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1. Baldair


			The very air was alive in the center of the world.

			Patterns struck in bold colors were illuminated by hovering flames. Dancing shadows brought them to life, moving to the sound of steel on steel, the hymn of battle. The scent of ale filled his nose, and the cries of men and women, high and low, filled his ears.

			Prince Baldair Solaris leaned against the side of the dueling ring, elbows on the waist-height wall, fingers at risk of being nicked clean off by a stray blade. From his vantage, he could see every bead of sweat on the duelists’ faces, the red edges of the glancing blows. His eyes caught the vibration of steel as one blade sheered off another with a ringing shinnng.

			“I do not know if this is a good place for us to be…” the man at his left said with the utmost uncertainty.

			Baldair chuckled. “Afraid your mother will find out?” Erion fancied himself some great political manipulator, but he was as easy to read as anyone Baldair had ever met.

			“I can come here if I please,” the young lord insisted.

			“Then relax!” Baldair grabbed the man’s shoulder, giving it a shake as if to work out the tension that strung between his blades like a clothing line. “Really, you’re the only one here not enjoying himself.”

			It was true. Every other spectator was invested in the matters happening in the ring. Baldair turned his attention back to the two duelists with a smile.

			“It’s rare enough I get to come out West. Don’t spoil my fun.”

			“I do nothing but encourage you.” Erion sighed and leaned against the railing of the ring. His fingers curled toward the inside edge, away from the two duelists and their dancing blades.

			“You do not.” Another stole the words right from Baldair’s mouth. Baldair’s second Western friend waited on his other side, ale in hand. “Your rations, m’lord,” he said with a mock bow.

			“Ah thank you, good sir!” Baldair accepted the flagon with all the airs he could muster. “I do think this was just what I needed to enjoy this duel properly.”

			“Not much to enjoy,” Erion mumbled, eyes in the ring.

			Baldair shifted his attention to trace his friend’s stare. He certainly wasn’t wrong. The West was known for its fighters, skilled in magic and blade, so Baldair had expected a much better showing. The ring was generous sometimes to both swordsman and gambler; other times, it was brutal.

			One swordsman had the upper hand. Both fought with old-world curved blades and short daggers, and slashed with snarls and ferocity. But their swings were too wide and their stances far too open. Neither would last an hour against even a lowly initiate in the palace guard.

			Baldair raised the flagon to his lips, savoring the smooth taste of the ale, crisp against the desert heat that still lingered into the early part of the night. It wouldn’t fade until the last of the sepia wash in the night sky had vanished.

			“Why not go back to my estate? I am certain the servants have prepared something befitting your arrival,” Erion tried.

			“And I’m certain it’ll wait.” Baldair patted Erion on the back. He could worry far too much about convention.

			“I heard rumors of a murderer whose victims are always nobles, striking in the next town over from the Crossroads. Might be unwise to be out anyway,” Erion attempted, as though the idea could scare Baldair.

			“Baldair, I think I see a damsel in distress,” Jax mumbled over his own flagon.

			“Where?” Baldair stood, scanning the other side of the ring.

			“Right next to you.” Jax grinned at Erion.

			“Fine,” Erion huffed, “we can stay the whole night for all I care.” 

			A cheer erupted around them. Baldair turned back to the ring to see the larger man hovering over the smaller in the ring. The edge of his sword was pressed between the man’s eyes.

			“Ah, I missed it!” Baldair groaned.

			“Was a good fell, my prince,” a woman from beside them praised.

			Baldair appraised her quickly. She was lithe, a slip of a thing—not someone who would startle him with their wiles. “Expected, however.”

			She nodded. “Tuman was the favorite for this match.”

			“How is the betting shaping?” Coin was weighing down his pocket. It’d be a shame if he had to ride all the way back to Erion’s with it clanging about.

			“Next match is another one-sided ticket,” the woman reported, shifting and standing up on her tip-toes to peer over the heads of the masses gathered around a chalk board currently being re-marked with new names and odds. “A local champion and a no-name newcomer.”

			On cue, a tall, broad-shouldered man—not unlike Baldair’s own physique, the prince appraised with appreciation—vaulted over the wall, accepting his blade from another man behind him. A flash of gold on the opposite side of the ring caught his attention. Baldair turned... and the world faded away.

			In a black-haired sea, she was like a lighthouse, flashing brilliance into what had been his relatively quiet evening of distraction. Powerful thighs eased her fall from hoisting herself over the wall. A wide belt looped around her waist multiple times, barely able to contain the strength carved into the woman’s trunk. It accentuated her generous chest, made all the more lovely by the frame of her perfectly straight golden tresses.

			She was a child of West and South, not unlike Erion, but their features were nearly reversed. Erion inherited his skin from his mother, a fair shade not unlike Baldair’s that complimented his bright blue eyes and offset his dark hair. This woman, however, had the chestnut hue of the West, sun-kissed from birth. Her hair was the straight texture of a Westerner’s, but the color of gold. All combined and set against her light eyes, she seemed to glow as though she were the Mother herself in all her  radiance.

			“How many bugs do you think he will catch before he shuts his mouth?”

			“I think he already has three.” Erion’s jest echoed back to Baldair.

			“Who is that divine creature?” Baldair had no shame for his admiration. Any warm-blooded man, or woman, should have been able to recognize the utter perfection gracing the ring with her booted feet.

			As if she couldn’t be made any more perfect, the blond duelist drew a wide-edged straight sword. Not quite large enough to be called a broadsword, but certainly more substantial than a rapier. Judging from the ease with which she found her hold on it, and the blade’s proportions to her arms and legs, it was no doubt individually crafted specially for her.

			“Is that the favorite?” Baldair asked the woman he had been speaking with earlier.

			“Who, her?” The Westerner was suddenly less warm to him.

			Baldair flashed her a bright smile. He didn’t know why it worked, but it always did—had all his life. Smile at people, and they usually gave him what he wanted. If they still refused, he never pushed. “Yes, the only other lass in here that can hold a candle to your radiance.”

			The woman was skeptical but flattered enough to give him his answer. “No, she’s the newcomer.”

			“What’s her name?” Baldair glanced at the betting board, but there was only an ‘R’ written on one side, nothing more.

			“Who knows.” The woman shrugged, looking back to the arena. “This will be over quickly. I’d bet she’d rather not have the shame attached to her name.”

			Baldair assessed the two fighters again as they each began to move toward their starting stances. The man had easily two stones and a head on her. But she seemed unbothered. A tiny smile played on the woman’s lips, as though she knew some grand secret, but the only way to tell it was through her  sword.

			The prince pulled out a fist full of coin from the depths of his trouser pocket, holding it over his head like a trophy.

			“All of it on the lady!” he shouted from the base of his gut. He was never not heard when he wanted to be.

			The room stilled a moment when he made his announcement.

			“M-my prince, she’s an underdog—I don’t think that’s a wise bet,” the woman behind him whispered.

			Baldair kept his eyes on the mysterious woman in the ring, who now gave him her full attention. She had driven her swordpoint into the barren earth at her feet, palms lazily draped over the hilt. She was smiling now—that same arrogant, knowing smile.

			He smiled back—that same crafted, disarming smile that so easily charmed countless others.

			And the woman began to laugh, pulling her eyes away from him as if he wasn’t magnetic at all.

			He had never been so easily shrugged away. He had never seen a woman so effortlessly disregard his charms. The night was beginning to get interesting.

			“That will be… Thirty-three gold pieces, my prince.” The betmaster spoke from his right, where he had been tallying Baldair’s fist-full of money. “Are you sure you want this all on her…?”

			“I don’t think I’d rather bet on anyone else tonight.” It really wasn’t fair to let him bet. He could see when the sword loved someone, and when the sword didn’t. It was like watching birds fall from a nest. Some plummeted to the earth, some struggled and found the air, but some took to the skies as though they’d never known solid ground. That was how this woman had walked into the ring—as though she owned it.

			“Very well, my prince.” The money monger couldn’t hide his smile. He thought he was about to make a very fat paycheck from a foolish royal.

			Baldair glanced at the betting board. The odds were currently at twelve to one. The poor man—he was going to find quite the opposite shortly.

			“I have every confidence in Lady R.” Nothing was going to take his eyes from the dueling ring again. Not his flagon, not his friends, not the cheers and jeers of the crowd.

			More than the curves of her body, he wanted to watch the shift of her grip, the tension in her legs, the cock of her head. Baldair wanted to see if he was right in how much the sword loved this woman. For, if he was, there was no doubt in his mind that he would not be marching to war without such a person at his side.









			

  [image:  ]






2. Raylynn

			The Crossroads were a cacophony of chaos to her ears.

			Gambling parlors, bars, music clubs, late night markets, and revelries that never stopped all combined into an auditory mess that filled the air until the very sky seemed to blur. Even the sun was afraid of it, as the last light of the day rushed away faster—she would swear—than it did amid the dunes and sand of the deep Waste.

			Raylynn ran her sharpening stone over the edge of her sword again, again, and again. The blade made a dull whisper at first that brightened into a sing-song-like sharpness as she continued. She focused on her blade, on the duet of stone and steel. Raylynn closed her eyes, her fingertips safe with the confidence of years of practice. If she cut herself after all this time with something as simple as sword sharpening, she deserved to bleed.

			Even if it was not the sword she should be holding, even if the blade was a forged substitute for the weapon her mother had wielded, it would not hurt her. It was far quieter than the sword her mother had taught her with, but it still sang in its own way, and, like any blade, she merely had to listen to it and give it what it needed. So long as she did that, it would always treat her well.

			“You’re up.” The two words crashed in upon her meditation with the grace of a war axe.

			Raylynn peered through her eyelashes at the brutish man who had disturbed her. The Crossroads lacked silence, it lacked order, and it lacked grace. But there was one thing it didn’t lack: gold.

			There was nowhere in the world that was richer, save the Imperial Capital. But most of the wealth there was safely tucked away in the coffers of ancient vaults fattened by conquest. It was under the power of a singular man, and, even if Raylynn made the tiresome journey to the frigid South, that man was not about to bet on any of her duels.

			So the Crossroads it was.

			Raylynn followed behind the brute who had been sent to fetch her from her rooftop perch. Above it all, her ears were able to pick out the first winds of the night, the shifting of time, the sand that settled and swirled in the dry air. But, in the thick of it, her hearing changed its focus.

			She heard the thrumming of a new beat, a pulse invisible to most who never took the time to listen for it. It was a sound Raylynn had spent most of her life deciphering—the mood of a room, the atmosphere that surrounded moments where she could just as easily leave triumphant as she could lie in a pool of her own blood, slain.

			In theory.

			In theory, she could be slain. Raylynn quickly picked up on the tone of the space, the word “underdog” and her opponent’s name drifting to her more times than she could count. No one was betting on her. It was the best-case scenario. Her odds of winning were low, which meant her payout would be high when she walked triumphant from the ring.

			Raylynn had put all her remaining gold on herself. Because what good fighter didn’t bet on themselves? Those who didn’t weigh their gold against their own swords were un-trustable cheats.

			The crowds parted for her, clearing her path toward the partition that separated the masses from the arena. With a hop, she was in that same ring and, in that moment, it felt like the center of the world. Everything hinged on her and her skill. There was nothing beyond her, nothing more than her and the blade she held.

			Her opponent was a hulking figure of a man. She’d fought his type more times than she could count: the sort who thought himself called to combat by the gods themselves because he was gifted with the natural ability to put on muscle.

			Well the sword was her job. Muscle didn’t matter. What mattered was how one applied it. And in that way, she could already tell that this fellow would be clumsy. His blade already told her it held no love for him.

			“All of it on the lady!” a voice broke her concentration.

			Raylynn looked for the speaker, her eyes falling on the short-cropped, wavy hair of a large Southern man. She curled her lips into a grin the moment she saw the gold in his hand, the blazing sun pendant cast in gold around his neck. She’d heard the youngest prince had stopped in town before his march to the warfront in the North, but she never actually thought she’d be so lucky to find his coin bolstering the coffers of her duel.

			He caught her eyes, and his lips pulled into a smug smile that seemed to almost hiss in dissonance against the movements of the rest of his body. It was the look of a man still trying to be a boy, one who’d found a mode of attack that worked for him and used it ad nauseam.

			Raylynn burst out laughing. She had no time for boys—unless it was to use her wiles on them. But that was not the case, this time. She was here to work; if the prince wanted to throw his money behind her, then let him. In a twisted way, she was owed a bit of Imperial gold—for her mother’s death in the service of the late Empress, if nothing else.

			“I have every confidence in Lady R,” the prince insisted against the fools who were trying to dissuade him from betting on her.

			That fact caught her attention. Behind the goofy smile and arrogant ease of him was a knowing that filled his eyes. The blade on his hip clinked happily against its scabbard.

			What made him radiate such confidence in her? Could he hear the song of the sword as she could? Did he see past her underdog facade and carefully crafted appearances?

			“Don’t lose my gold. It’s all my allowance.” He winked at her.

			Raylynn was back to laughing. Laughing at his royal arrogance. Laughing at the known joke that existed between them for the fact that they were both so clearly creatures of the blade and could each see it. Laughing at the fact that of the few people in the wide world the sword chose, it would choose him.

			“If I win, split your earnings with me?” She gave him a wink back. The coy play had just the right effect.

			“If you win!”

			Raylynn now had double the incentive in the fight—not that she would have given less than her best if the circumstances didn’t involve—she did a quick mental calculation—enough gold to see her roomed and fed for the next two months, easy. If there was one thing that would make her mother come back from the Father’s halls and slay her, it would be approaching a fight with anything less than perfect intentions to win.

			The shifting of bodies beyond the ring, the cheers, the murmurs, the jolly chatter all faded to a mellow bass-rhythm. It thrummed against her eardrums and melted away like winter frost. All Raylynn listened for was the clang of the bell.

			It cracked through her mind with precision, and Raylynn sprung forward before the large man even had a chance to realize what was happening. The oaf barely had time to bring up his weighty sword and deflect her strike. She huffed in frustration that the fight wouldn’t be over in mere moments.

			Her sword rang from the parry. It hummed with a frequency that told her to swing the blade up and over—to strike wide. The man’s steel sung in a dissonant harmony, less affected by her thinner weapon. Her sword didn’t like the feeling of his edge on her, and Raylynn took heed.

			She half-jumped backward, shifting her grip just slightly to disengage the man’s attack with a u-shape dip of her sword point. She knew that by leaning into the lunge and allowing the momentum to carry her, she could gain the advantage of a side swipe.

			The brute shuffled, seeing her ploy; his feet ground warnings against the packed earth of the ring that echoed loudly in her ears. Raylynn tried to right herself, but he caught her sword arm. The man gave her a tug, thinking he could bring her to him and his blade.

			Raylynn knew she couldn’t out-strong the man—which meant she had to use his strength against him. So she allowed herself to be pulled, twirling inward and bringing her opposite elbow up and into his jaw. It cracked, and the snap made room for a chorus of cheers to enter back into her mind.

			The crowd was loving the fight. She always made for a good show, the mysterious underdog who foolishly pitted herself against the favorite and then put up a challenge. More than put up a challenge—she won.

			Reeling, the man relinquished his hold on her, and Raylynn rolled onto the balls of her feet, half dancing away. The movement allowed her to take a quick reassessment of the situation and how it had evolved. She flipped her sword once, whacking his hand with the flat of the blade. A cock of her wrist, and the edge barely bit into his flesh.

			The oaf was stubborn and proud. He had the labored breathing of a man determined, but a man who wasn’t about to get what he wanted. Raylynn inhaled through her nose, exhaling through her mouth in a counter beat. If he was high, she would be low. They would sing in different registers until she drowned him out.

			He swung, a little too wide, frustration at his missing blows making him clumsy. Raylynn dodged easily. The song was beginning to sing for her and only for her. It was too late to try to stop it.

			Another clumsy attack. Another deft parry. They matched blow for blow, strike for strike. 

			Raylynn let it carry on just long enough that he was goaded into making the mistake she was waiting for. She stepped in, using their height differences to her advantage. He couldn’t navigate her proximity fast enough, and Raylynn pressed the point of her blade into his neck.

			“Not your day.” She grinned, holding the position just long enough for the bell to chime once more.

			Panting, Raylynn stepped back, running a hand through her sweat-slicked hair. She invited the room back into her, the noise filling her mind with information. Viewers seemed to be split between excitement at the newcomer besting the favorite and those bemoaning having bet way too much on what was “certain to be a sure thing.”

			She started for the edge of the ring, her job finished.

			“Wait, wait!” The betting master held up his hands, barring her exit. “You-you didn’t represent yourself properly. You cheated. I can’t be expected to pay out.”

			“I told you I had experience with the sword and that I fought in rings for money.” She sheathed her blade. It was tiresome, but it was not the first time she’d had this particular discussion about her qualifications before and after stepping into the ring. It always happened during an upset.

			The betting master chewed it over, handling the truth better than most. “Then how about double or nothing? Prove it’s not a fluke.”

			That brought a chuckle to her lips. “Who did you have in mind?” It wasn’t in her nature to refuse basically free gold.

			“Allon, would you care to fight the lady?” the betting master called to who Raylynn could only presume was another prized fighter.

			The man shook his head, not shouting to broadcast his refusal to the room.

			“Limmin?”

			“Did you see her fight?” the other man smartly declined.

			“Seems like you don’t have anyone to take this wager.” Raylynn shrugged. She had made enough as it was. Especially if she was taking a cut of the prince’s winnings.

			“I’ll challenge her,” that same prince called suddenly.

			Raylynn put a hand on her hip, looking dully at the royal, already hoisting his muscled frame into the ring.

			“My prince—”

			She held up a hand, silencing the gambling master. Raylynn drew her sword, switching it through the air with a flick of her wrist. The motion carved a grin from the prince’s lips.

			“If I win, you owe me all your winnings from the last fight.”

			“And if I win, you join my personal guard.”

			Raylynn arched her eyebrows. The words struck a cord with her, beyond the fact that it was hardly a fair exchange. A handful or three of gold did not equal a life of service to the crown. She knew that better than anyone. It was a fool’s wager.

			“I accept.” Knowing the foolishness of the bet didn’t make it any more difficult to accept it. There was no way she’d lose.
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3. Baldair

			This woman got more interesting by the moment. She moved like water and stood like steel. She was graceful, but nothing about her seemed delicate. This Lady R would outshine any of the actual formal ladies of the Southern Court with the same ease she was brushing off his challenge. Of that, Baldair had no doubt.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” Erion half-leaned over the railing to hiss his endless worrying. “I do not think it is quite appro—”

			“Aren’t I the prince?” Baldair grinned at him.

			“Yes, but—”

			Erion scowled as much at Baldair’s patronizing look as he did at being interrupted a second time. “Then I think I get to decide what is and isn’t appropriate.”

			“Now, now, Erion, let’s not get in the way of our prince when he so clearly wants to sink his sword into the lass.”

			Baldair roared with laughter. Jax was always good for levity in any situation, even when it was utterly uncalled for. Which, in truth, made his inappropriate jokes all the more amusing.

			“Are you boys quite done?” the swordswoman drawled. There wasn’t the slightest offense in her voice at the not so subtly lewd jest. “Don’t let me get in the way,” she continued when she had their attention. “I don’t want to make either of you lads jealous because your prince wants to play swords with me instead.”

			This woman would fit in with their lot quite well, Baldair deemed. He could think of no one he would want to bring to war with him more than a lovely lass with a sharp tongue and sharper sword. Even better was that she knew how to use both. 

			“Well, should we assume the position?” Baldair motioned toward the center of the ring where the two duelists usually began.

			“At your leisure.”

			“I don’t think you’ve ever operated at a man’s leisure in your life.” Baldair had met countless women over the years, and they all had one thing in common: he could have them begging for more without giving them anything to begin with. This woman was clearly different. She was making him work for every look, and the effort was a new delight.

			“I let them think I do.”

			“I doubt that as well.” The comment earned a smirk. Baldair turned to the ringmaster. “Any time.”

			The man clearly had reservations. Baldair tried to stand as tall as he could, squaring his shoulders. He ignored the snicker he could swear he heard from under Lady R’s breath at the sight.

			Despite having hit a growth spurt that promised him nearly Jax’s height and twice Erion’s muscle, Baldair still felt like a child wearing his father’s shoes. He was growing into his frame and his voice had always mustered the ability to echo throughout rooms. But he still fought to hide the unease that the idea of commanding people, truly commanding them over something important, still brought him.

			The ringmaster, obedient and begrudging, turned to the bell.

			Baldair refocused his attention on the woman before him, and the way he saw her shifted like a mirage in the desert. Where he had seen a vision of beauty, the promise of talent, an amusement to fill his evening, now stood a swordswoman. The ring fell away, one person at a time, until all that existed was him and her.

			He watched the tension coil in her muscles, the slow sink of her knees, the transfer of weight toward the balls of her feet. She moved slowly to him, his eyes trained on every fiber-twitch of her muscles. Baldair didn’t even hear the bell ring. He knew it had been rung by the way the tendons in her wrist protruded suddenly, her grip tightening, telling him she was about to strike.

			Baldair met her attack—a dropped slash pulled into a forward jab—with a well-placed parry. Using the way her sword bounced off his to predict her flow of momentum, he side-stepped, nearly flanking her. The lady ducked under his attack, scrambling away with a palm on the ground.

			A lot of theories on swordplay had been espoused to him over the years, but no words lived up to what Baldair saw. No amount of footwork could prepare him for the unique blend of experiences and techniques that lived in every opponent he faced. The only thing that could was keeping both eyes open, seeing through the person into the will that drove their  sword.

			So long as he did that, he could see every movement before it happened.

			They fell into step. A flurry of blades, a series of jabs, feet and arms and bodies that almost touched in twists and turns and close calls that gave the appearance of a more significant danger than either were actually in. In actuality, the two of them had an extraordinary amount of control—one of the few areas Baldair could boast control in.

			He wouldn’t so much as nick her, not even with the heft of his blade, unless he chose to. She was clearly a woman of precision with years of practice, so he felt assured in much the same. It was rare for him to meet so well-matched an opponent—to engage a partner not holding back out of false obligation to him as the prince, or one so clumsy that it was nearly distracting.

			It was a welcome change.

			Baldair caught a glimpse of her face in a turn. Sweat beaded off her cheeks and shimmered at her brow. Her ocean-colored eyes were alight, her dusky lips parted in a pant, curling in something that looked like pleasure.

			The prince’s lips pulled upward in a smile of his own, a shared secret they kept between them. Her gaze held his, and by the time he recognized the feeling of her palm sliding up his forearm, the damage had been done.

			She’d stolen his eyes and with it his mind.

			The point of her sword pressed under his jaw, right by the dimple of his chin. Baldair swallowed, entranced all the more at the sudden realization that she’d bested him. The room was inked back into existence with broad strokes of his consciousness as he took in the sight around him once more.

			Lady R eased away, sheathing her sword. The only sound was the dirt that ground under her boots as she strolled over to the point at which she’d entered the ring.

			Baldair rubbed his neck with a wild grin. He broke the silence by bringing his hands together, clapping furiously.

			“Well done!” he roused the room to join him from their stunned and uncertain silence at the prospect of cheering for someone who bested an Imperial prince. “To the victor this evening, well done.”

			The woman gave one more sly look, a tuck of her hair behind her ear, a mocking bow of her head, and then collected her pouch of earnings and disappeared without further word.
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4. Baldair

			He continued to stare at the space she had just vacated. It took him a leisurely few seconds of distraction to leave the ring and return to where his friends stood. She had utterly disarmed him in every literal and metaphorical meaning of the word.

			Baldair accepted his flagon back from Erion or Jax or whoever handed it to him. He rested his elbows on the wall around the ring, continuing to stare, wishing she was there again.

			Where had she gone off to? Where did a fighter like that live? Where did she train? How had she learned what she knew?

			The questions rattled around in his mind, making up for the lack of rattling in his coin purse after he had lost most of his gold for the evening. He rolled the flagon back and forth in his hands, utterly uninterested in its now-warm contents. If he pursued, would he find her again? Or had he missed his chance? Had he found a swordswoman like that only to lose her to the same grand and perhaps cruel mystery that had brought her into his life?

			Baldair finally took a sip of the lukewarm ale, finding himself just distracted enough for it to be palatable. The woman had certainly done a number on him if he was being so philosophical.

			A hand waved itself in front of his eyes. “Baldair, Baldair… Erion, I fear we’ve lost him.”

			“Then leave him be, I am hungry.” His friends’ words slowly filtered back to him.

			“Come now, our lovestruck puppy, even you need chow.” Jax wrapped an arm around his shoulders, which Baldair promptly shrugged off.

			“I’m not lovestruck.” He laughed at the idea. She was entrancing, certainly. But love? That was an emotion he had never quite indulged in any form. There was too much to experience, too many people to meet. Love meant being tied down, and stripping your future of all there was to learn from the people—and specifically, the women—of the world.

			“Lust-struck, then?” Jax clarified with a chuckle of his own.

			That Baldair couldn’t outright deny.

			“Could you be growing up, my prince?” Erion used the appropriate titling, but nothing about it sounded respectful. “To be—how did you put it, Jax? Lust-struck? And not be chasing after the skirt? I am quite proud.”

			“And perhaps a little preemptive,” Baldair corrected with a smug grin. He had been thinking about it, but hearing Erion voice the words made the idea sound all the better.

			“Baldair—”

			“It’ll just take a moment!” he called, already breaking away from his friends and working his way outside.

			It was more than just a moment, all told. Baldair asked three different fighters, the owner of the establishment, and the betting master, but none of them seemed to have any idea who Lady R was or where she came from. Worse yet, it seemed the woman had not been seen in the Crossroads prior to this duel; most chalked it up to her being a drifter of some variety. Likely even an outlaw.

			Dejected, Baldair returned to Jax to find Erion inexplicably vanished.

			“He was hungry and went on ahead,” Jax explained, pushing away from the wall he’d been leaning on.

			“Ahead to where?” Baldair asked, burying his hands in his pockets.

			“Over there.” Jax pointed to a small stand on the outside of a humble establishment down the road from the dueling ring. “I take it no leads on your Lady R?”

			“She’s not mine.” Yet, Baldair added mentally.

			“Yet.” Jax didn’t miss a beat, making the prince wonder if he had spoken aloud.

			Baldair shook his head in amusement. The man had been with him going on four years, after Baldair had agreed to help Erion bail out his friend from execution. Technically owned by the crown, there was always an edge to Jax that Baldair couldn’t quite dull, despite his best efforts. But they had made headway into something more like “friends” than “master and servant” or “forced allies”. Baldair was patient with the process, but unwavering in it. He wouldn’t accept forced loyalty from any man or woman. It was willingness or nothing.

			“I doubt she ever will be. Who knows where she went off to? It’s not like I have much to go on…”

			“You could try another dueling ring?” Jax suggested.

			Baldair shook his head. There was no point. A woman like that was calculated. She knew what she was fighting for and had likely achieved it several times over. If she was careful and didn’t risk the ire of the gambling rings, she could make a good living on skills like that.

			“I see you have no Lady R in tow,” Erion observed, a spoon of rice hovering over a bowl in the aura of the food cart’s lighting.

			“Gone, a mystery forever,” Baldair lamented, pouring on the drama in an effort to hide how much the fact truly disappointed him.

			“For the best.” Erion continued with his food, speaking between bites and chewing. His upbringing clearly didn’t permit him to speak and chew at the same time. It was proper etiquette, but seeing it in such a humble place made Erion stand out all the more. As if his rigid posture and carefully formed words weren’t enough. The man never failed to amuse Baldair with his mere existence. “A woman like that is not one you want to be involved with.”

			“A woman like that is precisely who we need at the front,” Baldair insisted.

			“You do not really know who or what we need at the front, yet.”

			Erion wasn’t trying to jab, but the remark pricked Baldair squarely between the ribs. It was true; he had no idea what he needed to do to prepare for war—real war—people-dying-and-depending-on-him war. He had only killed two people in his life, and the feeling of his sword in their guts still haunted him some nights.

			“Don’t fault him for wanting something lovely to look at amid the carnage,” Jax scolded Erion. “It’s not like your face is anything to write home about.”

			Erion’s feathers were visibly ruffled. Baldair laughed off his worries. He had time still. He had two months before the main army from the South would meet up with reinforcements from the East and West and march North. He’d figure out what it was like to lead before then.

			Somehow.

			A shrill whistle broke the evening, echoed by others. A group of men and women sprinted down the road shortly thereafter. Tabards bearing the Imperial sun on the front and rising Phoenix of the West on the back fluttered around their chests, headed toward the source of the sound.

			“What was that about?” Baldair mused aloud, watching the corner the Crossroads guards had rounded.

			“Only one way to find out.” Jax made a motion for Baldair to lead.

			“Wait, no, I’m not done.” Erion looked dejectedly at his  food.

			“You can eat more back at the estate later!” Baldair called over his shoulder. There were always servants up waiting on Erion and his family’s beck and call. The Le’Dan estate was like its own palace in that respect.

			Baldair heard another grumble from Erion’s direction—something about not running into danger before it was absolutely necessary—but was too far away now to make out the words.

			Like schoolboys attracted by a dark fascination, the three men pursued the guards with varying levels of enthusiasm. A group of seven had formed a semicircle around what was quite clearly a murder scene. Common folk quickly filled in the gaps around them to get a better look.

			“She did it!” a man shouted, pointing from the other side of the circle.

			Baldair pulled his eyes away from the sight of the blood oozing out of the face-down dead man up to the woman who was standing over him. She had pulled her hair back into a braid, looping it into a sort of bun near the nape of her neck. But her eyes were unmistakable.

			Lady R.

			“She murdered him in cold blood!”

			As poised as she was in the ring, the woman was unbothered by the claims. She stood, relaxed, hand on the sword at her hip as if to caution off the guards that she would do the same to them if they were bold enough to challenge her to it.

			“Are these claims true?” one of the guards spoke over the murmuring of the crowd.

			“They are, in that I did kill him.” She didn’t waste her breath denying it and didn’t seem remotely flustered by admitting the truth.

			“Told you women like her were bad to involve yourself with,” Erion mumbled.

			“I killed him because he stole something from me—an assault to my person when he did not return it or tell me of its whereabouts,” she informed the guards. “It was self-defense.”

			“Do you have evidence of this?”

			“None other than my word.” Lady R spoke as though her word was all the assurance the guards would ever need. It was enough to make Baldair wonder if there wasn’t some royalty somewhere in her.

			“Were there any witnesses to this claim?”

			“I saw her kill him!” another shouted.

			“I already said I killed him,” Lady R sighed tiredly.

			“I’m afraid we’ll need to take you to the guard offices for further questioning.”

			Baldair watched the situation unfold dangerously. The guard began to move for her, and her stance changed ever-so-slightly. Her foot eased backward, balancing herself evenly. Her scabbard tilted just so with the pressure from her grip on the handle. She was going to fight her way out if they tried to take her.

			She would win.

			“I can vouch for her!” Baldair stepped forward.

			“What are you doing?” Erion hissed.

			The guards all looked to him. “As the prince of our Empire, I vouch for her.”

			“M-my prince.” The previously advancing guard startled, glancing between him and Lady R. “If you say so…”

			Baldair looked back to the woman, who said nothing, and prayed he had somehow not just spared a cold-blooded murderer.

			“On with all of you, then.” The guards began to usher people away.

			Lady R continued on without so much as a backward glance at him.

			Baldair pushed through the filtering crowd, ignoring the skeptical looks and suspicious whispers at his actions, gossip already sparking to flame. He finally made it to the other side, the swordswoman several steps ahead.

			“Wait!” he called. She actually stopped. He was so surprised, it took an arch of her eyebrows and an impatient look to inspire him to finish his thought. “Join my guard?”

			“I told you I would if you beat me in the duel, which you did not.” It wasn’t an outright no, and the amusement in her voice was encouragement enough.

			“I just got you out of a bind.” The look from a nearby woman made Baldair wish he hadn’t said as much quite so loudly.

			“And you did so without negotiating for anything special in advance,” she said after a moment’s thought. “You should be more careful before you act out of the goodness of your heart. I don’t owe you something because you decided to be kind.”

			“You should show more respect for your prince,” Erion spoke in Baldair’s defense. Baldair hadn’t even realized the Western noble was at his side.

			The woman gave a low humming noise. “I think you give him enough respect for the rest of us.”

			Baldair couldn’t stop his laughter.

			“Goodnight, my prince.” 

			“At least tell me your name.”

			She paused, thinking it over. “Raylynn,” she said cautiously.

			Raylynn, he thought, running the name across his mind. It was pretty and foreign to him. Like the song of a lark he had never quite heard before.

			“We will be at the Le’Dan estate, Raylynn!” he yelled to her retreating back. “Duel me again—give me another chance to earn your loyalty for my guard!”

			She didn’t turn again nor grace him with a response. But he knew she’d heard him in the way her shoulders lifted in quiet amusement, laughter only for herself. It was distracting enough that Baldair didn’t even hear a moment of Erion’s lamentations all the way back to the estate.
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5. Raylynn

			She walked away from the endeavor unscathed but with no more information on the whereabouts of her mother’s sword than she’d had when she arrived at the Crossroads.

			The gods had created the notion of nobility to be a pain in Raylynn’s rear. Dead princesses, old Western nobles with decaying ideals, Imperial princes—nothing good had ever come of the lot of them, and they all thought far too highly of themselves. She flipped a coin across the back of her knuckles in thought, sending it from one side of her hand to the other with mindless ease.

			Well, at least I got some gold out of the prince. That had made him good for something. The pouch of coin clanged loudly against her hip. It seemed to call back to its former owner, reminding her that she had taken something from nobility without giving something in return.

			She usually found the sound of gold joyful. Presently, it was like the droning of a crone wailing on about the Father’s eternal judgment in the realms beyond.

			The Crossroads began to melt away into the desert. The sands of the Waste, like time, claimed all. Even the mighty bastion of commerce eventually gave way to the endless dunes and cloying darkness that surrounded it. The sandstone houses and flat-roofed, compact structures of the Crossroads began to diminish, the grand archways that soared between them like sapling branches disappearing in kind.

			Raylynn had set up her makeshift camp on the edge of town between a condemned building, crumbling at its corners, and an abandoned home that had been claimed by mostly harmless drifters. She would have preferred a proper bed, but she had a general rule of not staying in any inns in the towns she hustled, even ones as big as the Crossroads. One never knew what rich lord owned both a gambling hall and lodging. And, unless she had been in the town enough times to know who owned what, she made it a point not to sleep under the rooftops of those who would slit her neck in a rage over lost coin.

			Raylynn dropped her satchel, the valuables in it clanking loudly, next to the makeshift lean-to she’d created with a strip of discarded canvas against one of the fractured walls. Sitting next to it, she tilted her head back. The sky above the Crossroads was tainted by the town that never slept. Her friends, the constellations, were hidden by a haze of light that never fully dimmed.

			What had the prince been thinking? She couldn’t figure out his motivations. The man certainly owed her nothing. But he had spared her the trouble of cutting her way out of a sticky situation, and his intervention would yield returns: things were much neater when she didn’t have to worry about a warrant for her arrest somewhere.

			Unsheathing her sword, she rummaged around for her oil and sharpening stone. But even the repetitive motions left her no more settled. Not even the ringing of her blade, singing happily at her care, could put the matter to rest in her mind.

			He had asked her to be part of his guard. Raylynn chewed over the idea. Promises her mother made to long-gone nobility echoed in her mind.

			She paused again, leaving her blade across her knees to braid and unbraid her hair. Her hands knew the movements before her mind could think them. More than oaths or words, she believed in the Goddess’s truth. The red lines of fate drawn by the Mother Goddess herself in time would mirror the red lines Raylynn drew in the foes that stood against her.

			Those lines were her own. No man, woman, noble, or royal could change them or affect them. While she would draw them in her own time, on her own terms and as she was capable, not even she could alter them. Raylynn felt the pull of fate weighing on her already. 

			At the very least, if this was the moment that had been foretold, she would attempt to keep her dignity and settle a score along the way.

			Packing her things took little to no time, given how lightly she made it a point to travel. Having a prince around might not be a bad thing, she tried to rationalize. She already had hazy ideas of some uses for him if he proved remotely competent. 

			The ones she sought, the ones who had taken her mother’s sword—the Knights of Jadar—were old nobles. Even if they swore against the Empire at every turn, they were still slaves to their titles; a prince could command respect and results others could not. Perhaps she could use this whole “prince’s guard” notion to her advantage. Perhaps she could even use the crown to root out the one thing she had left of her mother in the world.

			That brought a smirk to her face.

			Not a soul bothered her on her way back through town on a slightly different trajectory than she had walked before. While most could not hear the song of the sword, there was something about those the blade chose that all people could just seem to see. Perhaps it was the way she walked, or the way her hand fell on her hilt? Or it might be a certain clanking of her scabbard. Either way, even when she was known to be carrying gold or other valuables, she walked unbothered.

			The rare times some ignorant fool thought it wise to challenge her, she made a quick example of them. That usually discouraged others in the town from doing so for the remainder of the time she was there. At least, that was the case in towns smaller than the Crossroads—and in towns where the Knights didn’t seem to be lurking like vermin. Her hunt of them hadn’t exactly made the shadowy organization fond of her.

			Every Westerner knew where the Le’Dan estate was. It was the only structure that rivaled the castle in Norin, and was sometimes called the “Jewel of the West”—harking back to the Le’Dan family trade in jewelry, the lush gardens that sprung up over the tall walls surrounding the property, and the ornamentation within so lavish it could make a king blush.

			It was a study in excess, and Raylynn had only ever seen its outer walls. In her travels, she had met the unsavory sorts who talked tall of its grand innards. She had her doubts. The only thing rumored to compare to its loveliness was its security; not many thieves ever made it out alive. Those who did were usually smart enough not to boast of their conquest.

			All things considered, Raylynn didn’t even attempt subversion. She didn’t look for an unguarded back door, or an easy place to scale the relief sculpting the outer wall. She walked right up to the front gate.

			Four times her size, the ironwork was a play of hard and soft. Strong vertical beams supported a latticework of lace-like detailing that must have taken the most talented of Firebearers years of metalworking to complete. It obscured the gate man who strolled over upon seeing her.

			“Can I help you?”

			“I’m here to see the prince.”

			“What business might you have with Prince Baldair?” The bars did not obscure the servant so much that it hid his skepticism, or his clearly low assessment of her.

			“He’s expecting me,” she replied with all the arrogance she had ever seen nobles muster. She knew the question of who she was would rankle the back of his mind the whole time he was delivering the message to the main building. And it was an awfully long walk to the primary manor house. “Tell him Lady R is calling.”

			Begrudgingly, the man gave a small bow and departed inward.

			Raylynn folded her arms over her chest, leaning her back against the gate. Part of her mind wanted to question what she was doing, but she squelched it. Her hands had tied her hair in braids for battle. Her feet had carried her with confidence. She had walked the red line so clearly laid out for her by the will of mother and Mother alike. She had to trust in the Goddess.

			If she lost her faith, she lost everything.

			“Why have you not let her in?” The booming voice carried over the wind before the hasty footsteps caught up with it. “Let Lady Raylynn in, open the gates.”

			She pushed away, allowing the servants to do as they were commanded. Like unwrapping a present, the obscured villa came into view. Tree-lined walkways and bejeweled fountains sat between small houses and workshops, all standing at attention before the main building that towered like a lord above all its domain.

			“I didn’t think you would come,” the prince said with a note of victory. The royal thought he’d win that easily.

			“Well, I don’t like debts.” She strolled in, uninvited. One of the two Western men at the prince’s side eyed her sideways—no doubt one of the little Le’Dan Lords. “All the rumors of the Le’Dan estate seem to hold true.”

			“Welcome to my home.” The man with the cropped hair confirmed her suspicions. He had the darker hair of the West, but Southern eyes like the sky and fair skin to match. He was a child of two worlds, like her.

			She remembered that the Lord Le’Dan’s choice of a Southern bride over a Western one had been quite the scandal when it happened. Given all the time he’d reportedly spent visiting the castle of Norin in his youth, many in the West had whispered of him favoring one of the princesses of the last king, and ending the age old Le’Dan and Ci’Dan feud through marriage. But he chose a Southern lady shortly after the war ended and squelched the notion.

			“I won’t be here long.” She waved away the notion of propriety. “You said you wanted me to join your guard?”

			“Yes.” The prince jumped in at the first opportunity. “The Golden Guard.” He motioned to the gold bracers on the two men’s forearms that matched his own. “It’s my personal guard, an elite fighting group of the most honorable and talented across the land.”

			The long-haired man at the prince’s side snorted at the word “honorable,” earning a glance from the prince and a smirk from Raylynn. She already knew who she favored between the prince’s lackeys.

			“Why do you want me to join?” Whatever he said now would hold great weight. Raylynn could feel it in her words.

			“Because…” The prince faltered. Just like every noble she’d ever met, he lacked purpose. “You’re incredibly talented.”

			“You got his sword excited,” the man who was now arranging his hair into a high knot on the back of his head added dryly. 

			Oh yes, she liked that one.

			“Jax!” Prince Baldair groaned, confirming the suspicion. That was good information. If the prince found her wiles appealing, she could use them to her advantage. It wouldn’t be the first time, or the last. Men and women alike were incredibly simple in that respect.

			Raylynn let loose a low humming noise, a sound of pure seduction, playing into the new duel she found herself fighting. She took a step closer, placing her palm on the prince’s chest. “Is that so?”

			He arched his eyebrows and tilted his head, but he did not pull away. If anything, she felt him swell under her with an eager breath. There it was, that pull, that spark to his eyes. The combative look she’d seen in the arena. It was raw and primal, something given at birth and not earned in life.

			Raylynn eased away with a small laugh. It sounded equal parts amusement and disgust with herself that she would really allow herself to be involved with the prince. “Very well, you may come with me, Baldair.”

			“That is Prince Baldair,” the little Le’Dan Lord corrected.

			“It’s Baldair if I so please.” Raylynn challenged the prince with a look. “At least, if he wants me to join your infantile group.”

			“Where are we going?” The prince was curious and eager before apprehensive. 

			“I want to see if you are worth my talents.” She drew out the last word, playing her voice like an instrument tuned specifically for the male ear. “Since you could not beat me in the ring, I have a task I want you to help me complete.”

			“Very well.”

			“Baldair—” the Lord Le’Dan hissed. “You don’t even know what she wants you to do.”

			“When do we leave?” The prince ignored the man who seemed bent on attempting to mother him.

			“Now.” Raylynn inspected her nails nonchalantly. “I’ll give you… until I feel like leaving, to get ready. I would hurry if I were you.”
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6. Baldair

			“Baldair, think about this for just a moment.” Erion was relentless. “What you are doing is insane.”

			“How is it any different from when we go off on a little trip?” Baldair took the steps with haste, trying to think of anything he might need to bring. She still hadn’t told him exactly where they would be headed, or what they would be doing. Her insistent obfuscation of her intentions combined with the coy presentation of what little information she did give him was downright thrilling. Baldair knew she was toying with him, but it was a rare treat indeed when he could meet a woman who would spar with him at every level.

			“Do you want me to count the ways?” Erion sighed.

			“You’re just sore because she said you couldn’t come.” Baldair grinned at the idea of being alone with this sword-swinging beauty for however long they would be gone.

			“Please,” Erion scoffed. “You think a woman like that excites me?” 

			“I’m not sure if any woman excites you. Never seen you with one.”

			“That is far from the point here.” He was so easy to rile.

			Jax gave a snicker. “As fun as it is to see Erion be rejected… I do find myself agreeing with him.”

			“Not you, too,” Baldair groaned, opening the door to what had been made his room for his time at the estate. The concept of moderation was more foreign to the Le’Dan aesthetic than it was even at the palace. So much gold was gilded on the furniture that Baldair was surprised the room didn’t fall right through the wooden flooring onto the heads of those below.

			“I don’t like that you’re going on your own,” Jax explained simply. “I’d rather I went with you.”

			“You’re not my mother, either of you.” Baldair rummaged through the trunks that the palace staff had insisted be sent ahead of him “for his comfort” for some sort of satchel or pack that wouldn’t require a carriage to haul.

			“No, but I am your dog.”

			“I thought I ordered you to stop that,” Baldair mumbled. He finally found a leather pack that would suffice. He hated ordering Jax around. If he could offer the man his freedom outright, he would. But the Emperor, his father, had insisted he could not, since doing so would be considered a great offense to the Western Court, given the history of Jax’s crimes and the false perception the man had insisted on perpetuating after the fact. “The Empire depends on the West,” his father had said. So Baldair allowed only the bare minimum of Jax’s servitude to stand, and even that was mostly for show.

			“Fine, then my life is forfeit without you.”

			Baldair sighed at the long-haired Westerner. That much may be true. If he died, Jax would be solely at the Emperor’s whim. Or, even worse, perhaps fall under Aldrik’s command. The very idea of his older brother having any hand in Jax’s life—more than he already did as the leader of the Tower of Sorcerers, of which Jax was a part—made Baldair want to gag.

			“I’ll be fine.”

			“You don not know that,” Erion said pragmatically. “What if she tries to murder you in your sleep? We already know she can best you in a fight. You, of all people.”

			“If she wanted to murder me, she would have done so when she had her sword at my throat.”

			“In front of everyone?” Erion rolled his eyes.

			“It’s far more likely that she would wait until there were no witnesses. Since she clearly knows how to rile you up.” Jax teamed up with their friend. “Trust the murderer on this one.”

			Baldair didn’t even dignify the comment with a response.

			“I told you earlier, there are cases of a murderer targeting Western nobles in the area.”

			“Good thing I’m not Western.” Baldair shrugged off Erion’s concern. There were murderers everywhere.

			“But you are noble enough to make up for it, perhaps.” 

			“She doesn’t seem like the type,” Baldair insisted.

			“Neither do I.”

			It was Erion’s turn to shoot Jax a glare at the self-deprecating comment. The Western lord spoke, opting to continue the conversation rather than linger on the topic of murderers. “Just insist we can come. Then we will be there to help keep you  safe.”

			Baldair stared at the pack and the meager provisions he had placed in it. A change of clothes, a traveling cloak that could double as a blanket, his official royal signet that would give him all the gold, quarters, and safekeeping he could ever want—his life condensed into a handful of necessities. The pack was a stark contrast to the excess that surrounded him—excess he had lived with since birth. Comforts left and right, all things taken care of.

			“You won’t always be there to keep me safe.” Baldair knew his friends meant well. 

			“We are your guards.” Erion lifted his arm, showing a more polished version of the bracer that Jax had made from the pirate gold they found last summer.

			“And I will need to be able to split you from myself and from each other as my most trusted leaders in the battles to come.” It was a truth Baldair hadn’t wanted to see in all the meetings and lessons he’d had since the war with Shaldan had begun. But, as the days dwindled, the path to the war front had been laid out for him. This was perhaps his last opportunity to deviate before responsibility was thrust upon him, a mantle he would never be able to remove once it was settled on his shoulders. “You cannot always be there to protect me at war.”

			Both men had the sense not to argue the fact.

			“I know you mean well.” Baldair ran a hand through his hair. He didn’t want to disappoint or worry his friends. “But I need to do this. Myself.”

			Erion had the look of a dejected child as Baldair threw the pack over his shoulder. Jax remained silent. But there was a tacit acceptance hovering around both of them. Their summer of gallivanting was expiring. So too, the time when being wild young men was an excuse to behave as they saw fit. In no time at all, they would be transformed into men of war and action, and of death.

			“Just be careful.” Erion stood from where he had flopped on the edge of Baldair’s bed.

			“Aren’t I always?”

			“No,” both answered in unison.

			A breathless servant appeared in the doorway. “My prince, the Lady Raylynn told us to inform you that you were taking too long. She left.” The man seemed horrified to even repeat it.

			“Oh, Mother above.” Baldair gave a quick thanks to the man and sprinted down the hall, leaving his friends behind for the darkness of the night and one last wild adventure before the days of war.
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7. Baldair

			He sprinted across the desert sands, leaving the glitz and glow of the Le’Dan estate behind him. The wind blew away his tracks, as if to hide the only path that led back to the safe hideaway he’d intended to house him until being forced to confront the horrors of war. Luckily for Baldair, there wasn’t much in the desert to obscure his view, and he saw the woman in question even if he didn’t have her footsteps to guide him.

			“Wait!” he called after her. “Wait just a moment.”

			“I waited enough.” She acknowledged him with a small wave but didn’t so much as turn to look at him.

			Baldair shifted his pack. Whatever frustration he felt mustered nothing more than a grin. It was as if the Mother herself had handed this woman to him, carefully crafted to be everything he’d ever wanted without him having to ask. 

			He ran as fast as he could across the slippery sands, crossing the gap between them. Raylynn acknowledged him with a sideways glance and slipped her satchel over her shoulder. She held it out to him expectantly.

			“Yes?” Baldair blinked at it, utterly unable to infer a meaning.

			“I don’t feel like carrying it,” she hummed.

			It was like one of the logic puzzles Aldrik so favored that did nothing more than put splitting pain between Baldair’s temples. Why would she want me to carry it? He couldn’t come up with a serviceable solution to the riddle. 

			Raylynn pushed the bag strap to the center of his chest and let go, leaving him no choice but to scramble to catch it before it fell. It was deceptively heavy—not enough to be a bother, but heavier than what the woman’s casual strolling belied. It was the clanking as he hoisted it to his shoulder that alerted him to the real reason why it had such weight.

			“You’re making me carry my own gold?” Baldair balked at the irony.

			“I won it from you fair, so I think that makes it my gold.” Raylynn hadn’t stopped walking, leaving Baldair tripping over himself on the shifting sands to catch up yet again.

			“And why am I carrying it?”

			“Oh, don’t tell me a big strong man such as yourself can’t handle a bag from little ol’ me?” The demure falsetto didn’t fit anything about the woman, and the contrast was hilarious.

			“Is that how it is? I’m your servant now?” Baldair arched his eyebrows in a challenge. No one had ever been so presumptuous.

			“I am doing the grand favor of taking you along; you should make yourself useful.”

			“You’re doing me the favor?”

			“Just so.”

			“How could you possibly figure?” Baldair roared with laughter. “I offered you a life that isn’t…” He looked around, realizing for the first time exactly how far they were from the Crossroads. “Wandering the desert.”

			“You really are a prince, aren’t you?”

			“I thought it obvious?” Baldair ran a hand through his hair, letting it fall dramatically back into place with a small smirk. Where usually he’d watch other women melt, Raylynn remained unfazed. “My reputation generally precedes me.”

			“That it does.”

			There was a long pause wherein he expected her to say something further, but the woman was silent. Raylynn caught his eye, and Baldair urged her to continue with a look.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, did you mistake the fact for a good thing?”

			For once, Baldair kept his mouth shut. He had lost too many battles for one day.

			They slept under the stars that night, in the sand just off the East West Way—the main road that ran from the capital of the West to the capital of the East. Infinity stretched above him, pulled taut to the point that light from the realms beyond winked through. Stardust scattered between the fractals like a glittering brush stroke on a pitch-black canvas. It was more sky than he regularly saw in the Southern capital or the Crossroads, and Baldair fell asleep wondering just how  many sights there were in the world he had yet to truly take notice of.

			Sunlight seared through his eyelids early the next morning, reminding him just how early the sun rose. Baldair rolled onto his side, covering his eyes with his forearm.

			“Up with you.” A foot nudged his shoulder.

			“It’s so early,” he groaned.

			“And we’ve a lot of ground to cover yet.”

			“Where are we headed?”

			“I haven’t decided.” She teased her fingers through her hair, coaxing out knots and snags whipped there by desert winds, before plaiting it back into intricate braiding he’d only ever really seen in fashion in the West before.

			“Then how can you know we have a lot of ground to cover?” Baldair lay still, trying to convince himself that his body would function this early. It was even earlier than Major Zeriam had been forcing him out of bed for practice.

			“That’s what the wind tells me,” she responded cryptically.

			“What are you, some sort of wind spirit?” Baldair finally managed a sitting position.

			“Windwalkers died off years ago.” Raylynn stared at the sun where it rose from the Eastern horizon.

			“You answer questions with riddles.”

			“Just because you don’t seem to comprehend the answer doesn’t mean it’s a riddle.” It was a small victory when she gave a yawn. “Now, this all needs to be tidied.”

			Baldair looked at the cloak she had used as a blanket the night before, somewhat proud they’d had the same idea on how to manage a bedroll in the desert. “What’s all this?”

			“My bedroll.” Raylynn had already begun walking.

			“Why can’t you put it away?”

			“Because you’re making yourself useful to me, remember?”

			“I thought you had a task for me.” He wanted to complete it as quickly as possible. The sooner he did, the sooner she would be an official member of his guard.

			“I don’t know if you’re worthy of completing it yet.”

			The idea of someone not deeming him “worthy” grated Baldair in all the wrong ways in all the wrong places. He tried to live an honorable life. He tried to fight for what was noble and right. He was a prince!

			As much as Baldair hated pulling rank, this woman made an appealing case for it as she tested him and every last thread of patience he had woven together for her.

			“Do you have something to say?” She turned, as if sensing his discontent. “Because if you do, you can walk back to the teat of luxury that is the Le’Dan estate and suckle from it all you want.”

			“Did I do something to offend you?” Baldair was up, balling up his cloak and shoving it into his own pack. He wasn’t keen on the implication of him being an infant. “All I can remember doing is showing you kindness and generosity.”

			“Kindness isn’t kindness when it’s not freely given.” 

			Baldair pursed his lips, containing any kind of retort. He was tired, and while the sand hadn’t been expressly uncomfortable, it was far less so than the feather-topped mattresses at the Le’Dan estate.

			There would be no lux accommodations at the war front.

			So, he kept the notion of pulling rank to himself. He took her cloak and, with all the delicacy he could muster, folded it neatly, tucked it into the woman’s bag and hoisted that on his own shoulder. Raylynn cast a discerning eye in his direction, but her silence was her approval that morning.

			And the morning after that.

			And the morning after that.
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8. Raylynn

			Her princeling could be taught—a damn near miracle.

			At first, she thought he was going to pitch a fit and make their time together shorter than it had to be. Really, Raylynn was betting on it being merely a matter of time until he did something she couldn’t forgive, and the prophecy that had been foretold about her service to the golden crown would be proven wrong. She had faith in the Mother above, but mortals often misinterpreted words and signs. 

			So, she waited for him to commit an offense against her in clumsy error. But he didn’t. The man held his tongue and did as she demanded. He bent his nobility before her.

			At first, it was clearly begrudgingly, and she fought—not very hard and usually unsuccessfully—to prevent herself from laughing at him and his efforts. She had no doubt the man had always had everything handed to him. Their duel had been a fluke, or the product of having the best tutors and teachers in the land always at his disposal. Nothing about him made her think he knew the song of the sword. He did not sleep with his blade as she did, did not oil and sharpen it to perfection. It was almost as if the man forgot it was on his hip most hours of the day.

			Raylynn had traveled around to the Crossroads from the southern half of Mhashan, so now she rounded north and west once more. It was a great loop she had done in its entirety about four times in her life. Twice with her mother, now twice on her own.

			They were nearing the town of Yon, the most substantial outpost before Xia, and her best shot at making another batch of gold before heading home to the Nameless City. She didn’t really need the coin, but she certainly liked having it. And if it was a little bit more that she could give back to the Nameless City, all the better for it.

			It had been some time since she was last in Yon, and, like the sands of the Waste, things moved and shifted in one’s absence. In her travels, she had come across a few rumors surrounding the Knights of Jadar she wanted to pursue there. The Knight she’d slain at the Crossroads had confirmed those whispers, and now she felt herself closing in on what could be the location of her mother’s sword.

			Raylynn smiled to herself as the town materialized on the horizon. It felt good to win. She liked asserting her dominance over her world and exercising as much control over fate as the Mother allowed. If she could have a hot meal, a soft bed, a triumph in the arena, and potentially learn her next steps to locate her mother’s sword, it would be a victory all around.

			“Oh, by the Mother, is that a town?” Her princeling sounded so relieved that Raylynn almost reconsidered stopping just to push him a little longer.

			“It’s the town of Yon.” 

			“Will we be stopping there?”

			“We will. And I will be dueling.”

			“So this is what you do? You wander the desert and fight for gold?”

			She couldn’t fathom why the idea clearly sounded insane to him, so all Raylynn could do was give a small motion of affirmation.

			“And you didn’t jump on my offer to be part of my guard because…?”

			Raylynn let out pearls of laughter to the sky. “You still have no idea.”

			“No idea about what?” The prince adjusted her satchel mindlessly, no longer complaining or even noticing the fact that he was carrying the extra weight.

			“You see the world as you want to see it, from where you sit high in your Southern sky city.” She couldn’t explain the freedom of the desert wind in words. She couldn’t give voice to commanding one’s own destiny, answering only to the Mother above. It was something he would either understand, or far more likely, wouldn’t.

			“I’m merely trying to convey that I’m offering you something far better.”

			“Better by whose definition?”

			The prince paused, clearly unaccustomed still to someone standing up to him with such determination. “All those whom I’ve ever employed.”

			She could debate that, but wouldn’t. In fairness, she knew little about those he employed and cared less. She would formulate her own opinions of the prince. It was why she had permitted him to tail along with her for so long.

			“In Yon, we’ll stay at an inn.” 

			“An inn? A bed?” he interrupted eagerly.

			“If I win.” Raylynn didn’t know why she played coy. She had never lost in Yon. She had only ever lost once in her life, not counting her duels with her mother.

			“I’d be happy to help—”

			“No. You will do no such thing. These are my fights, and I will not have you interfering.” She cut that notion off at the knees.

			“So you’ll take my help when it comes to carrying your things but not let me do what I am actually good at?”

			“Good at?” She arched her eyebrows at him. “That’s debatable.”

			“I almost had you beat.”

			“The dead man does not have breath for ‘almost’.” Life was predicated on victories.

			She had finally driven him to silence. Raylynn allowed the wind to make a pass between them and the quiet to stir words in the back of her mind. For the briefest of moments, she thought about telling the prince what had actually brought her to Yon. But no words were ripe for the picking, and she let the thoughts linger on the vine.

			Yon was settled in what had once been a thriving oasis. Packed earth and rock told of the bygone days when natural lushness surrounded the city. As such, it had been a well-trafficked outpost for those on their way to Shaldan. But the Empire’s foolish war had put a sudden end to such migrations, and the water had all but dried up. Were it not for the group of Southern Waterrunners who had decided to make their home in the city, it would have been reclaimed by the sun and sand.

			For Yon, the Empire both gave life and took it away. It had been that way for Mhashan on the whole.

			Their presence was instantly noticed by the townsfolk. Most took note of Raylynn’s golden hair before her other, more common Western features. Coupled alongside the prince, she was certainly in a position to play the role of the Southern tourist, assuming she was not facing an opponent she’d previously bested in the ring.

			“Fiarem evantes,” the tea-keep greeted as they entered the shade of his stall. “Good day to you,” he translated the traditional Western greeting very loosely.

			Raylynn held her tongue, not revealing that she had learned the Western words before Southern common. “Good day to you as well!” she said cheerfully, trying to strip her speech of the lilting tones they usually held as a result of her native accent.

			“Been a long time since we had anyone flaxen-haired visit Yon.” The man ladled out two cups of a brew as dark as pitch. He paused as he handed it to her, studying her face. “Not entirely of the South, though, are you?”

			“My father was Western,” she lied. In actuality, it had been the other way around. “Trying to see if I can find him.” Also a lie. She had no idea who her father was, or where he was, and she certainly had no interest in finding him.

			“The West is a large place, and the Waste hides much.”

			“So I’ve found.” Her mind instantly went to her mother’s sword and the slippery Knights. Raylynn took a sip of the brew, enjoying the almost nutty flavor that curled on her tongue.

			The princeling at her left broke out into a coughing fit, sending the man into a roar of laughter. “Your friend seems to have yet acquired a taste for kaha.”

			“Perhaps it’s because he’s as Southern as rain?” Raylynn enjoyed a chuckle at the prince’s expense. She fished out two gold pieces from her bag, well overpaying for their drinks. “So, tell me: I heard a new inn opened in town. Is it true?”

			It was amazing what people told you when their mental wheels and emotions were greased with a bit of surprise coin. They stood at the tea stall for a good hour talking with the brewer.

			The man affirmed what she had previously heard: A Western lord, one Raylynn knew was notoriously rumored as a Knight of Jadar, had opened up an inn in Yon. The investment was substantial for such a backwoods town and the most likely explanation in her mind was that he planned to make it an outpost for the Knights in a place where they didn’t have to worry much about the Empire’s or Lord of the West’s prying eyes. The group had a habit of hiding their most valuable treasures in concealed basements and old vaults in forgotten outposts nestled in the depths of the Waste’s dunes. 

			The prince was clearly feigning interest, but he remained quiet. Raylynn asked her most pointed questions when he looked away, saving the more benign ones about the dull state of the duels in Yon for when he was paying attention. The brewmaster didn’t have much to relate other than the complaints he’d heard from others—he was not, apparently, “one for the ring.” She could’ve guessed as much from his inability to recognize her.

			The dwindling state of the town’s entertainment made her meeting with the duel overseer shortly thereafter all the more interesting.

			“It’s you.” A squat little man with a tuft of feathery, raven-colored hair in the center of his otherwise balding head squinted up at her.

			“You remember me?” She raised a hand to her chest. “I’m flattered.”

			He snorted. “If I could forget you, I would.” That Raylynn believed. “I will have no bets placed on you.” His eyes drifted to Baldair with an appraising look. Whatever the man saw, he didn’t like it. “Or your friend.”

			“I have a different proposition.” Raylynn folded her arms, leaning against the desk as though she owned it. “I hear the duels in town have gone a bit stale.”

			The man said nothing, no doubt stewing over the fact that she was giving him her back. Raylynn wondered if he wanted to put a dagger between her shoulder blades. She almost wished he would try. Could be the most excitement the town had to offer.

			“There’s little people love more than grudge matches. So, send out word to the five I bested last time and let them know they can challenge me again, for their honor.”

			“Honor doesn’t pay the bills.”

			“Oh, I like that. I may use it.” She pushed away from the desk with a grin. “In any case. You sell tickets to each bout. You get half, as our esteemed host. The other half goes to the victor.”

			The man stroked the dark stubble of his chin.

			“It’s a fair deal. No matter who wins in the ring, you don’t loose.” She leaned forward. “What do you say? Make a bit extra, energize this dusty little spot?”

			“Tomorrow night.” He waved her away after another moment’s thought. “And I recommend you leave town shortly thereafter. You’re not well liked here, Fie. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone tried to put a blade between your ribs while you slept.”

			“Their inability to do so is, I believe, the root of their problem.” She brushed off the man’s concerns, adjusted her traveling hood and stepped back out into the sandy world beyond.

			“Fie?” the prince said after a long moment.

			“One of my many aliases.”

			“You’re not really adored under any name, are you?”

			Raylynn shrugged. Being “liked” by people was vastly overrated. “I have the people I care about. Their opinions matter.”

			“And who are these people?”

			“Do you really think you deserve to know?”

			The prince surprised her by chewing over his response instead of firing off some brash demand or a royal pout. “Maybe someday.”

			“Maybe someday,” she was reluctant to agree. If he continued down this path of measured reason, it would become harder and harder to deny that he was the one the late princess had foretold for her.
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9. Baldair

			Frustration was a circle. It started with her, rotated through confusion, did a turn around annoyance, looped back so widely it crossed over want, then finished with her anew. She was always there, but never seemed to be in the same place as his mind last left her.

			There wasn’t an explanation for the depth of his obsession, just as there wasn’t fully one for the reasons he put up with her temperamental nature or demands or the fact that she hadn’t really told him over the past week they traveled together what exactly it was they were doing.

			Nevertheless, Baldair found himself enamored the more time he spent around her. She knew just how to keep him at arms’ reach without ever saying no—an important distinction, for if he had any reason to feel his presence or advances were truly unwelcome or unwanted, he would retreat faster than the sun’s last light on the dunes. But her every manner was expectant, demanding, tempting him to take one step further while she took one step back. It felt as though she wanted him to follow her, though he did not yet know their destination.

			At least, that was how he saw it.

			The more Baldair thought about her, the more his mind hurt, the more tempted he was to demand a spar from her again to put them back in a place where things made sense—the dueling ring. But he held his tongue on that too. If he made his desires known, he was likely to end up fueling her superiority and earning a sword point at his throat. Her win hadn’t been a fluke, Baldair knew, and the following evening he witnessed the fact once more.

			She moved like music, stepping to a beat only she could hear. Against her, the opponent was off-rhythm; Raylynn left the willowy man in her literal dust as she skipped around him, kicking up plumes of dirt from the wooden floor of the ring. Men and women cheered, supporting their local swordsman out for revenge. But Raylynn had it from the first moment their blades touched.

			She was toying with him, but Baldair couldn’t decide if she was doing it out of pleasure or frustration.

			The Empire had called for soldiers from every corner of the land to fight in the North. The Emperor wanted to make the conquest swift and unforgiving. No one expected the relatively quiet people of Shaldan to last very long in the face of the armies of the sun, with the blessings of the Mother behind them.

			Even this far West, men and women had responded to the call of their Emperor. Two of Raylynn’s past opponents had left Yon already to join the fight, none knowing if they would ever return. The same could be said for him, Baldair realized. He could die before ever seeing winter’s first snow, or tasting a maiden’s first kiss, ever again.

			Ralynn’s foot rolled and Baldair’s fist clenched around the pommel of his sword as she slipped into a tumble. He almost called out, caught up with the rest of them in the moment where every spectator thought her opponent would finally gain the advantage.

			But Raylynn was a better actress than he ever realized. She rolled. Her opponent’s sword stuck into the slats of the wood. She reared back, the point of her blade stopping just before it gouged through the hollow at the man’s throat.

			The swordsman was winded, where Raylynn looked no worse for the fight. She had taken on three opponents back to back and bested them all like they were boys. That was when Baldair resolved himself to finally question her on where exactly she had gained such skill.

			He waited until they were on their way back to the inn, a walk that found him keeping his hand on his blade and giving long side-looks at any of the disgruntled townsfolk who might make good on their apparent grudge against an outsider who bested their own. But he and Raylynn were given a wide birth, and heard not so much as a barbed jeer.

			“They won’t attack.” She read his mind.

			Baldair eased his hand off the pommel of his sword, only somewhat convinced.

			“They know I can beat the best of them.”

			“But they have the numbers,” Baldair couldn’t help pointing out. “If they all moved at once, it would be like ants taking down a beetle.”

			The notion seemed to give her genuine pause. Raylynn glanced around them. “Between us, we’d be able to fight our way out.”

			Baldair let the fact that she was including him slide, choosing to relish in it quietly. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

			She hummed in agreement, quietly adding, “They’re not the ones we need to worry about.”

			“Who are?”

			Raylynn gave a small shrug but never answered him. Baldair let the matter sit. There were many dangerous folk in the world and he was presently too far from home to know the difference between a benign traveler and a trained assassin. He’d have to trust her and, considering she’d done a good job of demanding that trust, they walked in silence all the way back to the inn where they had acquired lodging.

			She paused right before her room, considering him.

			“Ask.”

			“What?” he was caught off-guard, as he often seemed to be around her.

			“Whatever it is you’ve been mulling over.”

			He’d been grinding questions away on the sharpening stone of his mind for days. What was there to ask now that he was being given the opportunity?

			“When will you tell me everything?”

			She huffed in amusement, the graceful curve of a smile stretching the thin scar he’d noticed long ago on her right cheek. It was a complement to the horizontal mark on her nose and the other knick near her brow. If her question had been a test, he’d dare say he passed it.

			“Everything. That would require a lot of words, princeling.”

			“I do like words.”

			“Do you?” Raylynn leaned on her door frame, as easy as she’d been in the ring, as easy as she ever was.

			“They’re rather essential.” Good gods, he almost sounded like his brother.

			“We are not people of words, you and I.” Raylynn pushed away from the wall and closed a fraction of the space between them. Her eyes dragged over him, looking with a fascination he’d never really seen from her, and one he discovered he liked directed at him. Slow, but not timid, a hand reached out, smoothing over his chest and up his shoulder. Raylynn remained focused on the action, observing herself before him.

			He remained focused on her.

			Baldair’s eyes dilated, his breathing hitched. Her fingers curled around his shoulder, pressing lightly. He smirked. Just another game of hers to assess him.

			“I assure you there’s more than enough muscle there to keep my stamina.” The prince patted his sword.

			“Of that I have no doubt.” Raylynn laughed and lightly pushed him away. “Sleep well, princeling.”

			“You never answered my question!”

			She gave one more pause, the same grin playing at her lips as she wore in the arena. “How do you not get it by now? If you’re with me, everything happens on my terms. If I wanted you to know, you would know.”

			The silence challenged him yet again to throw his rank at her. And yet again, he didn’t.

			“Keep your things packed and be ready to go with little notice,” she commanded. “We leave early.”

			Baldair held his tongue and let the woman have her control. She held him in her palm, and all he could hope for was her mercy when she finally finished deciding what to do with him.
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10. Raylynn

			She leaned against the door and tipped her head back. Her hand still burned with the heat of him, the feeling of his warmth and life under her fingers. Raylynn studied her fingertips as if she expected to find the truth burned into flesh.

			He had become someone she was beginning to enjoy having around. As much as she tried to remain an enigma around him, working him to frustration at the fact, she wanted to learn more about her companion. She was beginning to wonder what delighted him—not to use the knowledge against him, but to serve in her own ways. Raylynn closed her eyes with a soft sigh.

			Did mother feel this way? she wondered.

			Surely, there was an element of lust between them she couldn’t deny that likely hadn’t been a factor in her mother’s service to the late princess. But the feeling of rightness in walking at his side... Perhaps it was what had drawn her mother away from the life she’d always known to live in service of the crown—a creed that she had raised Raylynn by as well.

			Raylynn opened her eyes and stared at the mostly untouched room. Her larger bag was with Baldair and she hadn’t really bothered to pull out any of her personal effects. There was a chance of things turning sour tonight, and if they did, they had to be ready to go.

			How she hoped he would heed her final command… It would be his head if he didn’t.

			She remained braced against the door until the sounds of the inn grew quiet. They were the only patrons, and the townsfolk who had been enjoying the bar at the front seemed to vanish with the dwindling hours. Raylynn stretched her hearing as far as she could, holding her breath. There were no traces of the melodies of life people stirred into existence with their mere presence. Everything was still.

			She eased the door open.

			The dark hallway was empty save the deep shadows that clung to the walls. In the distance, a single candle still burned at the bar. The light was consistent, unflickering. It told her there was no one moving about, shifting the air.

			Baldair’s room was quiet as well, and she shuffled silently past it. For the briefest of seconds, she considered asking him to help. But it was not a role he had yet earned the right to play.

			Her sword obliged her commands and was silent at her hip. She crept out to the main room undetected. Raylynn paused, thinking where she should look first.

			She had rummaged through a few strongholds of the Knights of Jadar and studied their symbols and manners at every turn. Raylynn began behind the bar, looking for a hidden lever or false bottle pull that would unlock a secret passage. When that search yielded no fruit, she ran her hands along the  walls, feeling for the shifting of air that could betray a hidden passageway.

			Empty-handed and frustrated, she started toward the stairs that led upward to the inn keeper’s abode. They wouldn’t keep stolen goods upstairs; it simply wasn’t their habit. Plus, it was easier to build secret egresses underground or behind false walls, and it was far more complex to access such spaces lofted above ground level.

			With the speed of a creeping mouse, she began to stroll the floor, bending her knees and releasing, looking for give. Still, there was nothing.

			Raylynn leaned against the wall in thought. The lead could take her to a dead end, she was forced to admit. Her eyes scanned the room. Something still reassured her that she wasn’t wrong—she couldn’t be. She’d learned about this inn from a Knight of Jadar in the moment before she killed him. And men were never more honest than in the moments right before their death. 

			As the noise in her mind grew, she relaxed her focus on the world around her. By the time she heard the crash, it was too late.

			Raylynn turned in the direction of the shattering glass. Yes, it had been still. Yes, it had been quiet. Too still, she realized now, and too quiet.

			She cursed aloud, realizing the Knights had bested her.

			Instead of heading toward the sounds of a fight breaking out, she sprinted for the bar. Gripping bottles in her fists, she smashed them against the wall and the floors, coating the wood in alcohol. It’ll be a long time before I come back to Yon, she thought as she tipped the candle over.

			Fire flared and bellowed up the walls in a wave of heat. Raylynn guarded her face against it instinctively, already headed for the hall. The sounds of grunting, cursing, and clunking coming from Baldair’s room reassured her. Dead men couldn’t make so much noise.

			“What in the Mother is going on?” Baldair exclaimed when she kicked in the door. Two attackers advancing on him from the shattered window. One of them was badly wounded, cut up on both sides and near death.

			“Where is it?” she demanded of the two.

			“We’ve heard about you, Southern halfling.” The man who spoke bore a symbol stitched upon his arm in thread as dark as blood—the blazing Phoenix of the West with a sword clutched in its talons. 

			The symbol of the Knights of Jadar. 

			“You have acted against us for the last time.”

			“Give me my mother’s sword, and it will be!” She drew her own blade, casting a quick look to see if Baldair had their things gathered. Lucky for both of them, he did.

			“Mother’s sword?”

			“The sword you stole before you killed her!” The words practically foamed with anger and hurt. “The sword bestowed upon her. The sword that is rightfully mine!”

			It clicked for the man. Comprehension dawned on his world-worn face. “You—you’re the daughter of Zira Westwind.”

			Raylynn adjusted the grip on her weapon as if to guard against the man’s realization as much as his sword.

			“And here we thought you were just a no-one Imperialist causing problems.” 

			Shouts rose in the street as smoke billowed into the room.

			“Do you hear that?” Raylynn sneered. “Your precious outpost for your underhanded deeds is going up in smoke. Everyone in this town is coming.” She would not only burn their safe house to the ground, but would ensure the Knights couldn’t escape without their secret existence being exposed.

			“So you will have an audience for your death.” The man sheathed his weapon, but Raylynn kept her stance.

			Baldair’s eyes looked between them, but he rightfully kept himself out of the conversation entirely. 

			The Knight of Jadar turned and started for the open window. “If they want to burn, let them burn,” he spoke to his unarmed companion.

			It all happened so quickly that Raylynn barely had time to realize her error.

			The other Knight waved a hand through the air as he retreated behind his master. Fire shot from his fingertips, catching the bedding and trimmings of the room in flame. The Firebearer jumped from the window, screaming behind the  man, “Fire, fire! Two people are still in there! Someone call for a Firebearer!”

			“What is going on?” Baldair roared.

			“We have to get out of here.” She frantically started back at the way she’d come, only to be met with a fire of her own creation. It had grown so fast, she had no doubt magic was being applied to it.

			They called for Firebearers, certainly. But the men had called for Firebearers loyal to the Knights—Firebearers to keep the flames burning. It would take an impossibly strong sorcerer to break through their command. She wheeled on the prince in frustration, at a complete loss. “Why didn’t you kill them?”

			“Is now the time?” he shouted back. “We have to get out of here.”

			Panic and sweat beaded on his forehead. The royal idiot, how had she not seen it sooner? It wasn’t that he didn’t want to kill them… it was that he couldn’t bring himself to land a killing blow. The man was as green as they came.

			“We have to make a run for it.” Before the flames got any bigger, they’d have to try to jump through the window.

			“Through there?” He followed her determined stare. “We’ll be burnt alive.”

			“We’ll be burnt, but we may live.” And then they’d likely have to fight off the valid accusations of starting the fire. The Knights were determined to see her dead now, and Raylynn had never expected the measures they would go for it.

			“A Firebearer is coming!” the prince said hopefully.

			“No one is coming!” She wanted to throttle the man. He wasn’t thinking clearly, was letting panic get the better of him, and it was pushing her toward the same spiral.

			But before she could explain why—or just jump through the wall of flames for the shattered window without him—footsteps skidded to a halt at the door to their room.

			The flames arced around a woman, pushed away from her person by an unseen force. They crowned her head as though the Goddess herself descended. Her black eyes picked up the glow of the fire—no, they were alight with their own force, a shining red that betrayed the turn of fate she represented.

			It was all breathtakingly impressive. But none of it was responsible for stilling the chaos around her. Who the woman was took credit for that.

			Raylynn had only met Princess Fiera a handful of times. But the princess had served one of the most important roles in any Western child’s life. She had been the one to tell Raylynn of her fate—a fate that was no longer something she could deny as the woman returned from the lands beyond to see it through.

			“Baldair, Raylynn, come with me,” she spoke.

			“Who—”

			Raylynn grabbed the prince’s hand, tugging him behind the princess, who was already on the move. She wanted to ask why the royal had faked her death, why she let the world think she had vanished. But the words stuck in her throat, and Raylynn could only focus on keeping a close step behind her.

			She led them down the hall to a far wall. Magic sparked around her outstretched hand and up her wrist in a ribbon of fire. It burned white hot and carved a hole in the wood at the end of the inn for them to escape through.

			They spilled out into a side alley, the heat of the flames still coating their skin and clinging like their sweat-soaked clothes. The princess, however, was as composed as she had ever been, utterly unaffected by the heat with the protections her magic granted her. Raylynn tried to croak a word into existence.

			“Take the horse.” The princess pointed to a beast that stood saddled at the ready. “Take it and go. Do not seek out what has been lost.” Her voice faded as she looked toward the tall fence that concealed them in the alley from the commotion growing in the street. “Protect, instead, the weapon that has yet to be found. Do not seek the tomb. Do not let anyone seek the  tomb.”

			“Do I know you?” Baldair advanced toward the princess. “Wait, aren’t you... Nox?”

			“This isn’t the time,” the woman scolded them both. “My control will waver soon. Go, go now!”

			Baldair cursed and quickly mounted the horse. Raylynn continued to study the woman before her. She had a youthful glow, as if truly reborn from the Mother’s flames. Far younger than a princess who, by all counts, should be in her forties. 

			“Princess Fiera—”

			“Go,” the woman commanded again.

			“Damn it, Raylynn, we have an opportunity and need to take it. Let’s get out of here!” Baldair held out his hand for her. 

			Her pulse roared in her ears, drowning out all other sounds. It suffocated and isolated her. She could no longer hear the crackle of fire or cries of town-folk, all preferable to the huffing of the beast the prince sat upon. 

			“Raylynn.” 

			She met the prince’s eyes and allowed herself to see him, truly—the man fate had guided her toward with a literal helping hand. She gulped away her irrational fears. She was better than that which scared her. She was stronger. And, at the very least, she was out of options.

			Raylynn took his hands and allowed his strong grip to half-pull her into the saddle. She clutched his middle tightly, appreciating how sturdy the man felt in contrast to the unpredictable steps of the beast. Baldair looked back, and his hands stopped the snap of the reigns mid-motion.

			“She’s gone,” he observed.

			Raylynn followed Baldair’s attention to where the princess had just been. As mysteriously as she had appeared, she vanished. The tall fence that had obscured them from the townsfolk had likewise dissolved into thin air.

			“Look, look there!” A man pointed at them.

			Baldair snapped the reigns, and the beast lunged to life in the opposite direction of the still-raging flames.

			Raylynn’s throat closed, and she gave a soft croak as the giant horse began to pound over the sand. She closed her eyes and pressed her face into the prince’s back. She didn’t want to trust him blindly, but she had no other choice. Princess Fiera had predicted they would meet and then ensured the fate came to pass. Raylynn repeated the prophecy she’d heard as a little girl in her head, determined to focus on anything but the rising sensation that she was about to retch all over the prince’s back.
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11. Baldair

			He rode hard.

			He rode like a dark night rushing toward the dawn against a lover’s every instance. The reins slicked under his palms, and the night stuck to the corners of his vision, creating shadow monsters out of pure fear and lack of reason. Baldair clung to the unknown, judging it better than the chaos they’d put at their backs.

			Nox.

			The woman had only existed for him briefly the past summer, during their odd affair chasing lost treasure and the ghost of a pirate queen. She was dead, fallen into a watery vortex from which there could be no escape… Baldair shook his head, adjusting his seat, pressing back into the woman who was clutching him with all she had. It couldn’t have been Nox; the resemblance was surely only by chance. Raylynn seemed to have some other idea about who the woman was anyway. He needed to focus on the present, on the circumstances that could mean their deaths if they didn’t outrun the people trying to kill them.

			And who exactly were they? He half-glanced over his shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse of Raylynn, but her face was too flush against his back to see her state. Still, he could feel the quivering in her arms and legs, the usually strong woman reduced to shakes. Whoever pursued them had a deep and frightening effect on his companion.

			Baldair rode a bit longer for good measure, until the Warstrider huffed heavily, no longer as eager to heed the snap of the reins. Baldair pulled the animal to a stop, taking a breath. It was a long time since he’d ridden that hard, and his thighs had a few words of protest for him when he finally began to shift in the saddle.

			Raylynn hadn’t moved, which made dismounting awkward. But Baldair managed, the woman clinging to the leather seat beneath her as she’d clung to him, her eyes pressed closed.

			“Come here.” Baldair placed a gentle palm on her tense thigh, urging her to dismount.

			“Is-is it over?” There was a quiver to her voice.

			“Yes, yes,” he soothed. “Now, come down.”

			She cracked one eye open, then the other, and turned to him skeptically. The moment clarity crystallized in her gaze, she launched herself off the mount with unexpected fervor. Baldair braced himself, taking the shaking woman into his arms, easing her toward the ground until her legs seemed stable.

			“There, there…” He stroked her hair. It smelled of the same oil she used on her sword, of metal and steel sparks. It was such an odd scent for a woman to have, but a welcome one, hard and unforgiving. It suited the unique creature she was. “You’re safe now. They didn’t follow us.”

			Raylynn pulled back, narrowing her eyes at him. “You think I’m scared of the Knights?”

			Baldair opened and closed his mouth, trying to formulate words. What else would she be afraid of?

			“Eesh,” she hissed under her breath, peeling away like leather on a hot summer’s day. “You have no room to talk. If you weren’t so green, we could’ve taken them, and we wouldn’t have had to flee on this monster.”

			The woman toed her way back toward the mount, carefully grabbing her bag from where Baldair had slung it in haste. She yanked it away, as though the creature might turn and nip off her fingers at the slightest provocation. He watched the odd exchange, truth dawning on him.

			“The horse? Out of everything that just happened, you’re afraid of the horse?”

			“I hate horses.” She stalked away from the Warstrider, who seemed to take no offense at the woman’s hostility.

			“A mysterious group of would-be assassins just tried to burn us alive, and we only escaped certain death thanks to the help of… someone... and you’re worried about a Warstrider?” Baldair burst out laughing, a rumble that not even her glare could silence for once.

			“Horses can’t be trusted.”

			“Warstriders are bred for their loyalty and intelligence. Seems like a good one to me.” Baldair patted the creature’s dark muzzle.

			“They’re bred too large.” Raylynn rubbed the scar across her nose.

			“You got kicked once, didn’t you?” Her look was all the confirmation he needed. Baldair chuckled, grabbing his bag off the saddle. The mount huffed softly but didn’t wander away, which was good, because he had nothing to tie it to. “My brother did, too.”

			“Your brother?” Her eyes followed him as he threw his bag down in an arbitrary spot. “The Crown Prince?”

			“The same.” Baldair rummaged through his rucksack, as though the reason he had offered a statement about Aldrik could be found somewhere within. The desert was cold, and the sweat from the fire earlier was leaving a chill. He decided to strip his shirt and change—anything to keep him from focusing on the memories of his younger years with Aldrik. Even as his mind avoided it, his heart poured words from his chest to his lips. “We were playing in the stables, too young to be unattended without the master of horse.”

			“Pampered princes,” she snorted, throwing her bag down next to his.

			For once, he didn’t deny it. “We were running around some of the mounts, and one got spooked.” Baldair tapped his face. “His nose exploded, blood everywhere. It was actually a miracle that he didn’t get more hurt.”

			“See? Horses can’t be trusted.” Raylynn sat heavily.

			Baldair sat next to her. The blank canvas of the sand was painted with memory.

			“Then what happened?” Raylynn pressed.

			The woman was too keen for her own good. He ran a hand through his hair. In fairness, he was being quite transparent. 

			“Aldrik was proud, even as a child. He didn’t want to go to the clerics and admit that we were doing something we weren’t supposed to, and that he had gotten clocked by a horse.”

			“Stupid.” Baldair could’ve kissed the woman for the word; instead, he laughed. Even in the middle of the desert with a mysterious, roguish woman, he could commiserate over his brother’s foolishness.

			“Everyone sees my brother as brilliant. But he’s really not.” Baldair sighed, looking at the Warstrider. In a way, the creature reminded him of Aldrik. Swathed in darkness, aloof, but not fleeing. Just sort of there. “Maybe he is… But his pride makes him foolish.”

			“So what happened next?”

			“A servant finally noticed the fuss, came rushing over.” Baldair lived in that moment—seeing his proud, regal brother crying, overwhelmed, unsure what to do. The same urge tugged at his gut, a very basic need to protect the brother he had so looked up to as a child. “I told the servant I punched him in the nose, that we’d been fighting over who got to try to pet its tail.”

			It was Raylynn’s turn to laugh. “I can’t imagine you punching anyone hard enough to shatter their nose, not even now.”

			“Your confidence in my prowess is resounding.” Baldair shook his head in amusement. “I think I’ll have to keep you around so I don’t forget how pampered or weak I am.”

			“I can be good for that.” She studied his face, but Baldair looked away before she could discern anything further. It was too late. “You don’t get along with him anymore.”

			“The rumors travel that far, huh?”

			“You speak about him with sorrow.”

			Baldair assessed his tone for the first time, wondering if it was true. Was he sad about Aldrik? He shook his head, objecting as much to the internal thought as the external suggestion. “My brother decided the crown was more important than anything, stopped taking an interest in all beyond him, became holier than thou. Now he’s an ass that not even the most loyal servant can tolerate.”

			Raylynn hummed thoughtfully. The sound, followed by the silence, drew Baldair’s eyes to her anew. She looked at the Warstrider, yet wary, but the beast had hardly moved.

			“I don’t think that’s true.”

			The objection sparked unexpected frustration in Baldair. He had not endured the brunt of his brother’s moodiness for years for her to object. “I assure you, it is.”

			“It is, but isn’t.”

			“What would you know?”

			“Lie to yourself, princeling, but do not lie to me.” The words were as sharp as her glare and sheared off Baldair’s protest. Was he lying to himself? No, Baldair knew his brother all too well. Raylynn was just being optimistic. “Lies don’t suit the timbre of your voice. It’s like a dark tarnish on gold.”

			He took the compliment, using it as a buffer to continue to debate internally. “You would understand if you met him,” he muttered.

			“I knew his mother.”

			Baldair’s eyebrows shot up in such surprise that they nearly flew off his face. Aldrik’s mother was somewhat of a taboo subject in their household. His own mother hated all mention of the late Western Princess who’d sired the heir to the throne. Talk of her was practically forbidden in the palace beyond brief acknowledgment when it was absolutely required. As such, it took him a long moment to even recall her name.

			“Princess… Fiera?”

			Raylynn nodded.

			“How did you know the princess?” Baldair inquired delicately. It was the most she’d ever offered of herself and he certainly didn’t want to ruin it.

			“I only met her once.” It wasn’t quite an answer.

			“How? You’re not some long lost Western royal, are you?” Baldair was only half joking; at this point, he’d believe almost any explanation for the woman at his side.

			“No, the only royal blood here is you.” She gave a soft sigh of amusement at the very idea. “My mother was her sword.”

			“Your mother?” The War of the West had been painted in history books as a triumphant victory for the Empire, colored with fanfare necessary to illustrate the strength and wonder of Solaris. Baldair realized that he couldn’t name one general at the head of a single charge. He didn’t even know the names of any players beyond the first Empress Solaris, Aldrik’s mother; the current Lord of the West Ophain—her brother; and their late father, the last King of the West… and that was all.

			“It was my mother who taught me the song of the sword.” Raylynn shifted, drawing up her knees, stretching them against her elbows, her hands locked. “Oh, very well, I suppose I shall deign to tell you now. The Goddess above has shown me I don’t have much of a choice.”

			“Tell me what?”

			“I’m part of the Nameless Company.”

			She said it with such severity, but Baldair had no concept of what she was talking about. After a long moment, Raylynn seemed to pick up on the fact.

			“Gods above, they really don’t teach anything about Mhashan down in your tundra.”

			Baldair not only wouldn’t, but couldn’t, object.

			“The Nameless Company is a group of mercenaries, quite a well-known one in the West. We live on the simple rule that we can be bought by the highest bidder.”

			“Clearly not,” the prince scoffed. Raylynn arched her eyebrows, prompting him to continue. “If that was the case, you would’ve just named your price to join my guard.”

			Raylynn gave a melodic laugh. “Too true, princeling. I have slightly different rules, I grant you.”

			“And what are those?” He wanted to know anything she would tell him, to finally peel back the rhyme and reason to everything she was so that he could… Baldair paused mentally as he stared at her and saw, for the first time, a woman whose loyalty he wanted to earn, not for lust or for a sword at war, but because he deeply respected her and desired her approval.

			“I am to serve a crown of gold.” The answer was cryptic, but it said enough. Her elaboration, however, made even more sense. “My mother served the old crown of Mhsahan.”

			“Following in her footsteps?” Baldair reasoned. He understood the desire to make one’s parentage proud.

			“So it would seem. My mother and the Princess Fiera met entirely by chance, but got on so well that she swore her service to the crown.”

			It was hearing the name on Raylynn’s lips again that reminded him it wasn’t the first time he’d heard the name of the deceased royal that night. “The woman who helped us… you called her ‘princess’.”

			“She had the princess’s face.” Raylynn looked out into the desert, toward the way they had come. The winds had long since swept away the horse’s prints. But Raylynn seemed to instinctively know where they were, as though she was a part of the very desert itself. “She also controlled the inferno as the princess would. Princess Fiera was blessed with the mighty power of the Mother’s flames.”

			Baldair chose to ignore the fact that, technically, any Firebearer could control fire. “She died. The princess is no longer with us.”

			“And who do you think helped us? Another overseer of fate? Nox—or whosever name you called her?”

			“No… Nox died…” It was his turn to look at the horizon in search of answers.

			“Then my explanation seems all the more likely.”

			A year ago, Baldair would’ve laughed at the notion. But that was before he had hunted a pirate ghost, before he had witnessed the soul of a man leave his body. It was before he had seen a woman possessed, tossing treasure into a whirlpool for reasons he’d never understand, only to fall prey to the same watery depths... yet return to life this very night.

			Did he suddenly believe in ghosts? No. Not quite. But Baldair was starting to believe that there was more to the world than he understood. There were forces and truths that existed beyond him, as vast and unknown as the unbroken sky.

			“What else do you know of Princess Fiera?”

			“Why do you want to know?” The question was cautious, but not an outright denial.

			“I’ve never heard anything about her before.” Baldair chewed on his words. They tasted a little like pride. “I think... I think I should know.”

			Raylynn shifted. “I only have my mother’s stories, and my one meeting with her… But I can tell you this much: She was truly a child of the Mother herself. She had eyes like fire that burned for a purpose all of Mhashan could stand behind. She was the youngest, and stood with a might greater than her three elder siblings combined. If she hadn’t married the Emperor, Mhashan would have fought for a thousand years beneath her banner.”

			Baldair closed his eyes, thinking of his brother. Some day, he would tell Aldrik what he’d learned from Raylynn about his mother. He hoped the roguish woman—the apparent mercenary who abided by her own set of rules—would be around to do it herself, but something compelled Baldair to be the one to do it.

			A new fact dawned on Baldair in that moment. “Wait—if you were born toward the start of the war… and you met Princess Fiera as a girl…” Aldrik’s mother had died in childbirth, and his brother was three years older than him. “How old are you?”

			Raylynn fell back in a fit of laughter. “Older than you, my princeling.” She gave a wink that deemed the matter finished.

			As always, things remained on her terms.
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12. Raylynn

			She knew he was still awake, just as she had no doubt he knew she too stared at the sky with wide open eyes. But neither of them spoke. Neither of them crossed the unguarded bridge of silence that had stretched between them.

			Raylynn closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The face of the Firebearer and the prince’s stories had brought back the brief memories she had of her own mother. The cherished time that Raylynn replayed as often as she could bear, so she would never forget. The sounds of her mother’s voice were the sweetest echoes across time.

			Let none see your weakness, because it does not exist. The price for loyalty is high; the crown will pay. Love this sword, keep it safe and hidden when I pass it onto you. It will sing to you when I no longer can. It will defend you in your moment of need.

			Somewhere in the sky above her, her mother lived in the realms eternal, winking down through the points of light. She watched Raylynn’s every movement, and would until Raylynn was at her side again.

			The prince’s breathing shifted.

			Raylynn turned her head to face the man. Shoulders relaxed and lips slightly parted, he looked boyish when he slept. Her mother had always said the crown would pay for her loyalty, but the payment might not be in the form of the golden coins she’d been taught all her life to covet. What would this prince give her?

			By all accounts, she should be following the man who inherited his mother’s flames—the older brother, Aldrik. But the Goddess above had designed red lines of fate in a path that Raylynn couldn’t—wouldn’t—attempt to comprehend or circumvent. The only time she ever had a glimpse into them was through Fiera.

			The world went black, then the stars returned, as she blinked lazily. The rush of the Knights of Jadar was fading, the bright memories that sharpened her mind dulling back to the familiar ghosts that walked with her through the desert. All of it left exhaustion in its wake. Raylynn closed her eyes and let them stay closed.

			There was a sweetness to the prince’s deep, steady breathing. It mingled with the wind, relatively quiet this night. It harmonized with her own.

			She shifted closer to him, to hear better. Perhaps that was what he would give her: one more note in the great song she had yet to finish composing. At the very least, it was a night when she would’ve otherwise been alone, and found herself glad she wasn’t.

			The sun woke her at first light. She sat stiffly. The flight the day prior left her muscles taut. At her side, the prince still slept. He was getting marginally easier to rouse, but she had no doubt the royal had slept until he pleased all the days of his life. And a lifetime of singular action created a habit hard to break.

			Raylynn stood, assessing the beast that hadn’t wandered away in the night.

			“Up with you,” she demanded to the prince while keeping her eyes on the mount, as though being the first to speak would earn its ire. She knew the fear was unreasonable, but she just really hated the idea of putting faith in such temperamental creatures.

			“It’s early yet,” Baldair groaned from where he lay. “If they haven’t found us by now, they won’t.”

			“I want to get moving.” He had been doing so well until now, learning to heed her demands on a whim.

			“Yes, yes.” He rolled on his side and sat, dusted sand off his shoulder, blinked at the horizon. “How do you even know where we are?”

			“I looked at the stars last night. The archer pointed that way.” She indicated with a finger. “Which means the Nameless City should be north somewhere from here.”

			“North?” Baldair paused over the word with a brief frown.

			She knew he was ultimately headed to the war front, as most were. 

			“Yes, north—but not so far.” She patted him on the shoulder, as if to reassure him. They had spoken briefly of his duties to the warfront, and each time the topic had been circumvented clumsily on his part. Raylynn had a fairly certain suspicion about where his mind went at the mere mention of the North. “Now, I need you to manage the beast.”

			“Horse?” He stood.

			“Beast.”

			Baldair chuckled. “If it pleases you.”

			“It does.” 

			“I’m surprised you don’t want to leave it out here.”

			The thought had crossed her mind. “We’ll cover more ground faster with it. Plus, it was a gift.”

			“A gift?” Baldair asked as he strapped their bags to the saddle, more carefully than he had the night prior.

			“From the Princess Fiera.”

			“The Princess Fiera is dead,” he reminded her with gentle futility. 

			“So I’ve been told.” It was all Raylynn could say. She had heard the fact claimed as truth, too. But who really knew? With a woman as great and terrifying as Princess Fiera, even the Father might bend to her will if she asked to return. “But the gods work in mysterious ways.”

			“You can’t really believe it was a ghost.”

			Raylynn didn’t know what to believe. “I never said that.” 

			“Good. I’ve had enough ghosts for one lifetime.” The prince deftly swung into the saddle, then offered her his hand.

			Raylynn hesitated. The prince had gained some color from the sun, mostly a ruddy burn across his fair Southern skin, but it oddly suited as a nice contrast to his otherwise delicate Southern features. Features she shared in her eyes and hair.

			The skin of his hand was warm against the chill of the dawn. It engulfed hers just long enough for him to tug her upward into the saddle. This time, however, he surprised her by seating her at his front. Raylynn prickled up from the seat of her tailbone where it pressed against his groin. She stared at the mount before her in apprehension.

			“More control up front,” he offered by way of explanation. “You can see where we’re going... and hold the reins.”

			“I don’t need you to walk delicately around me for this,” she muttered.

			“I’m not. I’m giving you the control you so clearly desire at every turn.” There wasn’t a trace of anything but pragmatism in the prince’s voice. “I can try to be a bit useful now and then, more than just carrying weight you could easily manage on your own.”

			“At least you recognize it.” She shifted, trying to do as he said and regain control of the situation. “You are basically useless otherwise.”

			“Is that better than totally useless?” He chuckled, reaching around her. The warmth of his body engulfed her, the rumble from the back of his throat vibrating smoothly in her mind. It was the first time she’d seen the “heartbreaker” aspect of his reputation as anything more than comical. “Sounds like an upgrade to me.”

			“It may be,” she admitted, as much to herself as him. 

			“Well, color me surprised—she does warm up to people.”

			Before Raylynn could give a well-placed objection, Baldair spurred the horse forward. Her heart shot straight into her throat, and she spent the better part of the morning fighting to keep her legs and hands steady. He had already seen her weakness once; she wasn’t inclined to ever let him see it  again.

			Eventually, she’d dare say she found the rhythm of things. She didn’t like the situation and suspected she’d continue to prefer her own two feet to four for a long time to come, but sitting astride the beast no longer put her stomach in knots. The tension left her shoulders, leaving a dull ache in its wake, and her hands rested easily in Baldair’s.

			“So, this Nameless City we’re going to…” the prince started after she had well and truly calmed in the presence of the beast.

			“The home of the Nameless Company.” She could hear the lingering question and wouldn’t affront his intelligence by being subversive.

			“Your group of mercenaries.”

			She nodded.

			“Not really fair, is it?”

			“What?”

			“Going around, fighting duels, letting people think you’re just a little unassuming thing. When you’re actually a second generation—”

			“Tenth,” she corrected proudly.

			“What?”

			“I’m a tenth-generation mercenary.” Her father may have been a no-one footman, but her mother was one of a long line of sword singers Raylynn was proud to be a part of.

			“Sounds daunting.”

			“Don’t you have your own high birthright to live up to?” She dared a glance over her shoulder, taking her eyes off the horse for a moment. Miraculously, it didn’t do anything out of the ordinary.

			The prince shook his head. “I’m the spare. I have no real responsibilities.”

			She snorted, showing him how much value she placed in that particular statement. “Spoken like a prince of the realm.”

			“Raylynn, I—”

			“—Am about to be in charge of men and women’s lives at the warfront in the North. Is that not where you said you were headed?” she finished briskly. The prince had garnered the sense to be silent. “You have more power than most people could ever dream of, even if you are, as you put it, the spare.”

			“What does it matter to a rogue like you, who sells her sword and gambles it away?”

			“It matters to me because you asked me to give my life to you in your guard,” she snapped back. Baldair remained blissfully silent. Raylynn took a moment to steel herself against his idiocy. She stared at the horizon, still thinking of the odd encounter the night prior with the mysterious woman who wore the likeness of Fiera. “The Mother has crafted a plan for all of us, prince. You are no more special than a beggar in this regard.  And you must walk your line with all the dignity you can muster.”

			Baldair sat quietly, and Raylynn was reminded of a young boy forced to take responsibility for the first time. She smiled faintly. It might be easy to say it was all on her terms, but the fates had clearly conspired to pull her in a certain direction. She let go of the reins and leaned back, resting her head on the prince’s shoulder. He may have boyish tendencies, but he was as solid as any man she’d ever felt at her back.

			 “You have more purpose than you realize, prince—most of us do. If you cannot find the faith in yourself to meet your destiny, put faith in the Goddess who designed that destiny for you.”

			He pressed his face into her neck, a motion that was no doubt instinctive for a man like him. His lips pressed into her skin as he spoke. It crossed a threshold that they had been flirting with, a sort of back-and-forth that had originally started with her trying to monopolize every advantage she had over the man. “And you?”

			“And me,” she whispered.

			“Do you have faith in me?”

			Raylynn grinned faintly, making no effort to pry herself away. She was coming to enjoy the warmth of this man despite herself. “I have faith in the Mother.”

			He chuckled into her skin. “Will you teach me how to share in that faith? On your terms?”

			“On my terms,” she affirmed softly.
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13. Baldair

			Things had changed between them. The night at Yon had colored them in a bit of a new shade. He felt it more from her than himself. She moved slightly differently around him—not enough to call attention, not even enough for him to put his finger on what, exactly, was different, but there was something there that hadn’t been before.

			It was enough that he felt different toward her, if only slightly. There was what he might call a new easiness between them. While he had yet to even scratch the surface of understanding the woman, he had somehow managed to take the first steps in that direction—that much he knew for sure.

			Meanwhile, her history began to fascinate him more and more. It felt less like a puzzle, or game, and perhaps more accurately, like a long journey. All he needed to have was the patience to walk it.

			Though patience was proving difficult at the moment. He’d seated her in front of him, and now all he could focus on was her hips wiggling closer to him with every sway of the mount. Baldair had never been shy about letting a woman know her appeal to him, and he certainly wasn’t going to start now with Raylynn.

			She was at least five, perhaps even six or seven years his senior, despite appearances that promised she was within a year of his age. Learning that she’d met the first empress confirmed as much, though he couldn’t discern her age precisely. The infinite possibilities of all Raylynn could have experienced, and experience in, intrigued Baldair. He was good, exceptional even, at slaying maidens. But what would it be like with a more experienced woman? What would it feel like to let someone else lead a little? What would she have to teach him?

			The thought put a shiver in him that earned a curious glance from the woman in question. But, as though she could read his mind, she didn’t ask anything. A tiny smile that looked almost like a promise crooked the corner of her mouth.

			They continued in silence for the most part, until an odd little encampment sprang from the horizon’s edge. Baldair squinted against the afternoon sun and felt the skin on his face crinkle in a way he wasn’t accustomed to. The sun exposure of the past few weeks would surely wreak havoc on his mien. 

			“The Nameless City,” Raylynn remarked rather obviously.

			“Not much of a city.”

			“Urbanity is limited when all it comprises can be moved.” She shifted, straightening in the saddle. “It’s changed locations hundreds of times since the company was formed.”

			“How do you continue to find it?” There had been nothing around them for hours, and they’d fled from Yon in complete darkness, striking out in an odd direction.

			“The stars.” She pointed upward, reminding him of their conversation when they’d first set out. “The city is always situated underneath a different constellation.”

			“You seem to be telling me an awful lot.” He was only partly teasing. “How do you know I’m not going to come out here on my own and learn all your secrets?”

			She scoffed at the notion. “I don’t think you could find your way out of your own palace without help.”

			“I most certainly can!”

			“Only to find the brothel.”

			She was trying to get a rise out of him. Baldair was already growing more accustomed to her antics. “Not just the brothel,” he insisted with mock severity. “The brewery, as well.”

			Raylynn stared at him for a long moment, giving Baldair enough time to catch her eyes. He gave a wink that set the woman to laughing. Whatever was changing between them, he liked it.

			The Nameless City was, as Raylynn had told him, a mobile outpost. However, just because it could be moved didn’t mean its denizens did so very often. The tent structures were staked firmly into the ground. Sand hard-packed to earth as they neared the encampment, no doubt the work of some resident sorcerer with magic Baldair could barely comprehend.

			It was an elaborate arrangement. The clang of a blacksmith’s hammer punctuated the air, and, between gaps in the towering canvas and earthen structures, Baldair saw men and women training and tending livestock. Others practiced with various weaponry, but most were lounging in the heat of the midday sun.

			There were no markers, no pennons for Empire or old kingdoms, no names even sprawled across any of the curtained entries to the dwellings. The entire place was unmarked and generally unadorned. Simple embellishments here and there—a crude wind chime, a reed-woven mat at the entrance to a domicile—stood out against the sun-bleached sand.

			A woman strolled out to greet them. She was advanced in her years but as sturdy as stone. Her expression seemed cut from much the same.

			“Raylynn, who do you bring us?” There was a whispering quality to her voice, softer than Baldair expected. It had a melodic note similar to the tone he’d grown familiar with from Raylynn herself. 

			“A guest, grandmother.”

			“Grandmother?” Baldair couldn’t stop himself from thinking aloud. “You didn’t tell me you had family here.”

			“Did I owe it to you to say?” Raylynn asked in the manner that was uniquely hers. “It’s not as though I appeared from nowhere. Of course, I have family.”

			Baldair kept doubly silent. He had no doubt Raylynn had learned all her manners and skills from her mother and grandmother. If he stood no chance against her, it was a fool’s hope to imagine he could spar with her and her kin—and emerge unscathed.

			“Guests are uncommon here, child.” The woman shifted, and Baldair became keenly aware of the sword on her hip. He had no doubt that even at her age, she could muster more than enough strength to knock him around if it came to blows.

			“And exceptions have been made for the crown.” Raylynn, with his help, stopped their mount before the woman. Up close, her grandmother looked all the more weathered—by the elements, by life.

			“The crown?” The woman’s thick, gray eyebrows arched.

			Raylynn hummed in affirmation, dismounting with as little help from Baldair as she could afford. He knew she was proud, and he kept his motions small. He had no doubt the woman saw them, but he would respect Raylynn’s clear wish to manage on her own.

			“Grandmother Sophie, this—” Raylynn motioned to him, “is Baldair, our youngest Imperial prince.” 

			“A pleasure to meet you, Sophie.” Baldair gave a polite nod in the grandmother’s direction.

			She snorted. “I doubt that.” The woman was obsessed with his hands a brief moment, looking over them where they still held the reigns of the mount. “You’re far from home in a backwoods place with no comforts to offer you. I don’t think any part of this encounter will be a ‘pleasure,’ prince.”

			He laughed. Etiquette and the norm would get him nowhere, he saw. “I think I’ve been properly groomed in advance.” He gave a nod to Raylynn as he dismounted. “At least to be somewhat prepared for this ‘backwoods place,’ as you say.”

			The woman exchanged a look with her granddaughter. Raylynn stretched nonchalantly, working out the stiffness in her legs.

			“He asked me to serve in his personal guard. I’ve been vetting him,” the golden-haired woman explained to her elder. 

			“I see.” There was new clarity in the grandmother’s eyes. “As your mother would have wanted.”

			Raylynn nodded.

			“Well, let’s see you both inside. I’m sure you’re thirsty.” Sophie reached up a hand, patting their horse’s muzzle. “Sure this one is, too. Surprised to see you with a horse, Raylynn.”

			“It was a gift,” Raylynn hastily explained, as if horrified by the idea of being associated with a mount.

			“Oh?”

			“I’ll explain later.” Raylynn shook her head, dismissing the grandmother’s clear assumption that the steed was evidence of Baldair’s generosity. “Do you have any kaha?”

			“In the chill box.”

			Raylynn’s grandmother led the horse away while Raylynn herself led him into a nearby structure. The base of it was constructed out of stone—no, packed sand? Baldair ran his hand over the surface, rubbing the fine grit that brushed off between his fingers.

			“There are Groundbreakers among us.” Raylynn confirmed his suspicions, seeing his inspection. “It’s not easy for them to do, but it helps protect us from any unexpected windstorms.”

			Baldair looked up at the canvas ceiling, the sunlight filtering through it and illuminating the wide, open room.

			“Trust me, any wall is a good barrier between you and an unexposed storm.” Again, she read his mind about the lack of ceiling. “It’s a compromise. With a stone roof, the building would get very hot; the canvas lets the heat escape.”

			She finished her rummaging through a low chest in the back of the room, from which she produced an icy pitcher of the same deep black tea they’d drunk in Yon. Baldair pursed his lips, distinctly remembering the strong, bitter flavor.

			“You’ll get used to the taste.” She barely even looked his way, placing the pitcher and two clay cups on a low table in the middle of a pillowed seating area.

			“Am I so transparent?” Baldair joined her on the floor.

			“You are.” She grinned, as if amused he’d even ask. Baldair rolled his eyes. “It’s not a bad thing, princeling. It’s the people you can’t read that you have to worry about.”

			Aldrik instantly came to mind, and Baldair pushed all thought of his brother away. Thoughts of the Crown Prince were the last thing he wanted to have ruin his mood. He accepted the cup of tea from Raylynn, sipping it timidly.

			“How do you have ice out here?”

			“Waterrunners,” she said as though the fact would be obvious. “First confusion at the buildings, then the ice… You really don’t use much magic in the South, do you?”

			Baldair shook his head. “Magic is regarded as dangerous.”

			“Why?”

			Again, he thought of Aldrik. But instead, Baldair reached around in his mind for an alternate explanation. Why did they fear magic so much?

			“It’s just... always been that way.”

			Raylynn blinked slowly at him. “You’ve said some truly dumb things, but that’s certainly chief among them.”

			He coughed into his cup, drinking too much of the bitter tea at once.

			“Just because it’s the way it’s always been doesn’t mean it should be accepted.” Raylynn mistook his coughing for surprise.

			“I know that.”

			“Do you?”

			“I do,” he insisted. “It got worse after the War of the Crystal Caverns.”

			Raylynn paused. If he wasn’t so familiar with the woman, he would’ve missed the moment’s hesitation. But it was there—a fraction of stillness mid-movement, a distance in her eyes that she snapped back from like an archer’s bowstring.

			“I’d imagine so.” Raylynn put her cup on the table as though nothing happened. “It was almost convenient, how the war happened right after Mhashan fell... gave us all a common enemy to fight as one.”

			“You can’t possibly think the Empire had—”

			She waved the idea away before he could finish it. “Your Father may be a tactical genius and a relentless warrior to the point of being conquest-hungry, but he’s certainly not stupid.” Baldair didn’t know how he felt about the assessment of his father, so he said nothing and resolved to take no offense. “And tampering with the caverns? That’s just stupid.”

			Before Baldair could comment further, Raylynn’s grandmother returned.

			“That’s quite the stallion you were gifted.” Sophie walked over to where they sat, helping herself to a cup Raylynn had poured by the time she joined them. “Old breeding practices—you can tell in his height and bones.”

			“It was from Princess Fiera.” Baldair had never met someone who could insist so boldly that they had received a boon from the dead. But Raylynn continued to do so.

			Raylynn’s grandmother sat, contemplating this for a long moment. She didn’t dismiss the notion; she didn’t look agape in disbelief. She merely considered it, weighing the truth of Raylynn’s words with her unwavering stare.

			“The princess?” 

			“Yes.” Raylynn seemed to be bracing herself. “A gift of the Mother, a gift of fate.”

			“It’s been as she foretold, hasn’t it?” 

			Baldair suddenly felt like he had been missing out on something the entire time as he realized both women had focused their attention on him. He didn’t like the feeling of Raylynn’s grandmother’s gaze on him; she had the same dark eyes as Aldrik. So he looked to Raylynn instead. The depth of her gaze was no softer, but it was familiar. 

			He watched her fill with a deep breath. “I haven’t been completely honest with you, princeling. Yes, my mother told me of the crown. Yes, I followed in her footsteps and learned from her to heed the crown. But we—you and I—we were destined to meet.”

			Under normal circumstances, Baldair would jump at the opportunities presented by a beautiful woman telling him she was destined to meet him. But Raylynn wasn’t like most beautiful women, and he found his tongue heavy, his cleverness forgotten.
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14. Raylynn

			She felt the weight of her grandmother’s stare more keenly than the prince’s confusion. Raylynn suspected the prince was confused often, and she was contented with letting him be. It had served her just fine for weeks.

			“What?” he asked dumbly.

			Raylynn willfully ignored him, giving a small nod toward her grandmother. “She foretold it all herself when she looked into the flames.”

			In the sixty or so years her grandmother had walked the earth, she had likely seen many a strange and fantastic thing, especially as a woman of the Waste. And because her grandmother was born and bred in the West, she had never asked if the princess’s divination had proved true; when a Firebearer peered along the Mother’s lines of fate, it was a contract among the Firebearer, the Mother, and the person whose future was being told. Inserting yourself into that contract by even asking what had been said was a great affront to the Goddess’s kindness.

			Her grandmother settled back on the pillows, shifting to accommodate her sword as though it were another limb. “Very well, then.”

			“What was foretold?” Where her grandmother was graceful and sharp, the prince was unknowing and blunted. Raylynn prickled briefly at the mere suggestion that she share what had been read in the flames for her—however much it might have to do with the prince. 

			Her grandmother gave her a certain look that told Raylynn, I’ll cut him down to size if you want. Raylynn couldn’t help but give a small laugh. She was flush with appreciation for the way doing so eased her tension.

			“I suppose it’s been secret long enough.” She sighed softly.

			The elder woman stood, setting down her empty cup like a period on an unspoken thought. “I have things to tend to.”

			“You most certainly do not.” Raylynn snorted. Everyone in the Nameless company cared for themselves and only for themselves unless otherwise asked. Self-sufficiency was key to living in the Waste, and it was taught from a young age to all would-be mercenaries. Her grandmother had always taken care of her own matters well before the sun rose each morning.

			“This is a conversation not meant for my ears.”

			Raylynn wanted to insist otherwise, but she stayed quiet; it was true enough, what Sophie said.

			“You know where I’ll be if you need me.” 

			Sparring, Raylynn finished mentally. “Thank you.”

			Her grandmother nodded. Raylynn had no doubt that Baldair would perceive the relationship as distanced and cold. So his words the moment her grandmother had left surprised her.

			“You two are close.”

			“Why do you say that?” 

			He shrugged, clearly not entirely sure himself. “Can just feel it.”

			Raylynn remembered what he had said previously about his elder brother. Perhaps the prince was more perceptive to the true emotions behind people’s odd mannerisms than even he realized. He certainly had beyond-average intuition. If his ears couldn’t hear the song of the sword, there had to be some other explanation for his skill with a blade. 

			For once, the prince was quiet, sipping his kaha and inspecting the brightly colored Western fabrics that encased the pillows beneath them. He didn’t seem awkward, merely curious. It was the closest to royalty she’d seen him look, and Raylynn mentally remarked how it was about time for him to get his act together.

			“When I was a girl,” she began finally, “my mother took me to see the princess.”

			Baldair nodded.

			“Fiera was a Firebearer—no doubt the source of your brother’s fiery inheritance.” Raylynn rested back on her palms, tipping her face skyward. She watched the western winds ripple the canvas of the roof, its quiet, familiar flapping a comfort. “Since you seem to know nothing of the West, I’ll assume you don’t know of curiosity shops.”

			“I’ve heard of them.” He surprised her. “They’re for fortune telling, right?”

			“They are,” she affirmed. “Some Firebearers have the ability to look into the flames. It connects them to the fire of the Mother that burns in the sun above us. It gives them the power to see along the red lines of fate She designs, and which we all walk.

			“Going to a curiosity shop is almost a right of passage for a Westerner. It’s a blessing of the Mother we take seriously, and most children are brought to a Firebearer some time before their tenth birthday.”

			“The Princess Fiera was that Firebearer for you?” Baldair noted.

			“She was, and it was an extremely high honor.”

			“Your mother and the princess must have been close.”

			Raylynn paused, mulling over the idea of her mother, the few memories she had of her and the princess together. Them laughing, sparring, verbally brawling like surly barmen over a glass of burning alcohol.

			“They were,” she said finally. “I was young to have my future read, but Fiera was pleased to oblige my mother. I selected my items to burn—liquor, dried leaves, and cotton—and waited, not knowing what would come next.

			“The princess was like the Goddess herself, dipping her face into the primordial flame of life and emerging, red-eyed and aglow. She told me that my life would follow my mother’s, in the service of a crown of gold. That the sword would be heavy, but I would carry it until my final hours. That these events would bring me home.”

			Raylynn dropped her eyes back to meet Baldair’s. There was a mix of emotions on his face. She could see how disbelief, even cynicism, narrowed his eyes slightly. Just beyond that ran an undercurrent of genuine curiosity. But nothing was hostile.

			“You think it’s talking about me?” he said finally.

			“Frankly, for the longest time, I thought it was talking about your brother.”

			He burst out laughing. When Baldair finally regained control of himself, he spoke: “Forgive me, I’m merely not used to it being the other way. Usually people hope for me above him.”

			“I’d bet it happens more than you know.” Putting him in his place was far too easy. Raylynn gave a huff of amusement that turned into a suddenly tired smile at how easily his ego deflated. She really was being saddled with a fragile young man. “I’m not upset with how it turned out.”

			“You’re not?”

			“Far be it for me to question the will of the Mother.” Raylynn stood and began to clear the cups from the table.

			“Is that all?”

			She stopped her busy work and assessed the question for a several long seconds. What was he looking for? What did she want to give him?

			“Well, the Mother is everything.” She gave a small smile. “But I’m glad it worked out this way.”

			“Does this mean you’ll join my guard?”

			“You are incorrigible.”

			“How can we question it if it’s destined?” Baldair grinned his normal princely grin. Smug, arrogant, but this time… also playful? There was a confidence there that wasn’t unappealing.

			“I’m still thinking on it,” she confessed.

			“Why?” Baldair frowned slightly. “Haven’t I proved my worth yet? Haven’t I done everything you asked? Haven’t I shown my merits as a warrior?” He was on his feet, though she didn’t recall him rising from the floor. She breathed, and he was before her, in her space, taking her air, making it so she could think of nothing but him and the questions he posed. “Tell me, Raylynn, have I not served you in all the ways you asked?”

			“In all the ways I asked, but in none I need.” The words fell from her lips like raindrops; his ears were the thirsty desert. “There are things beyond you.”

			“What?” He took her hands. Raylynn found herself devoid of any inclination to pull away. The urge to avoid his touch had died somewhere in the desert, far away from where they now stood. “You told me of your future reading for a reason—because you believe it. Then I will believe it, too. I will believe that we are meant to be together.”

			She laughed, and the sound echoed off the shards of her broken control over the situation. “Do you always have a tongue of honey?”

			“Yes.” His cheeks pulled into a grin not of arrogance but joy. “However, this time I get to have the honey and the truth at once, which makes it all the sweeter.”

			Raylynn studied the prince before her. He was on the cusp of what she’d define as manhood, teetering day by day toward the side of growing into a proper adult. He was reckless and brash. But he showed those traits because of the openness of his heart.

			She slowly pulled her hands away, his smile dropping to confusion as her arms dropped to her sides. “On my own terms, Baldair. And I am not ready yet to be your guard. I still have a task to complete.”

			“Then tell me. Tell me what it is and let me help you accomplish it as you claim to have intended all along.”

			She looked at him and bit her cheeks. She should follow him faithfully to the ends of the earth as the Mother so clearly desired—as she herself was feeling drawn to do. But it was hard when the one mission she had kept for years—finding her mother’s sword—was still before her.

			Raylynn could say nothing and leave the confused royal behind her, her treacherous mind running amok with possibilities and unsaid things. She grabbed the pommel of her sword, running her fingers over it time and again, gripping the familiar leather. If she sorted it all out, there wasn’t a true barrier to her going with the prince, merely a loose end she wanted to tie.

			It was something she didn’t have to do, but she knew she would never live with herself if she didn’t. She couldn’t devote herself to Baldair while living in any margin of fear from the most annoying shadow group of the West. She had to deal with the Knights of Jadar—in her own way, on her own terms—first.
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15. Baldair

			This woman was impossible, and damn him for loving the challenge.

			When he was with her, all he could think of was pleasing her. When he wasn’t with her, all he could think of was pleasing her. He wanted to oblige her and serve her so that she would be compelled to do the same for him. He didn’t want her for fate or his crown. He wanted her for himself, he wanted her to want him for reasons much the same, and he wanted to be worthy of her for no other reason than his own merits.

			Baldair folded his arms, leaning against one of the buildings’ sandstone sides. Down at the bottom of the dune, Raylynn ran drills with invisible opponents for the benefit of other swordsmen. She had taken one or two duels; the caliber of fighters in the Nameless Company was as good as the highest majors in the Imperial militia. Just one of their number would be worth three regular soldiers.

			Just Raylynn would be worth the whole army.

			“What do you think is most impressive about her sword style?” The sudden proximity of a voice startled Baldair back to awareness. Raylynn’s grandmother stood, closely poised between the two makeshift buildings.

			He turned back, watching the woman in question. For the first time in… ever, Baldair didn’t feel like talking. He wanted to be silent, to think.

			I am turning into my brother.

			“Her footwork,” he said finally. Baldair took the time to work through a thoughtful response, not only because Sophie expected it, but because Raylynn deserved it. “She moves her feet like a dancer. Her blade work is, of course, impeccable. But it’s the grace of her step that oftentimes gives her the edge.”

			The woman gave a motion of approval at his assessment. “She moves like a dancer because her mother taught her the Song of the Sword.”

			“Song of the Sword?”

			“A way of fighting that focuses on listening to your opponent to outsmart them.” The elderly woman folded her hands at the small of her back, standing straighter than any grandmother Baldair had ever seen. “Everyone fights to their own rhythm. If you can sing in harmony, then you can also achieve dissonance.”

			Baldair thought about it, watching Raylynn move. He didn’t completely understand it but didn’t have to. He was content to see her carve notes in the sand with the sweeping of her toes and shuffling of her heels. 

			“Her mother taught her?”

			The grandmother nodded.

			“And you taught her mother?”

			Another nod.

			“All the way back ten generations?”

			“She’s told you that much, has she?” Sophie hummed a noise that suggested she was mulling over the idea. 

			“Was her father a swordsman, too?” Baldair expected she inherited the skill from all sides.

			“He was some unimportant solider, according to her mother.” The grandmother shrugged. “She never spoke much of whoever he was—some Southerner occupying the West.”

			Baldair kept his mouth shut, wondering if Raylynn somehow resented her mother for sleeping with a random soldier—a random Southern soldier, who had ventured into the West for war. Someone not entirely unlike himself.

			“I didn’t expect to find her with a pretty boy,” Sophie continued, oblivious to his plight.

			Deep amusement resonated from his chest. “You think I’m pretty?”

			It was her turn to laugh. “You’re soft yet. Your mettle hasn’t been tested in battle. A warrior can always tell the eyes of a man who has killed, and the eyes of a man who has killed more times than he can count.”

			“I won’t deny it,” he confessed. The summer prior, when he had made his first kills, was still fresh in Baldair’s mind. They stood out to him like gaunt shadows at high noon, marring his soul in a way he didn’t expect. They were gashes that still oozed the last of his innocence—that represented something he’d lost, and gained, and could never change back to the way it was. “But I’m going to try.”

			“What else can you do?” The woman stated the question as though it were obvious, in no need of an answer. “You’re not one to run.”

			“You don’t think so?” She’d known him for mere moments and was already making bold assessments. Given her nature, Baldair didn’t take her for the sort to make such a claim without having confidence behind it.

			Almost like Aldrik, in a way.

			“If you were, she wouldn’t have brought you here.” Their attention turned once more to Raylynn, who was now actively sparring—and winning, it would seem. “You’re not the first companion she’s acquired along the way. But you are the first she’s brought here.”

			“I’m not the first companion?” 

			“She’s told me of other men she’s found, here and there. After her mother died, she continued to wander the desert on her own. It gets lonely, and a woman has needs.” Grandmother Sophie let out callous laughter upon a glance in Baldair’s direction. He didn’t need further explanation to know she was laughing at him. “My Raylynn is not like your court flowers.”

			“No, she’s not.” Baldair spoke rudely, not even making eye contact with the elder woman. He couldn’t, for when a sword was in Raylynn’s hands, there was only her in his world. Golden wisps of her hair whipped around her face like sunbeams; the strength in her legs, the deft dancer-like grace by which she moved—it was far more entrancing than anything he had seen before. No, she was as far from being a “court flower” as one could imagine. And thank the Mother for the fact.

			“For her to bring you here, you must be determined… and something quite different.”

			Baldair heard a note of appraisal and wished he could live up to it. But surrounded by skilled and fearless warriors, far from home, his own insecurities had been wrenched to the surface of his mind.

			“I don’t know if I am,” he said, mostly to himself. “I haven’t done much with my life beyond chasing skirts, because a man has needs.” Baldair laughed softly at the fact that he was cracking the remaining shell of adolescence before this complete stranger. It was as good a time as any. “But I want to do  more, and be better. I want to merit her loyalty with merits of my own.”

			“You may never merit it.” The woman pulled no punches. “But, prince, that’s not your decision to make.” At that, he finally looked at her. He searched the woman’s leathered face for a meaning to her words. He sought to find what she was trying to say and how he could really understand it. “It’s not if you deem yourself worthy—it’s if she deems you worthy. And should she, you have no choice but to attempt to live up to that. After all, isn’t that really what being a prince is: being given the loyalty of others for no reason at birth and striving your whole life to be worthy of it?”

			Was that what royalty was? Was that his role? Baldair didn’t have the answers, but he felt, in a way, he had now been given the right questions. They were questions he’d never asked before.

			“It’s how her mother lived and died. It’s how Raylynn will live and die.”

			The notion of Raylynn dying in his company filled him with a strange and dizzying nausea. That’s what he was doing. He was leading men and women to their deaths, and the Golden Guard would be nothing more than a hand-picked collection of sacrifices. Baldair swallowed hard. Just because that was a truth didn’t make it the entire truth.

			“I will fight to keep her safe,” he said softly. Just as he would try to keep Erion, Jax, and whoever else joined their group safe. He might not be comfortable yet with the mere idea of killing, but he would for the people who were truly worthwhile.

			The woman laughed softly, again at his expense. “You? No, prince, it will be the other way around.”

			She was right, of course, Baldair realized. Everyone in his company swore their lives to him; every soldier in the Empire took an oath to fall in the service of the Emperor and his family. He couldn’t help a sudden appreciation for the irony of worrying over his ability to protect those who had vowed to die for him.

			“If you allow her into this ‘golden company’ of yours, accept that you will be the death of her.” The sun continued to set over the dunes, as if attempting to flee the sudden somber shift in conversation. “But also know that she will only die when she is ready.”

			“On her terms,” Baldair whispered.

			“Indeed.”

			“How did her mother die?” It was a morbid conversation, but Baldair deeply wanted to know.

			“Honorably.” The grandmother shifted, standing a bit straighter. She looked with her dark eyes directly at the horizon, as if peering into the realms beyond. “She died a warrior’s death.”

			“Dueling, like Raylynn does?” Baldair attempted, hoping his gut speculation was wrong, hoping it wasn’t a result of her duty to the late princess.

			“No. They killed her over her blade.” 

			“Who killed her?” That was the only important thing. He didn’t care about shadow soldiers or mysterious Western lore. He cared about the woman whose sword rang out like song bells to his ears. He cared about justice for her and for her mother.

			“The Knights of Jadar.” Sophie turned to leave. But she paused and remained still for a long moment. As if working toward a decision, she spoke again: “And the one who swung the killing blow... his name is Lord Twintle.”

			Is, not was. He’s still alive, Baldair noted. He only had about two weeks left before he needed to make it back to the Crossroads and march to war. Two weeks was enough time to find some Western Lord, and practice killing again before the war front.
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16. Raylynn

			Exhausted and slick with sweat, Raylynn collapsed onto a sunning blanket. Every muscle in her body was pulled past its breaking point. It felt like they had snapped off her bones, which now hung limply around her jelly-like form. She let go of her corporal container to focus on the darkening sky above.

			Another person collapsed next to her. The woman was a familiar shape no matter how far Raylynn roamed. Anya had grown up alongside Raylynn, training beside her since she could remember. Anya was far more skilled with a bow than with a sword, and Raylynn always felt the slightest bit guilty giving her friend a thorough beating when they went blade to blade, knowing it wasn’t her weapon of choice.

			That being said, Anya could still give most men and half the trained soldiers in the world a thrashing with the sword. Raylynn ran her hand up Anya’s arm in a quiet greeting. She only made it halfway up the forearm before her hand collapsed tiredly back onto the blanket.

			“You had a fervor.” Anya smiled. She had the most perfect white teeth Raylynn had ever seen.

			“Been a long time since I had a real challenge.” Raylynn’s breathing was almost under control.

			“Has the West really gotten to such a state?” Anya mused. “There used to be good swordsmen across the land.”

			“The war took its toll. Le’Dan and Ci’Dan are no longer warring, and their families have closed their grooming programs as a result.”

			“And we have a new war upon us.” Anya leaned back, falling to her elbows and tilting her head to the sky. Raven-colored hair pooled behind her, set free from braids and still perfectly straight.

			Raylynn admired the woman’s dark locks. They reminded her of the Firebearer who gave Baldair and Raylynn their escape. Hair similar to every Westerner, but reminiscent forever in Raylynn’s mind of the Princess Fiera.

			“Speaking of which,” Anya continued, “I never expected you to bring a prince back to us. Especially not the younger Southern one.”

			“I’m half Southern,” Raylynn pointed out with a small grin at Anya’s obvious distaste.

			“Your hair and eyes got all the Southern.” Anya ran a hand through Raylynn’s tresses, stringy with sweat. “But in your heart? Darling, you are a child of the West through and through.”

			Raylynn chuckled and gave a small nod, looking back to the stars. She had never so much as set foot in the South, despite her parentage. The West was all she’d ever known, and yet she harbored no fear of leaving—just a small distaste for the idea of how wet the North was, and how cold the South could become.

			“Why is he with you?” Anya asked outright.

			“He wants me to join his Golden Guard.”

			“Golden Guard?” The woman snorted at the very notion. “Some boy prince’s pretend soldiers, no doubt all name and no substance. Why would you even entertain the idea?”

			“Fate.”

			Anya was silenced instantly by the single word and asked no further.

			“But I’m unsure yet of him.” Raylynn still struggled with the bitter notion of falling into line behind a prince after what had happened with her mother, even if the gods decreed it as their will.

			“For this, you cannot be blamed.” Anya looked over her shoulder. “The way he walks even screams arrogance.”

			Raylynn propped herself up enough to look behind her. She noticed that most of the other people who’d been training had already returned to their homes on the plateau above. Baldair was making his way through the sand toward them.

			Certainly, she could see Anya’s point. He had a sway to his shoulders and a stretch to his gait that would always be the look of someone who was used to having all eyes on him by virtue of his mere existence. But for Raylynn, he had relaxed during his time in the Waste. He no longer had the same air about him. Dirty, sun-bleached clothes, ruffled hair, and sun-kissed skin had transformed the prince before her. He had found an iota of humility and did not seem ashamed to show it. His movements were more relaxed, less expectant.

			“I wondered if you’d taken a nap,” Raylynn jabbed lightly when he came to stop before them. “I know how your weak royal constitution might demand it.”

			“Not a half-bad suggestion. My only regret is not thinking of it myself hours ago.” Baldair’s mouth turned up into a lazy smile... and stayed that way. No matter how much he was battered by the sand and sun, he seemed to retain his boyish good looks—looks Raylynn could easily see melting the hearts of many a lass. Though the more time she spent with him, the more she wondered if his subtle seductiveness was an actual effort or a natural gift.

			“And who’s your friend?” Baldair turned his attention toward Anya.

			“Anya.” The woman obliged him her name, but Anya was a stubborn child of the desert, and nothing in her body language offered the Solaris prince even the slightest bit of respect.

			If Baldair took offense, he didn’t show it. “A pleasure, Anya. Am I now in the company of two women who could best me at swords?”

			“You and Anya would be an interesting match to watch,” Raylynn mused. “With a bow? She’d shoot you square between the eyes before you had time to blink. But a sword? I’ve not the foggiest who would come out on top.”

			Anya shot her a glare, clearly communicating how she felt about Raylynn not immediately assuming she could best the prince with a blade. But Baldair was undeniably good with a sword; green as grass, but she couldn’t deny him his skill.

			“Fortunately for me, I’m inclined to let ladies choose their preference—top or bottom.” Baldair sat between them casually.

			Between his movements and his comments, he had completely disarmed Anya. The woman was no virgin flower, yet a trace of scarlet darkened her rich, cinnamon-colored cheeks. The blush was so faint that Baldair surely missed it. Raylynn couldn’t overlook it, however—nor could she keep herself from dissolving in laughter. “I think Anya would prefer the top,” she managed between gasps of mirth.

			“Raylynn—”

			“She likes to be in control.”

			“Seems to be a trend among women of the Nameless Company.” 

			Anya was set to shaking with amusement. When the woman had recovered herself, she turned to the princeling. “So, prince, what do you intend with my friend here?”

			“I’d like her sword, if she’ll give it to me.”

			Anya smiled a knowing smile, a type of look that betrayed the depth of meaning behind what Baldair had said without him even knowing. There was no greater thing to ask for than a mercenary’s sword.

			“As far as I’m concerned, you’ll never be worth our Ray’s sword.”

			“Ray?” Out of everything, that was what Baldair picked up on. “You go by Ray?”

			“Only to people I really care about,” she mumbled. Anya really could be insufferable.

			“I think that makes it clear where you stand, prince,” Anya said smugly, giving Raylynn’s hand a small squeeze.

			“I have time,” Baldair said, surprising them both. “When you join the Golden Guard, I’ll have many years to earn that trust.”

			“When? He says when, Ray.” Anya was as incredulous as Raylynn felt.

			“Give him credit for that much?” Raylynn was laughing again at the notion. The prince was surprising her more than she ever expected.

			“If I must,” Anya mumbled.

			Baldair turned to Raylynn, his gaze penetrating. “I have something I want to discuss with you.”

			Raylnn considered him for a long moment. Anya looked to her with eyebrows raised in what was becoming familiar disbelief at the prince’s boldness. The decision was on her.

			“I suppose I have the time.” 

			“And I suppose I need to take care of dinner.” Anya stood, dusting sand—rather hopelessly—off her leggings. “Ray, I’ll see you later?”

			Raylynn nodded. “I’ll stop by and say hello to the family proper.” They were all in the same boat, an odd unit formed by the Nameless Company that underscored their connections. It ran deeper than blood and more true than cursory emotions.

			“See you do. I’ve more words to share with you.” Anya waved over her shoulder a temporary farewell.

			When the other woman had gone, her eyes drifted to the prince, who was also intently staring in the direction of Anya’s departure. “Really?”

			“I’m sorry, what?” The prince was like a boy caught peeping at his presents for the Festival of the Sun.

			“Anya is your type?”

			“I wouldn’t mind.” He was honest, that much Raylynn could tell. “But I don’t know if I’d outright call her my ‘type’.”

			She gasped. Half was sincerity, the other half magnified for the sake of comedy. “He wouldn’t mind? Such high praise.”

			“You focused on the wrong thing.” He continued to look at Anya—or rather, where she had disappeared into her abode.

			“Did I?”

			“You didn’t focus on discovering my type.”

			The prince’s stare had a poignant weight that Raylynn chose to ignore. She had already become far too compromised around him. “What did you want to talk about?”

			“I learned something interesting from your grandmother…” Baldair began with a forced delicacy that bloomed a certain nervousness in Raylynn’s gut.

			“About?”

			“Your mother.”

			Raylynn stilled alongside the disappearance of the last light. “What did she tell you?”

			“That your mother was murdered.” The prince began speaking quickly, almost eagerly, as if determined to get out his words before she could process them. “By the Knights of Jadar? Whatever or whoever they are?”

			Raylynn looked out to the horizon with a small huff of amusement. He wouldn’t know. He wouldn’t bother himself to care. The Knights were a unique tumor to the West’s history, and the princeling was not of the West. She couldn’t expect him to understand.

			“But I noticed…” he continued, his words drawing an odd anxiety from that same visceral place in her belly. “She referred to the man who killed your mother in the present tense. He’s still alive. She knows the name—which means we can find him.”

			She didn’t need to hear the rest. She didn’t need her frustration and rage at the Knights of Jadar to be dragged to the surface in the Nameless City, her only sanctuary in the wide world. She was still licking the wounds their flight from the inn had cut into her pride. She also certainly didn’t need the prince to assume she hadn’t already found the man responsible for dealing the killing blow against her mother.

			“Raylynn, is the man who killed your mother still walking this plane?”

			Raylynn stared at the fading dusk with all the bitterness and remorse in the world. She watched the sun diminish, submitting to the Father’s realms and giving into the darkness broken only by death and chaos.

			“Does he reside in the West?”

			He does. She wanted to scream. She knew exactly where this particular Lord slept. She had walked by his estate countless times, watched the coming and goings of his various staff and guard. She’d sat out for hours observing his people—the not-so-secret Knights of Jadar.

			“Do you want justice?”

			Raylynn bit her cheeks to keep herself from screaming, yes! She wanted justice. Or, at the very least, revenge.

			“Have you been killing people associated with the Knights, Western nobles, to try to reach your mother’s killer?” Baldair pressed.

			Raylynn remained determinedly silent.

			Baldair sighed softly and removed his attention from her. “I have two weeks left before the main army reaches the Crossroads. I need to return before then so that I may march to war with them.” He spoke to nothing in particular.

			Two weeks, and her princeling would be gone. She had to decide before then. She had to make her choice quickly. Faster than she wanted to. How could she be expected to figure out what she wanted with such swiftness when the leisure of years had yielded nothing?

			“I’ll give you an Imperial decree for their deaths.” Her head turned quickly to meet his eyes. She studied his face for any trace of falsehood. 

			The prince stared back, his blue eyes and messy golden hair and broad shoulders weighing on her. But he remained determined in the face of her skepticism, unwavering in his conviction.

			“I would do this for justice… and only so long as you realize it will not bring your mother back.”

			That. That was what burned her most. Those were the words that set fire beneath her skin in waves of pearling heat and scalding truth. She knew nothing would bring her mother back. And this—this Southerner, in all his well-intended truth—didn’t even understand that Raylynn had no inclination toward bringing her mother back. She had no desire to fill the hole left by her mother. It was that hole that pushed her to do better, that she sought to fill yet knew she never would.

			Raylynn rose to her feet against the encroaching night and the reminders it carried, of all the injustices that had been committed against her. She stood in the presence of the prince, ending the conversation long before he was finished.

			“Prince, your words may be well-intended, but they miss the mark. This is not a matter for the crown. This is not a debt I can pass on. This is something owed only to me. I don’t want Twintle dead. I want to kill him. And the difference between the two is the world.” She spoke calmly, but with a determination she hadn’t felt before Baldair thought to take for himself—for the crown—what was rightfully hers. “Furthermore, do not presume to know what I want. If you want to know, ask.”

			The conversation had ended as far as she was concerned. Raylynn started up the dunes. She needed to give the prince time to think properly about what had been said, let it sink in, before she presumed he truly understood the source of her conviction on the matter.

			The sand slid under the prince’s heels as he stood.

			“Then tell me what it is you want. Let me help you.” He spoke hastily to her retreating form. “Not for some prophecy, or for royalty, or for my guard. Let me help you because I want to.”

			Raylynn paused and turned to study the boy prince, running headlong toward manhood. He was trying, but that didn’t change her earlier conviction. She needed time to think. He needed the same time, whether he realized it or no. Because not only did he have to consider her words, but he likewise needed to think about what he had just offered.

			“Very well, I will consider letting you help me. Not as a prince, and not as a part of our determined fates. Merely as another one chosen of the sword,” she whispered softly, trusting the wind to carry her words to him.

			The prince gave her a determined, slightly dumbfounded look. He had, no doubt, never encountered someone who didn’t clamor to accept his first offer of aid. Less, someone who might not want his help at all.

			Raylynn smiled faintly at his confusion and continued up to the encampment with renewed determination.
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17. Raylynn

			She paced Anya’s small abode. She lived with her family, but her parents were out at the communal campfire enjoying a dinner Raylynn should be partaking in as well, as her growling stomach reminded her. Anya remained behind in solidarity. Confusion and amusement shifted on her face.

			“You’ve never spoken of avenging your mother before.”

			The death of Zira Westwind was no secret among the Nameless Company. Even if the mercenaries did not actively seek vengeance for the death of their own—they were in too deadly a business to go hunting after every person who got themselves killed—they did seek out the cause of that death, or tried. With Zira, the secret hadn’t taken long to uncover; the Knights had turned their attentions on Raylynn shortly after her mother’s demise.

			“It’s a fool’s ambition,” Raylynn repeated the words she’d spoken a thousand times. It was an instantaneous reply whenever her mother came up—more reaction than response.

			“Then why are you so worked up on the idea of it now?”

			Raylynn sighed. She let no one beyond her grandmother know the truth, that she still sought her mother’s blade. Killing Twintle along the way would be a fringe benefit. She sat heavily, taking her friend’s hand in hers. Their fingers clasped tightly, Anya affirming the grip without hesitation.

			“Because even though it is a fool’s ambition, I have sought it anyway,” Raylynn confessed with a touch of remorse. She didn’t feel bad for concealing a truth that was hers and hers alone, but for lying about it all the years she had.

			“I know.” 

			“Of course you do.” Raylynn laughed softly.

			“I pay attention to you, Ray. I also know of the honor the princess bestowed on your mother with the sword—a rank that should fall to you.”

			“Not so. I don’t want that honor.” She didn’t. She didn’t want all the things the sword symbolized. She didn’t want to lead or rally. She wanted to continue roaming the world searching for a challenge, living off her skill. “I just want the sword.”

			“And that should be yours,” Anya agreed. “Why have you not reclaimed it?”

			“I don’t know where it is.”

			“Not true.” Anya knew her too well. Lying around her was futile.

			“I don’t,” Raylynn insisted. “Not really…”

			“Fine, but you have yet to investigate the home of the man who took the blade in the first place.” Raylynn would’ve told Anya if she’d gone for Twintle, and Anya clearly knew it.

			“I have gone there, but not inside,” she confessed. “Getting in unnoticed proved difficult.”

			“And you didn’t want them to move the blade if it is indeed there by letting them know you were seeking it… so you sought it out everywhere else.”

			Raylynn nodded. The other part of the truth remained unsaid: she had one shot at Lord Twintle, and she wanted it to come at a time when nothing could go wrong. Furthermore, the last time she was at the estate, he wasn’t in residence.

			“If the prince seeks out his imperial decree for Twintle’s head, they’ll move the blade so far underground it could take years to get a solid lead on it again.”

			“And there’s the root of it.” Anya tied a knot in her braids on instinct, as tight as the growing tension that began in Raylynn’s mind and ran down her shoulders. “You don’t want him to claim what is rightfully yours or interfere with your getting it.”

			Raylynn’s heart felt like she was entering a ring. “Is that so wrong?” 

			“Not in the slightest.” Anya shook her head. “But what I find impressive is that you think that delicate flower of a man could help you.”

			“I never said—”

			“If you didn’t think so, you wouldn’t have brought him here.” Anya gave her a look that clearly demanded, tell me I’m wrong.

			Raylynn couldn’t, so she said nothing.

			“Ray, talk to him. Tell him what you need. You’ve never hidden so from a man before.” Anya lightened the mood with a seductive little smirk. “You never know, that soft, golden prince could surprise you.” 

			“He already has.” Raylynn reflected on their singular, genuine duel. He had been good enough to make her think he knew the song of the sword. While she now knew he didn’t, and that furthermore he was as green as they came… movements like his weren’t a mistake.

			More than that, his determination to follow her, his willingness to put aside his royalty to help her achieve her ends—it was different than Fiera and her mother, but that made it no less admirable.

			Without another word, Anya started for the slatted fabric that served as a simple doorway.

			“Where are you going?” Raylynn asked.

			“You have your decision.” Anya shrugged. “And I’m positively starving. You’ve out-earned your time on this issue compared to my hunger.”

			Alone again, Raylynn set to pacing, feeling quite at home in her friend’s abode. Even if Anya or her parents returned, they wouldn’t kick her out until the oil burned low, at the earliest. So she stayed, knowing that it was likely the one place in camp she could find some quiet.

			Am I ready to attack Twintle? It was a question she thought she’d long since answered. But now it resurfaced, ugly as ever. She could seek her grandmother’s counsel on the matter, but her grandmother had passed on the responsibility of vengeance to Raylynn years ago—claiming advanced age excluded her from such things. Furthermore, the very nature of the sword made it right for only Raylynn’s hands.

			No, she hadn’t been ready to attack Twintle and reclaim her mother’s sword before. But she was now. She had help now… It was just a matter of deciding if she truly trusted that help. Because if she did, there was no going back.

			Raylynn set for the door, the sand beneath her heels quietly affirming her decision. Baldair wasn’t difficult to find—no one in the small town was. At night, almost everyone gathered around the communal fire for sustenance and story. It was where news of potential jobs was spread and votes were cast about whether it was time to, once again, move the city.

			A head of gold where there usually was none, and laughter that boomed like thunder guided her even in the dark. 

			“I told you she would come.” Anya nodded at Raylynn, whose presence Baldair had yet to notice. 

			“There you are!” Baldair turned away from where he’d been making good company—at least as far as Raylynn could tell from her companions’ faces. “You know, this actually isn’t so bad.” He held up a strip of jerky cured from desert hare.

			“I actually do know.” As if she hadn’t eaten it all her life.

			“We’re moving him up to scorpion tail next.” A mischievous look overcame Anya’s face.

			Raylynn sighed. Her friend was going to give the princeling severe indigestion. Scorpion tail was hard on stomachs that weren’t used to its trace natural poisons. Those same poisons made it a great ration, however, as the numbing quality staved off gnawing hunger longer than a full meal when it was most needed.

			“You’ll do no such thing.” Raylynn put the idea to bed before it could so much as squint open its eyes.

			“But I want to try it!” Baldair protested, none the wiser.

			“No, you don’t.” Raylynn kicked the small of his back lightly. “Now, up with you.”

			“Better heed mother,” Anya teased. “She’s scary when she’s mad.”

			“I’ve no doubt.” Baldair stood with a laugh that made Raylynn’s eyes narrow; she was dangerously close to becoming a joke to him.

			Rather than risking further embarrassment in front of her friends and family, she headed away from the orb-like glow of the great fire and into the darkness. Away from the immediate proximity of the flames, the night surrounded them  quickly; Raylynn’s eyes adjusted to the light of the moon and stars.

			She looked over her shoulder to make sure he was following. “You surprise me, prince.”

			“Do I?” Baldair caught up with her in a few wide steps.

			“You seem relaxed around magic flames.” She gave a nod to the fire burning in a divot of sand without any source of fuel. “I thought Southerners were supposed to hate sorcerers.”

			“Jax, one of the Golden Guard, is a Firebearer.”

			“The one who wasn’t the little Le’Dan?” She thought back to the two men he’d been with when they met.

			Baldair hummed in affirmation. “My brother, too.”

			That she knew.

			“Where are we headed?” He took advantage of her silence to shift the conversation.

			“Back into the dunes.”

			“Why?” He kept asking his questions, but he didn’t stop following her. Raylynn wondered how far he would follow before she had to give him an answer. 

			“I am going to give you one final chance.”

			“To do what?”

			“To best me.” Raylynn gripped the hilt of her sword. The mere thought of combat began to shift the sounds of the world. She heard his footsteps like a drumbeat, the clanking of his scabbard like a bell.

			“You’re going to duel me again?” Baldair was clearly taken aback. “Now?”

			“If you wait, I may change my mind.” 

			The prince stopped as she did, not a step before. He was a quick study, faster than he likely gave himself credit for. When her mother had led her through the desert for years, it had taken Raylynn far too long to learn how to follow. She had been as stubborn and headstrong as a child as she was as a woman, and the notion of following a leader without question—doing things on someone else’s terms—while maintaining her own autonomy was difficult to accept. She wondered if he already felt it—if he respected her as a leader. Because if he could do that, it meant she had nothing to worry about should there ever be a time she chose to follow him instead.

			“It’s simple, same rules as before. Best me, and I will tell you everything and join your guard.” Prove to me you’re worth it, she wanted to add.

			Baldair regarded her thoughtfully. The curve of his face, coated in stubble and moonlight, finally betrayed a motion of affirmation.

			They drew swords, metal singing sweetly against the night air. She noted, for the first time, that his wider blade had a sort of resonance that thrummed below the hum of her thinner one. They were different, but a sort of unexpected harmony lingered between them.

			The air grew heavy with tension before they moved. The song of the sword came to her, loud and true. Every minor movement struck a chord in a melody she’d never heard.

			It was as if the song she had been trained to love had begun to sing not just for her, but for them.
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18. Baldair

			He watched carefully as she drew her shadow from the night. The reflection of the stars dripped across the flat of her blade. She held herself in perfect tension—the model swordswoman.

			Her grip on the hilt gave her flexibility to parry both right or left attacks. The blade’s length allowed her to hold it low, guarding against blows to the hips while still being able to catch a swing toward the neck or head. Even her clothing had no doubt been carefully curated over the years to fit her combat before her person. A miss-match of leftover armor, likely purchased or pilfered as was necessary, resulted in a fitting suit that was uniquely hers.

			A smile tensed the muscles in his cheeks. He didn’t want to let her see it; the last thing Baldair wanted was this woman to think he was mocking her when the truth was anything but. Am I another found thing that befits her, pilfered along the way? 

			Let it be so. It was a simple sort of decree that had the echoes of his princely tutors screaming from the back of his mind that he was an Imperial Prince and could be owned by no one. But if he was going to be claimed by anyone, he wanted it to be  her.

			Raylynn was unlike any woman he’d ever met before. She was a mirror to all he was, but better. The qualities he lacked she possessed, and those he treasured she had in spades. The more he looked at her, the more he fell into those dark eyes, the more he knew it all to be true.

			No doubt impatient with his introspection, Raylynn was the first to move.

			Baldair stepped back, parrying her probing attack. He caught the blade on his guard, pushing it aside and pulling back. Raylynn regarded him warily, those same dark eyes narrowing before she swung back for another strike that lacked bite.

			He had been watching her, and not just the way her leggings fit the curve of her hip. He had been watching her steps, the way her feet turned, hands shifted. He had never watched a woman so closely and had never known a body so well without really knowing it.

			Raylynn lunged.

			He dodged.

			She twisted one way.

			He went the opposite.

			She batted at his blade, and he disengaged.

			“Why aren’t you attacking?” 

			He smiled, then. She didn’t see things the way he did. That was fine, he decided then and there. If she needed words, he would give them to her. “Because I’m letting you lead.”

			Raylynn stilled. Her hands went slack, a modicum of the tension in her shoulders dissipating.

			“If you don’t fight,” she said, caution in her voice, “you can’t best me, and I will never be your guard.”

			“Is this the task you intended for me?” 

			“It’s the task I’m giving you,” she insisted. An odd quiver to her voice alerted him to a tempest raging beneath the surface.

			Baldair straightened away, and did something he had always been taught never to do: sheath his sword in front of an armed opponent. But with Raylynn’s sword tip at the level of his nose, he did so. Her hands tensed again, her shoulders lifted back at attention—her whole body was ready to strike. She was forcing aggression to override confusion.

			“Surely you noticed.” He took a step forward. “But we are engaged in two duels at the moment.”

			“Two?” She kept her sword locked in place, its point now just a hair’s breadth from his face. “All I see is you about to lose one.”

			“And win the other,” he murmured.

			Baldair wasn’t prone to quiet. It seemed an unnecessary tedium. But in that moment, he didn’t want to break the air between them with any more words than necessary. He didn’t want his voice to reach her before his hands could.

			He settled one palm over hers at her sword’s hilt. She didn’t ease her grip or back away. His fingers curled lightly, tenderly; she would have her control, as he knew she desired. She would have every chance to fight him away if she did not want him there, and he would make sure his movements conveyed the fact.

			But she didn’t.

			Her eyes searched his face, reading and understanding a truth that it seemed her mind had yet to fully admit. Baldair smiled in earnest. He had seen it before she did, and because of it, he had bested her.

			His hand touched her cheek, gently then firmly smoothing over the roughness of her skin, battered by sand and wind and sun. His fingers dipped into the tangles at the nape of her neck, wrought in gold. She was as sturdy and world-worn as she first appeared, and all the more beautiful for it.

			Baldair closed his eyes and held his breath, committed to seeing through to the end what he had started. Her lips were chapped and tasted of sweat; he was sure the shadow on his chin scratched her in a less-than-ideal way. Still, she didn’t retreat.

			He felt the moment when she returned his kiss. With a gentleness he had yet to see from the woman, her lips slotted against his as though she’d long predicted the place they’d fit best. He couldn’t suppress the sigh of contentment, of relief, that escaped his throat.

			He had known many kisses. He had wielded them as tools to accomplish tasks and achieve results. He had accepted them and played into the fantasies of others with them, willingly giving what so many young ladies at court seemed to desire. But this was different. This was the first time he had kissed a woman.

			Reminding himself that this had been a calculated “attack” on his part, Baldair broke away. Raylynn’s eyes were waiting the moment his opened. Where a girl would have stood breathless and blushing, she merely assessed him thoughtfully.

			“You didn’t best me with the sword,” she said finally.

			“I didn’t,” he had to admit. “But you never specified that I had to.”

			“I didn’t.” 

			“And I may never.” He would not be so proud to deny what was so clear to both of them. “I may never win you with the sword. You move as though your hands are wrought from the same iron as your blade.”

			A blade she was now sheathing.

			“I will not wait a lifetime to best your blade before I have you in my company. But I will fight, in a different way, to earn the loyalty of the woman who holds it.”

			Raylynn’s face was impassive, her eyes betraying nothing. She nearly reminded him of Aldrik, and Baldair was forced to push the notion aside before it distracted him from his mission.

			“All of this,” he continued, “on your own terms, of course.”

			She thought this over a long moment and then closed the gap between them. Baldair thought she was as likely to punch him in the gut as kiss him. So he was well and truly relieved when she decided on the latter.

			Her fists closed around the collar of his shirt, and she pulled herself toward him. The confidence was appealing in a way he’d never known, and Baldair let her lead them, his mouth moving gently, answering the questions put forth by her lips, tasting what pieces of herself she submitted for his inspection. At the same time, his hands gripped her hips with all the force he possessed.

			The coy smirk she wore when she pulled away was all the confirmation he needed. “Very well, princeling. You lose in the duel of the sword. But in this duel…” Her palms ran down the front of his shirt. All at once, he realized it had been a near-record amount of time since he had last touched, and been touched by, a woman. “…I may permit you victory.”

			“Then I picked the right duel.” He held her fast, with no plans to release her. “Because this victory tastes far, far sweeter.”

			She barely let him speak the words before she kissed him again.
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19. Raylynn

			The prince was young—younger than she usually went for. Young ones were always so eager, so hasty, so hurried. It was like striking a flame; the moment it caught, they wanted to let it burn everything, patience be damned.

			Raylynn had gone through her years of rutting like dogs in heat with the first man who showed an interest when she was in a mood. She had served her time to those eager fingers and explorations with all the determination of a sorcerer just uncovering her magic. Now, she was in no hurry. She knew the theory—all the ways the bits and pieces could fit together. Now, what she delighted in was seeing how those bits and pieces fit with each unique partner.

			And it had been so long since she last had a partner in this arena. She had grown picky in her mid-twenties, so much so that she had actually begun to contemplate who she’d deem worthy. It seemed she’d settle for a determined prince.

			She’d forced him to walk, not run, back to one of the vacant abodes—always kept ready for the wanderers like her in the Nameless Company who would show up on the horizon out of the blue. She clutched his hands in hers as they eagerly fumbled with the latch of her belt, the ties of her jerkin. She did nothing more than kiss him until his heart slowed some and his breathing encompassed what little space stood between them.

			But that same breathing was her undoing in its own way, as it filled the air like a quiet symphony. She had granted him this victory, but, in truth, he’d earned it. So she made no motion to stop him when his fingers smoothed to palms, gripping her breast. She gave no pause, flowing from one movement to the end, lending her own pleasant hums and huffs to the song they were building to a crescendo together. 

			The prince lived up to his reputation, she discovered. He was no stranger to a woman’s body. Raylynn not only had no teaching to do, but her hands could potentially learn a thing or two from the creative ministrations of his. It was enough, for now, and she found herself able to stop him when she was finished.

			He acquiesced with a frustrated groan, a noise she discovered she enjoyed a little too much. Guilty for delighting in his torture, she repaid the service in kind—bringing him to release.

			They lay sweat slicked and satisfied as the remnant of pleasure released its grip on their bodies. Raylynn heard the shifting of the blankets underneath his head as it turned to face her. She waited several seconds to see if he would speak, before bringing her eyes to him.

			“I want more.”

			She laughed at the end of her exhale. “I know you do.”

			The prince rolled half atop her, his mouth on her neck. He sucked sweetly, biting tenderly, licking away the mark.

			“Not tonight.” 

			“Why?”

			“Because I said so.” Raylynn watched him carefully as he pulled away. There was trace disappointment—but nothing outrageous.

			“On your terms.” The prince smiled, propping his head up. With his free hand, he took her fingers in his, bringing them to his mouth. “I want nothing from you that isn’t.”

			“You learn quickly.” 

			“Thank you.” The prince’s scruff roughed her knuckles. “But this is one area which I have always believed should be entirely on the terms of my partner.”

			She hummed softly. “Who knew such an honorable man lay beneath the one they call ‘Heartbreaker’?”

			He laughed, easing down, the warm glow brought of his climax settling on him like a blanket. “You know that name?”

			“And others.”

			“And you will still join my company?” he asked eagerly.

			“As long as it pleases you.” A strange statement to have come from her mouth.

			“Then may I never not please you.”

			She looked for a trace of deception in his statement but found none. It was all the reassurance she needed. The lines had been crossed; there was no looking back now. For better or worse, in her own way, she had followed in her mother’s footsteps and thrown in her lot with royalty. But she would make this path her own, and doing so first meant she had to finish the route her mother had walked.

			“There is something I must do first, before I join your company.”

			“I should have known it wouldn’t be so easy.” He spoke with a small smile, as though delighted—rather than put out—by this new challenge.

			“Yes, you should have.” It was still all too easy to admonish him. Easier than it should be, given he was her prince.

			“What must you do, and how may I see it accomplished? Is it this infamous task?”

			“I will kill the man who slew my mother and regain her sword,” she vowed aloud for the first time. Her blade was not the one she wore on her hip, and it was time to reclaim her birthright. She had committed the truth to the gods above and the blade her mother had taught her to wield. She had started a new verse of the song of her sword.

			“Very well. You shall, and it will be by your hand,” the prince agreed. “But first, tell me why these men sought your mother’s death and now so clearly seek your own?”

			Raylynn took a deep breath. The truth was partially unknown yet, even to her. But what she did know, she would impart. There was no going back now when it came to the prince.
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20. Baldair

			He had never had a woman refuse him sex before. In bed. Naked. After he had already taken her to orgasm once.

			Raylynn never stopped daring to break the mold.

			Now he had to bring his thoughts back to the head that sat on his shoulders—no small task around the woman. She was seeking vengeance on behalf of her mother, which was something Baldair could support. But if he was to do so as a prince or as a man, he needed more details. He needed to be certain that hers was an honorable mission, not some misplaced vendetta.

			“How much do you know of the Knights of Jadar?” she asked.

			“Not much.” 

			“Southerners and their lack of world history,” she muttered. He was unable to disagree. He drew lazy circles around her navel with the tip of his finger. It didn’t seem to distract or bother her in the slightest. “Many, many years before Mhashan fell into the hold of the Empire, there was a mighty ruler—King Jadar. His love for his people was only matched by his ferocity toward everyone who stood against his kingdom. His youngest son, the spare to the throne, developed a group of swordsmen and other combatants and called them knights in his father’s name.”

			“The Knights of Jadar,” Baldair stated the obvious. “The Golden Guard will not be like these Knights,” he vowed, suddenly realizing he was asking her to join one noble order when her mother had been slain by another, not-so-noble one.

			Raylynn laughed. “Hush, princeling. This is not about you.” The words were direct, almost harsh, but her smile was tender—a play of the rough and soft he had come to admire about her. “These Knights stood for Mhashan long after their king died. They were led by one soldier after another, a warrior of prestigious birth usually sired in the Ci’Dan bloodline. For a time, they were even led by the young Princess Fiera.”

			“Aldrik’s mother?” Baldair couldn’t imagine Aldrik leading a squadron even now. Then it dawned on him that his brother had likely started marching already in that infernal black plate he’d crafted to his own liking, leading his legion of sorcerers. 

			History had an eerie way of circling on itself, year after year after year.

			“The same,” Raylynn continued. “She was the youngest of the four royal children. Were it not for your father, she would’ve never dreamed to even sniff a ruling throne. So, she followed in the footsteps of Mhashan’s other great young royals, and assumed the way of the warrior—sword and shield of our nation.

			“She was the person who made your father wait ten years to claim Mhashan as his ‘West’. The poets still sing songs of her military genius and fearlessness, even in her youth.”

			“Too bad Aldrik didn’t get any of those qualities.” Baldair instinctively took a low jab the second he saw one open against his brother.

			“Careful, Baldair. Because if he didn’t, that means the only qualities he got are from your father—a patronage you both share.” It was the first time Baldair found the woman’s smirk annoying. She had begun to settle in his mind as a tutor in both the blade and bed, a role that made him lust after her all the more. “In any event… When Norin fell and Princess Fiera announced her marriage to the Emperor, making her our first Empress, the West found joy in the compromise. It was far better than anyone expected. A genius move, really, on your father’s behalf. Had he not cemented the heir of the throne with Western blood, I doubt he could’ve kept it this long. The West won’t rise against its own.”

			Suddenly, Baldair found his brother cast in a new political light. His existence was less the story of a child born of warrior’s passion in the heat of battle, and more of a calculated political play than Baldair had ever given his father credit for. The West had been the strongest of the four regions from a military perspective. Even war-worn, they could’ve stood against the Empire not long after the war had been lost.

			But Mhashan stayed loyal, a nearly eager supporter of the Empire.

			If Aldrik was lost… would they remain so friendly toward the idea of the Solaris Empire, a continent united, if Baldair was the one to sit on the throne? He had never wanted the sun crown, and now he wanted it even less.

			“The West, Mhashan, was pleased overall with the marriage of Princess Fiera and my father… except for the Knights?” It was an easy presumption for Baldair to make as he tried to keep focused on Raylynn. He resumed his caresses toward the same end.

			“You do have a brain under that messy ocean of gold,” she teased with a ruffle of his hair. “Yes, prince, that is just how it was in those early days right after the war. The divide between the Knights and the majority grew deeper and deeper. Their order became a haven for those who clung to the old ways. When their ideals became too radical for the general populous, they were pushed underground. That was the worst of it—for ideas spoken freely are only half as dangerous as the ones whispered.

			“The Knights fell out of favor, and in the span of a year had declared themselves the only remaining force true to Mhashan as it had been. They renounced the royal family and began to actively work against them.”

			“Aldrik has traveled West a number of times, and they’ve never been a problem.” Baldair would think that killing the heir that represented a union they so hated would be an easy mission for the Knights.

			“Unfortunately, they’re smarter than that.” Raylynn sighed and shifted onto her side to look at him. It was a more vulnerable position, curling slightly in on herself. “They won’t step into the sunlight again until they know victory is assured.”

			“That’s a good thing then,” Baldair insisted, instantly feeling the need to reassure her. “Because they’ll never gain enough ground to assure victory.”

			“Not without help.” Raylynn looked at him now with eyes as piercing as daggers carved from obsidian. “There is one way to gain such strength.”

			“How?”

			“The Crystal Caverns.”

			Baldair’s palm stopped mid-caress up her arm. The Crystal Caverns were a mysterious place of dark magics—the sort of sorcery that could drive a person mad and twist the body into an abomination. The kind of place that made monsters of men. “The War of the Crystal Caverns?” he whispered, as if evoking the memory would bring that dark power back to the earth. 

			Raylynn nodded. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they were behind it.” Baldair felt an instant pang of guilt for all the times he’d used the war as an insult to Aldrik, now that he knew it could’ve well been caused by a group that sought his brother’s death. He silently vowed to never again use the incident as fodder in their ongoing war of words. “Which is part of the trouble. My knowledge—most people’s knowledge—of the Knights has become hazy since the war. They’re very secretive and become more so every hour, it seems.”

			“So…” Baldair dragged out the word, letting his thoughts catch up. “Your mother, she likely knew something about their secrets.”

			“Well…” Raylynn glanced askance. “I can tell you this: she was betrayed—killed in Lord Twintle’s estate, in a post she’d accepted on behalf of Princess Fiera. And whoever killed her stole her sword.”

			“And you want revenge?” he asked.

			“And her sword.”

			Baldair pursed his lips. It was not as much detail as he’d been hoping for. He’d wanted a clear assurance that her mother had been slain in cold blood, that he was fighting for justice and not revenge for what could have been a lawful killing.

			He looked at—no, admired the woman before him. He had to believe her mother was just as noble. If half of what Raylynn said about Zira Westwind was true, her honor had surely been beyond reproach. The Knights of Jadar certainly couldn’t claim such sanctity; they were, as far as he could tell, terrorists of a kind.

			It wasn’t the proper thing for a prince to do. The proper thing would be to call a court of justice before the Mother Sun. But, at least for the next week, he could be just a man in the desert, helping the woman who had so ensnared him.

			“So, this Lord Twintle… How do we kill him?”
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21. Raylynn

			The day’s early light glinting in her grandmother’s eyes didn’t betray the slightest bit of surprise. The woman sat with a rigid back and assessing eyes—eyes that could root out weakness more effectively than a hog could sniff out truffles. Raylynn sat equally poised, letting her chest fill with all the determination she could muster for this mission.

			“Your mind is made up, then?” 

			“It is.”

			“And when this task is completed, you’ll go with him?” her grandmother asked.

			“I will.” The words still made her want to shift uncomfortably. She was giving up her life of wandering, of going where coin was good and her blade could sing. All she could hope for was that the prince had well and truly learned that she would only stay at his side as long as she wished. If her wishes changed, she would leave.

			“It has been foretold.” Deep lines drew across her grandmother’s face as she pressed her eyes closed with a small sigh. When she opened them again, Raylynn saw her kin foremost, no longer the woman who had trained her for most of her adult life. “This is your path. The Company will not walk with you on it.”

			“I understand.” To commit oneself to a single master meant to give up the life of the mercenary. Raylynn wouldn’t return to the Nameless City unless she had forsaken her deal with Baldair. She would not rely on the Company, just as her mother had ceased to rely on them once she established her loyalty to Princess Fiera. 

			“That being said…” Her grandmother’s face transformed into a loving smile. “Do not embarrass us.”

			“Have I ever?” Raylynn shared in what had become a conspiratorial grin.

			“Never,” she said without hesitation, and stood. “We will see you both outfitted before you go.”

			“I have what I need. I won’t take from the Company.”

			“Who said anything about taking?” Grandmother Sophie arched her eyebrows. “You acquired a fair bit of coin in your last loop—gold I don’t think you’ll need in the service of a  prince.”

			Raylynn gave a huff of amusement. “My gift to the Nameless Company. For the years of generosity.”

			She stood as well and followed her grandmother out of the abode. Baldair waited just beyond, leaning against the wall by the door. Sophie stopped to assess him.

			“I’ll take good care of her,” Baldair said, hastily pushing away from the wall. With his hand on his sword and his chest puffed out, he looked a little more like the noble prince he seemed to want to be.

			Grandmother roared with laughter. A wrinkled, weathered, but still strong hand reached out to clasp his shoulder. “I do believe, my prince, that quite the opposite will be true.”

			Rather than his ego deflating as she would’ve expected, Baldair laughed as well. “As usual, you are quite right.” He turned to Raylynn. “When do we leave?”

			“Nightfall.” She decided in that moment.

			“So soon?” 

			“No point in delaying the inevitable.” They only needed enough time to collect necessary rations and anything else the Company could spare for them. Her choice had been made; stalling did no one any favors. “Go with my grandmother and fetch rations. I’m going to see Anya.”

			Baldair followed her orders without hesitation, heading in the opposite direction with Grandmother Sophie. Raylynn adjusted her leathers before starting for Anya’s abode.

			Her friend wasn’t home, nor out sunning on her usual mat. Raylynn found her down by the washing troughs, getting in some much-needed laundry during the morning hours. A Waterrunner perched on a nearby wagon oversaw the water in the barrels; even when droplets of the desert’s most precious resource sloshed out and soaked into the sand, every bucket remained full.

			“Anya—”

			“I’m proud of you,” she interrupted without turning.

			“Proud of me? For what?” Raylynn put a hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side, waiting for her friend to give her attention.

			Anya was in no hurry. She continued to scrub blood from the arm wraps she had been working on before Raylynn arrived. Satisfied at last, she stretched them across a drying fence, the sun quickly siphoning off the water like a thirsty beggar.

			“For finally truly seeking revenge against your mother’s killer.” Anya adjusted the knot of hair at the nape of her neck. “It’s about time you took up her sword.”

			“I was under the impression you had encouraged me not to.” There had been many a conversation where Anya had explained how foolish such a course of action would be.

			“And if I could discourage you so easily, you didn’t want it badly enough.” Anya shrugged and began fishing through her pile for the next bit of laundry. “You know as well as the rest of us: you must have a hunger before you draw your blade.”

			Hunger, that was Anya’s song. Everyone in the Nameless Company had their own relationship with the sword. Anya’s was one of need. She went too long without combat and her bow grew ravenous, gnawing away at her until she fed it the blood of a paid kill.

			“You found your hunger.”

			“I found my song,” Raylynn corrected, as she always did.

			“When will you leave?”

			“Tonight.”

			Anya paused for the briefest moment before continuing to scrub the tunic she’d chosen. Sentimentality was a stranger among the Nameless Company, which made its occasional appearance all the more noteworthy.

			They both knew they would likely never cross paths again. Raylynn’s line of fate took her into the prince’s service. She would go to war with him and, like her mother before her, would likely die in service to the crown. They were all facts she could count as easily to herself as numbers.

			But it did not mean she wouldn’t miss her friend. It did not mean her departure this time was a little heavier than all the others.

			Anya draped the tunic over the drying fence and regarded her pile. She stuffed the few remaining articles into a woven bag. “Very well. Come with me, Ray,” she said finally.

			“Where are we headed?” Raylynn asked, but not before falling into step with her friend.

			“You are off to avenge your mother, and then work in the service of the Empire. You’ll need a good braid for the start of this journey.” Anya gave a small smile, one Raylynn returned.

			“And I’d be honored if you were the one to give it to me.”

			They continued back to Anya’s abode, barely speaking another word while the woman destined to stay carefully plaited the hair of the woman destined to leave into a tight knot at the top of her head. Their thoughts filled the air well enough, and the ritual-like movements filled their souls.
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22. Baldair

			They set out just before dusk and rode into the night. Raylynn decided their headway in relation to the sun and adjusted once the stars emerged.

			There wasn’t much fanfare for their departure. Far less than he’d expect for a woman leaving her home for what very well might be the last time. A twinge crept up his spine; Baldair clenched the horse’s reins tighter, as if he could wring the neck of guilt itself and purge it from his blood.

			Raylynn had made her choice. She didn’t need anyone to feel sorry for it—least of all him. The woman who sat astride the saddle before him, sword strapped perpetually near her—even for the ride, made her own decisions. He didn’t know if he believed everything the Westerners espoused about lines of fate set by the Mother, but he did believe Raylynn had made her choice with both eyes open.

			“We should stop for the night,” she finally suggested.

			“As you wish.” He tugged on the reigns, not feeling much tired.

			“Sleep while we can, keep our strength,” she continued, as if reading his mind.

			“I can’t argue that.” He dismounted, then held out his hand for her.

			She was still clearly unnerved by the idea of being around a horse. But she hadn’t pitched any sort of opposition against using the mysterious mount for their benefit as they departed the Nameless City. They could cross twice the distance in half the time, and time was no longer a commodity they had to waste.

			Raylynn dismounted stiffly, practically leaping away from the Warstrider as though it could turn and nip at her at any moment. The horse huffed softly. Baldair caught the creature’s eye and suppressed a knowing grin.

			“We should name him,” he mused aloud.

			“Why?” She side-eyed the creature as she took their sleeping rolls from Baldair.

			“Because he deserves a name.” He would’ve thought the fact obvious. It wasn’t as though they could keep calling it ‘Horse’.

			“Horse is fine.” Raylynn clearly didn’t grasp Baldair’s roar of laughter at the remark.

			He chuckled through her incredulous look, regaining some scrap of composure. “He deserves a better name than that. He’s a good mount—quite fine, actually.”

			“Well, he did come from Princess Fiera.”

			“You still believe that?”

			“Why shouldn’t I?” 

			Because the princess was long dead, he wanted to say. But the woman who had delivered the Warstrider was the same one he’d seen perish in a whirlpool the summer prior. Neither explanation made more sense than the other.

			“All the more reason for him to have a name.” 

			She hummed as he set up the bedrolls, mulling over their conundrum. “Nox?”

			“What did you say?” He stopped mid-stride as the name of the deceased woman he had just been thinking about tripped so nonchalantly off Raylynn’s lips.

			“Nox,” she repeated.

			“Why would you say that name?” 

			“It means ‘night’ in the old tongue of Mhashan, and he’s all black… Why does it bother you so?”

			“I knew someone who called herself that.”

			Understanding seemed to dawn on her all at once. “You said the name that night...” The woman remembered; of course, she would. Baldair suddenly wondered if the suggestion had been entirely innocent.

			“Jealous?” He grinned.

			“Please.” Raylynn rolled her eyes.

			“She was a weird one…” He’d never forget the image of the girl throwing ancient treasure into the vortex with an inexplicable fervor. “In any case, not that name.” 

			“Very well then. What about Baston?”

			“Another Western name?” he asked.

			“Of course.”

			“What does this one mean?”

			Raylynn studied the creature for a long moment, as if the definition was somewhere hidden under his coat. “It’s a hard word to translate. It’s like… the apex of fate? A weapon of destiny?”

			She continued to hum and haw over the best way to translate the word into Southern common.

			“Baston is fine,” he said before she could trouble herself further. Every definition she’d rattled off seemed well enough, and it was a noble sounding name, one that befitted a steed of the stallion’s stature. It was a proper name for a prince’s mount.

			“Glad that’s settled.” She rolled onto the ground, tugging at the specially woven blanket to fight against the desert’s nighttime chill. Raylynn looked up at him, arching her eyebrows. “Sleep?”

			Baldair made a show of considering it. “Not yet,” he answered finally. “I think I’d like to see to you first.”

			She chuckled, a throaty and feminine sound that he was eager to catch with his lips.

			In the night, he held her however she desired. He bent and moved, eager and willing to discover the nuances of her pleasure, delighting in finding his own alongside. When the dawn came, he held her until she roused.

			Baldair had never slept with a woman so many nights in a row as he did with Raylynn on that journey. Every morning, he held her tighter. Their footprints in the sand were a reminder they would return to the world as he knew it soon enough. The war raged and waited for him, but it wouldn’t wait long. And now? Now he was willingly bringing someone else into the danger of it.

			On the fourth day of their journey, as they crested one of the great dunes of the Western Waste, she exhaled a simple “there”. Sure enough, a line of stone cut through the desert—the East West Way. “Lord Twintle’s estate is not far now. Convenient for you, prince; we’re headed in the direction of the Crossroads.”

			“Well, we have somewhere to make our escape to.” His focus was Raylynn’s revenge for her mother, and a calculated strike against the Knights who hunted her. He wasn’t foolish enough to think they could take on the whole lot, which meant they were getting in and getting out.

			Raylynn nodded. He could already feel the energy of her body shifting, aggression tensing her seat in front of him.

			“Do you have a plan?” It seemed a fair question, though he tried to question her little.

			“Originally, it was that I’d go in at night, kill him in his bed, and kill as many as I could on the way out.”

			She glared at him over her shoulder the second she felt his body shaking with laughter. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But it seems a bit cavalier, no? You’re not some assassin in the night.”

			“I am a trained killer,” she reminded him with deadly swiftness.

			The reminder did still him. He had practiced with the sword his whole life, but he’d not had many excuses to apply what he’d learned. Raylynn had learned by doing.

			“You are, and I am not.” He’d admitted it before; it wasn’t difficult to admit again. “But I also just got you to agree to join my guard. I’m not inclined to see you run into certain  death.”

			“Neither am I.” Her voice had a scolding tone. “So, as I was going to finish, I never attacked this place before because I know I’ll have one shot at success, and I want you to help me attain it as only a prince can.”

			“And how is that?”

			“He’s a Lord...” she began.

			Just the idea made his flesh crawl. The very notion that a Lord—a man who was supposed to be the pinnacle of nobility and honor—could do the things Raylynn had accused him of. If they weren’t out to kill him, Baldair would’ve seen his title stripped within moments of returning to the Capital—no, the Crossroads, even.

			“Not just a recently appointed one, either. Twintle is a proud noble who loves his station and all the trappings that come with it.”

			“Then he’ll be compelled to take me in, as a prince,” Baldair thought aloud. “And you can just walk through the front door.”

			“I can’t. You’ll let me in later,” she corrected.

			“Why try to sneak in when he’ll open the doors for us?”

			“He’ll open the doors for you, not me.”

			“I’ll make up a name for you. They won’t know.” 

			“They will.” Raylynn half-turned in the saddle. She ran her finger over the thin scar on her cheek—a scar Baldair’s lips knew just as well as his eyes now. “I’ve been marked.”

			His frown was so deep it almost hurt. There was nothing about Raylynn that made her less beautiful. But the idea of anyone going for another person’s face to “mark” them made his blood run hot.

			“Then,” he continued, fighting to keep his cool, “I will go in alone and signal you from a low window when the moon is high.”

			“There’s a servant’s entrance near the stables,” she said suddenly over his rambling thought. “It’s mostly unattended at night, used mostly for deliveries during the day. But the door is locked from the inside.”

			“And you know this...how?”

			Raylynn looked forward again in a movement that almost suggested she was hiding her expression.

			“You couldn’t know that if you hadn’t watched the place before, if you hadn’t tried to get in…”

			“The man killed my mother.”

			It was all she said on the matter, and Baldair never pressed further. Raylynn had lived many years before they met, and he’d let the woman keep her mysteries. Instead, he focused on the rooftops of a manor house rising in the distance.
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23. Baldair

			The Le’Dan estate made Lord Twintle’s manor look like a hovel.

			Baldair knew by most arbitrary standards, the sprawling manor home, detached stables, and one or two spare buildings of industry would be considered lavish. But as it was, he would struggle to find anything about the place to compliment given the circumstances that had brought him there. Knowing the true nature—or the nature he’d come to believe was true—of this Lord did not cast his home in a positive light.

			In the desert behind him, just on the other side of the East West Way, Raylynn was perched and waiting. Baldair didn’t look over his shoulder, but he could feel her gaze between his shoulder blades. By the time he arrived at the stately gate of the low wall that ran around the perimeter of the home, a servant was already there to greet him.

			“Fiarum evantes,” the man said in a traditional Western greeting. Baldair had heard the phrase before but couldn’t for the life of him remember the expected response.

			He settled on, “Good day to you.” He wasn’t going to waste time struggling for a response.

			“How may I be of service?” 

			“I’m on a bit of a holiday, as it were, and it seems I’ve misjudged my timing. How far is the Crossroads from here?” Thanks to Raylynn, he knew exactly how far the city was.

			“About a day and a half, sir.”

			“Misjudged indeed!” Baldair forced laughter, as if the idea of his supposed clumsiness was the most amusing thing in the world. “And no need for the ‘sir’—Baldair will do just fine.”

			“Baldair?” the man repeated as he started to look at the visitor with new eyes.

			“Baldair Solaris.”

			“My prince!” The man bowed instantly.

			“As I said, no need for all the formality.” The reassurance was sincere. Baldair was not his brother, and he gained no delight from people prostrating before him. There were advantages to being the prince that he did enjoy, but they were benefits he never wanted to come at the expense of others. At least, not intentionally.

			“W-we had no reason to expect you.” The man regained his composure quickly.

			“I didn’t expect to be here. As I said, a bit of traveling before my journey to the warfront, and I seem to have estimated the distance to the Crossroads poorly. Do you think your master would be willing to put us up for the night?” Baldair patted Baston’s neck.

			“Yes, I am sure Lord Twintle would be honored.”

			“Is the Lord in?” The possibility that the Lord was away on a genuine holiday of his own filled Baldair with sudden dread. 

			“He is, indeed, my prince.”

			“Do see that I’m not troubling him.” The words were pure formality. Baldair knew he would never be turned away by a nobleman or woman. Hosting a prince bestowed valuable currency on those he inconvenienced: fodder for gossip, and prestige. A tiresome dance, he found, but one that still could be used to his advantage.

			“No trouble, I can assure you.”

			The servant escorted him in. The manor grounds followed the same format as most of the desert estates. Sorcerers had hardened the earth and brought forth sources of water—or actively maintained water—with their magic, creating a sort of oasis wherever a lord or lady staked their claim.

			Baldair thought back to Raylynn’s comments on sorcerers and how she was surprised at his comfort around magic. If he was being truthful, much of his opinion on magic was colored by his brother and Jax. He could also see how opinions in the South had shaped his own with time. But every rumor surely had a nugget of truth? Sorcerers weren’t feared for no reason, and he had heard the tales from the War of the Crystal  Caverns.

			Still, when he looked at places like the Le’Dan estate, or Lord Twintle’s manor, or even the Nameless City… He couldn’t see any way for the West to have survived without magic. And not just survive, but thrive.

			Baldair dismounted and handed the reigns to a stablehand when a voice demanded his attention.

			“Prince Baldair, our youngest sovereign, what an unexpected surprise and delight for you to grace my halls.” The speaker was a lean man, willowy, all arms and legs and spindly lines. Salt and pepper hair was oiled in place around a balding crown. He wore a sort of sash Baldair had only previously seen at formal events in Norin—garb of the old West.

			“Forgive me, Lord Twintle.” There was no question in Baldair’s mind who he was addressing. The man radiated formality and self-importance, as if sunlight streamed from his pores. “I would have sent ahead had I known. You see, I got a bit delayed and wanted to sleep in a bed before returning to the Crossroads.”

			“My home is always open to members of the Crown.” Lord Twintle motioned to the manor’s double front doors. “Come in, please, and get the dust off you.”

			Baldair followed with all the grace he could muster. But his true focus was on the man before him. This was supposedly the person who had killed Raylynn’s mother. Baldair could imagine no world in which the twig-like figure before him could slay anyone even remotely like Raylynn—at least not fairly. The implication made his fists clench.

			“See that the silver room is prepared for the prince,” Lord Twintle commanded a servant. “And send for kaha in the drawing room,” he said to another. “Or would you prefer something stronger?”

			“Kaha is fine.” Baldair thought the truth to be the other way around: the dark Western tea was far stronger than any alcohol he’d ever consumed.

			“Kaha then, in the parlor.” Lord Twintle ushered Baldair down the lavishly decorated hall into an equally ornate sitting room.

			It was done in a traditional Western style with clean lines and flattened furniture. Baldair chose to stand, inspecting the bookcases that lined a wall rather than attempting to sit. He didn’t trust his weight not to break the flimsy—but no doubt very expensive—seats.

			“How are you finding the West, my prince?”

			How Baldair hated small talk. It was one of the many reasons he found Court intolerable and avoided it unless his presence there was completely mandatory. When it was, he had the blessed excuse of his reputation to grant him permission to disappear for long stretches of time. Most would assume he’d run off with some lass, and no one ever bothered to confirm the reason for his absences. Granted, half the time, he was with some lass—a far better use for his time.

			He and Twintle spoke about the West, the heat, the war in the North. Baldair plucked a book at random off the shelf at one point, pretending to thumb through it to discourage conversation for a moment, but the ruse failed when the act had the opposite effect and summoned the Lord to his side.

			“Ah, taking an interest in Mhashan’s history?” he asked with a nod toward the tome, confirming its contents.

			Baldair’s eyes actually skimmed the names and dates. He could’ve been holding the book up-side down until then for all the attention he’d given it. The dates he could recognize: pre-Imperial numbers stretched upon the page. Scripted next to them were more carefully detailed notes attached to key events, with the important players underlined.

			“I have found myself more invested in it since coming here.” It was easy to admit because it was true.

			“More Southerners should learn it.” Lord Twintle strolled over to the shelves of the bookcase, inspecting the relics he had stuffed between the tomes. “So much could be prevented if the Empire Solaris actually understood.”

			“Understood what?” Baldair asked cautiously, an uneasy edge rubbing against his words. There was something to Lord Twintle’s speech that reeked of treason.

			“Merely how much power there is in this world—power that most men will never understand.” The Lord stopped at a shelf, looking for a long moment at a decorative sword holder, its token absent.

			“Such as?” He closed the book, slotting it back into its place on the shelf.

			“Power of the gods, true sorcery—like they still know on the old continent.”

			“The old continent?” Baldair only knew of two continents: the Main Continent where the Solaris Empire stood, and the Crescent Continent.

			“Forgive me.” The lord smiled his false, detached smile. “It appears to have gotten late in the day, and I have not offered you more than a few measly bites to eat. Let’s retire to the dining room. I have seen a proper Western feast prepared.” 

			Lord Twintle started for the door before Baldair could say otherwise, effectively closing the conversation. Something about it lingered; there were questions left unanswered. Questions that felt important.

			Dismissing it as nothing more than curiosity, Baldair trailed behind his host. He paused briefly, examining the sword stand that had seemed to capture so much of the Lord’s attention, and inspire his abrupt change in demeanor. It was nicely made, fitted wood, buffed, polished, and carefully carved with symbols. At its base was a silver plaque slotted beneath the insignia of a phoenix holding a sword in its talons. Upon the plaque was written, The Sword of Jadar.
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24. Baldair

			Do not inhale the food, do not inhale the food, Baldair repeated to himself. Even if he was loathe to be in the company of the Lord, even if the small talk was driving him halfway to insanity, he couldn’t betray the expected behavior of a prince. The very last thing Baldair wanted to do was alert Twintle to the possibility that something was amiss.

			But something was amiss, and that something was that Baldair hadn’t had a quality hot meal in far too long.

			He dutifully spooned rice into his mouth and let Lord Twintle prattle on about the merits of Western grains and the best region along the coast where they grew. He chewed over the pork, freshly imported that week from the East. And he attempted with every ounce of training his tutors had instilled in him to smile and listen and act the part of a royal.

			When dinner was finished, a plate of spiced, liquor-smoked fruits and sharp smelling cheeses was placed before him, alongside another cup of kaha. Baldair brought the glass to his lips, guarding himself against the strong taste. It was becoming easier to look beyond the bitterness of it.

			“My prince, I fear I’ve bored you.”

			“Hardly.” Baldair paused, cup still in hand. “I think it’s fascinating to learn about the West.”

			“So you’ve said.” The Lord reclined back in his chair. “Tell me, what is the most interesting thing you’ve learned?”

			Baldair wished he’d paid even a little bit of attention to anything Twintle had said. It wasn’t his fault that it was all so boring. “The history of the Le’Dans and Ci’Dans has been particularly fascinating.” Erion had prattled on about it for hours the first time Baldair was in the Le’Dan estate.

			“Ah, the West’s two oldest and most noble families, split apart by love gone awry.”

			“Leon and Lanette.” Baldair knew the story. It was a favorite among lasses—star-crossed lovers and the misunderstandings that tore them apart, but a love that survived into death.

			“Indeed.” Lord Twintle helped himself to a round ball of glistening fruit. “And the Ci’Dans ultimately prevailed as the de-facto rulers of the West. It all happened so long ago that the history reads more like folklore, don’t you think?”

			Baldair gave a small nod, finally taking a sip of his kaha to busy his mouth.

			“The Ci’Dans ruled nobly for hundreds of years, leading Mhashan to prosperity and power. This was before the Ci’Dan whore spread her legs for your father.”

			“Watch your tongue.” Baldair was delayed on the uptake, having never heard any man or woman speak so brazenly against the Emperor. “She was your princess, and first Empress.” Baldair had also never defended Aldrik’s mother so vehemently, but there wasn’t time to think on the matter.

			“I merely state fact.” Lord Twintle was back to smiling his empty smile, the expression never touching his eyes. “The sword was hers to carry; she was destined to be our leader. But she put it in the hands of another and gave herself, and the future of Mhashan, to Lyndum. A nation that still fails to realize the true power it holds in the caverns.”

			“I cannot continue to overlook this—” Baldair stood. His and Raylynn’s plan be damned, he now had his own reason to kill Twintle. He would not stand by and let his father’s Empire, his home, be slandered.

			The resonance of a sharp metallic bang echoed straight into Baldair’s skull as a heavy object struck him across the head. He blinked away stars, trying to find his balance to see his attacker. A muscled servant wielding a cooking pan reared back.

			The second hit struck the side of his head, and the world went black.
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25. Raylynn

			Something was wrong. As night fell, the manor seemed to grow quieter and quieter. Servants disappeared from their duties on the grounds, retreating into a small house attached to the outer wall that was no doubt their meager home.

			The stillness unnerved her more than anything.

			Raylynn had remained crouched all day; she could wait a few hours more. Still, she decided to move before their arranged time. Something felt amiss, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, and life had taught her to trust such instincts. She waited until it was just dark enough that she could be easily mistaken for a shifting shadow in the wind and sand… had anyone been paying attention.

			Even the gate was left unattended. It turned the poor feeling in her stomach even more sour.

			Raylynn remained crouched along the low wall, creeping around the exterior of the estate. She had done this once before—slunk in unnoticed. But when the manor had proven difficult to penetrate and the servants milling about a little too attentive, she had given up.

			Not this time.

			This time she would find her mother’s sword. She would avenge her mother’s death. And she would reclaim her prince of fate.

			Along the manor’s left side, there was the slightest gap between the main house and the outer wall. Away from public view, the stone had cracked and crumbled, creating soft spots in which she could wedge her toes and hands.

			Hoisting herself upward, she scaled one step at a time as the world around her darkened. Her ears strained but found only the sound of her movements. Her sword clanked softly, as if nervous for what she was about to do.

			On the other side of the wall, Raylynn pressed herself to the building, listening carefully. There wasn’t much to be heard even now. The soft whinny of Baston in the stables was enough to reach her ears in the silence. Quiet was more unnerving than noise. Noise meant screams and struggling and life… 

			Quiet meant death.

			Poking her nose around the edge of the manor house, she looked into the main courtyard. Its only occupants were the dust on the ground and the horses that stood dutifully in their stalls. The servants’ quarters were dark and still.

			Raylynn worked her way to the door Baldair had promised to unlock for her. She braved entry but wasn’t surprised when the handle didn’t budge. Tipping her head to the sky, she confirmed the moon wasn’t yet risen to the appointed height for their rendezvous.

			She retreated back into the shadows, debating her options. She could wait. She could force entry. To her surprise, she didn’t even consider leaving.

			Raylynn wasn’t one to wait, especially not when doing so wasn’t in her best interest. She had waited long enough, and she would not wait any longer.

			She grasped her sword and took a slow breath, composing herself. This would not be her final battle, she reminded herself. For Princess Fiera’s premonition had yet to come to pass. She had yet to truly serve the golden crown. Armed with that knowledge, Raylynn bundled her hand in the scarf she usually reserved to keep the sun off her head and face and punched through a nearby window—the sound of  shattering glass surely enough to alert anyone and everyone to her presence.


			

  [image:  ]






26. Baldair

			His head was never going to be the same again. At least, that’s what his mind promised. His brain had been scrambled and was now slowly trying to find form again. It was a futile attempt yielding a minimal success rate.

			Baldair moved his hand to his temple, his arm sticking at a point. He tried to move it again, and the clanging sound brought reality into focus. His eyes fell on a chain that kept his wrist tethered to the wall he had been ungracefully slumped against.

			I am chained up.

			The fullness of realization dawned slowly as he gazed at his other wrist, equally bound. The irons felt heavier than normal and seemed to glitter in his confusion. Eventually, his attention moved beyond himself, to the man on the opposite side of the room.

			Seeing Baldair awake and alert set the man to scuttling through a nearby door.

			Baldair groaned and tried to remember exactly where he was and how he’d gotten there. Everything was suddenly hazy, every thought heavy. He focused on the servant who had left, the most immediate trigger of memory. Yes, he had seen that face… he had seen that face when… the man reentered the room.

			“He’s awake now,” the servant said.

			“You hit me in the head with a fry-pan…” Baldair mumbled, his own voice too loud for his ears. “You hit me in the head with a fry-pan,” he repeated, finding his conviction. He never expected to be bested by a cooking utensil.

			“Not very elegant, I agree.” A lean-looking Western lord strolled in with all the airs one could muster.

			Lord Twintle.

			Yes, yes, it was all coming back to him now, and the facts did nothing to sweeten Baldair’s mood. In fact, they had quite the opposite effect.

			“But,” the Lord continued, “I think the lack of elegance is fitting for the Empire’s most brutish prince.”

			“Let me go or I will—”

			“Or you will what?” The lord arched his eyebrows in question. “Kill me? I highly doubt that. Those chains were made to house creatures far more fearsome than you.”

			Baldair looked at his shackles once more. What he had thought was merely haze from his muddled vision was in fact a product of rough, shimmering stones inset around the wrists. 

			“I do not want to know what you do down here,” Baldair growled. “But if you do not unchain me, you will face the wrath of the Empire.”

			“No, I do not think I will,” the man hummed, tilting his head. “The playboy prince off gallivanting alone, found dead on the side of the road. Such a shame. The investigation will be extensive, but when no one is convicted, his death will be written off as the sad work of a common cutthroat.”

			Baldair swallowed, staring down his own mortality for the first time in his life. Certainly, he had sparred before, even fought against people who wanted to kill him. But it was a very different sort of truth when someone had him laid out vulnerable and presented the facts with encyclopedic detachment.

			“If you wanted to kill me, why have you not already?” 

			“Because I wanted to give you the opportunity to barter for your life,” the man replied easily. “I’ve heard from my comrades that you’ve been in contact with the woman known as Raylynn Westwind.”

			Baldair pursed his mouth, reminding himself not to dare speaking a word. He would die before he outed Raylynn to this man.

			Lord Twintle chuckled darkly. “Defending her doesn’t go against your princely oaths? I’m surprised. After all, she has killed members of your court.”

			“With good reason.” 

			Lord Twintle strolled over to him, looking down his diminished features in disgust. “Whose side are you on, Prince Baldair? After all, you were the one to spare Jax Wendyll when he killed the entire Dustend family.”

			“And I’ve never regretted it for a moment.” The words were easy to say when they were utterly true. “What do you want with Raylynn? Was killing her mother not enough for you?”

			“Her mother should’ve never been given the sword and the helm of the Knights with it.”

			Baldair knew Lord Twintle was grasping at straws by the fact that nothing he said made any kind of sense. Dishonest men always fabricated their own histories to ensure time remembered them as heroes, saving the day.

			“Fiera marked her for death by the Knights the moment she accepted her into her service. Killing her was justified to our cause, just as slaying a prince of the Empire Solaris will be.”

			“Whatever you have to tell yourself to sleep at night, you twisted bastard.” Baldair was actually impressed at his ability to deliver the words with such conviction, slinging them with gusto. Inside, he was fighting off tremors that reverberated throughout his muscles.

			“Unfortunately for you, I have heard the brave words of too many boys before they die to be swayed. Tell me where Raylynn is, leave her to the Knights so we may have our justice for the crimes she has committed against us, and live. Or die for a woman who holds no love for anyone beyond herself.”

			Baldair opened his mouth to espouse an objection when a servant rushed to the door.

			“Lord Twintle, the mercenary is here!”

			The Western Lord turned back to Baldair, his eyes alight with malicious glee. “Well, Prince Baldair, it seems I have no need of you after all.”

			Baldair strained against his chains as though he could rip them from their bolts in the stone.

			“First you, and then I will deal with your precious mercenary.” The man flicked his wrist, and a dagger of ice materialized in his palm.

			The chill from the blade froze Baldair’s breath in place as Twintle plunged the weapon into his chest.
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27. Raylynn


			Find the prince. Find the sword. Kill Twintle. Get out.

			Find the sword. Kill Twintle. Find the prince. Get out.

			Raylynn couldn’t make up her mind as to the best order of attack. Everything around her filled with noise, a crashing beat of panic and chaos and death. Her sword echoed against the makeshift weapons the loyal servants were using to keep her at bay. It resonated brilliantly with a stunning sound until the vibrations were silenced with the tear of flesh, only to be repeated.

			She didn’t give them any warning. If they fought against her, they would be killed. Their warning was the first to fall before their eyes, the servant’s neck ripped asunder by the point and edge of her weapon.

			Just when she had gained ground, a man lunged at her from behind. Raylynn ignored the stabbing pain in her side where his dagger had grazed. She had been torn up before, she had been cut. Her panting and determined grunts just changed the song of the sword she would sing.

			It would be their funeral dirge.

			“Where is my mother’s sword?” she screamed, her voice overwhelming all those in the close quarters. “Where is the man who killed her?” Raylynn spun, impaling another man on her weapon. “Where is the prince?”

			Bloodlust howled through her like the unforgiving winds of a sandstorm. It picked up all the gritty bits that had embedded themselves into her personality over the years and strewed them about the world around her. She wouldn’t stop until she had what she came for. She didn’t care about the rest of them.

			Where there had been servants, seven bodies now littered the floor. Her ragged breathing was the only thing that filled the hall, yet Raylynn’s ears strained to hear the next verse of her battle. Footsteps in the courtyard, a distant clang of metal—barring the gate, no doubt. Silence upstairs, two more pairs of footsteps nearing from before her. Raylynn adjusted the grip on her weapon and continued onward.

			An unexpecting servant burst from a nearby door. Raylynn grabbed the woman by the collar, slamming her against the wall like a rag doll.

			“Where is Twintle?” she demanded in a snarl.

			“I’m here, Raylynn Westwind.” A voice spoke from behind her.

			Raylynn gouged the woman through her core, tossing the dying body aside without the slightest bit of care. There before her was the man who had killed her mother—a high-up leader in the Knights of Jadar. She wanted to feel justified in all the hate she’d experienced toward the shadow that now had a face. But all Raylynn saw was a scrawny old man who played dirty tricks to win—and she felt very foolish for fearing him at all.

			She slowly raised her sword, arm straight, pointing the tip at the Lord a few steps away. “I am here for my mother’s sword.”

			“I do not have it.” 

			“I know you killed her.” Raylynn didn’t move, not even a fraction. “The sword is my birthright.”

			“The sword was never hers,” Twintle snapped back.

			“It was given to her by Princess Fiera to head your Knights!” Something in her bent a little too far. The ice cooling her anger fractured, letting through the boiling lava of loathing. “She was your chosen leader by your sovereign, and you killed her!”

			“Fiera forfeited her place as our sovereign when she slept with Lyndum’s tyrant.” Twintle hadn’t moved either. He continued to stare down her blade, fearless. “At least your mother had the sense to cast aside your father and raise you properly in Mhashan, rather than letting you keep ties to your Lyndum roots.”

			Attacking her father wasn’t going to goad her into anything. She’d never known nor cared about him. “I want what is mine. I want her sword.”

			“I told you, I do not have it. It was stolen by one loyal to the Empire you seem to be so fond of.” Lord Twintle held up his hands. “If you want it, perhaps you should go ask him.” The lord motioned to the tapestry he had just stepped from behind. “But, I recommend doing so with haste. When the ice in his chest melts and his body warms again, he’ll bleed out quite quickly.”

			Baldair. Against the pull of fate, she had to struggle to keep her feet rooted. He was hurt—dying even. If Twintle was to be believed.

			“If you think he can wait, I’ll show you the sword stand, empty. You can see it with your own eyes.”

			Raylynn glanced behind her at the two other servants who ran in, looking far better equipped for combat than those she’d struck down in the hall. The sands were shifting around her the more she stalled. She was losing her edge and had to make it up quickly.

			“Show me,” she demanded. Princes be damned, she’d come too far to back away now.

			The lord led her into a study and motioned for the bookcase. Raylynn kept her blade in hand, as the two others took their places by the door. Lord Twintle stood a few feet away, allowing her to approach alone.

			She didn’t want to see the familiar weapon stand—what had been a source of so much pride for her mother. She didn’t want to see its plaque or insignia of the phoenix that was now only a font of pain. Least of all, Raylynn didn’t want to see it empty.

			“What happened to it?” Raylynn whispered, finally willing to believe the man. It was the one truly important thing her mother had said about the sword, something Princess Fiera had told her, and Fiera’s father had told her before that, all the way back to King Jadar: the sword was never to leave its stand unless duty called to defend the West.

			“I told you, it was stolen.” Lord Twintle took a step toward her. “Stolen by a minister who thought he could use its powers to unlock the Crystal Caverns for himself. An upstart Southerner who thought he knew better than the years of research we have put in. His error resulted in its destruction.”

			Raylynn felt like a part of her own soul had been destroyed in that moment. She had failed her mother. She had not honored the one simple command she had been given from her girlhood years—defend the sword, keep it safe.

			“Now that you finally know the truth, Raylynn, you know you cannot trust the Southerners. Cast aside the false prince. Come back to your mother’s order, become a Knight, and serve the memory of our most loyal king.”

			Raylynn continued to stare at the sword stand. Everything sounded muffled, like she’d gone deaf, plunged into an ocean of hopelessness, adrift. She had failed.

			Unless the Lord was lying.

			She adjusted the grip on her own blade. He was lying, and the sword was still out there, waiting for her to find it. Or, he was telling the truth, and she had failed one purpose in life. But there was still another. Another fate awaited. Perhaps it was her only fate all along.

			Raylynn looked to Lord Twintle, and something in her eyes made him freeze mid-step.

			“Princess Fiera, youngest child of King Rocham, imparted the Sword of Jadar to my mother and made her your leader. When she died—when you killed her, that role fell to me.” Raylynn raised her blade again like a conductor’s baton. “I will see you dead, Lord Twintle, for killing your leader and breaking your oath. And then I will live out the dying wishes of our princess. I will honor my fate. And I will defend the crown her son will inherit.”

			Lord Twintle roared with laughter. Raylynn barely heard it. Instead, she heard the footsteps of the two servants starting for her. She heard the men drawing weapons. She heard the fracturing of the air around Lord Twintle to make room for the icy magic he wielded.
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28. Raylynn

			She focused on the two servants first. No, their footwork betrayed them. These weren’t mere servants; these were trained killers, just like her.

			Unfortunately for them, she was better.

			Raylynn dodged the first weapon, twisting behind and stabbing backward to avoid the spear of ice that appeared in the air before her. The other servant lunged to help his friend, and Raylynn spun, keeping the man behind her on her sword and using him as a shield between her and the attack.

			Blood trickled down the edge of her blade and splattered on her face as the man was cut into a second time. Raylynn narrowed her eyes at his loud curses, the shield of his friend’s body still keeping his attacks from her. He gripped his comrade’s body, pulling it back from him.

			If she held onto her sword she’d risk getting tugged off balance as it stuck in the bone. Raylynn twisted, propping up a foot on the dead man’s back and kicked his corpse off her blade toward his erstwhile companion. The second servant was sent reeling, the weight of a dead man atop him, but Raylynn was also left pinwheeling wildly for balance.

			A spear of ice nicked her side, drawing blood and a curse from her lips. Twintle gave an equally frustrated noise, the spear no doubt missing its mark as it had likely been intended for her gut.

			Recovered, the other servant seized the moment. She had just enough time to predict his likely target, and his blade landed off-target for her chest, instead finding her sword arm. Raylynn yelped in pain, returning the blow in kind to his shoulder.

			Twintle was relentless and summoned another point of ice, magically throwing it through the air. Expecting it this time, Raylynn batted it away but opened up her chest in the process. The servant swung for her, seizing the opening, and Twintle already had another icicle at the ready.

			In one movement, Raylynn cleaved the tip off the icicle, dulling it. She brought her blade through its arc down upon the servant’s shoulder, tearing through sinew and bone straight to the center of his chest. Bones fractured and shattered under the pristine sharpness of her blade as she sought to rip through every living organ the man possessed.

			Her rage was so fierce that it dulled the pain that exploded in her side as a rib cracked where the icicle met her body. Even blunted, the projectile had near-deadly force. Her hands tightened in determination around her sword’s handle, pushing further, pushing until the last bit of life drained from the man onto her blade.

			Raylynn whipped her sword through the air. The blood sheered away and spattered the floor in a merry little percussion. She turned on the Lord, who looked suddenly far more uncertain of himself.

			He launched attack after attack, all of which she dodged with ease. Magic by itself was not deadly. Just like swords, sorcerers had to train to use their skills. And that seemed to be something Twintle never invested much time in.

			He knew how to hurl ice at her and how to take advantage of openings. But without his lackeys to create those openings for him, she advanced with ease. Every icicle was dodged with a sidestep. Her heart raced, pulsing blood from her wounds, but Raylynn disregarded the pain. It was like a tithing for the battle, and one she would gladly pay to continue her relentless pursuit.

			Then she was upon him.

			Raylynn sliced the man at the knees, forcing him to drop before her. He raised his hand, trying to summon another scrap of magic, but Raylynn’s sword arced, slicing at the tendons in his wrists. The man yowled in pain and his fingers went limp.

			By the time he brought his eyes to her in pain-inspired rage, the flat of her blade was already under his chin, its point pressing into his neck. Raylynn looked at the man who had killed her mother, bloodied and bested beneath her, and finally felt victorious.

			“It won’t bring your mother back.” 

			“I know. But it will make me feel good.” She smiled delightedly, as if to prove the point.

			“Wait, wait!” Lord Twintle was back to laughing his little laugh when he thought himself far better than everyone else. “There is that issue of… the prince. My magic is staunching his wound, stinting the bleeding. If I die, the ice starts melting, and the blood will flow. Your prince will be dead before you could ride to the Crossroads.”

			This was Twintle’s play. He thought she would spare his life to ensure the prince lived. Raylynn pressed her blade forward.

			She had come here to kill the man. She was going to kill the man.

			“You could’ve been everything,” Lord Twintle rasped up at her as her blade slowly began the process of slitting his throat.

			It felt so good when a sharp weapon eased into the tender flesh of a man’s neck. The blade slipped in like it was coming home to a scabbard, the vertebrae offering only moderate resistance. But Raylnn pressed forward, as she had always done, without remorse or hesitation.

			“I will still be everything. But on my terms, and along the lines of my fate—not yours.”
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29. Baldair

			The iron cut into his skin as they held his limp arms in position. Baldair blinked. Every time he opened and shut his eyes, it seemed to take longer. The periods of blackness were increasing, while his glimpses of the hazy world grew shorter.

			On his knees and leaning forward, held up by his chains, Baldair watched the dripping of his chest. At first, it had been entirely water. But now whorls of blood danced in the clear teardrops that splattered onto the floor.

			A violent shiver wracked his body, and Baldair crushed his teeth together so hard his jaw popped, fighting against the cold of death. He had to fight, even still. He had to fight and earn his life. That was the only way to survive. If he focused enough on that, it might just stave off the terror at the notion of his own mortality.

			The door to his room was opened again, but a woman he didn’t expect to see stopped in apparent relief.

			“Baldair,” she breathed. “Thank the Mother he wasn’t lying. You’re alive.”

			“Barely.” Baldair coughed, instantly regretting it as searing pain shot through him.

			“You’re not going to die here.” Raylynn didn’t speak directly at him, which led him to wonder who she was reassuring.

			From where he presently stood—kneeled—it seemed very likely that he was indeed going to die there. The thought was a black hollow on his mind, a reality he had never experienced before. There was more for him to do. At the very least, he wanted to die a soldier’s death in battle. Baldair could think of no worse way to die than prone and cheated.

			She moved more frantically than he’d ever seen before. Perhaps it was the haze of his eyes, but her motions were sporadic. She rummaged through a keyring Baldair had seen attached to Lord Twintle earlier.

			“Did you kill the bastard?” He tried to believe Raylynn and focus on anything beyond the encroaching darkness. But the hole in his chest was making it hard to talk, fracturing the edges of his bravery.

			“I did.” Raylyn got one of his manacles off with a satisfying click. She quickly moved onto the next.

			“Good. I’m so glad.” At least it wasn’t all for naught.

			When Raylynn unlatched the other manacle, Baldair eased to the floor ungracefully. The ice in his chest had begun to spawn undeniable chills. He shivered and bawled like the pathetic creature he was, no longer able to maintain strength even in the wake of death.

			“Don’t fight the cold,” she commanded.

			“What?”

			“We’re going to race against time.” Raylynn pulled him upward, starting for the stairs. She was so much stronger than she looked, than Baldair even gave credit for, as she had no issue hoisting him, arm over shoulder. He leaned on her, relying on that strength. He had to. “The cold will slow things down, put you in a bit of a stasis. We need that… Twintle is dead, and his ice is melting as a result.”

			“When it’s gone, there will be nothing to s-stop the bleeding.” The words sounded so logical that they cut with surgical precision and demanded him to take a breath for his composure following. He was talking about dying. Maybe it would be better if he thought about it all as happening to someone else.

			“You’re not going to die, Prince. We’re going to get to the Crossroads and a proper Groundbreaker cleric there will fix you up. You must hang on for that long.”

			“Doesn’t seem so hard.” He laughed at the futile idea.

			“We’ll see if you manage. You are a pampered prince after all.” He appreciated her attempt at humor despite their situation.

			They emerged into the stable area. Blood trails told a gory story of what had occurred at the manor. Two servants cowered in the corner, and Baldair paid them no mind as he collapsed on a bale of hay.

			Raylynn, on the other hand, went right for them, sword drawn.

			“What are you doing?” Baldair couldn’t stop himself from asking.

			“Please don’t hurt us!” a young man pleaded. “We didn’t do anything. We don’t even want to work here—the man does horrible things! Take us with you.”

			Raylynn said nothing. Baldair watched as she raised her blade. She was going to kill them.

			“Stop!” he commanded. Even though his voice was faltering and weak, he issued an order that could not be questioned, and her weapon stopped mid-swing.

			“They know we killed Twintle.” 

			“Because we had cause to. He’d imprisoned me, attacked me, and acted treasonously against the Crown. They’re not the ones who deserve punishment.” He motioned to the cowering stable hands. Perhaps the last thing he could do with his life was save another. Would that mean his was a life worth living? What made a life worth living at all?

			“Is that truly all you know?” Raylynn demanded with a determination Baldair didn’t quite understand. “Do you know who I am?”

			“You… You’re in service to the prince, right?”

			“She is,” Baldair dared to answer for her. They didn’t have time to bother with this. And yet, he remained focused on his next decree. If he was going to die, he would do all he could for Raylynn. “She is a member of the Golden Guard, a Lady of the Southern Court, and is to be given your highest honor and trust.”

			“Yes, sir,” both agreed easily.

			Her expression betrayed her skepticism, but he seemed to have stayed her hand for the time being. “Do you have a cart? A carriage? Something the prince can lie on, that a horse could pull? Something sturdy, though, as we need to make  haste.” 

			“I think I can fashion something.” The man sprinted into the stables. 

			“And you,” Raylynn said, turning to the woman. “Fetch me any clerical supplies kept on the premises.”

			Baldair tried to sit a little straighter as Raylynn grew near. 

			“Don’t. I’ve always seen you as anything but the proper prince. There’s no need to pretend otherwise now.” She waved his determination away, pushing him lightly to lean against the hay. “Save your strength. You’re not out of the woods  yet.”

			“You didn’t object to my calling you the Golden Guard,” he pointed out softly. Darkness had settled heavily on him.

			“I didn’t.”

			Baldair looked at the simple wooden cart, and its cushioning pile of hay, that would be dragged behind Baston. The servant had it almost attached to the saddle. His eyes felt heavy just looking at it.

			“So, does that mean I got what I wanted?” 

			“Yes, but only on my terms.” Raylynn helped him off the hay with more tenderness than he knew she possessed. She laid him down atop the blankets and tarp that had been spread across the hay bedding. Dutifully, she bound up the slowly warming wound. “And remember,” she whispered, with what sounded like adoration in his slowing mind, “you will not die either, unless it’s on my terms.”

			Baldair closed his eyes with soft laughter at the strange words. The world was becoming one still image and then the next. He wasn’t afraid, because he knew a person’s life came back to him when he died—but all he saw was a blonde woman, determined to ride a horse despite all her fears to save him. The fading manor. The infinite sky.

			When next he closed his eyes, he didn’t open them anew.
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30. Raylynn

			She rode as though she was the wind itself.

			The desert blurred around her, and the saddle clanked loudly as the animal beneath her pounded the sand with his hooves.

			Baldair was as swaddled as a babe in the makeshift cot that rocked in the cart hitched to Baston’s saddle. But the pallor of the prince’s skin and its ever-graying shade wore on Raylynn each time she checked to make sure the servant’s rigging hadn’t come undone. If she focused on Baldair, she could understand why she’d forced herself into the saddle alone, and why she clutched the reins so hard her fingers had gone white from the strain hours ago.

			As much as she wanted to keep her focus on the prince, she had to look forward. Ahead of her, the East West Way snaked between endless dunes and golden-capped sands. The day had come, and night was nearly upon them, its inky darkness beginning to bleed out from the shadows of the sands she rode across.

			Blood continued to ooze from the wounds she had endured at Lord Twintle’s hand. But fear kept her alert. She would ride until there was nothing more to give. She’d ride until the sun was gone and the Crossroads crept upward on the horizon. She would defy Lord Twintle’s predictions and deliver Baldair safely—and alive.

			When the sun hung low in the sky at the end of her first full day, the Warstrider began to slow some. Its sides heaved and were slick with sweat, mirroring Raylynn’s own condition.

			“Onward.” She snapped the reins tentatively. A part of her didn’t really want to feel the creature lurch forward again. Her thighs screamed, and her back ached. Her tailbone would be bruised for weeks.

			Raylynn took one look at Baldair.

			“Onward!” She repeated the motion with more conviction. But still the beast did not move.

			Raylynn screamed in frustration, letting her anguish be known to the Mother and Father above as they transitioned the day. Why would they design to fate her with a royal, lead her to trust him and believe in a dead princess’s prophecy, give her this creature, if it were all for naught?

			She swung her legs over the saddle, finding enough strength to dismount and half vault away from the beast. It snorted, shifting its legs, and Raylynn tensed instantly, but it didn’t move. It stood, sides heaving and eyes wide as she crept around behind it. Her focus was instantly on the size of the stallion’s hooves. If it kicked her she’d have more than a broken nose—she’d be dead.

			But if it kicked, it would also tip the cart holding Baldair. And if she believed her fate was tied to his, she knew that a beast given to her by the grace of the gods wouldn’t wound either of them. Repeating the fact and putting as much of the wood of the vehicle strapped to the saddle between her and the horse were the only things that calmed her enough to keep focus on Baldair.

			Raylynn tentatively peeled away the swaddled layers, exposing the full gray of his face and stillness of his breathing. But he was still breathing. Every shallow inhale filled her with determination. He was in her hands, he had put his faith in her at the start of this journey, and she’d see him through to the end.

			Ripping through the fabric to make strips, she balled up wads, compressing them into the wound. It was a makeshift tourniquet, but it was the best she could do with what was available to her. Gripping his middle, she pulled him toward her. Her shoulders ached and her wounds ripped with near audible sounds, but Raylynn continued drawing the fabric tightly around his chest, keeping the cloth tight against the wound.

			The first set of fabric was bled through nearly instantly. She wound the second tighter, and the third tighter still. She wouldn’t stop until he was in the hands of a cleric. She would wind together the threads of fate herself if she had to.

			“There,” Raylynn murmured softly, carefully folding the prince back into his cocoon. “Don’t you give into that delicate side of you now, princeling. We’re almost there.”

			She was lying to herself and to him. The Crossroads were still too far. The stars in the unbroken sky above her warned her of the truth. But she wasn’t going to give in so easily.

			She clung to the saddle with white-knuckled but sturdy hands, then swung up and into place. Raylynn scooped up the reins with the motions of someone who wasn’t terrified at the mere mention of horses.

			“I don’t care if you die, horse,” she proclaimed. “Before you do, you will take us there. And you will not stop again until we arrive.”

			Raylynn snapped the reins. She dug her heels in, and Baston responded, shooting off into the night.

			When the Crossroads appeared in the distance, Raylynn nearly teared up—if she had any water left in her body to tear with. A mere day in the desert had drained her of everything she had to give, the Waste claiming a part of her in exchange for a smooth ride that would save the prince’s life.

			She didn’t ease up as they crossed onto the road. Baldair’s cart jostled but held, its ties beginning to fray at the ends. The flat-roofed buildings of the busiest city in the world rose to greet her swiftly.

			“Make way!” she screamed, feeling her own voice tear in the process. “Make way by Imperial order!”

			She didn’t know if it was the “Imperial order” bit or the fear of getting trampled by the beast’s over-sized hooves that scared men and women to the sides of the road, but it didn’t matter. They did as she asked.

			Most still slept, leaving the roads thankfully more empty than they would be in a few hours when dawn was upon them properly. Raylynn had made better time than Lord Twintle had claimed… But she still didn’t know if it would be enough. She hadn’t stopped a second time to check on Baldair’s status. For all she knew, she ferried a dead body.

			She cut through town, using main roads to prevent unnecessary winding. Just as the Crossroads had appeared before her, so did its jewel.

			The Le’Dan estate was quiet, the magic fire in the sconces making more noise as it persisted against the wind than the whole of the grounds. Raylynn vaulted herself from the saddle, trusting the animal to slow and stop itself. She rolled with the momentum, her joints screaming as she pushed herself onto her feet.

			The sand clung to her every step, caked in the blood of now-old wounds. Still, she persisted. She marched to the great iron gate she had sauntered to weeks ago and gripped it. In the distance, a night servant was approaching with a pace that betrayed his confusion and wasn’t nearly fast enough to meet her panic.

			“We need a cleric!” she screamed into the night, wanting her voice to wake up every last noble and pauper alike who slept under the Le’Dan roof. “We need a cleric for Prince Baldair. He has been mortally wounded.”

			Raylynn took a breath to scream again, but it came out as an exhausted wheeze. Her knees gave out, and she collapsed, clinging yet to the iron bars, gasping for air and fighting for consciousness. She wouldn’t give in until she knew the status of the prince. She wouldn’t surrender to the welcoming darkness until fate had shown its hand.
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31. Raylynn

			She studied the gardens beyond the pulled screens of the lavish room. It was richly formal—a study inside, a connected garden. It all promised extreme opulence, something she was becoming more accustomed to.

			A door on the far side of the garden opened, and a black-clad man entered. Raylynn tilted her head, studying him as he wove through the rose-covered shrubs. They were a plant his mother had so deeply loved.

			“Prince Aldrik.” She bowed deeply. Her joints still popped a little more than normal, her body in dissonance with itself after her long ride through the Waste, but everything was slowly coming back into harmony. She would be healed before she had to ride, yet again, to battle. Baldair insisted she have a horse at war. “Thank you for granting me an audience.”

			“Thank you for saving my idiot brother’s life.” The prince had a voice much different from his mother’s. Where Fiera had a sing-song quality, his was like a force of nature—like low-hanging thunder or gravel sliding down a mountainside.

			“It was no trouble.”

			“I think with Baldair it will always be trouble.” The man stepped up and into the room from the garden. He carried the scent of roses with him, as though the plants knew who he was and wanted to bless him with their very essence. “Which makes me ask: are you serious about joining my brother’s foolish guard?”

			“Is it foolish?” she mused in a soft hum. She kept her eyes lowered to avoid appearing obstinate to the Crown Prince of her world.

			The prince thought quietly for a long moment, easing his dark gaze off her. “Well, seeing as my brother is nothing but, I cannot foresee it being anything less. However…” Raylynn felt the moment his attention fell back to her, and she lifted her eyes to meet his. “It may be less foolish with someone who is clearly both as loyal as she is skilled on his retainer.”

			“I am loyal to him,” she affirmed. Raylynn crossed the room to where the prince had assumed a seat and fell into a kneel. “Just as I am loyal to you, Prince Aldrik Ci’Dan Solaris, son of Princess Fiera Ci’Dan.”

			His posture and expression betrayed nothing at the mention of his mother. There was no sorrow in his eyes, or longing. It was as though she had listed off the name of any old noble.

			Raylynn smiled faintly and added softly, “You have your mother’s eyes, my prince.”

			“You knew my mother?” he asked tentatively. His air of arrogance vanished, exposing something more—curiosity, and something else.

			“I did, but not as well as my mother knew her.” Raylynn remained kneeling, her posture perfect before her sovereign.

			“Who are you?”

			“I am Raylynn Westwind, my prince. Your mother entrusted an old order into my mother’s care. Things went awry, and my mother was slain. I was raised in the Nameless Company, as she was, and her mother before her.”

			“Why are you not in the service of the Empire?”

			“My mother had a pact with yours,” Raylynn answered delicately, wondering if the prince could possibly understand what she was trying to say. “She did not have a pact with the Empire.”

			“I see.” Prince Aldrik rose and strolled away, giving his back to her.

			Where Baldair was an open book, the elder prince was guarded, withdrawn. He clung so deeply to the innermost walls of himself that she didn’t know how he escaped enough to speak with anyone. Raylynn took the opportunity to stand, feeling as though unspoken permission had been granted.

			“Clearly, the pact did not extend to my brother, given the state he finds himself in.” It was a probing attack.

			“It extends to your brother a great deal, my prince.” She would not explain how, not unless expressly ordered. “His state is a result of his own choices.”

			A dark chuckle resonated from the Crown Prince. “I am surprised Baldair tolerates someone who makes him accept responsibility for his choices.” His demeanor shifted yet again, like firelight on a multi-faceted pane of glass. “I trust, however, since you make him take responsibility, that you will do the same? That you will put the Crown before yourself?”

			Raylynn didn’t miss the defensiveness that permeated the Crown Prince’s words when he spoke of his younger brother—despite all the nonchalant airs he put on. “The time for hesitation on that matter is long gone.”

			“Well, then, Raylynn Westwind, I shall thank you personally for your help in seeing my brother here alive.” Aldrik stepped away from the bookshelf he’d been examining and adjusted his well-tailored, pitch-black clothes. Raylynn didn’t know how he didn’t boil in all the layers. “I shall see you back to his recovery room, should the clerics allow it.”

			“There’s something else.” The whole meeting had been a sort of reaffirmation for her that Aldrik was not the prince she was destined to follow. They didn’t click together as her and Baldair had. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t look after him as well. If for no other reason than for Fiera. “It is  why I asked for this audience, if your grace will follow me, please.”

			“My time is very valuable—”

			“It’ll only take a moment, my prince. It’s in the stables.”

			“Interrupt me again, and I will see you sleeping there.” He glowered. Raylynn had to struggle not to point out that she had slept regularly in far worse conditions.

			She focused on the task at hand. They left a stately building situated at the center of the Crossroads—where Baldair had been moved to upon the Emperor’s arrival in the West with the army. Raylynn took one glance behind her at the large circles of stained glass, taking particular note of the one she knew to be Baldair’s room. With a small nod of conviction, mostly to herself, she brought the prince across the square to a gilded stable.

			“His name is Baston.” Raylynn stopped before a stall, motioning toward the mount. “He’s a Warstrider—very loyal, large, clearly well bred.”

			The Imperial prince assessed the creature. She could see he was taken with the animal. “I would like to gift him to you, my prince.”

			“Isn’t this the horse you and Baldair rode in on?”

			“It is, and he agrees you should ride him.” Raylynn swallowed her instant fear around horses and patted Baston’s mane. “Think of it as a gift from Mother.” Her vague dismissal of the usual article—the Mother—was entirely intentional.

			Somewhere out there was Princess Fiera, still alive in some way or another, still fighting from the shadows. She had given Raylynn a gift... but it was never meant for her. Raylynn could feel it in her bones. 

			Furthermore, the beast was just far too large for her to ever be comfortable around it.

			“Thank you,” the prince said finally, startling them both.

			“You’re very welcome, Prince Aldrik. Should you need anything else, you have only just to say.”

			Raylynn did one more bow and walked away. Her footsteps chimed lightly against the stone. Walking her path sounded right. And while there were parallels between her and her mother, she would help Fiera’s son live a long life from the vantage of his brother’s guard, until the very end of it all.
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32. Baldair

			He had watched the whole exchange from his window.

			He hated this building. It was the same one they always stayed in at the Crossroads, and it merely reminded him of all the past times he had been taken to the West on official matters and not for pleasure with his friends. The only benefit it had was that it did offer a fair vantage of the Crossroads.

			Aldrik continued to assess the beast when Raylynn reappeared in his room, pulling Baldair away from the scene below.

			“How’d it go?” Jax asked from the couch. “We only had the play-by-play.” He motioned to Baldair.

			“Well enough.”

			“What does ‘well enough’ mean?” Erion asked from the opposite corner of the room, where he chose to play billiards alone rather than sit with the group. His skepticism of Raylynn would fade in time, Baldair was sure.

			“Some things will remain between my sovereigns and I.” Raylynn gave Baldair a conspiratorial look that put a deep chuckle in the back of his throat.

			“So we’ll never know?” Erion remained sour.

			“No, you will.” Raylynn answered the Westerner, but her focus was on Baldair. She ran a finger over the cleric’s patchwork, searching his face for anything he had to say on the matter.

			“You will know when she wants you to know,” Baldair said. He delighted in the way his words set her to laughter.

			“How do you feel?” she asked outright.

			“Getting stronger.”

			“Good. You have a war to get to.”

			That was the last thing Baldair wanted to be reminded of. He’d already had too much bloodshed and death and pain. But he knew he had no choice. And he knew he had a woman he could keep at his side who seemed, in her own way, a natural born leader.

			“Well, I’ll need a new horse for it, since you gave ours away to my brother. Don’t go fancying him more than me.” Baldair hated the thought. He hated seeing Raylynn bow before Aldrik. He knew she merely honored her mother’s oath to the Crown, but Raylynn was something he didn’t want to share with Aldrik in any way.

			“I won’t.” She put his fears to bed with an easy laugh. “You’re the one tangled in my red line.”

			Baldair looked at her, reminded of the fate she seemed to so love. Well, it was something he could find himself loving as well, if it truly kept them together. Jax and Erion took his shift in focus as dismissal.

			“We can find you a new mount when you’re better,” Raylynn reassured him. “But for now, I think dinner is in order.”

			“And what are you hungry for?” Her answering look made his flesh prickle.

			“Tonight, I want traditional Western.”

			“As you’d like.” On her terms was becoming a delight to him. “And then? What comes after?”

			“I think you know…” Raylynn trailed a finger from his navel to his chin, dragging patterns of lust atop his clothes.

			“And then?” He wanted to hear her say it. The cuff was already digging into his side. He’d wanted to make the matter official since he’d first woken, but things hadn’t moved as quickly as he wanted.

			“Then, I suppose, one of those golden bracers you so fancy.”

			Baldair produced the item in question. A metal cuff with space just enough to squeeze one’s wrist through. But Raylynn’s was slightly different from the ones Jax and Erion wore. Adorning the opening were cross-strips of red ribbon. 

			“I thought we could do those things in reverse?” Baldair couldn’t stop the outpouring of happiness he felt when she slid it onto her wrist.

			“If that’s the case then… I think you know what happens next, my prince.”

			He certainly did. The only person in his world at that moment was the woman straddling him, kissing his mouth with the passion of a young lass.

			Yet, she was anything but. Sturdy and strong, scarred by life, experienced. She was as beautiful as the swords she wielded and just as dangerous. Baldair gripped her hips, swelling his chest to the point of pain to meet her mouth.

			She was his. But, perhaps even better, he was hers. Somehow, that would be enough for them both to survive the war in the days to come.
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			A new world from Elise Kova

			Her vengeance. His vision.

			Ari lost everything she once loved when the Five Guilds’ resistance fell to the Dragon King. Now, she uses her unparalleled gift for clockwork machinery in tandem with notoriously unscrupulous morals to contribute to a thriving underground organ market. There isn’t a place on Loom that is secure from the engineer-turned-thief, and her magical talents are sold to the highest bidder as long as the job defies their Dragon oppressors.

			 

			Cvareh would do anything to see his sister usurp the Dragon King and sit on the throne. His family’s house has endured the shame of being the lowest rung in the Dragons’ society for far too long. The Alchemist Guild, down on Loom, may just hold the key to putting his kin in power, if Cvareh can get to them before the Dragon King’s assassins. 

			 

			When Ari stumbles upon a wounded Cvareh, she sees an opportunity to slaughter an enemy and make a profit off his corpse. But the Dragon sees an opportunity to navigate Loom with the best person to get him where he wants to go.

			 

			He offers her the one thing Ari can’t refuse: A wish of her greatest desire, if she brings him to the Alchemists of Loom.
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