prisoner’s wife and only registered an angry Prime Geller moments before she grabbed the ringleader by the hair and bashed his forehead into a block wall. He sank to his knees and then onto his face.
A large pidge with more muscle than brains jumped onto Geller’s back, thinking she could overpower the smaller Blade with her size alone.
The Temple Magistrate gasped at the size disparity and covered her mouth with her hands, but Sábria merely hissed, narrowed her eyes, and shook her head. “Oh, that’s not good. She really shouldn’t have done that.”
Geller trapped the pidge’s arm beneath her armpit with one hand, dipped the opposite shoulder, and, using her strong legs as pistons, sprang up and spun in a circle, sending the woman flying up and over her head.
Without missing a beat, she used the edge of her free hand to smash upwards into the bone above the elbow of the trapped arm. The resounding crack as the upper arm broke in two silenced the onlookers who stood back to give the Prime room to work. Releasing the arm while the pidge was still in the air, Geller grabbed the woman’s hair and brought her face down onto her raised knee.
The Magistrate blinked several times. “Great Goddess.”
Sábria’s only comment was, “Uh huh.”
A man yelled, “That’s me wife, ya fowkin’ dog-faced bitch.” He and another lad rushed the Prime, who leapt into the air and delivered a roundhouse kick to the side of the younger man’s neck. His knees buckled, and he slowly sank like a chunk of cheese into a bowl of potato soup.
The big man’s meaty fist flew towards Geller’s head, and it would have done major damage if the head had been there when he’d finished his swing. Instead, as his momentum pulled him forward, Geller, who’d ducked to avoid the blow, took advantage of her crouch and rammed one fist up into the man’s balls, grabbed them between fingers made strong by years of blade and staff work, and rolled, twisting the genitals into a tight knot.
The man squealed and joined the other three on the ground in an unconscious heap.
Geller spun in a circle, looking for the remaining four. They’d gone down to their knees with their fingers interlaced on the top of their heads. The Prime straightened and shouted, “Sela.”
The Senior Guardian pushed her way through the onlookers. “Prime?”
“The Commander wants these seven arrested.”
Sela looked at the pile of humanity on the ground and at the three men and one woman on their knees, shaking in terror that they might be next. With a tinge of amusement in her voice, she said, “Yes, Prime.” She then turned to the line of Blades. “Fifteen Blades to me!”
Fifteen Blades broke out of formation and trotted over.
When Geller returned to her position at the front of her column, Sábria put her hand on Jestína’s shoulder. “Shall we go?” She tried not to smile at the shocked look on the Magistrate’s face as she pushed her friend forward until the woman began to walk on her own.
“Are all your Blades that good?”
Grinning, Sábria shook her head. “I wish. Ursuna is in charge of training at the Temple and is far, far better than most. She’s an excellent but harsh taskmaster who understands that she can’t afford to be soft when she trains. I sometimes forget you don’t get to see the Blades in action. You’re stuck sitting in your courtroom listening to them tell you something like, ‘I apprehended the woman who beat her children,’ when quite often, they leave out the salient parts, such as, ‘The woman jumped on my back, so I broke her arm in two and then smashed her nose over my knee to get her off of me.’”
“Will that woman live?”
“Probably. But if not, she never should have attacked one of Elyon’s Blades.”
Jestína, who’d never been much of a fighter, glanced at Sábria and, for the first time, really looked at her. Yes, she was the Arch Priestess, but her arms, chest, and legs were muscled, and her hands rough with calluses. She turned to look at the Commander and saw the same.
Killian and Emlyn were still standing between her and the prisoner’s family, and she looked at them as well. Killian, too, was muscular, but although Emlyn was fit, her body hadn’t yet matured into what it would one day become.
Quietly pensive for about a block, Jestína stared at the backs of the Blades restraining the onlookers and shook her head. “I’ve been your Magistrate for thirty years now. The Temple’s High Magistrate for twenty, and yet I feel as though I’m seeing you and your Blades for the first time.” She caught and held Sábria’s gaze. “I mean, really seeing you for the warriors you are.”
She stopped in the middle of the street, and out of necessity, everyone stopped with her.
With only a trace of irritation sounding in her voice, Shirin shouted to Calit, who had her back to them. “Hold.”
Calit repeated the order and everyone came to a halt.
Oblivious to Shirin’s order, Jestína continued speaking to Sábria. “Every turn, there are faces missing from my courtroom, Blades who will never give testimony before me again. While I’ve grieved with you,” she shook her head, “not being a warrior myself, I didn’t viscerally understand the violent world you and your people live and work in.”
Once again, Sábria put her hand on Jestína’s back and pushed her gently forward.
Shirin nodded to Calit, who shouted, “Forward.”
When they started walking, Sábria considered her words. This was a woman who’d seen the Blades bring in rapists, murderers, child killers, and slavers. Yet it was only after seeing Geller’s fighting skills that she really understood what the Blades go through every day, all candlemarks of the day and night. She wondered whether other people were as blind to the daily physical and emotional toll their work exacted on her people.
After dropping the Magistrate at the Annex, Sábria and most of her Blades returned to the Temple. The majority continued on down the street while Sábria, Shirin, and the honor guard went by way of the tunnel. When they emerged, Sábria felt emotionally wrung out by the day’s events. She excused herself and went in to take a long, relaxing bath before climbing under her covers for the night.





CHAPTER 28
  
S ince Sábria had needed to resume her duties, they’d moved Ailith back into the infirmary. The day following the sentencing, when Sábria went to check on her two injured warriors, she stopped in Haria’s office to get her report on their condition. The healer, who was sitting in an armchair reading a book on herbal medicine, looked up. Closing the book, she rose and indicated the sofa. “Make yourself comfortable. Tea?”
“No, thank you. This isn’t exactly a social visit. After yesterday, I have a lot to catch up on. I really only came to ask about Tanna and Ailith.”
Haria sat and patted the sofa. “We can at least be comfortable.” When Sábria joined her, the healer shifted so they were facing each other. “Well, Tanna awoke in the middle of the night, confused and in a lot of pain. The good news is that I was able to ascertain there wasn’t any permanent damage to the muscles in her right forearm. That blasted Lady Knight knew exactly where to cut to inflict the most damage. I’m afraid she’ll be off for at least three full moons while we work to restore strength to that arm.”
“And the stomach wound?”
“That I already knew would heal. Unfortunately, that’s what’s giving her the most pain. She awoke screaming, and that tore the stitches away from the flesh that had already begun the healing process. Faylin managed to quiet her long enough to get the caneleid potion into her and then we were able to clean and restitch the wound. We’ll make sure to keep her heavily dosed until I’m sure she won’t rip open the sutures again.”
“How’s Faylin holding up?”
“I think as long as she knows Tanna will recover, she’ll be fine.”
“Can she go back on shift? Deadnight can’t afford to be down a Blade for much longer.”
Haria nodded, “Most definitely, especially since Tanna will be unconscious while she’s working.”
“And Ailith?”
Sighing, Haria rolled her eyes and shook her head. “That’s the most stubborn, infuriating young woman I’ve come across in a long while. Wants out of bed and back in training yesterday. Unfortunately, that hoof hit her harder than I originally thought. From what we’ve been told, the hoof initially flew past her head and hit the wall behind her—thank God it missed, or we’d be sending her on her final journey. What we can see, though, from the angle and color variation of the bruising is that the horseshoe did come into contact with her head while the horse was retracting its leg. As you know, those muscles are powerful, and the metal slammed into her right behind her ear. Could have easily killed her then, too.”
“And how much longer does she have to be down? She’s already missed a lot of training time and—”
“And if she’s punched in the head in that same spot while she’s out on the streets, it could cause a brain bleed, and we could still lose her.” Haria shook her head. “I don’t care how far behind she is in her training. Another sevenday, at least, and I’ll reassess then to see if she can start back. No running, no weapon practice, no calisthenics. She can leave the infirmary if you can guarantee none of that will happen. And I expect to see her every evening before she goes to bed.”
Sábria rubbed her eyes. “Have you told her that?”
“Not that she can leave, but I’ve told her she can’t go back on shift until I release her.”
“And she said?”
“I don’t use such crude language. Suffice it to say she was not pleased.”
Chuckling at the healer’s prim tone, Sábria rose. “I’ll have a chat with her about the language she uses around you and the other healers.”
“Please do.” Haria rose as well. “Do you want me to accompany you?”
“No, I’ll be fine. You can return to your exciting tome on…” she glanced at the cover of the book, “…herbal remedies of the Trenchian Isles.” Smiling, Sábria let herself out of the office and walked the short way to the side door leading into the chamber containing the patient alcoves.
This was one of three cavernous chambers that branched off the main hallway of the Healer’s Hall. The room’s design was unique in that thirty alcove beds had been built into three of the chamber’s walls. The space where the fourth wall should have been opened onto the hallway unless there was a need for more privacy, in which case the healers could slide huge oaken, floor-to-ceiling doors from between the walls and fasten them to one another in the middle of the space. Each bed had two walls running perpendicular to them, creating a small personal room for its occupant. The fourth side of each rectangular space had a curtain that could be left opened or closed, depending on the need.
Not wanting to wake her shiv if she was sleeping, Sábria quietly stepped to Ailith’s alcove and peeked around the closed curtain. Ailith was sitting up in bed studying her leather-bound book. Sábria called out, “Hello. Can I come in?”
Ailith shoved the book beneath the covers. “Aye.”
Watching the book disappear, Sábria walked over and pointed to the bed. “May I?”
“Of course. Ya don’t need to ask.”
“Thank you.” Sábria sat on the edge of the bed. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine. I’d be back to work if th’ poxy healer would let me get outta here.”
“She’s the Master Healer of this Temple, and I’d better not hear you refer to her like that again. And along those lines, if I hear you’ve cursed around her again or around any of the healers, I swear, Ailith, I’ll take my whip to your legs while you’re laying here.” She raised her brows and used something she’d heard Isobel say. “You’d better think very carefully the next time you speak to her if you think I won’t.”
As an answer, Ailith crossed her arms and scowled. “I’ve had worse hurt to me head slippin’ in th’ mud. I don’t need to be here.”
“I’ll make you a deal. But you have to give me your word that you’ll obey my conditions.”
Ailith looked sideways at the Priestess, not sure she liked the idea of being backed into a corner. “What conditions?”
“I’ll allow you to leave the infirmary on the condition that,” she held up one finger, “one, you don’t go back to work.” A second finger joined the first, “Two, absolutely no weapons practice.” Ignoring the scowl that was intensifying with every word, Sábria held up a third finger. “And three, no running or any kind of strenuous exercise.”
“What th’ fowk? What am I supposed to do then? Lay here and pick me nose?” She angrily slid down and turned to the wall, giving Sábria a perfect shot at her back, which she smacked hard. Ailith twisted around and glared.
“Do you remember Commander Shirin telling you not to swear around me?”
The eyes narrowed, and Ailith crossed her arms. “Aye. Sorry. I just don’t know why th’ Blades make such a fuss about gettin’ hurt. Fer fowk’s sake, er sorry again, but ya let Lady Isobel beat th’ crap outta me, didn’t ya, and I didn’t need no healer.”
Closing her eyes and deciding to let things slide for now, Sábria breathed deeply and changed the subject. She opened her eyes and forced a smile. “I’d like to know why you always hide your book when I show up.”
The question caught Ailith off guard. Pursing her lips, she lifted a shoulder and looked down at her hands. “It’s just a stupid kiddie book. Not somethin’ I want people to see.”
“Not even me?”
Her brows descended. “No. It’s…well, it’s got stupid ducks and cats and fowkin’ boats and things. No somethin’ a full-grown Blade should be cartin’ around.”
Sábria kept a straight face as she pulled the book from beneath the covers and climbed in next to her. “Do you think I’d laugh at you?”
“No. But, well, no, ya wouldn’t laugh. But….” She watched as Sábria opened to the first page.
“But?”
“Well, I don’t want ya thinkin’ I’m a bairn, is all.”
Sábria couldn’t help it. She laughed out loud, put her arm around Ailith’s shoulders, and, because of the head wound, tapped her ever so gently on her forehead. “You’re about as much of a bairn as a raging bull is a cute little boy calf. You can wipe that worry right out of your head.” She retrieved her arm and the book she’d dropped onto her lap and opened it. “Now, what have you learned so far?”
When Shirin found them a candlemark later with their noses in Ailith’s book, she shook her head. “I should have known. I’ve been looking for you for the last half candlemark. Have either of you eaten yet?”
Sábria shut the book and handed it to Ailith before sliding off the bed. “I haven’t.”
Ailith swung her legs over the side, more than ready to get out of the infirmary.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“Ya said I could leave.”
“You haven’t given me your word yet, so you’re going nowhere.” When Ailith growled quietly to herself, Sábria added, “Did you’d think I’d forget?”
“Okay. I give ya me word I won’t go back on shift until th’ healer says I can.”
Shirin sniffed, “That’s a given.”
Ailith raised her brows. “Good enough?” When Sábria turned to go, Ailith sighed. “Okay, okay. I won’t use any weapons or run, or…well, I think that was it. I give ya me word. Fer how long, anyway?”
“At least a sevenday.”
“What? What’s that fowkin’ pox—” When Sábria turned and glared, Ailith amended, “I mean, what’s that healer thinkin’? That I’m some mewlin’ infant what can’t take a knock to th’ head? Weren’t nothin’. I gotta get back on shift, or I’m gonna be in trainin’ until I’m as old as her.” She indicated Shirin with a lifted chin.
“I’m not all that old, youngling.”
Ailith snorted, “Yer as old as dirt.” She managed to hide her grin while pretending not to notice the flash that sparked in Shirin’s eyes. “Honestly, Milady. I don’t need to stay down fer that long.”
“You’ll do as Master Haria says. Oh, and you’ll report to her every day before the evening meal so she can check your progress.” Sábria turned to go and playfully slapped Shirin on the shoulder, “Come on, old lady. Let’s see if we can find your cane somewhere outside.”
They heard a loud commotion out in the hallway, and then Terrowyn’s agitated voice rose above the rest. “What do you mean, she’s gone? How can she be gone? You were supposed to be dosing her, you skut brained piece of shit!”
Sábria and Shirin hurried into the hall where it looked like Terrowyn was pulling her hair out by the roots. She spun in a circle and then started for Kara, who, miraculously, stood her ground.
Not many hardened nobs could lay claim to standing up to Keavey Terrowyn, but plump little Kara stood with her arms crossed and her legs shoulder-width apart. “Don’t you dare call me that, Keavey Terrowyn.” Her stiff finger poked into Terro’s face. “We don’t have the people we need to be able to babysit your skelli every candlemark of every day!”
“All ya had to do was dose her like ya was supposed to do. You couldn’t even do that right, ya filthy—”
Sábria’s voice was cold and hard and held every bit of the power of the Arch Priestess when she spoke. “Keavey Terrowyn! Pull yourself together.”
Terrowyn turned and started for Sábria with fire in her eyes. “Ghost is gone, and this worthless—” She angrily flung her arm behind her to indicate Kara.
Shirin grabbed her by the collar and slammed her up against the nearest wall. “Shut it, Terro, or I’ll shut it for you.”
That brought some sense back into the Senior Guardian, and she growled but kept her mouth shut.
Sábria pulled Shirin away. “Let her go.” When Shirin released Terro’s tunic and stepped back, Sábria moved in and grabbed the Blade’s throat. She shoved her against the same wall Shirin had used and leaned in until their faces were inches apart. “Apologize to my healer. Now.”
“Didn’t you hear me?” Terro’s voice broke. She’d never lost control before, but she was on the verge of tears. “She’s gone. Ghost is gone, and her leg’s not healed, and if she—”
Sábria tightened her grip. “I said, apologize.”
Terro closed her eyes and pulled in a deep breath. Letting it out, she nodded. When Sábria released her, she opened her eyes and looked directly at Kara. “I’m sorry. It’s just—”
Sábria growled, “Leave it at that, Terro. There’s no ‘just’ about it. You will never speak to one of my healers or any of my Blades, for that matter, like that again. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Milady.”
Sábria stepped back and pointed to the door. “Now. Go organize a search party and try to find her.” When Terrowyn nodded and started for the door, Sábria said, “And keep it together, Terro, or you’ll find yourself on the far side of Cibía with one of Khaldo’s friends.”
Terrowyn paused and stared at her Arch Priestess. Those words chased out any last vestiges of the madness that had overtaken her when she’d discovered Ghost had run off. Only when her mind fully cleared did she realize what she’d said to one of her best friends. Lowering her head, she walked to Kara and did something she’d never done before. She pulled her into her arms and held her close. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said any of that or called you what I did. I’m sorry.”
Kara returned the embrace. “You’re forgiven. You go find your Ghost, Terro, and I’ll take care of her. I promise.”
They released each other, and without daring to look at either Sábria or Shirin, Terrowyn left to organize a search party for her Ghost.





CHAPTER 29
  
F or the next few days, Ailith filled her time deadheading flowers in the garden, helping with light chores in the kitchen and dining hall, or sharpening her weapons. There was only so much sharpening she could do before she was simply grinding her blade down without cause. By the third day, she was going absolutely stir-crazy. After she’d eaten the midday meal, she thought back to her conversation with Sábria and realized she hadn’t made her promise to stay inside the Temple walls.
Hurrying back to her room with a purpose now, she checked to make sure her two shivs were in the side pockets of her trews, and securely threaded the sheath holding her belt knife onto her belt. Figuring the side gate would be her best chance to leave unnoticed, she nodded to the gate guard and walked out onto the side street. She still needed to pay Master Lowenbrow for the book and decided to head to his shop in the Clayborn District.
When she walked in, she found the tall man sitting in the exact same spot he’d been in the first time she’d come with Jenx.
Seeing her, he leapt from the chair and hurried over. His teeth sparkled as he greeted her with a wide smile and open arms. “Ailith! You’re back! How’s the reading coming? Is the book working out for you?” He grasped her by the shoulders and beamed down on her.
“Aye, I know about half th’ letters, but th ones what change sounds so much are kinda confusin’.”
His brows descended, and he became quite serious. “Yes, the Cibían language is a tricky one, even for native speakers.”
“Native?”
“People born here who learn Cibían as children.”
“Oh, well, Lady Isobel made me learn it when I rode with her. Said th’ Empire had a huge say in what happens all across every kingdom, and I needed to understand it if I were gonna survive and thrive.” She shrugged and grinned up at the stork of a man. “That’s what she always said. Survive and thrive. Anyway, I’m here to dust yer books like I told ya I would.”
He threw his arms into the air. “Excellent! Have you ever used a sliding ladder before?”
“Ach, no. I were just gonna climb the shelves and perch up there while I dust.”
“Ha!” As though Ailith had just made a huge joke, Lowenbrow shouted the word and then leapt over a stack of books and practically ran to a ladder leaning up against a wall of shelves overflowing with books of every size and color. With great enthusiasm, he gave it a huge shove and sent it gliding from one end of the room to the other along a rail made for just that purpose.
Ailith watched it wing across the room and then stared at the shopkeeper. She’d never seen anything like it and silently thought that nobles had way too much time on their hands if they could build something as frivolous as a moving ladder. Scratching her head, she headed to the end of the shelves. “Do ya have a duster?”
Lowenbrow nodded. “Somewhere around here.” As he’d done the first time they’d come, he began pulling open drawers and sifting through stacks of books until he pulled a large feather duster from beneath an enormous tome with a flourish. He held it high, and when he noticed her staring up at it, he took a closer look. “Uh oh.” The book had smashed the feathers into something resembling a forlorn, flattened chicken. “Will this do?”
“Aye, unless ya have a clean rag?”
Again, he scratched just behind his ear. “Somewhere.”
Before he could begin the search again, Ailith grabbed the duster. “I’ll use this.”
The muscles in her left thigh were sore from when she’d had to pivot into the battlemare’s flanks and then had to immediately jump and lunge to get away from her back hooves. Using her right leg to push up and only using her left to hold her weight, she climbed to the top of the ladder and began pulling out books and running the feather duster over the front and rear cover and spine of every book she could reach. She’d been at it for a candlemark or so when the door opened and closed behind her.
Not really caring who’d come in, she continued dusting and vaguely heard the shopkeeper when he greeted the newcomer.
“My Lady. Welcome to Between the Covers, where you’ll find any book on any subject.”
The answering voice reminded Ailith of rich, dark honey. “And what if I don’t?”
Master Lowenbrow clapped his hands and answered enthusiastically. “Then I will scour the world of books and locate it for you.” There was a pause, and then, “I’m Nevim Lowenbrow, Nev to my friends.”
“Ryn Farryn.”
Ailith tried to remember where she’d heard that name before. As she pulled out the next book, she glanced down at the two speakers and immediately recognized the Lady Knight she and Jenx had met in Market Square. The woman glanced up at her, and Ailith didn’t think she was even remotely surprised to find her there.
Oblivious to the silent exchange, Nev chattered on. “Oh! From across the street! You’d already gone into training as a page by the time I’d opened my shop. Let me guess. You look like someone who loves history. Cibían history? Or perhaps the history of the lessor known Kings of Tuviste? Or, let me see, perhaps you’re one who enjoys a pictorial look at swords through the ages?”
Ailith had returned to her dusting, but she heard amusement in the lady’s voice when she answered, “Actually, I’m more in the mood for something light. Do you have any wicked romance? Perhaps the forbidden kind where a noble meets someone considered by society to be unacceptable or beneath them?”
Ailith glanced over her shoulder in time to see Nev clap his hands again and actually squirm. “Oh! How delicious. I think I have just the thing. It only came in a fortnight ago, and I have to tell you, it’s kept me up several nights in a row.” He giggled, “It’s very naughty. Have you read, On the Edge of My Knight by Hemeth Quimby?”
The lady grinned now and refrained from glancing up at Ailith. “I’ve heard of it. That sounds like just the thing I’m looking for.”
“Wonderful. Let me run get it. I have several new copies in the back.”
When he ran off, Ryn slowly raised her gaze to Ailith and said with a low, sensual drawl, “What a surprise to see you here, Ailith.”
A slow grin spread across Ailith’s face. “Yer not surprised, Milady.”
Ryn responded with an answering grin of her own. “No, I’m not. Truth be told, I was sitting in my window,” she pointed to a three-story lodging house across the street, “and saw you come in, but never saw you come out. Do you enjoy reading so much, then? Or do you simply like dusting books?”
“Can’t read.”
The brows rose. “Dusting then. Interesting. Do all shivs do extra work to supplement their earnings at the Temple?” They heard Nev returning, and Ryn caught and held her gaze, “Second floor, middle room. Perhaps I can read a bit of my new book to you, hmmm?”
“Here it is!” Nev held the book above his head and very nearly hit the lintel of the square opening separating one room from the next. “Two silver riels and the delicious world of Lady Knight Larisa will open at your touch.”
Ryn chuckled and looked down at the floor before pulling out her belt purse. She extracted two silver coins and placed them into Nev’s outstretched hand. As Nev busied himself searching for a bag, Ryn flicked an amused glance up at Ailith. “I can hardly wait.”
Nev turned and grinned broadly at her. “You’re going to love it.”
Ryn thanked the bookseller and, with a parting wave, left the shop.
Ailith watched her go, admiring muscular thighs some people would consider too large on a woman. The way her trews hugged an equally muscular backside wasn’t bad either. She stared after the Knight who crossed the street and disappeared through the doors of a large rooming house.
Ailith was drawn to powerfully built women and couldn’t help smiling at the invitation she’d just received. An invitation from a strong woman, combined with a hint of stepping over the line, was quite tempting, especially since they were two things she could usually count on to add spice and fun to an otherwise tedious afternoon.
She finished the last two books of the section and pushed the ladder over a few feet. While she whisked the feathers across the leather covers, she remembered the sparkle in the Lady Knight’s teasing green eyes. It was tempting, no doubt about that. She’d slept with her fair share of women and wasn’t the least bit shy about having casual sex.
The thought flitted through her mind, though, that the Arch Priestess might not be too happy with her playing those kinds of games with a noblewoman. And not just any noblewoman. One that the Priestess had brought with her down to the docks. She wondered how well Sábria knew the Knight and if that friendship was something she needed to steer clear of. Well, she could at least get those questions answered anyway, and then she could decide if eating the apple would be worth the possibility of biting into the worm.
Nev strode to the bottom of her ladder. “I’m afraid that’s all for today, Ailith. I’m having tea with a good friend and need to lock up the shop.” He squinted up at the books she’d dusted. “Excellent job! Keep track of your candlemarks, will you? I’ll never remember. I’m horrible at keeping track of things. Slightly addlebrained at times.”
“I doubt that, Master Lowenbrow.” Ailith made her way down the ladder, and when she stepped onto the floor, she handed him the duster.
He absently took it from her and tapped the side of his leg with the feathers, adding a new layer of dust to his already dusty trews. “Call me Nev. Remember?”
“Aye. Ya might want to put that someplace where a heavy book don’t squish it, eh?”
He squinted at her. “What?”
She pointed at the duster, and his brows rose. “Oh! Right.” He dropped down to his knees so quickly she thought he’d had a fit or possibly something worse. He jerked open a drawer and threw the duster down on a stack of parchment. “There. That’ll do. Now we’ll just have to remember where we put it the next time you come.”
“I’ll be back tomorrow if ye’ll be open.”
“Perfect! I’ll see you then.” He saw Ailith to the door, waved as he shut it behind her, and flipped a sign hanging in the window to “closed.”
Ailith turned and hooked her thumbs in the pockets of her trews. The lodging house was one of the nicer ones on the street. A new coat of blue paint shone in the afternoon sun, and flowers cascaded from boxes beneath the four first-story windows. All of the windows on every floor had a new coat of fresh, white paint. The ornate, single front door was also white, and hip-high statues of maidens carrying overflowing pots on their shoulders stood to either side.
Ailith crossed the road and tried the door. Finding it locked, she knocked on one of the four blurred windowpanes in the top panel. After a moment, a figure warped by the bubbled glass approached and pulled open the door. A trim-waisted older woman wearing a black maid’s dress with a white, full-length apron greeted her with a bland expression. “Yes?”
With that one word, the hope that she could simply trot upstairs without having to open her mouth evaporated. Ailith paused a moment while she considered what to say. Whenever she spoke around nobility or those who worked for the upper classes, they immediately pegged her as coming from peasant stock. Suddenly feeling awkward and out of place, she shook her head and stepped back. “I’m in th’ wrong place, yer ladyship. Sorry.”
The woman surprised her by rolling her eyes and opening the door wider. “Get in here, Child. I don’t bite, and I don’t care about your pedigree. Lady Farryn is expecting you. Second floor—” The brown eyes were stern but kind, belying the first impression Ailith had gotten at seeing the grey hair pulled back into a severe, perfectly pinned bun.
“Th’ room in th’ middle. Aye, thanks.” She considered walking away despite the warm welcome but then decided all she had to return to was more busy work in the dining hall. That thought propelled her forward into a large hallway with a sitting room to her immediate right and a closed door on the left.
Fresh flowers in a blue vase sat in the middle of an ornate three-legged table. A painting of three women in flowing evening gowns sipping tea in an outdoor garden hung above the table. Ailith blinked when she realized each woman had a single breast exposed to the obviously cool morning air.
Her brows rose, and she stupidly blinked over her shoulder at the maid, who was watching her with amused forbearance. “Lady Farryn’s mother is an artist of some renown. Most of the rooms are decorated with her paintings.”
Not knowing what to say, Ailith simply nodded. “Um. Nice paintin’. She lives here, too, does she?”
“This is her home, yes.”
“Her…?” She turned and again stared stupidly at the woman before deciding that instead of saying all the inane things that had popped into her head, she’d be better off heading to the second floor to find the Lady Knight. “If ye’ll excuse me, yer ladyship.”
The woman chuckled quietly and waved to the stairs. “My name is Bela. We can dispense with the ladyship if you don’t mind.”
“Uh. Aye. Okay.” Feeling inordinately relieved to finally be climbing to the second floor, Ailith studied the smaller paintings hung at various levels on the wall as she ascended. She quietly mumbled, “Th’ lady enjoys a good pair ’a tits, that’s fer damn sure.”
Since there were only three doors on the second-floor landing, it was easy to find Lady Farryn’s room. Ailith knocked, and when the door opened, the lady stepped back and motioned Ailith inside. “Glad you decided to come. Can I pour you a drink?” She walked to a small bar on the side of the room and poured some ale into a metal tankard like those found in the alehouses.
“Uh, no thanks. I don’t drink spirits. They make me mean and loosen me tongue.”
Ryn looked at the tankard and shrugged. “I guess I’ll have this one, then. How about some orange juice?”
“Orange juice? Well, aye, that’d be good.” Even though the Knight was only a few years older than she, the expensive furnishings and oversized, colorful rug spread in front of a maroon leather sofa drove home the vast differences in their social standing. Ailith awkwardly stood in the middle of the room, not sure where she should go or what she should do. She was torn between wanting to get to know this woman better and knowing she could never hope to have her.
Lady Farryn stood with her back to her while she poured the juice, and Ailith’s eyes were once again drawn to the way the tight trews flowed over a beautiful, rounded backside, but then she reminded herself that a wealthy Lady Knight was off limits to a peasant like her.
On the other hand, she could picture herself running her hands down those wide shoulders while she rubbed up against the woman’s ample breasts. Unfortunately, the tunic’s material alone had to cost more than she’d make in an entire turn back in Dreyutha, so she sighed and forced her attention back to the room’s elegant furnishings.
Every moment that passed increased her anxiety tenfold, and she wished wholeheartedly that she’d gone back to the Temple instead of stupidly getting herself into this predicament. She’d thought this was nothing more than an upscale boarding house, but to find out it was Lady Farryn’s family home meant that this Lady Knight came from a seriously wealthy and influential family.
While she’d been pulling the bellows, Ryn had come over and was standing in front of her with her head cocked to the side. “Are you okay? You look like you want to run away and never come back.” She set the juice on a side table and studied the blush rising on Ailith’s face.
Finding it difficult to breathe, something that happened when she’d gotten herself in above her head, Ailith just looked at the ground.
Ryn stepped closer, put her hand beneath Ailith’s chin, and quietly said, “Maybe this will help.” She leaned in and kissed her on the lips with such gentleness that Ailith’s shyness melted away, and her body responded with predictable results.
Shutting her eyes, she was able to concentrate on this woman’s body instead of her social standing. She closed her mouth around Ryn’s lower lip and sucked before gently running her tongue along the upper lip, asking to be let in. When Ryn’s mouth opened, their tongues danced with a need to explore and please and delight.
Ailith’s hands slid down and gently rubbed the smooth leather on the back of Ryn’s trews before grasping a little harder and pulling her in close. She bent her knee, so her thigh was pressed up hard between Ryn’s legs. Alternately pulling the woman up slightly higher and then sliding her back down, Ailith felt wetness seeping between her legs as Ryn added her own rocking motion, pressing in harder with every gentle rise and fall.
Ryn’s fingers tangled in Ailith’s hair as she pulled the shiv’s head to her shoulder. Her voice was low and husky when she whispered in her ear, “Aren’t you quite the surprise?”
Leaning back and smiling into the Lady Knight’s eyes, Ailith purred, “Aye. But that’s only a small hint of what I’d really like to do to ya.”
Ryn pulled in a shaky breath. “I guess the juice can wait.”
“Can I touch ya, Lady Knight?”
“Yes.”
Ailith lazily slid her hand over one of Ryn’s breasts. She traced slow circles with her thumb, and when the nipple hardened, she playfully nipped at it through the woman’s soft, leather tunic. With her lips occupied, Ailith’s hand drifted down Ryn’s stomach and slipped between her waistband and her oh-so-soft, silky skin.
Slipping a finger into the wetness between Ryn’s legs, Ailith slid it back and forth, teasing a quiet groan from the Lady Knight. She raised her head and softly explored the contours of Ryn’s ear with her tongue. With a breathy sigh, she whispered, “The orange juice can wait, but there’s another kind ‘a juice I’d like to try.” To emphasize her point, she lazily added a second finger to twirl and dance in the wetness she’d discovered there. “Where’s yer bed, Lady Knight?”
With a groan, Ryn managed to croak, “Don’t you dare…stop.”
Staring hungrily into the woman’s eyes, Ailith walked her two steps back until her legs were up against the sofa. Noblewoman or no, Ailith held Ryn’s gaze while slowly lowering the woman’s trews to the floor. With one hand, she pulled off a silk slipper and then slipped the trews over Ryn’s silky bare foot.
Ailith kissed Ryn’s stomach while gently pushing her onto the edge of the sofa. Kneeling between her legs, she ran her hands up and down the inside of her thighs. She smiled up into the Knight’s sultry green eyes. “Yer breathin’s a bit shaky Milady. Do I scare ya?”
As an answer, Ryn put her hand on the back of Ailith’s head and pulled it between her thighs.
Ailith nuzzled in close and licked lightly until Ryn groaned and pulled her head in closer still. Ailith smiled and flicked her tongue in and out, earning a soft moan and a gasped, “Ailith.” When Ryn’s hips rose and the quivering thighs opened wide in anticipation, Ailith ran her tongue inside and sucked on her pulsing arousal, enjoying the flavor that was unique to each woman she’d ever tasted.
Ryn’s back arched, and her fingers clutched Ailith’s hair as she moaned, “Inside.”
Ailith’s fingers slipped inside, and when she found the spot she was looking for, Ryn gasped. “Yes, there. Please, there.” Ailith chuckled as her fingers slid back and forth in rhythm with her tongue.
It didn’t take nearly as long as Ailith hoped, and she rode out the waves and rocking until Ryn groaned and gently pushed her head away. Taking a moment to enjoy the sensations flowing through her body, Ryn spoke on the end of a long breath. “Goddess bless, Ailith. I thought you were going to be the shy one.”
With a knowing look, Aililth grinned and lifted Ryn’s legs up onto the sofa. After pulling off the rest of Ryn’s clothing and then slowly pulling off her own as Ryn’s hungry eyes devoured her, Ailith gently lowered herself down onto Ryn’s body. “Well, I guess I found out what it means to be on the edge of me Knight, eh?” With those words, Ailith taught the Lady Knight a thing or two about the magic of bedding a Dreyuthan warrior.
Ailith was drifting in a light, satiated sleep when the clock tower struck seven bells. “Fowk!”
She jumped up so quickly that the Knight was up with a blade in her hand before Ailith had time to grab her undratrews. “What? What’s the matter?”
“I’ve gotta get back to th’ Temple before they shut th’ gates, or th’ Commander’ll have me hide.”
Tossing the knife back on the end table, Ryn retrieved Ailith’s breastband from the corner and tossed it to her. “Why? I’ve seen off-shift Blades about in the city at night.”
After she’d fastened the breastband, Ailith pulled on her stockings and trews and hopped around while pulling on her boots. “Blades, aye. But no shivs without their handlers. Fowk.” She pulled the boot off when she realized she had the right one on her left foot.
Ryn stood next to her holding her tunic open at the hem, and when Ailith finally had her boots pulled on and straightened, she shoved her head into the proffered tunic and pulled it down over her shoulders. Ryn shook her head. “Great Goddess, I hope the Arch Priestess doesn’t find out I’m the one who kept you out past your curfew. I’m already in hot water with her as it is.”
Ailith froze with her tunic pulled halfway down. Not having the time right then to find out what the Lady Knight meant, she tugged it the rest of the way and ran out of the door. Flying down the stairs, she caught the surprised look of a lady she didn’t recognize speaking with someone in the sitting room before she hurried out the door and back to the Temple.
Dina and Larkin were just pulling the gates closed when Ailith slipped inside. Dina shook her head, “That was too close, Ailith. You know the rules.”
“Aye, sorry, Guardian.” Dinner had begun at six bells, and she was supposed to have reported to Master Healer Haria before then. Passing the statue of the Goddess on the way to the infirmary, Ailith looked up into the marble eyes and mumbled, “Everybody needs some relaxation, Milady.”
She found Kara sitting in an armchair in front of the great fireplace at the end of the hall. A large afghan was spread across her lap and flowed down onto the floor like a great wave breaking over a shoal. Her crocheting needle and thread were flying so fast that Ailith stood mesmerized by her skill. “Me granny used to do that. When th’ sun went down, she’d sit fer candlemarks makin’ them kind of covers fer th’ poorer folks in th’ village.”
Unexpected grief at the loss of her family rose up from her belly and squeezed her throat shut. The needles stopped, and when Ailith glanced from them to Kara’s face, she knew the healer had seen pain and loss reflected in her eyes. Forcing a smile, she pointed to the blanket. “It’s real nice. Granny called that pattern, Th’ Night Sky.”
“That makes sense. We call it the Sands of the Moonless Desert because of spots of white that appear randomly in the dark wool.” Kara put the afghan and needles aside, rose, and beckoned for Ailith to follow her into the critical care room. “Master Healer Haria waited for you for quite a while. She finally gave up and went for dinner. Climb up on that bed, and I’ll check you over.”
She brought a candle up to Ailith’s face and covered one of the shiv’s eyes with her free hand. Apparently seeing what she expected, she did the same to the other before pushing the hair away from Ailith’s right ear. “You still have quite a nasty bruise there, and you’re eye reaction isn’t completely back to normal yet. Plus, your limp seems to be getting worse since the attack. Your hip hurts?”
“Nai. Mostly me thigh muscle, but it’ll loosen up.” She didn’t want to tell her that some of the positions she’d been in that afternoon had strained it even more.
Kara cocked her head to the side. “Actually, I noticed the limp was even more pronounced as you were walking down the hallway just now. Weren’t you told no exercise or weapons work?”
“Aye. I’ve done neither.” She hoped vigorous sex wasn’t counted as exercise. “I walked a bit more today than other days. Maybe that’s what yer seein’.”
“That could be it. We’re done. I’ll let the Master know the results.”
Changing the subject, Ailith pointed to the alcove room. “Has Terrowyn found her Ghost yet?”
The healer shook her head. “No, and the longer she’s missing, the more chance that wound will get infected and fester.” When Ailith nodded, Kara added, “And running around the Codpiece looking for her wouldn’t be a good idea for you right now, youngling. Understand?”
“Aye. People are sayin’ th’ Commander got after Terrowyn with th’ whip. That true? I didn’t think that kinda thing happened to th’ Senior Guardians.”
Anger flashed in Kara’s eyes, “That is none of your business, or anyone else’s for that matter.” She stepped forward and poked Ailith in the chest. “Don’t you dare spread that bit of gossip any further than it’s already been spread. Do you hear me?”
“Aye, Healer. I hear ya, and I’ll not say it to no one again. Sorry. As one what knows what it’s like to have folks gabbin’ about me after a whippin’, I shouldn’t ’a said nothin’.” Surprised at the healer’s vehement reaction and relieved that she didn’t have any more questions about her afternoon activities, Ailith let herself out and started for the dining hall.
She felt someone watching her, and as she walked, she glanced at the archway into the Sanctum. The Master Healer was standing next to Sábria, who had her arms crossed and her gaze trained on Ailith.
Thinking it prudent not to acknowledge their scrutiny, she headed into the dining hall, filled a plate of food, and joined two other shivs, Ladin and Rupa, at one of the tables. When neither the Arch Priestess nor the healer came through the door, Ailith breathed a sigh of relief and tucked into her food.





CHAPTER 30
  
T he following day, Ailith left through the back gate after the midday meal and headed for the bookstore since she’d told Master Lowenbrow she’d return to put in a few more candlemarks of dusting. She passed the Annex along the way and happened to glance inside.
Seeing Lady Octavia walking across the courtyard with the High Magistrate gave her pause. She recognized the Master because Jenx had presented several cases to her during the time Ailith had been her shiv. Word had spread through the Temple that Sábria had arranged for Shirin’s fellow Tuvistian to work in the legal archives, and Ailith idly wondered how well she’d fare around the High Magistrate—a stern, no-nonsense sort who probably ran the Annex with the same discipline as she did the courtroom.
Since Ailith still wasn’t allowed to carry her sword, she’d worn an old set of brown tunic and trews. Dressed like she was, she definitely didn’t belong in Clayborn District, and instead of the polite nods she’d received when she walked in uniform with Jenx, the women’s noses were lifted with haughty disdain, and the men glared at her with distrust.
When she turned from Alder Street onto the main avenue, a voice called out from behind.
“Oi. You there. What’s yer business here?” A burly city guard and his partner ambled toward her swinging their truncheons with menace in their eyes.
Not wanting to chance giving offense—she knew from past experience in Dreyutha that offending this type could be painful—she looked him in the eye and tugged her bangs. “Just visitin’ Master Lowenbrow in his bookshop, Guardsman.”
The man’s partner, a short, stocky fellow whose greasy black hair hung down about his shoulders, scoffed at that. “A bookshop?” He pointed at a nearby sign. “What’s that say, then?”
Ailith shrugged. “I don’t read. I help him with his cleanin’, that’s all.”
“Cleanin’? Lowenbrow don’t clean. Couldn’t with all those books piled about, now, could he?”
A female voice spoke from behind Ailith’s back. “Problems?”
The bigger man shook his head. “No problems, Guardian. We’re just gettin’ ready to help this here pidge on her way back to th’ Codpiece where she belongs. Had a few complaints ya see? Nobles don’t like seein’ her type in Clayborne, is all.”
Ailith turned to see dawning shift’s Prime Osstendler standing behind her. The woman’s deep-set eyes narrowed, making it nearly impossible to know what she was thinking. “You’re out of uniform, Shiv.”
“I’m on light duty, Prime. Not allowed to carry me sword, so I didn’t think I should wear th’ uniform and have folks thinkin’ I could protect a woman gettin’ beat up or break up a fight or such.”
The smaller guard picked his cap up off his head and scratched beneath it. “A shiv? Why would a shiv what can’t read claim to be cleanin’ fer th’ bookshop owner, eh?” he glared at Osstendler. “Somefin’ fishy goin’ on, Guardian, but we’ll leave her to ya, all th’ same.” The two men stared at Ailith for a while as though memorizing her features before ambling down the street toward the bookseller’s shop.
Osstendler crossed her arms. “That’s an excellent question, Shiv. Does Senior Guardian Terrowyn know you’re wandering the Clayborn District on your own?”
“No, Prime. But me handler can vouch fer me.”
“I forget, who’s your handler?”
“Blade Jenx.”
She nodded. “Okay. Can you read?”
“Nai.”
The Prime’s brows rose into her bangs, and her voice became hard. “Nai?”
Ailith’s nerves were on edge, and her lower-class cant tended to rise to the fore whenever that happened. Nai was the equivalent of nope and was considered a very rude response to a Senior Blade.
“Oh, Fowk. Sorry. Me brain don’t always work right when I get nervous and such. No, Prime. I can’t read.”
“Then tell me why a shiv would have cause to not only enter a bookshop but, did I understand him correctly? You’re working for the proprietor? A shiv working as a cleaning woman?”
“Nai! Er, no. It’s no like that.”
Sighing, Osstendler raised her eyes to the heavens and then pointed to a bench outside an alehouse. “Sit.” As soon as they were seated, a serving wench sauntered over. “The usual, Guardian?”
When Osstendler held up two fingers, Ailith quickly said, “If th’ Prime’s havin’ ale, I’ll pass, thanks just th’ same.” She didn’t have coin for a drink and thought it wouldn’t be right to have the Prime pay for hers, anyway.
Osstendler nodded, “Oh, that’s right. You’re the one who doesn’t drink spirits.” A hint of amusement came into her eye. “Makes you mean, right?”
The woman’s voice was deep and melodious, and Ailith thought she detected a bit of a Trenchian Aisle accent beneath the words. Ailith raised her brows and nodded, “Aye, and I tend to go on at th’ mouth and say things I’ll regret.”
“Well, good to know your limitations. Bring her an herbal, please, and ale for me. And some of those cheese-filled pastries. I’m starving.”
When the woman left, Ailith blushed and stared at the table. “I don’t have th’ coin, and it’s no right fer ya to have to pay fer me.”
“We all look out for you shivs, and since I’m the one questioning you, it’s only fair I pay for your drink while I do. Now, why are you working for Master Lowenbrow? I assume it’s him?”
“Aye.” Ailith squirmed on the bench and picked up a leaf that had fallen on the table. She began pulling it apart as she spoke. “Well, ya see….” She tried to come up with a plausible explanation without bringing up the book tucked into the back of her trews. She made it through the entire leaf without anything believable coming to mind.
“What’s your name again?”
“Ailith.”
“Okay, Ailith. I’ve been doing this a long time and have raised my fair share of shivs. I’m not even remotely gentle when one of them lies to me, so I suggest you stop trying to come up with a story and answer my question.”
She sounded so much like the Arch Priestess right then that Ailith responded more out of habit than anything else. Since she was nervous, her words tumbled over each other while she blurted out her answer. “Well, see, I asked Jenx to teach me to read so I could read th’ notices on th’ board ‘cuz I don’t know a bunch of folks yet, and I get embarrassed and don’t want to ask ‘cuz I don’t want ‘em to think I’m ignorant or stupid or somethin’. Well, I could ask Emlyn, I suppose, but she’s got her own things goin’. Anyway, Jenx took me to see Master Lowenbrow, and he had a book what would help me read, but I didn’t have th’ coin fer that neither, so I said I’d work to pay fer it. See, I don’t like takin’ gifts or nothin’ ‘cuz even though th’ nob or pidge says there’s no need to pay ’em back, it usually comes back to bite ya in th’ ass, ya ken?” She glanced at the Prime to see if she was following and was relieved to see amusement in the woman’s eyes.
“Ale makes you say more than you normally do? Goddess Bless, I can’t even imagine.”
“Aye. One time, I were with Lady Isobel, she were me Knight Master fer a while, well, not exactly me Knight Master ‘cuz I weren’t a squire or nothin’, but she were a Knight and me master, so, anyway, we were in a small village what only had ale, and I were that thirsty, and I drank a couple of mugs, and when she told me to go fetch somethin’, I told her she had two legs of her own, and she could damn well go fetch it herself.”
Ailith scrunched up her nose, “After she got through burnin’ a hole through me britches, th’ next couple ‘a days were full of th’ most painful horseback ridin’ I ever done.” Ailith listened to the Prime’s rich, throaty chuckle and decided she liked this woman.
“And this book. I assume it’s what you have shoved down your trews next to your belt knife?”
Ailith should have realized that a seasoned warrior would see everything concealed on a person’s body. “Aye.”
Osstendler held out her hand just as the serving wench brought their drinks and food. She saw Ailith glance at the woman and blush and waited until she’d left again before waggling her fingers. “Let’s see it.”
“It’s just a stupid book, Guardian. It has dancin’ goats and stuff inside. Fer kiddies, ya ken?” The Prime waggled the fingers again, and Ailith knew she couldn’t refuse that kind of order. She pulled out the book and handed it over.
Taking the book, Osstendler ran her hand over the leather cover. “Nice.” She laid it open on the table, picked up a cheese pasty, and pointed to the first letter. “What’s this letter?” When Ailith gave her the answer, she flipped the page, waiting for Ailith to say the letter before turning to the next. This continued until they came to one she hadn’t learned yet.”
“That’s where I got to, and then Jenx said I needed to learn those ones what change sounds so I could start learnin’ to read words. But those confuse me. They can sound like what th’ letters name is, or they sound like somethin’ else completely.” Ailith paged back to the first letter. “Here’s one.” She flipped through the pages until she came to the next and the next, pointing to each one as she went. “But Lady Sábria sat with me a couple of times while I were in th’ Healer Hall, and she helped me some. It’s slow goin’, but I’ll learn.”
Osstendler pointed to the pasties. “Have some.”
“Nai. Fowk. Sorry. No, thank you. That’s yer meal.”
“I had a friend who came from Dreyutha. I understand that offering someone part of your meal is a sign of respect. Well, I respect you for wanting to learn to read. So, eat.” She picked up one for herself and bit off the end.
Ailith just sat and blinked at the food. She couldn’t believe a Prime was offering to share her meal with her. She opened her mouth to speak and shut it again. Hesitantly, she picked up one of the pasties and took a bite. The honor the woman was giving her was more than she deserved, and she could feel her face flush a bright red because of it.
When the Prime finished her meal and downed the last of her ale, she rubbed her hands together to get rid of any stray crumbs and stood. “Now, let’s get you to the shop so you can finish your work.”
After a brief, friendly exchange with Master Lowenbrow, the Prime left the shop and walked down the street, stopping to chat with people she met along the way. What a difference the woman was to her own Prime, but Ailith knew she was more suited to Prime Geller’s gruff leadership than to Osstendlers quieter ways.
When the bells tolled three times, Ailith climbed off her ladder and waved to Master Lowenbrow, who was busy helping a customer.
He waved cheerfully and called out much, much louder than necessary. “Bye, Ailith. See you again soon.”
His cheerful grin was infectious, and she found herself smiling even after she stepped out onto the sidewalk. For two candlemarks, she’d been having a private argument with herself about how stupid she was to even consider returning to Lady Farryn’s home.
As she stared at the blue building across the street, the mental arguments resumed. The Knight had said Lady Sábria was upset with her for some reason. Wasn’t that enough of a reason to walk away?
On the other hand, the two of them together had been incredible. Their bodies fit perfectly in all kinds of interesting and satisfying ways. Just thinking about some of them made her juices flow, and she pulled in a breath, hoping to get her body under control.
“Waiting for an invitation?”
Ailith spun to her left, kicking herself for being so preoccupied that she hadn’t even registered the Lady Knight leaning against the wall watching her. “Fowk. Don’t do that. Ya scared th’ shite outta me. What are ya doin’ there, anyway?”
“I was worried you might be having second thoughts about coming over.”
“I was. I am.”
“Why?” Since they were standing out in public, Ryn didn’t come any closer. But her gaze locked onto Ailith’s with both amusement and concern in her eyes.
“Well, yer a noble. Plus, ya said Lady Sábria’s angry with ya fer some reason, and that worries me.”
Ryn shrugged, “I can’t help being a noble. And as far as the Arch Priestess, I think once we meet and talk about what happened down at the docks, she’ll be fine. Plus, I keep thinking about yesterday when we almost fell off the sofa.”
A picture formed in Ailith’s mind, a memory, really, and a slow smile spread across her face. “Well, I have to admit, that’s been playin’ on me own mind as well.” A flutter started between her legs, and trying to ignore it just wasn’t in the cards.
Ryn watched the blood rush up Ailith’s neck and into her cheeks and raised her brows. “Care to try again?”
Ailith grinned, “We did more than try, Milady.”
Pushing off the wall, Ryn crossed the road with Ailith close on her heels. They barely made it into Ryn’s room before they were out of their clothes and repeating the moves that had been so successful the day before.
This time, after two full candlemarks of learning just how versatile Ryn’s tongue, fingers, and breasts could be, Ailith didn’t allow herself to fall asleep. This time she was walking through the side gate as the sixth-candlemark bell chimed.
Marzet, a dawning shift Blade who’d been assigned gate guard duty while Tanna recuperated in the infirmary, gave a single nod when she passed. “Lady Sábria said you need to meet her in her office after you see Master Healer Haria.”
Ailith looked at the small section of the Citadel’s wall she could see from where she stood. “Did she say why?”
“Stupid question.”
A stupid question since everyone knew Sábria believed in keeping people’s business private. “Yeah, I guess so. Thanks.”
The Master Healer didn’t have much to say except that she was concerned that all the walking Ailith was doing seemed to be making her pulled muscles worse instead of better. Ailith nodded obediently and said she’d try to rest more than she had been and that she’d slow down her walking speed if the Master thought that might help.
The odors wafting out of the dining hall assailed her senses as she left the infirmary. Marzet had said Sábria wanted to see her after she’d been to the healer, so she pushed the idea of freshly baked bread slathered in butter to the back of her mind and walked to the Citadel. When she walked into the outer office, Shirin was reading through a stack of reports. She looked up and nodded. “Wait here.”
Ailith set herself into the rest position and waited while Shirin stepped into the Arch Priestess’ office. After a few moments, she reappeared. “Inside.”
Sábria was seated at her desk, writing on a sheet of parchment. Ailith came to attention and waited. When the scratching stopped, Sábria looked up at her shiv. “I seem to be getting all manner of reports about you, Ailith.”
Since that hadn’t been a question, Ailith remained silent.
“The healers tell me the pulled muscle in your leg is getting worse instead of better. Since I didn’t specifically confine you to the Temple, I can’t complain about your walks to the Clayborn district. Where is it you’re going again?”
There was no doubt in Ailith’s mind Sábria knew exactly where she’d gone. “To a bookstore called, Between th’ Covers.”
The Priestess sat back and held Ailith’s gaze. “Interesting name for a bookstore.”
Ailith was no fool and knew Sábria wasn’t either. “Aye, Milady.”
“And you’re dusting books, I understand.”
“Aye, Milady.”
“Are you getting between the covers anywhere else?”
Ailith figured Sábria would get to that eventually. She swallowed and licked her lips. What she was about to say would either protect Ryn’s privacy or get Ailith a beating, something she wasn’t looking forward to. “Milady, what was Emlyn doin’ this afternoon? Or Dela, or Ladin, or Pirella, even? I assume yer askin’ them th’ same kinds of questions, or is it just me?” She left off the words, “That you don’t trust,” but they were implied.
The room was so silent that Ailith heard the rustle of Shirin’s clothing as she leaned against the wall near the door. To her surprise, Sábria picked up the quill and began writing again. A bead of sweat trickled down Ailith’s spine while she stood at attention, waiting for the hammer to fall.
While she wrote, Sábria said, “When anything happens between a noble and a peasant, Ailith, it’s never the noble who gets hurt.”
“Aye, Milady.”
“You’re not a child. But you’re one of my shivs, and I’m very, very protective of my shivs.” She dipped the tip of the quill into the ink pot and continued to write. “Be very careful, Ailith.”
The way she spoke of her protectiveness made Ailith wonder whether Prime Osstendler stepping in when the city guard had stopped her had been a coincidence or something else. “I always am, Milady.”
Sábria paused and, without raising her head, looked into Ailith’s eyes. “Your nose was broken a while back. Why was that?”
The nob had gotten in a lucky blow precisely because Ailith hadn’t been careful. Ailith squinted and lifted one shoulder. “I guess I should say I usually
am, Milady.”
Sábria went back to scratching on her parchment. “Dismissed.”
When they heard the outer door close, Shirin stepped forward and hitched her hip onto the arm of the sofa that sat near Sábria’s desk. “She had a point, you know. She’s allowed to have a life outside the Temple. We shouldn’t treat her any differently than we treat the other shivs.”
Sighing, Sábria set down the quill, leaned back, and rubbed her tired eyes. Crossing her arms, she decided she needed to open up to Shirin about how she saw Ailith and the part they needed to play in her life. “Yes, she’s allowed a life. But, Shirin, her life, her previous life, I mean, was completely different from any other shiv we’ve had here. Other shivs worry about getting into trouble with us or with the Primes. Most of them are even terrified of the Blades until they become full Blades themselves. Some, like Emlyn, walk on eggshells for fear they’ll break some protocol or offend us somehow. Others are terrified of doing something wrong and getting punished for it. That fear alone keeps them under control, keeps them safe, for the most part, from doing something foolish.”
It was true that most shivs, and Blades for that matter, walked on eggshells around Sábria. Shirin expected that and reinforced it.
Sábria continued, “How many shivs would tell the Commander she’s older than dirt? Trouble finds Ailith, and without meaning to, she embraces it. When she first came to us, I paid attention to the way Duke Ravenkind described her. He used words like a handful, strong-willed, abrasive, has a temper. But he also said she was one of the most unique warriors he’d ever had the privilege to train. I didn’t understand his meaning at the time, but he said it wasn’t that she tries to be different. She just is. He warned me that I needed to keep on top of her, especially in the beginning, or I’d regret it later on. I took his words to heart.”
“And what was that about a noble and a peasant?”
“She and Lady Knight Farryn have been spending the afternoons together.”
That was surprising enough that Shirin blurted out, “Doing what?”
Sábria raised her brows, “Do you honestly think that walking to the Clayborn District is the reason the pulled muscle on the inside of Ailith’s thigh is getting worse rather than better?”
Shirin’s mouth dropped open as she stared in disbelief at her Arch Priestess. Eventually, she shoved her thumb and forefinger into her eyes and pushed. Hard. “Oh, Great Goddess.”
“Exactly.”
Not having any more to say, Shirin rose and started for the door.
“Shirin.”
The Commander stopped and looked back at her friend, who had a glint of amusement shining in her eyes. “Emlyn took a book to the park in Miller’s District and read for several candlemarks. Dela spent the afternoon in the stables working with the new colt. Ladin was down at the tables in the courtyard writing letters to family and friends, and Pirella had remedial swordwork with Ursuna, who awoke early so she could give her extra instruction.”
Shirin held up her hands in surrender and laughed. “Okay, okay, you win. You watch out for them equally. I guess it’s Ailith’s actions and the consequences of those actions that make it seem like you’re singling her out for special treatment. It’s a good thing Elyon knew what she was doing when she put that ring on your finger.” She shook her head and continued to chuckle as she pulled the door closed and returned to the bottomless pile of paperwork on her desk.





CHAPTER 31
  
S ábria had been meeting with Prya several times each day, helping her work through much of the emotional trauma she’d suffered. After killing the first King, her life had been a series of upheavals until she’d managed to place Denaro, the current King of Olarna, on the throne.
As if that weren’t enough, she’d been alternately reviled as the King Slayer or worshipped as the Olarnian protector of the downtrodden until she’d had to leave her homeland and those she considered family, probably having to leave them behind forever. Sábria had worked with many damaged souls in her time, but Prya seemed to have internalized her role in killing the three Kings and their champions to the point where self-loathing had begun to seep into her psyche.
The more she got to know the woman, the easier it was to understand how this gentle soul who had accomplished so much could be so close to an emotional breakdown. Only that morning, they’d had a breakthrough when Prya admitted that she’d been moments away from picking up a rock and drowning herself when Ailith had swum out to her, offering to lead her to safety. Sábria had gathered her in her arms and held her while all the pain and anguish of the past several turns rushed out on a tide of tears and words spewing forth from deep within Prya’s damaged soul.
She hadn’t seen Prya at dinner that evening and had picked up a clay jar of scented oil on her way back to the Sanctum. Heating the oil to the perfect temperature was a mindless task for her, one she’d performed so many times that she didn’t have to think about lighting the brazier and setting the small platform at just the right height to achieve the desired results.
When the temperature was exactly right, she took the jar by its handle and walked the few doors down to the guest suite where Prya was staying. Sábria knocked gently and smiled when Prya met her with a book in her hand. “More reading? Something more uplifting, I hope, than Wolf of the Breaking Heart.”
Prya returned the smile and opened the door wider, inviting Sábria to enter. She held up the book. “Well, not much.”
Sábria read the title and then held her hands out to her sides. “Really, Prya? The Haunting of the Eclipse? How in the name of the Goddess do you think that’s even a tiny bit appropriate when we’re working to get you back on your feet again emotionally?”
Sighing, Prya set the book on a side table. “I don’t know. I just can’t get the idea out of my mind that I’m responsible for so many deaths.”
“So, you fill your mind with tales of specters of the underworld returning to haunt decent people until they either go mad or commit suicide? I thought we’d moved beyond that.” She picked up the book. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to exercise my prerogative as Elyon’s Voice. Well, I’m going to do it even if you do mind.” She tossed the book into the flames that were licking the walls of the corner fireplace and watched with satisfaction as it turned into a pile of wilting parchment.
When she turned back to Prya, the amusement she saw in those eyes was a welcome change to what she’d all too often seen on prior occasions.
“Well, how do you really feel about the book, My Lady?”
Sábria shook her head and smiled affectionately at her new friend. “Bah, Child. What am I going to do with you?”
“I’m hardly a child.”
“You are to me. Now,” she held up the clay jar, “are you shy about taking off your clothes so I can show you one of my small talents? After you’ve had one of my massages, you’ll never be satisfied with a normal masseuse again.”
Prya blinked several times and then raised her brows. “Seriously? The Arch Priestess of the Daughters of Elyon gives massages to people she barely knows?”
“Not only do I give massages, but learning the art of therapeutic manipulation is a requirement for those who serve Elyon’s Blades in the capacity of their Arch Priestess. I’m responsible for my Blades’ emotional, mental, and physical well-being, and since Elyon considers you one of her own, I’m responsible for nurturing all three of those aspects in you, as well. However, it’s completely voluntary, and I understand that many cultures consider nudity offensive and even conceive their children in total darkness.”
Prya scratched the top of her nose as she merged her beliefs about the roles of an Arch Priestess with this multidimensional woman she’d been fortunate enough to run into at a shabby alehouse called the Broken Tooth. Although now that she thought about it, there’d been too many coincidences for her to deny that the Goddess had something to do with bringing Sábria into her life. And if the Goddess had brought her here, perhaps she should embrace everything her Arch Priestess had to offer. “I’d be honored, My Lady. Um…?” She blushed as she glanced around, unsure of the protocol of undressing in front of an Arch Priestess.
Chuckling, Sábria set the jar down and strode to the door. “I have some wonderful wine I forgot to bring, so if you’d care to undress and slip into your robe while I’m gone, that would be perfect.” When she returned, she was carrying a rolled-up mat and several towels under one arm and a bottle of wine, and two glasses in her free hand. Dropping the mat and towels on the floor, she poured them both a glass of wine and handed one to Prya, who was sitting on the sofa in the robe Mistress Dunaid had provided for her the first night she’d arrived. “Tafonti. You probably haven’t tasted this particular one before. It’s a white wine from my Temple in Frayham.”
Prya sipped the wine and raised her brows. “It’s tasty, but I can already tell it’s potent. Are you trying to get me drunk, My Lady?”
Laughing at the playful tone in Prya’s voice, Sábria grinned and set down her glass. “Well, if this puts you in your cups, we have more to talk about than simply discussing your horrendous choice of books.” She rose and laid out the mat, covering it with several towels. She shook her head and held up a finger, “I forgot the pillow.”
“There are several in my room.”
“Not like these. I have Mistress Dunaid make them up, especially for this purpose.” By the time she returned with the c-shaped pillow, Prya was pouring herself another glass. “Nervous?”
“A bit. But this is definitely going a long way toward calming those nerves.”
Sábria watched her swallow about half the contents before taking the wineglass from her hands and setting it on the table in front of the sofa. Making women comfortable enough to be naked in her presence was part of her training, and she’d found that with many, simply helping them out of their robes in a matter-of-fact way was all that was needed to get them to relax. She stepped behind her and gently slipped Prya’s robe off her shoulders. “Now, if you lie on your stomach with your face resting in the opening of the pillow, we can begin.”
Easing into the massage, Sábria rubbed the oils back and forth over every part of Prya’s body, alternately kneading or sliding her hands up and down long muscles. She concentrated on the upper back area the most, though. It was where Prya held her stress, and it was also where several scars made crisscrossing patterns from one side to the other. While she continued to slide her hands up and down the lean muscles, Sábria quietly asked, “Would you like to tell me how your back became so scarred?”
Prya lay quietly, deciding whether she wanted to speak about some of the most humiliating aspects of her childhood. Realizing she had nothing to hide from this gentle, caring woman, she began to speak. “Are you familiar with the Oracles of Elugar?”
“Somewhat. They’re a reclusive warrior sect who train for battle but rarely engage with an enemy if they can walk away instead.”
Not many people knew even that much about the sect, and Prya twisted around so she could look Sábria in the face. “Hm.” She lay back down when Sábria gently pushed on her shoulder. “That’s more than most people know. My grandfather, mother, and father were all training masters within the sect long before I was born. When I came along, the Zayne Umbra prophesied that there was a…I’m not sure of the word in Cibían…an omen, I suppose, but that’s not the literal translation. Anyway, he saw that my life belonged to the Goddess Elyon, which no one understood because there’d never been any indication that there even was such a Goddess.”
“They’d never heard of Elyon? Ever?”
“You said it yourself, My Lady, the Oracles of Elugar are a reclusive sect. Their compound is buried deep within the Mitrial forest above Firbridge. Warriors from every Kingdom go there to live and study with the Oracles. They stay for a minimum of ten years and then go back out into the world, hopefully, to do good things.”
She grunted when Sábria dug stiff fingers into her upper back but then sighed with pleasure when those same fingers slid through the oil, releasing the tension in a particularly stubborn muscle. “Oh Goddess bless, you have magical fingers, My Lady.”
Sábria smiled and quietly continued the massage, preferring to let Prya speak, since it was so difficult to get her to open up.
“Anyway. The Oracles, like my family, for example, never leave. I doubt any living members of the sect, other than myself, have ever left. But Elyon called. And since she called me to walk through those gates, I’ll never be allowed to return. The reason you didn’t catch my accent at first is because I didn’t grow up in Firbridge. But, the only people outside of the temple I ever saw growing up were the men and women from Firbridge who brought trade goods that my people lacked. I picked up their accent by listening to them. They, along with the warriors who came to study, fascinated me.”
Sábria’s hands paused a moment and then resumed their ministrations. “Oh, Child. No wonder you’re so lost and alone.” She surprised Prya by leaning down and kissing the back of her neck. “You’re not alone any longer, Prya. We’re your family now, and if you choose to continue to wander, this will always be your Northern Star. You can always come back home to us.” She leaned back again. “And, I’ve said it before, if you want to become a Blade, you’re always welcome.” She ran a finger down one of the scars. “But that doesn’t explain these.”
“I’d like to thank you for not assuming that I intend to live in the Temple for the rest of my life. I don’t feel I can make that commitment—at this point, anyway. But the fact that you’d still consider me one of your Blades means everything to me. I do believe I’ve found my home, even if I feel the need to one day go wandering again.”
“Roll.” Sábria pulled up on Prya’s arm so she’d roll onto her back.
“As far as the scars, my parents and my grandfather believed that if I was going to do great things, my training had to be great as well. Because of that, they were very strict masters and disciplinarians. And, as painful as that training was, I have to believe it saved my life when I battled those three Champions and their Rulers.”
Her question answered, Sábria rose and absently rubbed her hands together to work in any excess oil. “We’re all done for the day. How do those muscles feel?”
Prya closed her eyes and sighed. “Like they want to lay here the rest of the night, free from all the stress of the outside world.” She opened her eyes when she heard the door quietly shut, smiled, and closed them again.





CHAPTER 32
  
T hat evening, as Sábria stood looking out her window, she saw several Blades taking firewood through the breezeway between the Infirmary and the Dining Hall. Several couples were wandering that way, and she was glad to see many of the shivs going as well. She called out, “Shirin.”
Shirin stuck her head around the door. “Yes?”
“Did you know they’re planning an event in the Bladefire Circle?”
There was nothing more Shirin loved than the evenings when they could relax and sing and dance in front of a roaring fire. A smile lit her face, and she came to stand next to Sábria. “I wonder whose idea that was. It’s been a while since we’ve had a Bladefire.” She grinned. “You ready?”
Sábria grabbed Shirin’s hand and, like a little girl, pulled her out the door. “Of course. When have I ever missed a Bladefire?”
When they walked into the courtyard, more people were streaming through the breezeway toward the firepit. Mistress Fullman was supervising at least ten blades who were carrying large baskets of freshly baked bread, pastries, and pies. Another ten were carrying out large kegs of ale, and still another group was bringing tables and baskets of wooden cups and plates that were only used for Bladefire nights.
Sábria was glad to see Jenx with an arm slung across Ailith’s shoulders, laughing and pointing out the firewood being carted toward the pit. When they walked beneath the archway and emerged into the Bladefire Circle, she glanced around and spotted Killian practically pushing a reluctant Emlyn in front of her.
Killian spotted them and laughed, shaking her head at how averse her shiv was to having fun.
In reading her books about Kibrunian society, Sábria had discovered that not only didn’t they enjoy casual touch, but their only music was religion based and very serious and gloomy. They considered fun gatherings to be unseemly and rarely laughed together or had fun. Sábria had passed along her findings to Killian, who’d become determined to help Emlyn relax and enjoy her life in the Temple.
The firepit enclosure was one of Sábria’s favorite spots in the entire Temple. She had nothing but pleasant memories of past Bladefires where she’d lain with one of her friends on a blanket in the grass or eaten so much food she could barely make it back to her room.
The area was fenced in with a circular wooden fence that was so big one hundred very inebriated Blades had once lain head-to-foot to see how many of them it would take to make it across the entire grassy field. Whoever had first built the Bladefire Circle, as the area was called, had placed the firepit in the exact center of the fenced-in area.
Subcommander Calit joined them, and the three walked through the crowds of Blades and shivs who were milling around and talking as though they’d not seen each other in ages. Sábria wondered how so many of her people had known about a Bladefire night without her somehow hearing about it. She turned and asked Calit, “Whose idea was this?”
Calit held up a finger to Geller, who was motioning for her to join her at one of the food tables. “Well, things have been kind of stressful lately, and a bunch of us got together and decided to spread the word we were going to have a Bladefire if anyone cared to join us.” She indicated the close to two hundred people who were talking and laughing or helping to set up the food tables or lighting the fire. “I guess more people than just us thought we needed something fun happening around here.”
The stress of the past several moons melted away, and a broad smile chased away the worry and fatigue that had lately been an all too familiar sight on the Arch Priestess’ face. “Well, I’m going to walk around and visit with people I haven’t spoken to in a while.” Before she left, she kissed Calit on the cheek. “Thank you, my friend. I think we all needed this more than we realized.”
Calit smiled back, “You’re welcome, My Lady. I hope you enjoy yourself as much as I intend to.” As Sábria walked away, Calit turned to Shirin and winked.
Shirin’s eyes were bright as she patted Calit on the back and went to help light the fire, which was being stubborn tonight. Someone had already gone around lighting the lanterns, and the Circle was a wonderfully inviting, bright, and cheerful place that evening.
Once the fire was roaring and the robust smell of burning hickory filled the air, people began settling down with plates full of sweets or mugs of ale. Geller, Osstendler, Calit, Soirin, Marne, and Faylin brought out their instruments and began playing rousing songs that had people setting aside their plates and either clapping along or moving to the dance area.
Sábria began seeing Blades who should have still been out patrolling on gloaming shift, and she guessed that they’d be coming in to enjoy the Bladefire a few at a time. When the numbers increased, her brows furrowed, and she wondered whether Shirin was aware that too many of them were coming in off the streets.
Shirin was reclining in the grass, and when Sábria came over and sat, the Commander propped herself onto an elbow and grinned at her friend. “Almost a perfect night.”
“Almost? And have you noticed—”
Just at that moment, the alarm bell began clanging in the courtyard. Sábria jumped to her feet, expecting everyone else to do the same. Instead, the music and the dancers stopped, and conversations ceased. Everyone seemed to be staring at her. Not only that, they were all grinning like fools, and some even had tears rolling down their cheeks.
From within the breezeway, a female’s voice bellowed, “Where’s th’ fowkin’ Priestess what claims she can wear th’ name of me ship without askin’ th’ permission of Captain Gweyir Wynlafur, eh?”
Sábria’s hands flew to her mouth, and her gaze locked onto the vine-covered archway.
Shirin came up behind her and said, “Now, My Lady, it’s a perfect night.”
A woman with skin as dark and deep as the midnight sky strolled out of the breezeway. Thirty or forty braids cascaded down her back and framed her heart-shaped face, and she flashed a set of perfectly straight white teeth. She flung her arms open wide, and when Sábria ran and threw herself into them, a cheer rose up from well over three hundred Blades and civilians alike.
Gweyir caught Sábria up and spun her in circles before setting her on her feet, taking her face between her hands and kissing her deeply and with so much passion that the Blades filled the night with a second cheer and then a third as the captain continued to kiss their Arch Priestess as though she never intended to come up for air.
When Gweyir finally pulled her lips away, she rested her forehead against Sábria’s and whispered, “I’m sorry I frightened ya. I sailed back to ya as soon as I could, me Lovely Lover Lass.”
Sábria pulled her into an embrace and held her close to her heart. In the background, the musicians began to play a slow, gentle song, and while laughter and conversation resumed around them, the Priestess and her Captain swayed in each other’s arms beneath a cloudless, moonlit night.





CHAPTER 33
  
L ater that evening, Gweyir was holding forth from her usual place, which was front and center of any group she happened to be around. Sábria had often described her as a force of nature, and as she watched her now, she thought about the place in her heart that had felt so empty and dark without the woman who brought such laughter and cheer into their lives.
Gweyir was calling out names and telling bawdy tales about how this Blade had gotten drunk and danced naked at an alehouse or how that one had lost their shirt, literally, in a game of dice. Nothing was out of bounds, and people loved the exuberant sea captain for her playful, off-color ways. Sábria amended that thought in her mind. Even though nothing was out of bounds, Gwe never belittled people or made a joke at another’s expense.
Marzet somehow managed to get a word in edgewise. “I heard Prime Geller say Polperro means Arch Priestess in the Trenchian Isles. Is that true?”
Gweyir grinned, “Aye. And I only allow our Lady Sábria to use th’ name outta th’ goodness of me heart.”
Jenx called out, “We’d heard the Polperro sank. Tell us what happened to you out there.”
Gweyir puffed out her chest and, with a show of great bravado, put her hands on her hips and shouted, “Do ya think there’s a hurricane out there what can sink Gweyir Wynlafur’s Polperro? The fowkin’ wind blew us so far off course fer so many days no one had any idea where to find us. Then, she snapped me mast in two like that.” Her fingers made a cracking sound as she snapped them next to her face, and th’ waves slammed us up onto an island so hard five of me best sailors were hurled overboard.”
She paused and shook her head. “We were beached. Two landed on th’ sand, and one broke her neck. Th’ other broke his back and died before we could get to him. Th’ other three were swept back out to sea, and we never saw ’em again. The rain were comin’ down as though Elyon herself were cryin’ at their loss.”
She swallowed a mouthful of ale, wiped her mouth on her sleeve, and looked out over the crowd who’d grown suddenly quiet. “Aye, I grieve fer ’em, but—” she held up a finger, and her unflappable exuberance returned, “Elyon saved one hundred and eighty of me crew by shovin’ th’ Arch Priestess up onto those shores.” She grinned wickedly at Sábria, “Somethin’ I hope to be doin’ later tonight, eh?”
Sábria’s mouth fell open, and she knew a blush had risen in her cheeks. No one but Gweyir Wynlafur could ever make her blush, but somehow Gwe did it every time she filled the Temple with her presence. Since it was a festive occasion and since it was Gwe who’d said it, most of her Blades hooted and catcalled, something they’d never dare do under normal circumstances.
Sábria accepted the embarrassment with a mock glare and a shake of the head, prompting Gwe to pull her into her arms and kiss her again. This brought on more catcalls, and since it seemed as though Gwe was more interested in their Arch Priestess than in telling more stories right then, most went back to their enjoyment of the evening.
Ailith had always been lucky at games of chance, and she’d joined a group of Blades playing cards at one of the wooden tables. Sábria and Gwe were slowly making their way around the Circle, speaking with various groups, when they stopped to talk to some of the Blades at Ailith’s table.
Not knowing the captain, Ailith had kept to the back of the crowd most of the night and hadn’t really gotten a good look at the woman. She’d just won a game, so it was her turn to shuffle and deal the next round. She was absently gathering everyone’s cards when she happened to look up into a pair of large, beautiful breasts stuffed into a not-so-large maroon tunic sporting very deep cleavage. Her mouth fell open, and she stared with pleasure at the captain’s chest.
The chest heaved as the woman laughed aloud, cupped her breasts, and practically shouted, “Do ya want some of these, Youngling?”
Ailith came out of her trance with a start. Shocked into answering without thinking, she laughed up into an ebony face shining with the reflected light of the surrounding lanterns. “Oh, Aye! I’d be happy to milk those fer ya anytime!”
Gwe put her head back and roared with laughter at the exact same time Sábria barked, “Ailith!”
Sobering, Ailith batted innocent eyes tinged with more than a hint of mischief. “After you, of course, Milady.” She had just enough time to leap off of her bench and run before Sábria propelled herself over the table and gave chase. With Gwe’s laughter booming behind her, Ailith ignored her pulled muscle and led the Arch Priestess on a merry chase.
When she swung back past her table, the captain grabbed Sábria and pulled her into her arms. “Oi, Youngling!” When Ailith stopped and looked back, a huge smile broke over Gwe’s face. “This is how ya handle her.” With that, she did what she’d been doing all night. She took Sábria’s mouth in her own and teased her Priestess into happy submission.
Ailith laughed and put her hands on her hips. “Oh, aye. I’ll remember that.”
Sábria pushed away from Gwe and glared at her shiv, but she broke into laughter when Ailith playfully pumped her brows up and down and grinned wickedly at her. Unbidden and unexpected tears came to Sábria’s eyes, and she turned toward Gwe to hide them. She couldn’t believe how blessed she was to have both her mischievous shiv and her crazy, fun-loving Captain Gweyir Wynlafur back in her life.
Pulling in a breath, she found Shirin in the crowd and dipped her chin, silently thanking her for this magical night.
Shirin raised her mug of ale and responded with a contented smile of her own.
Before long, Sábria and Gwe thanked everyone and said their goodnights before wandering arm-in-arm to Sábria’s rooms. That was the signal for everyone to begin putting out the fire and cleaning up after the rowdy and enjoyable evening. The gloaming Blades had returned to their patrol a few candlemarks earlier, and the deadnight Blades were excused to go get their uniforms and weapons ready to start their shift.
Ailith, whose limp had become more pronounced after she’d run from the Arch Priestess, was excused from helping to carry the heavy tables back into the courtyard. A gentle breeze wafted through the breezeway as she returned from carrying a box of plates to the Dining Hall.
Her thoughts wandered as she remembered the evening she’d had. She’d never guessed the Blades could throw such an entertaining party. In Dreyutha, such nights were commonplace once the ale began to flow, and the soldiers pulled out their instruments and began singing and dancing the night away.
Here, though, she’d come to believe the Blades were all work and no play, and a night such as this—they’d called it a Bladefire night—had been a relief to her wild, fun-loving Dreyuthan soul. She was so deep in her thoughts that she walked right into Commander Shirin, who was carrying a chair slung over her shoulder.
The Commander saw her coming and braced herself, and when Ailith ran into her chest and bounced off, Shirin lifted her brows and cocked her head. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d been drinking, what with you running into me and the way you ran your mouth this evening.”
Ailith still couldn’t believe she’d said those things to the Arch Priestess, and she scrunched up her nose and looked Shirin in the eyes. “Aye, I know. Ya fasched with me? I wouldn’t blame ya.”
Shirin surprised her by tousling her hair and shaking her head. “Anytime Gweyir Wynlafur is in town, life in the Temple gets turned upside down. But,” she held up a finger, “things are back to normal now. Yes?”
Ailith got a worried look in her eye. “Well….”
“Well?”
“Well, it’s just that, I’m that worried about promisin’ I can keep me fanghole shut around th’ captain. I’ve been around folks like her before, and they’re kinda like ale fer me when I get around ’em. Ya ken? I don’t get mean, mind ya, but me mouth….”
Shirin raised her brows, but Ailith saw a spark of humor in her eyes. “Okay, then let’s just say you try to control that mouth of yours when you’re around her, and we’ll take it on a case-by-case basis. Does that work for you?” She had to suppress a smile at the relief she saw in Ailith’s eyes.
“Oh, aye. Thank ya, Commander.”
“Anyway, I noticed that after you ran from the Arch Priestess, good move, by the way, your limp became more pronounced. I’m excusing you from the rest of the cleanup detail, and I want you to go to the bathing room and soak in a hot tub. I need you back on deadnight as soon as possible, and we can’t do that as long as that leg is bothering you.”
“Yer orderin’ me to stop workin’ and take a bath?” Ailith scratched her head. “Well, I have to say that never happened in th’ Dreyuthan army. If we were supposed to march ten miles that day, no one asked if we had any pulled muscles or whether we’d rather go sit in a hot tub instead of settin’ up camp after th’ march.”
“Go.”
Shaking her head at the strange differences between the Temple and the army, Ailith went up to her room, where she changed into a robe and, as the Commander had ordered, went to take a bath. She heard people talking as she entered the main bathing room and glanced around to see who else had been allowed to skip cleanup detail. She was puzzled to see Primes Geller and Osstendler lounging in one of the smaller inground bathing pools.
The clock tower had struck ten bells a while ago, and Ailith would have expected her Prime to be at the outstation. By now, the briefing would be close to starting, and Geller would normally be preparing to give out assignments or announcements. Ailith ducked her head and opened the door to one of the private rooms.
“Over here, Shiv.”
Ailith blinked at the Prime and then obediently walked over to see what she wanted. When Geller just stared up at her, Ailith pointed to the private room. “Uh, Commander Shirin told me to come soak, and I usually soak in one of th’ rooms.”
Geller continued to glare at her. “She left out th’ part about me workin’ with yer leg, eh?”
“Um.” Ailith wasn’t sure she’d heard the Prime correctly.
“Look, ya skut-brained shiv. Climb into th’ water, and I’ll help ya stretch that leg.”
Okay, so she had heard her correctly. Ailith shrugged out of her robe and stepped down the three steps into the water, which was deep enough to cover her breasts if she stood on the bottom. Geller glided over and pointed to a submerged bench. “Sit.”
Ailith did as she was told, wondering what the Prime intended.
“Do I have permission to touch yer leg?”
Ailith’s brows rose, and she glanced over at Osstendler, who looked fairly amused at the two of them. Ailith wasn’t sure she wanted the prickly woman doing anything with her leg, so she side-stepped the issue. “Ya know, I’ve had hurt muscles before, and they healed just fine without help.”
The smaller woman growled as she turned away and started back to Osstendler’s side of the tub.
The second Prime chuckled and smiled at Ailith. “It’s Ailith, right? Well, Commander Shirin arranged for Prime Geller to help rehabilitate your leg because they need to get you back into training as soon as possible. Healing torn muscles is one of your Prime’s specialties, and it would be prudent if you’d allow her to help you.”
Ailith squinted at Osstendler. “Okay, I don’t know what some of those words meant, but, well, if ya think ya can hurry th’ healin’, I guess we ought to do it, eh?”
Geller stopped, shoved her hands onto her hips, and cocked her head. Even though her back was to her, Ailith recognized the stance that told her the Prime was reigning in her quick temper. Usually, Senior Guardian Terrowyn stepped in to straighten up any shivs who’d irritated the Prime, and Ailith found herself wishing the Guardian was there right now.
Osstendler raised her brows as if asking Geller what she was waiting for.
With another growl, Geller moved back to the bench and glared at her shiv. “If I have to come back a third time, yer not gonna like it.”
“Yes, Prime.”
“Now. Can I touch yer leg?”
“Yes, Prime.”
Geller glared at her some more. “That’s not an order, Ailith, and if ya really don’t want me to touch yer leg, I won’t.”
“Well, me leg is hurtin’, that’s fer sure, and if ya can help, I’d be thankful fer it. I’ve just never had a sergeant, which is what yer called in th’ army, rub me leg, and it is kinda close to me girl parts.”
Osstendler barked a laugh before completely submerging her head beneath the water.
Ailith thought she might have seen the tiniest hints of a smile from Geller as the woman glanced over her shoulder at the Prime. She turned back to Ailith and picked up her leg by the ankle. “Okay, I need to see yer range of motion, so try to relax and just let me move th’ leg, aye?”
She was barely able to move the straightened leg to the side before Ailith rose slightly and said, “Okay, that’s about as far as it’ll go.”
Geller sighed and stared into Ailith’s eyes. “That’s as far as I can move it, and yer runnin’ around th’ Bladefire and doin’ Goddess only knows what with that fowkin’ noblewoman?” She slapped Ailith hard on the shoulder, something Ailith didn’t think was normally part of the healing process.
Osstendler had reemerged, and she chided her friend. “Ursuna. Your healer’s halo is slipping.”
Geller released that foot and picked up the other. This one, she was able to stretch far out to the side. She bent that leg and pressed down so that the knee rested on the bench. “At least ye’ve been doin’ yer stretchin’ like I tell ya to every fowkin’ time I have ya in weapons practice.” She picked up the injured leg again and gently bent it until the heel was almost even with her other knee. “Does that hurt?”
“No.”
When the Prime pressed down on the knee, Ailith gasped out loud.
Geller murmured, “Don’t even need to ask.” She stretched the leg various ways for another half candlemark and then pointed to the floor next to the water. “So, I need to rub some healin’ oils into yer leg, and yes, I need to rub the whole thigh. Ya okay with that?”
“Oh, aye. And I won’t even tell my noblewoman about it, neither.”
Geller punched Ailith in the arm with one of her knuckles extended, hard enough to get her attention.
“Ow.” Ailith covered her bicep and happened to glance at Osstendler, who raised her brows and cocked her head in warning.
Sticking a finger in Ailith’s face, Geller growled, “Th’ Commander wants this done twice a day, and since th’ healer won’t let me cuff ya on th’ head after th’ fowkin’ horse kicked ya, I’m bringin’ me whip with me from here on out. Ya ken me, Shiv?”
Ailith looked down at the water. “Yes, Prime.” She’d known Geller didn’t have a sense of humor with her shivs. In fact, she rarely showed any humor with anyone who wasn’t a senior Blade, and Ailith made a mental note to try to hold her tongue around the woman.
“Now get up there.” She pointed to the ground, and Ailith obediently climbed out and sat on the hard tile floor.
Osstendler shook her head. “Ursuna. There are padded tables for that.”
Ailith got a good look at Geller’s body as she stepped out of the water. There wasn’t even a hint of fat on the lean, hard body. The Prime was all muscle, and she had more scars than anyone should acquire in a lifetime.
The Prime hadn’t noticed Ailith’s scrutiny, and she answered Osstendler as she shrugged into a robe. “I don’t mollycoddle me shivs, Traya. And I know ya don’t neither. They need to be tough to survive, and I don’t intend to have any more of me shivs nor me Blades sent to th’ Goddess on a funeral pyre.”
“At least give her a towel to lie on. That cold tile can’t be good for the muscles.”
“Well, tomorrow mornin’ she finishes in th’ cold bath. Cold works wonders fer a torn muscle once yer done stretchin’. But….” She grabbed a towel and threw it at Ailith. “Here. Lay on yer back. Close yer eyes and try to relax.” A pot of herbal-infused oil had been heating over a brazier used specifically for that purpose, and Geller brought it over and set it next to Ailith’s leg.
Ailith did as instructed and closed her eyes, not sure what to expect. She felt the warm oil on her leg, and then the Prime’s callused hands began gently massaging her thigh muscle.
“So, if I’m right, th’ pain starts here.” Geller’s fingers stopped just shy of where the pain began.
“Well, here.”
The fingers moved to that spot. “And it ends here?” She placed her other hand further up the thigh.
Ailith opened her eyes but refrained from making any more quips about her lady parts. “Well, no. Not exactly.” She sighed and continued, “Well, th’ hurt ends there. Aye. But when ya do this….” Ailith bent her leg and tried to move her knee to the ground, the pain stopped her. “It hurts here.” She ran her hand from her pubis to the top of her thigh.
“Ya strained th’ ligament, too, then. Our stretchin’ should help that. In th’ mornin’, I’ll show ya some positions ye’ll need to work on to stretch it on yer own, and I’ll work on it, too. Ya think ya can do that? Stretchin’ extra, I mean.”
Ailith breathed a sigh of relief and closed her eyes. “Thank th’ Goddess. I were worried ya’d need to massage that, and that wouldn’t a been good. Well, it would’ve been good fer me, but—” When the hands froze, she pinched her lips shut and waited for the blow to fall. When it didn’t, she opened her eyes and saw that Osstendler had gone under the water again, and Geller’s eyes were shut tight. Her jaw muscle was definitely working overtime, too.
“Ailith?”
“Aye, Prime?”
“If we’re both goin’ to survive this assignment th’ Commander gave us, yer mouth needs to stay shut unless I ask ya a question.”
“Yes, Prime, but ya did ask me a question.” When Geller opened her eyes and glared at her, Ailith cleared her throat. “Mouth shut. Got it, Prime.”
Geller rose and said over her shoulder, “Ten bells tomorrow. Be here.”
She left the room, and Ailith sat up and rested her forehead on her raised knees. There was no doubt Geller would survive, but she wasn’t putting any coin on her own chances to make it through these stretching sessions unscathed.
“You really need to curb that mouth of yours, especially around your Prime.” Osstendler stepped out of the bath and toweled off before pulling on her robe.
“I know, it’s just when I get nervous…oh, fowk, ya wouldn’t understand.”
“That can be dangerous out on the streets.”
“Well, it don’t happen with assholes. Well, it does happen with assholes, but that’s mostly when they get me angry, and I say what I’m thinkin’. Like, in th’ army, there were this fowkin’ prince what thought he could beat up people, and I’d say things to get his mind off th’ poor sod he was beatin’ up so he’d focus on me and not them, ya ken?”
Osstendler raised her brows but didn’t nod, so Ailith continued, “This is different, it’s mostly with folks what I need to get along with. Ones where it’s important they like me, ya ken? Well, not like me, exactly, but maybe ones who….” She wasn’t sure what she was trying to say.
“People who are important in your life. Whom you hope someday will accept you, let you in.” She handed Ailith her robe. “Let me think about it for a while. Maybe I can come up with something to help.”
Ailith thanked her for the robe and watched as she left the room. She liked the lady and wondered what kind of help she was talking about. Osstendler and Geller were such completely different people that there was no way the understanding, dawning shift Prime could ever help her with Geller’s prickly personality. She walked back to her room and climbed into bed, hoping the morning session would go better than the one she’d just suffered through.
Osstendler climbed the stairs to their rooms and let herself in.
Geller was already relaxing on the sofa and had poured them each a glass of cool, white wine.
Traya retrieved hers before snuggling up next to her lover. They sat quietly for a while until Ursuna voiced what was uppermost on her mind. “What kind of shiv talks to her Prime like that?”
“A terrified one.”
Ursuna scoffed. “Ailith’s not terrified enough. Besides, she’s th’ best shiv we’ve got as far as battlin’ goes. She can handle herself in a fight.”
“I’m not talking about in a battle. I’m talking about in life.” She sipped her wine and then held the glass in her lap. “I think, a lot of the time, life terrifies her, Ursuna. Think about it. She’s had to survive in different environments. And I mean, literally, survive. Like you had to on the streets as a child. And, for the most part, other people have held her survival in their hands. If they don’t accept her into their circle, she’s out in the cold by herself again.”
The flickering of the lantern on the low table was soothing, and they stared into it, thinking their own thoughts. Traya, whose strength lay in her ability to read and understand people and their emotions, tried again to explain what her instincts were telling her. “She’s not afraid of you because she’s worried about being punished. She’s afraid that if you, or the Commander or anyone else for that matter, gets angry enough, she’ll always be on the outside of the Blades looking in. And when she’s nervous, in that way, I mean, not nervous on the street, but when she’s nervous about being rejected, she blurts out the first things that come into her mind.”
Ursuna listened to her lover. She always did. Maybe at times, they didn’t agree on smaller things, but for the most part, Traya made sense to her. She sipped her wine and took a stab at understanding what she was telling her. “So, I get angry, she worries she’ll be out in th’ cold, and th’ worry loosens her tongue, and I get angrier, and it’s a big circle.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Gods’ balls. I don’t deal with shivs except to teach ‘em weapons and to teach ‘em how to survive on th’ streets. Why th’ fowk is th’ Commander doin’ this to me?”
“Maybe the two of you, you and Ailith, I mean, have lessons that need to be learned. Sábria and the Commander are responsible for helping us grow, remember? They don’t ever allow us to coast or become stale. Look at this as a learning situation for both of you.”
When Ursuna pulled in a long breath, Traya wound her arm around hers and asked, “Do you have to go to work tonight?”
“Why?”
“Because maybe your lover would enjoy having you all to herself. With our schedules, we so rarely get a chance to be alone together.”
Ursuna put her head down on Traya’s soft hair. “I’m way ahead of ya. I already told Terrowyn the shift was hers, so I’m all yers and you,” she made a point to pronounce the word correctly, “are all mine.”
With a big sigh, Traya snuggled in closer, and the two enjoyed the rest of the night relaxing in each other’s arms.





CHAPTER 34
  
“Y ou did what?” Sábria stared at Shirin as they ate their morning meal. She was feeling more relaxed than she’d been in a long time. Both she and Gweyir had assumed that when they’d left the gathering the evening before, they’d have a long night of fun and passion. Instead, Sábria had been so relieved her friend had returned that she’d asked Gwe to just hold her close. Having those beautiful black arms wrapped around her gave her such a feeling of safety and comfort that she’d had the most restful night she’d had in turns.
Shirin put down her fork and shrugged, “Well, one of Ursuna’s specialties, on top of her weapons training, is musculature and stretching. Don’t forget. We sent her for half a turn to the Healer’s Collegium to learn just that. I thought it was logical for her to work with her.”
“Shirin, Ursuna is the best weapons master and Prime we have, and for keeping her warriors safe and alive, there’s no better. But she has all the people skills of a piranha. And you’ve thrown Ailith in like a piece of meat. She’ll eat her up if they’re alone together on a one-on-one basis.”
“I don’t think you’re giving either of them enough credit. I think it’ll be good for them both. It may take several sessions for them to work out the wrinkles—”
“Wrinkles? More like tsunami waves, and you know who's going to be drowned in the tsunami? I can tell you it won’t be Ursuna.”
“Sábria. Listen to yourself. If it was any other shiv, you would have nodded and moved on to the next item in the morning’s report. Ailith doesn’t need kid gloves. Yes, she’s had a rocky start here. But if you’re overprotective, we’re going to see all kinds of problems with her and with the other shivs, who’ll be wondering why they’re second best in your book.”
Gweyir walked out of the bedroom with a half-eaten apple in her hands. “Sounds like you’re treatin’ whoever yer talkin’ about with too much of Elyon’s bear and not enough of th’ beast.”
Sábria rose and straightened the collar on Gwe’s tunic. “She’s been through a lot. She’s the Dreyuthan who rose to your bait last night.”
“Th’ Dreyuthan? Yer treatin’ a peasant from the Dreyuthan Mountains with kid gloves? Are ye crazy, woman? There’s none tougher or crazier or wilder than a Dreyuthan peasant. If ya don’t keep yer thumb firmly pressin’ down on her head, ye’ll be shakin’ yer dizzy noggin’ when she blows up in yer face. Me second mate’s a Dreyuthan peasant. I threw him overboard one time because he sassed me in front of me crew. When he climbed back aboard, he pulled his forelock and apologized, then went on to eat his supper like nothin’ happened.”
Sábria looked from Gwe to Shirin and then shook her head. “I have to admit, that’s exactly what Ailith does, too. The first time I met her, she made me so angry I whipped her before I’d even accepted her into the Blades. She basically pulled her forelock and looked at me like I’d whipped her with a wet noodle.” She held up her hands. “Okay, okay. I get it.” She walked Gwe to the door. “Will you be back this evening?”
“I have a better idea. I come pick ya up, and we’ll spend th’ night in me cabin.”
There’d been a few times over the turns where Sábria had slept on the Polperro. She’d loved the gentle rocking and the sound of the waves lapping against the side of the ship. “That would be wonderful.”
Once Gweyir had gone, Sábria returned to the breakfast table and wrapped her arms around Shirin’s shoulders. She kissed her cheek and asked, “Now, how did you and three hundred people keep the secret that Gwe was alive and in Sarlogne from me, hmm?”
Shirin took hold of one of Sábria’s hands. “Well, yesterday afternoon, I was eating at the Broken Tooth with Ursuna and Terrowyn. I happened to see the Harbor Master hurrying up the street toward the Temple. That was unusual enough that I stopped him, and he blurted out that he’d seen the Polperro sailing around the point. I ran back to the docks with him, and sure enough, it was the Polperro, and, well, the plan just formed in my head. I thought it would lift everyone’s spirits to be in on the surprise, and what better way to celebrate than to have a Bladefire night? When Gwe docked, she thought it was a wonderful idea and readily agreed.”
Patting Shirin’s shoulder, Sábria snatched a piece of toast off her friend’s plate, and before taking a bite, she looked directly into her eyes. “I guess I’ll forgive you for not immediately bursting in here with the news. It was the most wonderful surprise I’ve ever had in my life. Thank you.”
“You’re quite welcome.”
“Now, at the risk of sounding like a mother bear, you said Ailith’s next session with Geller started at ten bells?”
“It did.”
“Then I’m going to check in to see how things are progressing.”
“I’m coming with you. If I made a mistake, I need to be there to help fix it.”
Apparently, they’d gotten off to a late start because Geller was just going into the bathing rooms as they came through the dormitory door. Rather than let them know they were there, Sábria chose to stand where they could look through the gap between the door and the frame and listen to what was being said.
Ailith was soaking in the hot water when Geller returned with an armful of clothes. The Prime was wearing a stretchy pair of trews and a tighter-than-normal tunic. She tossed the pile of clothes at the shiv. “Okay, ya can get out. Put these on, and ye’ll wear ’em every time we meet.”
The clothes were similar to what Geller had on, and since Ailith thought the Prime looked ridiculous, she scrunched up her nose and held the clothes at arm’s length. “Why? Bein’ naked don’t bother me none.”
“Not that I need to explain myself to ya, Shiv, but I’m gonna do it anyway. Bein’ naked may not make ya nervous, but me touchin’ ya does. I figure th’ less nervous ya are, th’ less stupid stuff comes outta yer fanghole, so if we cover yer’ girl parts,’ as ya put it, ya don’t have to worry about me accidentally touchin’ ’em ‘cuz I gotta get up close to ‘em to massage and stretch that ligament area.”
Ailith had been relieved to see that the Prime hadn’t followed up on her threat to bring her whip with her that morning. She was in the middle of pulling on the stretch trews when she heard the last bit of Geller’s explanation. “Yer what?” She blushed and stopped with one leg in the trews and the other out. When Geller just raised her brows, Ailith bounced around, trying to get the second leg in. “Yer no…yer…ya…fowk…what…?”
Geller actually chuckled. “That just about covers it all, don’t it? Now get in th’ deeper hot one, and I’ll start gettin’ yer leg stretched out.”
“I just go outta the hot—"
Geller easily picked Ailith up and threw her into the larger bathing pool. When she finally righted herself, the Prime stepped down into the water and growled, “I don’t never repeat meself to shivs. Now get over on that bench.”
When Ailith reluctantly did as she was told, Geller pointed to the leg. “Can I touch ya?”
Swiping her hair out of her eyes, Ailith reluctantly moved to the bench and grumbled, “Ya don’t need to ask every fowkin’ time we do this.”
Geller’s hand was around Ailith’s throat so fast, the shiv had no idea the woman had even moved. The anger in the Prime’s eyes was frightening, and Ailith leaned back to put as much distance as she could between them.
The woman moved with her and spoke quietly as though trying to control her anger. The tight hold she had on Ailith’s throat spoke differently, though. “Here’s some rules, Shiv. I ask ya a question, ya answer politely. When ya do answer, ya don’t swear at me. Any questions about those two simple rules?”
Ailith’s mouth had gone dry, so she just shook her head.
Geller released her hold. “Sit.” She went through the same range of motion exercises as they’d done the night before, only this time, when it came time to work on the ligament, Geller placed her fingers on either side and lightly squeezed.
There was no time to be worried about where the Prime’s fingers were because pain shot up Ailith’s spine and exited her mouth in a gasp. In the same instant, Ailith grabbed Geller’s hand off and held it away. “What th’ fowk!”
Geller glanced down at the strong hand holding her wrist and waited for Ailith to release her. “It’s gonna hurt, Shiv, so grittin’ yer teeth will accomplish two things. It’ll help ya take th’ pain…” she grasped Ailith’s jaw in her hand and leaned in, and growled, “…and it’ll keep yer mouth shut since ya insist on swearin’ at me, which is gonna start all kinds of problems between us, ya ken?”
“Aye, Prime. Ya just surprised me, is all, and when I’m surprised, usually th’ first word outta me mouth is f—” The fingers squeezed Ailith’s jaw tighter, and Ailith, who wasn’t slow by any means, stopped talking.
Geller patted her cheek. “Better. See? Ya can learn, after all.”
Out in the hall, Shirin scratched her head and whispered, “Well, Ursuna’s doing better than I thought she would.”
Lifting a brow, Sábria reluctantly conceded the point and kept watching.
Ailith braced herself when Geller put her fingers on either side of the ligament.
“Now, I’m gonna massage th’ ligament while I push down on th’ leg. I’ll do it slowly, and ya tell me when to stop, aye?” She gently pushed down, then paused and shook her head. “Ya tightened up anticipatin’ th’ pain, so,” she touched Ailith’s thigh with her free hand, “close yer eyes and feel yerself relaxin’ this muscle.”
Ailith did as she was told but couldn’t seem to relax that part of her leg.
“Breathe in. Good. Relax right here.” She tapped the thigh. “Feel where me finger’s touchin’ ya, and concentrate on th’ muscle under it. Now, breathe out.”
They did that several more times before Ailith finally felt the muscle relax a minute amount.
“There ya go. Now….” Geller slid her palm beneath Ailith’s butt.
Ailith almost said something rude but pursed her lips to stop herself.
“This is a big muscle. I want ya to feel me hand, concentrate on what yer feelin’, and relax that muscle just like we did on th’ thigh.”
After a time, Ailith was able to relax the butt muscle, which, for some reason, loosened the ligament in front a tiny amount.
As soon as Geller felt the ligament loosen, she pinched a little tighter and ran her fingers along its length. When Ailith pulled in a painfilled breath, the hand stopped and moved back the way it had come. “There, Lass. Relax yer butt again, close yer eyes, there ya go.”
She spoke so softly that Sábria turned and blinked at Shirin in surprise.
For her part, Shirin, who was just as surprised, blinked back and cocked her head.
Sábria took her friend’s arm, and together they retreated to the courtyard. “Well, a bit rough at first, but I don’t think I need to worry about Ursuna sending her to the Goddess any time soon. Maybe you’re right. This might be good for both of them.”
“Well, I have to admit, I was a little worried when she grabbed her by the throat, but…it all worked out in the end.” She grinned at Sábria’s amused eye roll.
One of the Blades came to ask Shirin a question, and Ailith was forgotten as the normal daily activities began.





CHAPTER 35
  
A ilith sat in her room after the morning session, wondering what she was going to do with the rest of her day. Geller had threatened her with unspecified dire consequences if she undid all their work by visiting the ‘poxy noble,’ so she’d decided to put that little diversion on hold until her leg healed.
Even though she’d need to walk through the Codpiece, the thought of visiting her friend, the jokester, appealed to her. She hadn’t been down to the docks in quite a while, so she tucked her book in the back of her pants, adjusted her knives until they were comfortable, and headed out. As she was pulling the door shut, she glanced back at her sword standing in the corner of the room. She still wasn’t in uniform, but the idea of walking through the Codpiece without it gave her pause.
Realizing she’d rather anger some people than end up dead, she reentered her room and strapped on her sword. The gate guards nodded at her as she left the compound, and as she walked away from the Temple, the bright day cheered her. She smiled as she looked up at the few clouds floating above the taller buildings blocking the horizon.
The stench of the Codpiece met her before she saw it, and she wrinkled her nose. That smell of rotting food, piss, and unwashed bodies always took her back to her childhood when she’d had to pick through the maggots and other trash to find an apple core or a piece of rotten meat that hadn’t yet turned green. Even now, her stomach twisted into knots, ready to heave up her breakfast if she dared think too hard about what she’d had to eat as a seven or eight-turn child.
She saw several skellies and nints along the way, reminding her to keep an eye out for the curly-headed mop that covered the head of Terrowyn’s Ghost. She squinted, trying to remember if she’d seen the irascible Senior Guardian at the Bladefire. Mentally searching each group of women in her mind, she realized that unless she was badly mistaken, Terrowyn hadn’t shown. She wondered whether that was because of the whipping Shirin had given her for treating the healer the way she had or whether there was a more practical reason.
Word was that Terrowyn searched for the skelli during her shift as time allowed, came back to the Temple to sleep for a few candlemarks, and was back on the streets again after a quick meal. Remembering all the cases of wound rot she’d seen over the years, Ailith focused a bit more of her attention on finding the skelli.
When she reached the docks, she saw that the Boulston was gone, and another, smaller ship was tied in its place. She walked below the pier and pulled out her book. No one was around, and she made herself comfortable against the pylon and started on her letters.
A half candlemark passed before her friend, the jokester, pushed his head above water. “Hey, yer late.”
The jokester bobbed his snout up and down and then leapt backward and swam a little way down the length of the rock-strewn beach. Ailith went back to her book but soon heard the distinctive chitter she’d come to recognize as the jokester’s way of speaking. When she looked up, the beast leapt backward again and swam the same direction down the beach.
By the fourth time this happened, Ailith was wondering if the big animal was trying to tell her something. Setting her book down, she walked to the edge of the water and waited for it to reappear. The smooth, round head emerged, but instead of lifting out of the water, it swam to the side and stared at her out of the small round eye on that side of its head.
Ailith thought an experiment might be in order. She stepped the opposite way it had swum, and the animal immediately rose up in the water and began chittering. When she turned around and headed the way it apparently wanted her to go, it submerged and slowly swam in that direction.
Watching the fin as it glided through the relatively still ocean waves, Ailith grabbed her book and stuffed it down her pants. “Okay. Yer th’ boss.” She had to climb over and around several jagged rocks, and when she felt her thigh muscle pull more than it should have, she stopped and glared at the fin. “Fowk. She’s gonna think I were havin’ fun with Ryn and won’t believe I was out here followin’ ya around like some fool idiot.”
The jokester noticed she’d stopped, and it circled back and waited for her to start walking again.
“Okay, okay. I’m comin’.” She walked, climbed, and slid over rocks for a quarter candlemark or so before the beast raised up about ten yards in front of her and began chittering again. When she came opposite him, she searched the water, trying to see what had him so agitated.
He swam forward, apparently as far as he could, turned and swam away from shore, and then swam violently forward again, sending a splash of water onto the shore. He did this two more times until Ailith climbed over the largest rock to peer down on the other side.
She didn’t see anything at first, but then she realized that what she’d mistaken for brown seaweed was the exact same color as Ghost’s hair. “Oh no. Goddess, no.” She slipped down the other side of the rock, pulling her muscles even more. As she stepped closer, Ghost’s head and the rest of her body came into view.
The skelli was halfway submerged, and the only reason she hadn’t been washed out to sea was that she was wedged in between two large rocks. Ailith put her fingers to the girl’s neck like she’d been taught in the army. The girl was burning up, and Ailith was shocked to find a steady pulse beneath her fingers. She wondered whether the fever was what had driven the skelli to the cold ocean waters. Even though the girl was wearing trews she’d probably stolen from the Temple, Ailith could see her one leg was swollen to twice its normal size.
She carefully pulled the emaciated body free and hefted her into her arms. Before leaving, she glanced out at the jokester, who seemed to be smiling at her. “Thank ya, me friend.” The beast chittered a happier sound this time, bobbed its head several times, and swam out to deeper waters.
There was no hope for it. She had to scramble back over the rocks trying not to injure her leg any more than she already had. When she reached the dock, she turned up the narrow back road leading to the alley that would take her to the Broken Tooth. With any luck, she’d find a Blade there who could help her take Ghost to the Temple. Normally, it wouldn’t be any difficulty at all carrying a chit that didn’t way more than a copper coin, but her leg was throbbing now, and she knew that carrying even the little extra weight was doing more damage to her muscles.
When she limped out of the alley onto Coral Lane, someone up the road at the Broken Tooth jerked upright before leaping over the table and sprinting toward her. She recognized the Senior Guardian immediately.
The dawning shift Prime had jumped up in response to Terrowyn’s quick departure. She was faster than Terro and had almost caught up with her when the Blade pulled up short and stared at the limp body in Ailith’s arms.
Osstendler grabbed Terro’s arm. Whether to steady her or to keep her from attacking her, Ailith couldn’t be sure. Osstendler quietly said, “Is she…?”
Coming late to the realization that both Osstendler and Terrowyn thought Ghost was dead, Ailith opened her eyes wide and practically shouted, “No! She’s alive. We just need to get her to the Temple, is all!”
It seemed to Ailith that Osstendler had to prop the Guardian up before Terrowyn regained her composure. After a moment, Terro came forward and gently took Ghost from her arms. The two women turned and began walking toward the Temple, expecting Ailith to follow.
Instead, Ailith had to prop her hands on her knees for a moment, waiting for the pain in her leg to subside.
Osstendler said something to Terro and then came back to where Ailith stood. “What’s the matter, Ailith? Are you all right?”
Ailith straightened and smiled, “Oh, aye. I’ll be fine.” She couldn’t help cringing each time she set her left foot down, though, and knew the Prime would figure out what had happened.
She did. Osstendler came up and swept Ailith up into her arms.
“What the fowk! Put me down, ya—” The warning glance the Prime gave her was one worthy of Geller’s best. “Sorry. But put me down, please.”
Osstendler growled, “Shut your fanghole and be still or Healer Haria will have more than just your leg to tend to. Do we understand each other?”
“Aye, but this is humiliatin’. I’m a warrior fer fowk sake, no some mewlin’ bairn what can’t walk on me own.”
The Prime chuckled, “Well, I’m doing this as much for me as I am for you.” She hiked Ailith up a little more. “I don’t want to have to face Prime Geller and tell her I let you walk back when that muscle has torn even more than before. Believe you me, I’m more frightened of her than I am of you.” A half-smile appeared on the Prime’s face, and Ailith cursed under her breath.
By the time they reached the outer gates, they could hear the people inside buzzing with the news that Terrowyn had found Ghost. They crossed the outer bailey, and when they came through the gate separating the bailey from the courtyard, Sábria and Shirin were crossing the yard on their way to the infirmary.
Shirin put her hand on Sábria’s arm and indicated Osstendler and Ailith.
They altered course and intercepted them. “What happened?”
Ailith said, “Nothing,” at the same time, Osstendler said, “Pulled her muscle badly this time.”
Sábria’s eyes narrowed and held a dangerous glint Ailith didn’t like one bit. “Pulled it doing what, exactly?”
Before Ailith could answer, Osstendler hiked her up a bit more and indicated the infirmary with a lifted chin. “Saving Ghost.”
By this time, word had spread like wildfire through most of the Temple, and Geller hurried out of the Sanctum to go check on her friend. She saw Osstendler carrying Ailith, and she, too, changed course. “What happened, and why are ya carrying th’ shiv?”
Osstendler set Ailith down. “Because she pulled that muscle worse than before, and I knew if I let her walk all the way back to the Temple, you’d of had my hide.”
Geller glared at Ailith and crossed her muscular arms. “Pulled it doin’ what?”
All three women wanted to head off a disaster, so they said in unison, “Saving Ghost.”
A hint of amusement snuck into Geller’s gaze. “I wasn’t gonna kill th’ lass, ya know. Just pound a bit of sense into her if she’d gone back to th’ Lady Knight.” With that, she surprised everyone when she picked Ailith up and started for the infirmary.
“Put me down. I’m no some fow—ow!”
From the ensuing silence, the other three knew Geller had somehow gotten her point across without having to say a word. They followed them into the infirmary, where Geller set Ailith down before heading over to see how Ghost was doing. When Ailith started for the door Geller growled, “Sit.”
Ailith mumbled under her breath, “Fowkin’—” When Geller stopped, Ailith shut her mouth and gingerly sat on the bed. She glared at the Prime’s back as the woman started forward again without ever once looking back at her shiv.
After Master Haria had worked on Ghost in the critical care ward, she came to personally see to Ailith’s leg. After a brief examination, she crossed her arms and stared down at her. “I understand Prime Geller has been helping you heal that muscle?”
“Aye, Milady.”
“Well, with the one exception that you may meet her in our bathing rooms here in the infirmary, you are confined to this bed until further notice.”
Ailith had expected something of the kind, and because of that and because she was worried the healer wouldn’t give her any herbs for the considerable pain she was in, she simply nodded and waited for her to leave.
Somewhat surprised by Ailith’s silence, Haria blinked and then called out, “Kara. Please prepare a tincture of caneleid powder, dursium dust, and stenum root. You can mix it into a tea to make it more palatable.”
In no time at all, Kara brought the potion to Ailith with a smile. “Here you go. Drink it fast and hold your nose, and it won’t taste so vile.”
After the healer left with an empty cup, Sábria came and sat on the side of the bed. “Hmmm.”
Ailith looked at her. “What?”
“I guess not growling at people works.”
A slow grin spread across Ailith’s face. “I guess so, Milady.”
Terrowyn stopped by and nodded to Sábria before kneeling at the side of Ailith’s bed. “Lady Haria says she’s got a good chance to get better. Thanks to you.” She cocked her head. “Where’d ya find her? I looked everywhere, nine or ten times every day and night.”
Ailith pulled in a breath and shrugged sheepishly. “Ya won’t believe me.”
“Try me.”
“Well, I was under th’ dock. Ya know, where I go to visit with th’ jokester?”
“She wasn’t there. I checked many times.”
Ailith pushed into a more comfortable position. “Did ya happen to notice th’ jokester?”
Terro’s brows pulled down, and she glanced at Sábria, who provided the translation. “The dolphin.”
“Oh, I saw it a couple of times, but that was all.”
“Did it look like it were tryin’ to get yer attention?”
“What? No. I don’t know. I didn’t pay it any mind.”
Nodding, Ailith said, “I did, and he led me to yer Ghost a ways down the coastline. She were half in th’ water and half out.”
Terro stared at her a while before putting a hand on her arm. “Well, however ya found her, I’m indebted to ya, Ailith.” She shrugged and smiled, “I’ll still treat ya like a skut-nosed shiv, but…thank you.”
“Yer welcome.” When Terrowyn rose to go back to Ghost’s side, Ailith called her back. “Senior Guardian.”
Terro stopped and turned. “Aye?”
There was a mischievous glint in Ailith’s eyes when she said, “He loves mackerel.”
With an answering glint in her own eyes, Terro nodded and continued on her way.
Sábria pulled off Ailith’s boots and motioned for her to get beneath the sheet. “That caneleid powder will put you to sleep. I’ll see you when you wake up. Yes?”
“Aye, I’d like that, Milady.”
When she awoke, the heady aromas of the midday meal assailed her senses. She opened her eyes, and instead of Sábria sitting next to her bed, she was surprised to see Prime Geller lounging in the armchair, leafing through her book.
Keeping her head down, Geller raised her eyes and saw that Ailith was awake. “Ya hungry?”
“Aye, Prime.”
“Then ye’ll need to show me what ya know in here first, and then ya can eat.”
Ailith’s brows came down low, but instead of complaining, she reached for her book. Geller shifted over onto the bed and listened as Ailith obediently recited the letters she’d learned thus far.





EPILOGUE
  
S ábria was on her way to see Ailith and had just stepped up to her alcove curtain when she heard Ailith say something. Geller’s answering voice correcting one of the letters shocked her enough that she actually took a step back. Shaking her head, she retraced her steps and went to join Shirin in the dining hall. Filling her plate full of vegetables, she sat across from Shirin and smiled. “Well, the shoe’s on the other foot this time.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, your instinct told you Ailith and Geller would be a good fit, and you were right. There’s no way I would have ever paired the two of them on a one-on-one basis, but it might just work. Usually, it’s my instincts that wow you, and now it’s the other way around.”
Pleased at the compliment, Shirin smiled and popped a piece of fry bread into her mouth. “Happy to be of service, My Lady.”
There was a commotion at the entrance, and they both looked to see Gweyir coming through the room, loudly greeting people as she walked past. She stopped so abruptly that Sábria looked to see what she was staring at.
Prya had turned to see who was making the noise, and she, too, froze when she saw Gwe.
It was obvious Gwe knew who Prya was because several emotions passed over her face. Recognition, followed by distrust, followed by a quick look in Sábria’s direction.
To forestall any misunderstandings, Sábria rose and joined her friend in the middle of the room.
Gwe didn’t waste any time with small talk. “Ya do know she’s th’ King Slayer, right?”
“Yes.”
“And yer th’ equivalent of an Empress in these parts.”
“She’s become a friend of mine. The Goddess considers her one of her Blades and asked me to help her in any way I could. Would you like to meet her?”
Gwe grinned, “I already know her, my Lovely Lover Lass. I just wanted to make sure she wasn’t here to kill ya, or I would have had to kill her first. But now that we’re all friends….” Her huge grin brightened her face, and she shouted, “Prya! This is th’ last place I expected to see yer smilin’ face.”
Prya rose, and Gwe strode over and pulled her into an exuberant bearhug. “It’s right glad I am to hear ya became a Blade.”
Prya pushed away and shook her head. “I’m not sworn to the Temple, Gwe. This is my home now, but for the next little while, at least, I don’t want to stay here or even in Cibía. I left a cloistered life when the Goddess called me, and I don’t want to put myself back into the same situation until I’ve traveled a bit and seen the world.”
“Where ya travelin’ to, then?”
“I haven’t thought that far. Sábria has helped me work through some things and helped me start to get my head straightened out. That’s as far as I’ve gotten.”
Gwe raised her brows and looked back and forth between Prya and Sábria. “Well, th’ Polperro will be here for at least a moon takin’ on repairs. If that head’s screwed on straight by th’ time we leave, come sail with me and me crew. We’ll take ya to places you’ve never heard of, and when yer travelin’ bug’s done, we’ll drop ya right back here on me lover lass’ doorstep.”
When Prya hesitated, Gwe grabbed both women around the shoulders and proclaimed in a loud voice, “Any of ya want to come visit th’ Polperro? I’m takin’ yer Priestess there now to check her out. Yer all welcome to tag along if ya like.”
Shirin sighed and stood up. From past experience, she knew there was no arguing with Gweyir when she’d gotten her teeth into an idea. She pointed to ten Blades who were just finishing up their meals. “All of you, let’s go. Protection detail.”
Sábria rolled her eyes. Also, from past experience, she knew there was no arguing with Shirin when she felt her safety was at stake.
Like a goose leading her flock of goslings, Gwe paraded all thirteen people down to the docks. Before she turned the final corner, she grinned at Sábria. “I’m gonna hold me hand over yer eyes fer this last little bit. I won’t let ya stumble.”
As she walked forward onto the dock, Sábria became suspicious when she heard several people laugh and murmur, “Oh, Great Goddess.” When Gwe removed her hand, Sábria looked around, unsure of what had drawn the others’ attention. The Polperro was docked in the second slip, and she walked forward to get a better look.
Her mouth dropped open when the entire masthead came into view. “You didn’t.”
There, in all her glory, was a perfect likeness of Sábria stretching out from the Polperro’s prow. The only saving grace was that the carving had a black tunic painted over the large breasts and trim belly.
Gwe threw her head back and roared, “Oh, I did, me Lovely Lover Lass. I most certainly did. Yer me Polperro and me Polperro is you. I’ll always come back to ya. Of that, I give ya me solemn word.” With those words, she pulled Sábria into her arms and kissed her deeply and well, and because it was Gweyir Wynlafur, the Arch Priestess smiled into the kiss and melted into the loving arms of the woman she’d thought gone from her life forever.





ALSO BY ALISON NAOMI HOLT
Mystery
Credo’s Hope - Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 1
Credo’s Legacy – Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 2
Credo’s Fire – Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 3
Credo’s Bones - Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 4
Credo’s Betrayal - Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 5
Credo’s Honor - Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 6
Credo’s Bandidos - Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 7
Credo’s Run - Alex Wolfe Mysteries Book 8
Fantasy Fiction
The Seven Realms of Ar’rothi
The Spirit Child–The Seven Realms of Ar’rothi 1
Duchess Rising–The Seven Realms of Ar’rothi 2
Duchess Rampant-The Seven Realms of Ar’rothi 3
Spyder’s Web-The Seven Realms of Ar’rothi 4
Spyder’s Kiss-The Seven Realms of Ar’rothi 5
Aidrafiri: Aevala’s Own - The 7 Realms of Ar’rothi 6
Daughters of Elyon
Elyon’s Blades - Book 1
Elyon’s Ghost - Book 2
Mage of Merigor
Mage of Merigor
Psychological Thriller
The Door at the Top of the Stairs





ABOUT THE AUTHOR
“A good book is an event in my life.” – Stendhal
Alison, who grew up listening to her parents reading her the most wonderful books full of adventure, heroes, ducks, and puppy dogs, promotes reading wherever she goes and believes literacy is the key to changing the world for the better.
In her writing, she follows Heinlein’s Rules, the first rule being You Must Write. To that end, she writes in several genres simply because she enjoys the great variety of characters and settings her over-active fantasy life creates. There’s nothing better for her than when a character looks over their shoulder, crooks a finger for her to follow, and heads off on an adventure. From medieval castles to a horse farm in Virginia to the police beat in Tucson, Arizona, her characters live exciting lives and she’s happy enough to follow them around and report on what she sees.
Alison's previous life as a cop gave her a bizarre sense of humor, a realistic look at life, and an insatiable desire to live life to the fullest. She loves all horses & hounds and some humans… 
For more information:
https://alisonholtbooks.com














Table of Contents
Cover
Elyon’s Ghost
Copyright
Contents
Acknowledgments
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Epilogue
Also by Alison Naomi Holt
About the Author


cover.jpeg
THE DAUGHTERS OF ELYON BOOK TWO

NaSM HOLT





images/00008.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
550,678
R





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg
nrom HOLT





images/00005.jpg





