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To Jill and Jason,
 
Thank you for the laughter and light of your friendship.







 
High Sun, Day 3, First Year Reign of High Lady Astrea Celestis
 
It is day one since the Temanin Empire fell at our gates. Already, Temanin prisoners are being taken to Mostyn, save those most injured, who are now under my care, as well as our own soldiers. So many injured with so little help. But we will make do. We always have.
Rowen now rests inside the storage room in the Healers Quarter, where I can keep watch over her as she recovers. Rowen Mar, the last Eldaran. I have already recorded the day I first discovered the mark of the Word on her hand and the story of her banishment from the village of Cinad.
I am still in awe of her, even more so since last night when she unleashed a torrent of light across Anwin Forest and the White City. The very power of the Word sweeping away our enemies. Like in the stories of old passed down by the bards.
But I fear for Rowen now. The people of the north are not ready for someone like her. Which is why Captain Lore Palancar and I have chosen to hide her. There will always be those who fear another Nordic Wars. However, I do not see Rowen abusing the power given to her by the Word. I believe she will bring life, not death, with her mark.
Until others see this, I hope that Lady Astrea Celestis will be able to protect Rowen. And I will do my best to help her, as well.
 
Balint Kedem
Chief Healer of the White City



 

 
 
Caleb Tala stood naked in the dark, his hands covered in blood. Orbs of soft light bobbed in the tall, bare trees, leaving pools of light on the ground. A small stream wove its way through the dark forest, rushing over black rocks. The air felt warm and humid.
He looked around, his muscles tense. This dark place reminded him of his nightmares. He looked behind him, expecting to see bodies standing in the shadows between the trees. The open spaces were empty. Caleb sighed and turned back, then saw his hands again. Repulsed, he held them away from his body. He needed to get this blood off.
He hurried toward the stream and fell to his knees. He plunged his hands into the cold, clear water and waited for the blood to rinse off, to float away in the trickling waters.
But nothing happened.
Caleb shook his hands beneath the water, then rubbed them together. Nothing, not even a slight change in the water’s color. Bile rose in his throat. He stared at his hands submerged beneath the rushing water. What was happening to him? Why wouldn’t the blood wash away?
A shadow fell across the clear water. Caleb looked up.
A badly scarred man looked back. Long, jagged wounds marred his face, distorting his cheeks and brow. Smaller white scars were scattered across the rest of his face as if he had been cut a thousand times. Two ugly red lines ran down his neck until they disappeared into his dull grey robe.
Caleb scurried away from the stream, staying in a low crouch so as to cover his nakedness. Was this a nightmare? It had to be. Nothing about this place felt real.
But unlike his other nightmares, where he knew each and every ghost, he didn’t recognize the man before him. His gaze darted to the man’s scarred hands, but he saw no dagger. The others in his dreams had always held a dagger. His dagger. Caleb looked back at the man’s face. Yes, he would definitely have remembered this repulsively wounded man.
However, he wasn’t going to stay and find out if the scarred man wanted to murder him or not. Caleb tried to turn around, but some unseen force held his face. He could not twist his head.
The man raised his hand and looked at Caleb with dark eyes, as dark as his own. A chill ran down his spine, leaving his body covered in bumps.
“It is time, Son of Truth.” The scarred man took a step closer to the stream that divided them. “The Lands need a Guardian once again.”
The man looked down at Caleb’s hands. Caleb tucked his hands between his thighs and felt the hot rush of shame. “Who are you? What do you want?” Caleb searched out of the corner of his eye for a bush, a tree, anything to hide himself.
“You cannot wash your hands, can you?”
His heart hammered like a wild animal. Something about this man felt…terrifying. As if all the power in the Lands were bound within this simple and misshapen man. No…not man… “What do you care?” Caleb felt vulnerable, crouching here by the stream.
“There is nothing you can do to wipe away the blood,” the man said.
Nothing? Caleb wasn’t so sure. He hadn’t tried everything yet. If only this man would leave him alone!
“There is only one thing that can remove the blood from your hands.” The man walked toward Caleb until only the small brook separated them. “Death.”
Caleb scowled at the man. “More killing?”
“No, your death.”
Caleb flushed, and his breath grew short. So that’s what this was about. He pulled one of his hands out from between his knees. He could see the blood stain across his fingers and his knuckles. He must atone for all the lives he had taken.
The killer inside of him wanted to fight for his life. But there was another part of him that knew the man spoke the truth. He had always known he would have to pay for his murders. Had not his conscience warned him with visions of his own victims killing him?
“So,” Caleb said, lifting his gaze toward the man, “are you here to kill me?”
The man did not answer. Instead, he walked across the brook. The hair along Caleb’s neck rose. The man did not step into the water, but rather he walked across the top as though it were a hard surface.
Caleb stumbled back. He turned and scrambled toward the nearest tree. He reached the trunk and hid himself behind it. He looked around and found the man standing next to the stream, staring in his direction. “What are you?” Caleb shouted. Something deep inside told him that the woman with the glowing hand was nothing compared to this strange man with scars.
“I am the one who can clean the blood off your hands.”
“So you’re the one who will kill me.” Well, he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Dagger or not, he still had skills, skills enough to save him from this scarred man.
“No. I will take the blood. That is, if you will let me.”
Caleb readied himself. “Take the blood?” he sneered.
“Come out, Son of Truth. Give me your hands. I will wash them.”
That name again. Son of Truth. The words stirred something inside him. Caleb hesitated, confused by the feelings bubbling up, confused by the man’s words. “But you just said—”
“That only death could take away the blood on your hands, yes.”
“My death.” Caleb felt his strength and resolve return. Death, it always came down to that.
“Yes, you are right. Unless another took your death in your place.”
Caleb laughed. The guffaw was harsh and grating. Someone take death for him? Ha! He could think of no one who would die for him. Not his cousin, Lord Corin. Caleb was only an instrument in Corin’s hands, a weapon to carry out his will throughout the Temanin Empire. And certainly not Ailis. Beautiful, passionate Ailis. What they had was purely physical.
And if Caleb were honest with himself, he would never die for them either.
“I’m afraid you will not find anyone willing to take my place,” Caleb said in a mocking tone. But deep inside, the truth hurt.
“Actually, someone already did.”
“What?” Caleb raced through all the faces he knew. Who? And why? And how did they even know about his dark secrets, those that now covered his hands in blood? Did he mean that all the people Caleb had killed had actually died in his place in some way? “No, you’re wrong.” He shook his head. “No one died for me.”
“I did.”
Caleb gaped at the man with scars. “You? How can that be? If you took my death, then wouldn’t you be…dead?” Or perhaps they were both dead. That would explain this dark place, the trees, and his bloody hands. All he needed now were his victims, and he would be in his own personal hell. To be tormented forever by those he had killed. Too late to change that now—
“No. Neither of us is dead.”
Caleb’s head shot up.
“Yes, Son of Truth, you are still alive. And I can take the blood off your hands.”
An odd sensation filled his chest. “You can clean my hands?”
“Yes.”
The feeling expanded, like a ball of fire inside his heart. He slowly lifted his hand and stared at the blood. He could be clean? The ball of fire burned brightly, then dimmed as if water had doused the hopeful flames. Guilt moved in, and something even darker.
“Not only can I take the blood from your hands,” Caleb heard the scarred man say, “I can heal the darkness inside you. Yes—” Caleb looked up and found the man staring at him. “You can feel it. It is what stains your hands.”
That dark thing came alive inside Caleb. He had felt its subtle stirrings before, heard its seductive whispers, felt its power. It was what had driven him for so many years. It blazed inside him, a hot dark flame so unlike the hope that had filled him moments before. The flames hurt. Caleb fell to his knees beside the tree and folded his arms across his chest.
He knew the darkness inside him did not want to die. It wanted to live. And there was a part of him that wanted it to live too. The darkness was powerful and intoxicating. Could he give it up?
The man before him began to change. A brilliant light flashed across Caleb’s vision, so bright that it forced him to shut his eyes. The darkness inside him blazed even hotter.
Then the light dimmed. Caleb slowly opened his eyes and looked up—
The man with scars had changed. He was still covered with scars, but now he was robed in brilliant white. The power Caleb had felt around the man now showed on the outside. No…not a man…
Caleb dropped his head, adrenaline rushing through his body. He was naked and filthy and wished for anything to cover himself, to hide himself from—
“You have no need to fear me,” the man said. “I am the Word.” The Word began to walk toward him.
Caleb’s entire body froze. The Word? Memories of all those he had murdered flashed across his mind. Many of his victims had been Followers of the Word—
“And if you are willing, I will heal you.”
Caleb lifted his eyes until he could see the scarred feet and ankles of the Word. Why was He covered in such ugly disfigurements? Wasn’t He supposed to be a god, perhaps the God? Shouldn’t He look…better? More beautiful? Majestic? Uninjured?
“Why?” Caleb said, his voice hoarse. Why would the Word heal the person who had killed so many of His Followers?
“Because I am the only one who can heal the darkness inside you.”
Caleb slowly shook his head, his gaze still on the ground. “But I have killed so many—”
“I know.”
Caleb lifted his gaze a fraction more until he could see the hem along the bottom of the white robe. “And yet you would still heal me?”
“Yes.”
“Just like that? Even after…?”
“Yes.”
Caleb glanced down at the blood on his hands. The darkness inside him flamed up again. It was too easy. Shouldn’t he have to pay penance for what he had done? Perhaps die for what he had done? Isn’t that what the Word had said? A life for a life? Except in his case, that would be a lot of lives.
Yet there was a hope inside him that deeply desired the healing the Word offered. He wanted the blood gone from his hands. He wanted to be free of this darkness that burned inside his soul. He wanted forgiveness.
Could the Word really do all that…and it would cost him nothing?
“Hold out your hands,” the Word said above him.
His body went rigid. Blood pounded inside his head. He raised both hands. They trembled in light cast from the Word.
As if knowing its end was near, the darkness inside him roared into an inferno. Caleb clenched his jaw and continued to raise his hands. His chest felt as if it were on fire and would burn a hole right through him. Take them, he thought frantically. I can’t hold them out much longer.
The light around the Word grew. The Word knelt and extended His own hands toward Caleb. Caleb watched, his breath caught inside his throat. Closer, their hands only inches apart. Bloody fingers extended toward brilliant white light—
Their fingertips met.
The fiery darkness vanished.
Healing warmth flooded him. The warmth spread from his fingers, up along his arms, reaching to every part of his body. It swirled around his heart, mending what had for so long been broken.
Caleb collapsed onto the ground, his body still shrouded in the Word’s warmth. He lay there, taking in each breath and letting it out. He could not move. He had lived for so long by the strength of that dark power that now, to be free of it, left him as weak as a newborn babe.
“You are free now, Caleb Tala.”
Caleb looked up. The Word’s hands still extended toward him, blood coating them. He struggled to sit, then stopped and gasped when he saw his own hands. They were spotless, not a trace of red anywhere.
The blood… It was gone!
He held his hands out in front of him and flexed his fingers, staring in wonder. Then he laughed. “I can’t believe it!” He looked back up at the Word. “I can’t believe—”
He choked back his words. His eyes widened, and his throat grew tight. The blood on the Word’s hands: It was his. The blood slowly soaked into the Word’s skin, leaving behind a long scar along His left palm.
Caleb raised his gaze until he was looking into the deep dark eyes of the Word. “You,” he said, his voice shaking. “You took the blood. You really healed me.”
“Yes,” the Word said.
“How can I ever repay—”
“You cannot. The healing was mine to give.”
Caleb looked back down at his hands. Free. He was free now. He moved his fingers again. Then he looked back up. He found his next words lodged inside his throat. Caleb swallowed. “Thank you,” he said finally. He couldn’t remember ever feeling gratitude before. But he felt it now, to the bursting point.
A gentle smile spread across the Word’s face. He placed His newly scarred hand upon Caleb’s shoulder. “Come, Caleb. There is one more thing we must talk about before you leave.”
“Leave?”
The Word stood and took a step back.
Caleb went to stand, then stopped in mid-movement. He stared down at his body.
He was no longer naked.
Instead, a short white tunic covered his body. He stood the rest of the way, still staring at the clothing. The Word took a few more steps back. Caleb touched the clothing with his fingers. The cloth felt cool and silky to the touch. He took a deep breath and moved to the Word’s side.
They walked alongside the small brook. The sky above them was still dark, save for the small orbs of light that hovered between the trees. In his nightmares, this place was filled with those he had murdered. But now they were gone. It was only the Word and him.
“There is a choice you must now make.” The Word’s voice rumbled through the quiet forest. “You are a Guardian by blood, but it must also be by choice.”
“A Guardian?”
“Your mother was an Eldaran,” the Word said. “A Guardian of mankind. A Daughter of Truth.”
Caleb’s eyebrows shot up. “My mother?”
“Yes.” The small stream wove to the left. They both turned and followed it. “A long time ago. She made a choice to no longer be one. I granted her desire. I removed from her the gift and responsibility of Guardian.”
A chill ran down his spine. Hazy memories surfaced. An image of his mother appeared. She was lying on a bed with white gauze surrounding her. Her black hair, once shiny, was now dull and spread across the linen pillow. He stood beside her and held her paper-thin hand. In her delirium she spoke of the Eldarans.
He had been sixteen when she’d taken fever and died. At that age, he’d practically been a man by Temanin standards. Her words had scared him. He’d wanted to dismiss her ramblings, blame them on her fever. After she’d died, he’d been able to do that. Until the night he’d assassinated Delshad.
Caleb now understood why his visions of the woman with the glowing hand had terrified him. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew such power existed. Only he had wanted to deny it, to say it was a myth.
To now find out that his mother’s words had been true.
Caleb realized the Word had remained quiet while he’d worked through his thoughts.
“I give you that same choice now,” the Word said. “You may choose to remain a man and live a man’s life. Or you may take your mother’s blood and become an Eldaran. A Son of Truth.”
Caleb stared at the ground. Why had his mother given up her Eldaran heritage? What did being a Guardian entail? What would happen to him if he chose to remain a man?
“Nothing,” the Word said in response to his unspoken question. “You do not need to fear that I will take back my healing. Once a person is healed, he is healed for eternity.”
“If I’m healed forever, why would I want to become an Eldaran?”
“To protect mankind.”
Caleb knew in that moment that he had changed. The old Caleb would not have cared about helping mankind, but only about how he could help himself. Yet the moment the Word had touched him, it was as though a spark of life had come alive in him. And that spark was tugging him toward his decision.
“What does a Son of Truth do?” he asked.
“Love people.”
Caleb frowned. There had to be more to it than that.
Again, in response to his unspoken thoughts, the Word answered. “But not the kind of love you understand. This kind of love does not involve the feelings, though it can possess it. Love is giving of yourself, despite the cost. It is an action, a choice made for the benefit of the one you love. As a Son of Truth, the truth you will wield is a sharp-edged sword, and it needs love to guide it, or it becomes a bitter weapon.” The Word turned and looked at him. “A Guardian must love those he protects.”
Caleb glanced to his right at the trees that lined the stream they were following. He remembered the people who used to stand between those trees, people he had murdered for his cousin, for gold.
The Word had said he could not repay Him for healing the darkness. But maybe he could make up for what he had done in his past. To love instead of kill. To protect instead of destroy. To guard mankind.
To become what his mother had given up for reasons he did not know. Here was a chance to change his life. And become a Son of Truth.
But at what price? Could he do it?
Caleb took a couple of breaths. Deep down, he knew what he wanted. And that desire brought one word to his lips. “Yes.”
That spoken word filled the silence of the forest. He turned and looked at the Word from the corner of his eye. “I choose my mother’s heritage. I choose to become an Eldaran.”
The Word stopped walking.
Caleb did too. His body buzzed with fear and determination. He boldly went on. “I do not want to go back to being the man I was. I want my life to be more than that.”
“Then face me,” the Word said.
Caleb turned and closed his eyes. The brilliance of the Word burned through his eyelids like a red haze. A hand touched the spot above his heart.
Everything was silent except for the whisper of his breath.
A tendril of fire entered his heart. Caleb gasped at the sensation. It spread across his chest, reaching toward his fingertips, his head, his toes. His eyes were seared shut. Heat throbbed across his body like a fever. He could barely draw in a breath. The red light behind his eyelids turned dark, and he collapsed into nothing.



 

1
 
 
Mint.
Breathe.
The mint faded into a more earthy smell. Breathe. And lavender. Breathe. With a slight musty tinge…
Rowen opened her eyes. The room seemed to be some kind of small storage room or perhaps a library. Rows of dark wood shelves lined the grey stone wall from floor to ceiling. Each shelf was filled with books, ceramic pots, glass vials filled with brownish liquids, and leafy greens. Slowly she turned her head. A grey stone ceiling curved above her. The wall ahead of her held more shelves with a thick wooden door in the middle. She turned left. More shelves with a small window nestled between the rows. Bright sunshine filtered through the window like a beam of light—
Rowen gasped and tried to sit up. Memories tore through her mind: the beam of light, a man with dark eyes, the meadow, and the fire inside her chest. Her truthsaying power. She struggled for a moment longer, then fell back. Rowen panted and stared at the ceiling. She was no longer in that meadow, and the man with dark eyes was gone.
She caught her breath and pulled the white sheet draped across her body up to her chest. She glanced around again. Floral and herbal scents reached her nose, reminding her of a garden on a warm spring day. What was this place? And how had she gotten here?
Rowen held her breath. Muffled voices came from the door at the foot of her bed. She strained to hear what they were saying.
“So did she tell you why she left?”
That voice sounded familiar. The healer Balint?
“No, and I did not get a chance to ask her.” That was definitely Captain Lore’s voice. “When I found her in the meadow, she was barely able to stand.”
“Makes sense,” the other voice said. Balint, Rowen confirmed. “That much power probably took everything out of her. Never heard of an Eldaran being able to do what she did last night, though. And how did she end up in Anwin Forest in the first place?”
“I don’t know,” Lore said. “But people are beginning to talk, and I don’t like what I’m hearing. I think she should stay here with you for the time being…” Their voices faded.
Rowen lifted her head from the pillow and stared at the door, hoping to hear more. But they were gone.
She let out a long sigh and fell back against the pillow. She stared at the curved ceiling and remembered. Lore had found her in the meadow the next morning after the event in the meadow and had helped her back to the castle. Most of that walk was a blur. She had been so exhausted that it had taken every bit of strength inside her to cling to Lore’s arm and put one foot in front of the other. She couldn’t even remember walking through the castle. Perhaps she had passed out and Lore had carried her here.
Just thinking about it made her feel drained again. Rowen shifted to her side toward the sunny window. She watched the dust dance across the sunbeam. Her eyelids grew heavy...
 
• • •
 
Fingers swept across her forehead and down her cheek. Rowen tried to open her eyes, but this time they refused.
“How long do you think she will be this way?” she heard Lore say. “It’s been over a day.”
Rowen struggled against her body. She wanted to move, talk, anything, but it was as though hundreds of hands were pressing down on her body.
“I do not know,” she heard Balint answer.
She heard Lore make a low growling sound. “She’s not safe—”
“Rowen is safe enough, for now. She has Lady Astrea’s protection.”
There was a pause. The fingers stopped stroking her cheek. “I don’t understand Balint. Why don’t people fear your mark?”
Balint laughed quietly. “It’s because my power is weak. And controllable. But Rowen… Well, you saw what she did. People don’t like that. It scares them. And perhaps rightly so.”
“Rowen would never hurt anyone,” Lore said.
“I know.”
The fingers left her face. Rowen tried to move her head but couldn’t.
“Let me know if anything changes,” Lore said. “I need to get back to duty.”
“I will, Captain.”
“And don’t let anyone know…”
The same bone-draining fatigue crushed down on her, drawing her back into unconsciousness…
 
• • •
 
Rowen woke to find the sunbeam gone. Pale moonlight filtered through the dark window to her left. She pushed against the bed and sat up. She filled her lungs and let the air out slowly. No more fatigue, no exhaustion. She finally felt like herself.
She looked around. She was still in the small storage room with shelves. Rowen frowned. Why had Lore brought her here and not back to her own room? She ran a hand across her face and through her hair, which was now free of the braid she always wore.
Lore had said something about her not being safe. But why? She dropped her hand and stared at the door at the foot of her bed. Why wasn’t she safe?
Well, she wasn’t going to wait here to find out.
Rowen swung her legs over the bed’s edge. She would find Lore and ask him. Her bare feet touched the floor. She gasped and drew back. The floor felt like ice shards. Taking a deep breath, she placed her feet down again. Her clothes caught her eye. She was still wearing the stained white shirt and dark pants she had worn the night she had used her power. Part of her was relieved to find that no one had changed her clothes while she had been unconscious. Her cheeks heated at the thought of some young male healer changing her into a long white gown.
However, a glove was back on her right hand, covering her mark. She opened and closed her fingers. It wasn’t the same glove. It was made of light-colored leather, and it was slightly bigger than her previous glove. The fingers were missing, leaving only her palm covered. Who had put it on her hand? Balint? Lore?
Whoever it was, she was thankful someone had thought of that.
Rowen carefully stood, keeping her hands out to steady herself. The weakness did not return. Bolstered, she stood to her full height and moved quietly toward the door. She pressed her ear to the wooden surface and listened. She could hear nothing on the other side. She felt around for the handle and found it. With her fingers, she pressed down on the latch. The door opened with a tiny creak.
Rowen peeked through the crack. The room on the other side was mostly dark, but even so she could tell that it was much larger than the storage room she was in. There was a long wooden table a couple of feet away. Two candlesticks sat on the table, casting a soft glow around the dark room. Beyond the table she could see four beds covered with white sheets lined up against the far wall. Long lumps lay beneath the sheets. One shifted and sighed.
She recognized this place. It was the main room for the Healers Quarter. Rowen opened the door wider and looked around. The long windows at the end of the room were dark. A healer sat near the farthest window, barely visible save for his white robes that looked dimly grey in the shadows.
Rowen turned and looked at the small room she had occupied. Why had she been brought to the Healers Quarter? And placed in the storage room? She shook her head and pushed the door open. It made no sense.
She shut the door to the storage room and made her way across the main room. None of the beds’ occupants turned her direction. The healer next to the window did not move. She followed the long table and made her way toward the double set of doors to the right.
Quietly, she opened one of the doors and peeked out. The hallway was dark and empty. Candles burned in the sconces along the wall, creating small pools of light along the stone floor. Rowen walked out and shut the door behind her. What had happened while she was unconscious? What had happened to the White City? Were they still at war with Temanin?
No. She remembered what Lore had said when he had found her. The Temanin Army was gone. A river of light had swept the army away. Light…
That had come from her.
Rowen wrapped an arm across her middle. The heat she felt every time her truthsaying power triggered terrified her, almost as much as the thought of touching someone. Yet the Word had used this power to save everyone she knew. Was it worth the tradeoff?
She wasn’t sure.
Rowen reached a set of stairs and headed down. The gentle hum of voices bounced along the walls. She frowned and slowed down. At the bottom step, she stopped and stared.
A long corridor stretched from the stairs to the western side of the castle. Along the walls and under flickering sconces were dozens of people. Some leaned against the walls. Others crouched on the floor. A couple sat near Rowen, the woman’s head resting on the man’s shoulder, and a little girl lay curled up in her lap. The little girl looked up at Rowen, then lay back down and sucked her thumb. A couple of more faces turned her direction. Dirty, haggard faces with dark circles beneath their eyes.
Rowen stepped off the stairs and past the couple sitting on the floor. The air grew warm, and the sweet, tangy smell of sweat and something fouler filled the tight space. She wrinkled her nose and passed three men, their eyes following her. Even with her glove on, she still pressed her hand against her middle, fearful her mark would show.
Rowen made her way through the packed corridor. She passed a room and looked in. She knew who these people were now. They were the refugees from the White City. Those who had escaped the bombardment.
Heart heavy, she looked down, watching her step so as not to tread on any fingers or trip over legs. A couple of more heads looked up as she passed by, some with curiosity, others with resignation.
One man looked up. His hair was dark and curly, and he wore a stained shirt taut across his chest. Her heart stopped for one sickening moment. Cleon: the man she had first touched with her truthsaying power. She remembered the swirls of hatred even now. He had professed love for her, only to then accuse her of witchcraft and have her banned from her village.
He gave her a curious look. No. Not Cleon. This man’s eyes were blue, and the nose and chin were wrong. Cleon’s eyes were amber. Rowen turned away, relieved. She had no idea what would have happened if the man had been Cleon. But… She stopped and looked back at the long line of people along the walls. Could Cleon be here? Or someone else from her village? Perhaps even Calya?
Rowen turned and hurried toward the western stairs, shaken by the thought of meeting someone from her past. Two guards stood on either side of the bottom step. Both were dressed in white shirts and dark pants with a blue tabard. Smallswords hung at their sides. She frowned and looked at the two men. She did not recognize them. New recruits?
They looked at her suspiciously as she passed. The shorter guard with bushy brown hair turned to the taller guard and whispered behind a raised hand.
Rowen rushed up the stairs, taking them two at a time, wanting to leave the men behind her. But she could not erase the memory they had stirred: the day of her trial, almost a year ago. The way her friends had stood away from her, how they had whispered and stared at her, accusations in their gaze.
She reached the top of the stairs, and her body began to tremble. She turned and placed her hands against the wall and closed her eyes. She willed the painful memory gone. But instead of comforting thoughts, Lore’s words filled her mind. People are talking.
Anger filled her chest, burning away the hurt and fear. Rowen clenched her hand and twisted away from the wall. Well, then it was time to find out what they were saying.
She strode down the hall toward Lady Astrea’s rooms. Hopefully Lore would be there on duty. Candles flickered as she passed. She ignored the familiar pictures on the walls. Her feet were now cold, bare against the stone floor. Voices echoed from the hallway ahead. Rowen slowed.
“So where was she during the battle the other night?”
She frowned and quietly moved toward the corner and glanced around down the other hall. In a pool of light below a torch stood Commander Kelyn and Lore.  She leaned her head against the wall. Relief rushed through her. Lore.
Lore stood a couple of inches taller than Commander Kelyn. His hair looked disheveled, like he had been running his hand through it. He wore his usual white shirt, leather jerkin, and dark pants. Rowen saw the glint of his sword at his side.
Commander Kelyn stood in front of Lore with his arms folded. He was still in his commander’s uniform, which in the candlelight looked rumpled and stained. The rest of the hall was dark and deserted.
“She was doing her duty,” Lore said.
Rowen paused and held her breath.
“As what?” Commander Kelyn said. “As Lady Astrea’s varor? I checked already: She wasn’t with her ladyship.”
What? Rowen drew her head back around the corner. They were talking about her!
“She has other duties besides that of a varor,” she heard Lore say.
“A guard then? I checked that too, Captain Lore. She was in the infirmary most of the day, but the healers report she disappeared near evening. So I ask again, where was Rowen Mar during the battle?”
“Like I said, she has other duties—”
“Captain, don’t play me dumb!” Rowen winced at the sound of Commander Kelyn’s voice. “I know there is something about that young guard of yours. I’ve known since the day you both rode back from Avonai. If you won’t tell me, I’ll find out another way. And if she had anything to do with that light—”
“If you have anything against Rowen Mar, you will need to take it up with Lady Astrea,” Lore said coldly.
Rowen stood rigid against the wall, unable to breathe.
There was a pause. “Very well,” Commander Kelyn said in a low and dangerous voice. “I will. I will not allow history to repeat itself.”
“What do you mean by that?” Lore’s voice dropped a couple of degrees.
“What happened out there that night was not normal. And the last time something like that happened, the Nordic Wars started.”
“But the light did not destroy us—it saved us!”
“This time,” Commander Kelyn said. “But who’s to say this power doesn’t turn on us? No one should have abilities like that. That’s why the White City chose years ago to put down anyone who possessed such power. So we don’t have another Nordic Wars.”
Rowen grabbed her throat and stared at the wall. Put down. Like a criminal.
“And in doing so, we might have put down those who would’ve done good.” There was now anger in Lore’s voice.
“Better to lose some to keep the peace than to lose everyone in a war.”
Rowen could hardly breathe now. She turned and staggered down the hallway, unwilling to hear anymore. They still feared her—the people around her, including Commander Kelyn.
Oh, Word. Her middle felt like she had been stabbed with a dagger. Tears prickled her eyes.
Rowen reached out her hand and felt for the wall. How could she have been so naïve to think everything would be different, now that Lady Astrea and Captain Lore knew what she was?
She knew why. She thought that, by saving the city, she would be accepted. She would be one of the people again. Instead, she found herself right where she had been the day she had touched Cleon. Feared. Hated.
She tried to swallow but couldn’t. All her hopes, all her dreams…dashed.
Someone laid a hand on her shoulder.
Rowen jumped and gasped. She twirled around, afraid she would see the hatred on Commander Kelyn’s face—
Lore stared at her, his face tight and eyes wide. “Rowen, what are you doing here?”
Rowen sucked in a deep gasp of air. It was only Lore.
He looked over his shoulder then back at her. “You should still be in the Healers Quarter with Balint, not wandering the halls late at night.”
She stopped and stared at Lore. “What do you mean? Am I not allowed to walk the castle anymore?” Immediately she regretted her harsh words. Lore dropped his hand and stared at her in shock. “I-I’m sorry.” Rowen looked away, her body still rigid.
“Come, let us talk. But not here.”
Lore guided her toward an open door to the left. Warm, muggy summer air pressed against her body. The room was dark save for the pale moonlight filtering through the window encased in the far wall. A couple of chairs stood in the corner, covered in dust. The door shut behind her.
Lore walked around her. “Did you hear what Commander Kelyn said?”
Rowen wrapped her arms around her middle and turned toward the side wall. She worked her mouth, wanting to deny she had. But she could not. “Yes.”
“Then you realize you’re not safe.”
She clenched her jaw and refused to look at Lore.
“Rowen—” He placed his hand on her shoulder again.
Rowen jerked away. Feelings of rage and betrayal swirled inside her chest. She felt herself retreating behind walls she had finally torn down weeks ago in that cave by the sea. She would not be vulnerable. She would not let herself be hurt again, especially not by Lore.
“Rowen.” Lore’s voice cut through her heart. “Please, turn and look at me.”
Slowly Rowen turned. She gazed at Lore over her shoulder. The moonlight from the window left half his face in shadow. But she could see his eyes, and they were dark and intense, like the depths of the ocean.
He took a step toward her. “I’m not Commander Kelyn.” His eyes bore into hers. “I’m not afraid of you.”
Rowen stared at him, the feeling of preservation still strong.
“Please.”
Her defenses crumbled. Her shoulders sagged, and Rowen gripped her face with her hands. “I don’t want to be an Eldaran anymore!” She shook her head. “I—” Her voice hitched with emotion. “I just want to be normal!” I just want to be normal! Why can’t I be like everyone else?
She wanted to cry, to release the heavy emotions inside of her. But the tears would not come. She stared at her fingers. Was this the long dark path her life would be? Feared by others, always marked as different? She thought she trusted the Word. But now…
“But if you were normal,” he said, “our city would be overrun by Temanins, and we would all be prisoners of war now.”
Rowen fought to keep her anger burning. But already it was cooling. “I-I know.” She brought her hands away from her face and turned toward Lore. His face was a foot away from hers, close enough for her to see each line and the stubble just beginning to form along his jaw. “But how do I fight the fear they have for me?”
He shook his head, his eyes on her. “You don’t. You continue to be who you’re supposed to be.”
She looked away. “And be hated and feared for it?” Bitterness slowly wrapped itself around her heart. “I give everything I have to help others, only to have them turn on me.“ Her voice caught, and she looked down. She did not want a life like that, a life of sacrifice.
“Remember what I said a couple days ago, when we arrived back in the city?” Lore asked. “I said you would not be alone, that even if others turn on you, I won’t.” He placed a finger beneath her chin and tilted her head up toward his. Their eyes met again. “And the Word will never leave you either. But that doesn’t guarantee the road will not be tough.”
Rowen swallowed. “So what do I do now?” she whispered. “It won’t take long for Commander Kelyn to figure out what I am.”
Lore dropped his hand and sighed. “I think— I think you should accompany Lady Astrea to Avonai. Put some space between you and the White City. But it is time—” his eyes lit up— “that the Ryland people realize that not everyone with a gift like yours is evil.”
Rowen thought of the chief healer, Balint. How long had it taken before the Ryland people had accepted his gift of binding? Or was it as Balint had said, that he was tolerated only because his power was weak and controllable?
Would she ever be accepted? Truly accepted? She still felt so alone, even with Lore here.
Rowen closed her eyes. Word, please help me.
A sense of peace flowed over her like cool water. It undid the knots she felt twisting inside her gut. I will always be with you, a voice whispered. I will always be with you… The words wrapped themselves around her, a thick blanket, covering the bitterness and worry. No matter what, the Word was still in control. And He would be with her.
But was He enough to face the dark road that loomed before her?
Rowen felt her strength ebbing away. She reached for the wall and leaned against the stone.
Lore placed a hand on her arm. “Come, let me take you back to the Healers Quarter.“
“No.” She looked at Lore. “No, not there. I would rather stay in my room…please.” Somewhere familiar, somewhere she called home.
Lore opened his mouth, hesitated, then closed his lips and nodded.
Rowen let out her breath. “Thank you.”



 

2
 
 
Lore stared at the small wooden door, behind which Rowen lay on her bed. The candles along the hallway had been lit for the evening, and only a whisper of voices could be heard.
His hands clenched every time he thought about his conversation with Commander Kelyn. Did the man not realize that if the Word had not intervened, the White City would’ve been lost?
With a growl, Lore turned and headed toward the Guards Quarter. Even after all he and Commander Kelyn had been through together, including the war, Lore hated to admit that he did not trust the commander. If Commander Kelyn found out that Rowen was an Eldaran, who knew what Kelyn would do? Even under Lady Astrea’s protection, Rowen could still be subjected to the old Ryland law.
Lore took the stairs two at a time down to the lower level. Voices grew louder down here where the refugees had been put. The air was hotter too. Lore couldn’t remember when a summer had felt so warm. And the people crowding the narrow halls and rooms only added to the heat.
Lore gave the two guards at the bottom of the stairs a curt nod. They nodded back. People sat huddled along the walls beneath the flickering sconces. A couple glanced up at Lore. He headed toward the hallway to the right. He needed to find Aren.
A man came to his feet. “Captain Lore!” His clothing was worn and rumpled. Grey hair stood straight up where he had been leaning against the wall.
Lore stopped. Other people in the hallway turned in his direction. The man hurried toward him. Lore suppressed a sigh.
“Captain Lore, have you found my daughter yet?”
Lore shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, I haven’t.” The man’s face fell. “But I’m doing everything I can.”
“I-I understand.” He turned and went back to the empty spot against the wall.
“When can we leave this place?” a voice asked to Lore’s left. Lore turned and found a young man looking up at him.
“Is it safe yet to leave the castle?” a woman asked a couple of feet away.
A baby started screaming from one of the rooms.
Lore raised his hands in a calming gesture. “I will let you know when I know.” He knew these people had been through trauma, but he was only one man doing his best. He made his way to the hall on the right. He could hear the people grumble quietly behind him and fought the urge to rake his hand through his hair. At the end of the hall, Lore reached the double doors leading to the Guards Quarter. He let himself in.
The room was two stories high, with a staircase along the left side and doors on both floors leading to the guards’ private rooms. To the side stood the scrap table with a couple of mugs and two dirty plates. In the middle of the room was a long wooden table with candlesticks set on either end. To the right, the large stone fireplace stood dark and empty.
Aren sat alone at the table, his back to the fireplace. He had long blond hair, which was pulled back by a leather cord, giving full exposure to the dark tattoos on the left side of his face. A plate with a couple of bones and a chunk of bread lay in front of him. A pewter mug sat to the side. The sound of quiet munching echoed around the room.
Aren reached for his mug and lifted it halfway to his lips. He stopped and turned. “Captain,” he said with a grin and placed his mug down. “I was just eating before going back to duty—”
“I have something for you to do.” Lore’s mind was racing now, making plans. “I want you to stand guard outside Rowen’s room tonight.”
“Rowen?” Aren stood. “Is something wrong? I thought she was still in the Healers Quarter—”
“She’s fine. But…” Lore hesitated, looking at the younger man. He knew he could trust Aren. “You know what she is,” Lore said, more of a statement than a question.
Aren sobered immediately. He sat back down. “I never told anyone about that night, and what I saw. But I take it from your expression that people are figuring it out anyway.” He pushed his plate away and sighed. “I do not understand why your people are afraid of those like, well, like Rowen. My people should be the ones afraid. It was my people who were seduced by the Shadonae, my people who fought for them, my people who paid the price during the Nordic Wars.” Aren clenched his hands over the top of the table and looked back up at Lore. “But Rowen is no Shadonae.”
“No,” Lore said, “But people are not going to make that distinction. And since it is Commander Kelyn who—”
“Kelyn!” Aren sputtered. “Commander Kelyn is the one making accusations? After the White City barely escaped capture?”
Lore nodded. “Yes. And he has power right now. He is a war hero. He helped keep the Temanins at bay, and people will remember that. They will listen to him.”
Aren scowled and stood up. “So you want me to guard Rowen’s room just in case he moves against her.”
“Yes, although I would suspect Commander Kelyn would speak out against Rowen first before moving. But just in case he decides to move more covertly, I want her watched until she leaves tomorrow with Lady Astrea.”
Aren frowned. “You’re sending Rowen away? I thought you were escorting Lady Astrea to Avonai and leaving Rowen here to rest.”
“Things have changed. Rowen will take my place. I need her out of the city and away from Commander Kelyn and anyone else who might start thinking like him.” Lore tapped the table with his finger. “At least until I can figure out how to keep her safe.”
“But you are needed in Avonai to escort Lord Gaynor’s body back.”
A dull ache filled Lore’s middle. “I know,” he said quietly. “And I will be there. But I must finish some things here.” Another thought hit him. He knew it was the right decision, but it hurt just the same. Lore let out his breath. “And, with everything going on, I think it is time for Rowen to step down from her position as varor.”
“What?” Aren knocked back the bench behind him. “You can’t do that! Rowen has done nothing wrong! She doesn’t deserve this.”
Lore swallowed. He knew that. But… “People will start to think Rowen is influencing Lady Astrea’s decisions.”
Aren’s face flushed. “That’s not right! She’s one of us.” He gave Lore a hard look. “And we protect our own.”
“I am protecting Rowen. I will be saving her from false accusations.”
Aren stared at him then slowly shook his head. “Captain, you know that will break her heart.”
Lore looked toward the empty fireplace. “I will do it as gently as I can. I will give her my reasons why. She will understand.”
But will she really? Rowen had been hurt so much already. How could he inflict more pain? And would it really help her? Or would it only reinforce the idea in others’ minds that Rowen had indeed been influencing Lady Astrea?
He closed his eyes and shook his head. What a mess. “I am also sending you to Avonai.” Lore looked back at Aren. “To watch over both Lady Astrea and Rowen. I will finish my work here and then join you.”
“And who will replace Rowen? We still haven’t even replaced Justus after he died protecting…” Aren stuttered to a stop.
Lore felt the same pang of grief. “I’ve decided to replace Justus with Geoffrey.”
Aren paused, then nodded. “Good choice,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “And Rowen? When will you tell her?”
Lore sighed. “I’m not sure. Right now my first priority is to keep her safe.” Weeks ago, when he had first thought about Rowen stepping down from her position, it was for a very different reason. A personal reason. Now he was doing everything he could to protect her.
“Captain.” Lore looked back at Aren. “I urge you to reconsider. For Rowen’s sake.”
Lore gave him a curt nod. But he could see no other option. However, he would not turn Rowen loose to fend for herself. He remembered her words in the cave by the sea, the condemnation she had faced from her own village. He would not let her face that again alone, if it came to that.
Aren moved away from the table, his demeanor still distant. His plate of food sat on the table, getting cold. “When will you have Geoffrey take his oath?”
Lore brought his thoughts back to the present. “Tonight if possible. That way he can accompany Lady Astrea to Avonai.”
There was a silent pause. “I see. Well,” Aren said, rounding the table and joining Lore by the door, “you do not need to worry: I will watch over both Lady Astrea and Rowen.”
“Thank you, Aren. I knew I could count on you.”
“Always.”
The two men parted out in the hallway. Aren headed down the corridor toward Rowen’s room. Lore began to walk in the opposite direction, stopped, and decided to head toward his own rooms first. Ever since he had arrived back in the White City, he had barely had time alone. He needed that now.
Lore followed a flight of stairs to the third floor and headed toward the door at the end. He opened the door to his own personal quarters and breathed in the familiar scent of the only home he had ever known. For as long as anyone could remember, these rooms had housed generations of the Palancar family as they had served the ruling family of the White City.
The air held a trace of smoke, leather, and the subtle sweetness of wildflowers. A stone fireplace stood to the left of the large main room. Over the fireplace hung a painting of his grandfather. The man stood tall and stern, with iron-grey hair severely parted down the middle.
To one side of the mantle was a silver vase filled with white, blue, and yellow flowers. His mother always kept the vase filled whenever there were flowers in bloom. After she passed away, Lore had one of the maids fill the vase whenever possible. The subtle scent and colors softened the cool grey stone of the rest of the room.
An old desk, a table in the corner, and two rigid wooden chairs filled the rest of the room. A faded blue rug covered the stone floor. Lore crossed the room toward his own bedchamber.
Near the doorway to his room hung a painting of his father and mother. Lore stopped briefly and looked at it. His mother was a head shorter than his father, her face surrounded by light brown hair pulled back in a net. Her eyes were a strange green grey. His father stood slightly behind her with a hand on her shoulder. He was tall and stern, much like Lore’s grandfather. Lore had inherited his father’s height but none of his sternness—or so he hoped. Rather, he felt he was more like his mother, not only inheriting her sea blood and strange eyes, but also her gentler disposition.
But his strength did not come from either of them.
Lore moved toward the door and entered his bedroom. A large four-poster bed made of dark wood stood against the left wall. It was covered in dark blues, the coverings rumpled from hasty snatches of sleep. A small fireplace stood across from it with an oval blue rug on the stone floor.
Lore passed both, moving toward the window ahead. The ceiling slanted downward at a steep angle here, where the wall of the castle met with the rooftop. As a boy, he would sit beside this window and watch all the activity in the courtyard below. Sometimes he’d watch snow fall on a cold winter’s day, the fire from the nearby fireplace warming his back.
But now this little corner by the window had become a place of serenity, a place where he would look up at the star-studded sky before turning in. Here he could lay his thoughts, feelings, and concerns down before the One he had chosen to follow as a young man.
It was here Lore now knelt.
 
• • •
 
The large common room inside the Guards Quarter was full of activity that morning. Voices echoed across the chamber, bowls and spoons clattered, benches scraped the stone floor. Bright sunlight poured in from the training room beyond, and the smell of porridge and leather wafted through the air.
Rowen watched from the doorway. Her pack hung from one shoulder, full and heavy. Her sword was strapped to her side, and her right hand was tucked inside her new glove.
The table in the middle of the room was full. Men and even a couple of women sat along both sides of the table with bowls and spoons, devouring a quick breakfast before heading to their posts. The stone fireplace was dark and empty. No need for a fire with the summer heat pouring into the castle. A long line followed the side table where a large black kettle sat with wisps of steam rising above its rim.
Rowen entered the room and walked toward the end of the line. The air was already growing warm. A couple of faces glanced up from the table. She nodded toward them and stopped behind a tall guard who was busy talking to the woman in front of him. Rowen did not recognize either of them.
She ran the fingers of her left hand along the edge of her glove and waited. After a minute, she reached the table and grabbed a bowl of porridge and a spoon. She turned. One of the guards stood up at the end of the long table and left. Rowen walked toward the spot and sat down, placing her pack beside her boots.
She closed her eyes and listened to the soft chatter around her. She could almost imagine that life was back to normal, that she was still in that time before her secret had been discovered, before the war, before the pillar of light. Back when she had been simply a varor. She took a deep breath, the scent of the porridge filling her nostrils.
But there was no going back.
Rowen opened her eyes and picked up her spoon. She would be leaving today for Avonai, for her own safety. She placed the spoon inside the grainy mush and stirred it. She scooped up a little of the cereal and held it over the bowl. And if Commander Kelyn revealed her secret, she might never come back. Not if she wanted to live.
Rowen turned the spoon over and let the porridge plop back into the bowl. She put her spoon down and pushed her bowl away. She wasn’t hungry anymore. In fact, the way her stomach felt, she wasn’t sure she could eat anything even if she was.
“Not hungry this morning?”
Rowen looked up and found Lore standing beside the table. He looked as if he were dressed for training: a simple white shirt, a dark jerkin, and dark pants.
She sighed and looked at her bowl. “No. Not really.” She grabbed her pack and stood. “It was something to do while I waited, but…” She shrugged and looked around again. “I’m going to miss this place.” Lore didn’t answer. She glanced back at him. His eyes were unfocused, and he seemed preoccupied. Had something happened since last night? “Captain, is everything all right?”
His focus came back. “Rowen, can we talk?”
The serious note in his voice froze her insides. Rowen slowly nodded. “Yes.”
“Then follow me.” Lore turned abruptly and headed toward the doorway. Rowen hurried behind him.
The corridor was dark with only small squares of light where the sun came in from windows high above. The rug muffled the sound of their boots.
Rowen reached his side. “I’m afraid I don’t have much time. Lady Astrea leaves within the hour.”
Lore stopped by a door that led into a small meeting room. “I know. But this can’t wait.” He opened the door and motioned for Rowen to go first.
Puzzled, Rowen walked inside. A dark fireplace stood against the right wall. A single table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by wooden high back chairs, six in all. The narrow window at the end of the room let the sunlight in from outside. Rowen placed her pack on the table and turned around. Lore closed the door, leaving a small crack.
“He’s said something, hasn’t he?” Rowen reached for the chair next to her and placed her hands over the top. “Commander Kelyn.”
“No.” Lore slowly turned. “It’s something I have to say. And it’s not easy.”
What could be worse than her secret exposed?
“I need to ask you to step down from being a varor.”
Rowen sucked in her breath and took a step back. “What?” That was the only normal part of her life she had left. And Lore was taking it from her? “I don’t understand. Have I done something wrong?”
Lore waved his hands. “Not at all! But I realized something last night: If people found out what you are, they might think you were influencing Lady Astrea. I am trying to protect you, protect both of you.” He sighed. “It is my job.”
Banished. That wasn’t what Lore had said, but that’s what it felt like. “What will I do?” she whispered. “Where will I go?”
“We will figure that out together.”
Rowen looked back at Lore. There was no doubt on his face, no fear. Instead, he looked confident.
“I will not let you fend for yourself,” he said. “And I know Lady Astrea will not let you leave without some kind of recompense. We will help you.”
“Does she know? Does Lady Astrea know what you are asking?”
Lore shook his head. “No. I chose to talk to you first. Do you understand why I am asking?”
Rowen grabbed the back of the chair and leaned against it. “Yes. I do.” She understood more than most how dark and fickle the soul of man could be. Nice one minute, then like a savage dog the next.
“This doesn’t mean you no longer have a job or that you need to quit today. We have some time to plan.”
“So I am still accompanying Lady Astrea to Avonai?”
“Yes. But I think when her trip is done, you will need to step down.”
Rowen looked at Lore. “This is…this is very hard for me.”
His eyes grew moist. “I know.” He didn’t say anything else, and he didn’t need to. Rowen could see the pain written all over his face.
She gripped the chair hard and let her breath out slowly. “I will do it. I will step down. For Lady Astrea’s sake, and my own.”
Lore took a step forward. “And then we will find a new way of life for you.”
Rowen raised her hand and looked at the glove covering her mark. “Maybe.”
“We will. It may not be here—” Rowen looked up sharply— “but we will. Now, it is time for you to go. And I…” The bravado from moments ago washed away from his voice. “I need to speak to Lady Astrea before she leaves.”
Rowen nodded, unable to speak past the lump in her throat.
Lore tried to smile, but only a corner of his lip turned up. “I will follow you shortly and meet you in Avonai. Then we will discuss what to do next. All right?”
She swallowed. “Yes.”
He turned toward the door, stopped, and looked back. “Remember, the Word will not leave you, whatever happens.”
Rowen watched Lore leave, his words echoing inside her ears. She picked up her pack and swung it onto her shoulder. With her mind, she believed what he said. But she wasn’t sure her heart believed it.
She had been exiled once, and it could happen again. And then what would she do?
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“I found someone.”
Nierne blinked against the bright sunlight overhead. Dark branches spread out in a circle, framing the sun. Twigs snapped under her body. The back of her head throbbed with dull pain. “Ugh.” She slowly sat up and reached for the base of her skull.
“Over here,” the voice said.
Nierne snapped her head around. A man stood nearby, almost hidden by the shadows cast by the trees overhead. His head was turned to the right, and he was motioning to someone.
Mouth dry with fear, she dropped her hand to the ground and backed away as fast as she could.
The man turned back to her. “Wait! Hold on!”
Nierne ignored his command. She twisted around and lurched to her feet. She could barely breathe, and her heart felt as though it would come bursting through her chest. She grabbed a branch and pulled herself forward, scrambling over moss-covered logs and plunging into the green underbrush. Long prickly branches tore at her neck and face.
Where am I? Nierne couldn’t recall. Wait… She remembered a dark tent…and cutting away ropes looped around her hands…running toward the trees…running away from Lord Tala…and a pillar of l—
Light! She remembered the arc of light. It hit her. Threw her into the air…
Nierne gasped and glanced back behind her. The man was almost upon her. She turned and ran harder. Branches slapped her face and arms, hidden roots tripped her feet.
“Wait! Stop!” she heard the man holler behind her. “I’m trying to help you!”
Nierne crashed onto her knees. Crackers! Panic swept across her body. She scrambled back up. She would not be caught again, not this time.
A hand grabbed her shoulder. Nierne stifled a scream and tore out of the man’s hold. She stumbled forward.
“Hold on!” he shouted behind her. “I’m with the White City guard!”
The White City guard? Nierne froze.
“That’s better.” This time Nierne didn’t run. She began to shiver. The man turned her around. She shook her head. It couldn’t be—
“Now,” he said. “Who are you?”
She stared at his chest. Across his dark blue tabard was a white eagle, the symbol for the White City. A sword hung at his side. “You- you’re…” She looked up into his face. The man was young, with short curly brown hair and a small cleft in his chin. His eyes were an almost clear blue. “You’re not a Temanin?”
“No.” His face softened. “Is that why you ran?”
Nierne ceased to hear him. She lifted her hands and hid her face. Then she cried.
She had made it. After everything she had gone through, she had finally made it to the White City.
The man gave her arm a quick squeeze. “Ma’am, it’s all right. You’re safe now. Were you a prisoner of war?”
Nierne looked above her hands. “No,” she said, and hiccupped. “I mean, yes, I mean—” She didn’t know what she meant. She wiped her face, ashamed of her display of emotion. “I’m sorry, it’s been a rough couple of weeks.”
The guard shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just get you back to the White City.”
Nierne nodded. The guard steered her through the forest. She followed, barely watching where they were going. Everything inside her was choked up. The day had finally arrived, the day she would find the Eldarans and bring them back to Thyra. If only Father Reth—
She reached for the thin chain around her neck that held her monastery pendant. She drew out the golden oval and held it between her thumb and finger. Father Reth had been the one to present the pendant to her the day she had been elevated to scribe status. It was a symbol of her devotion to the Word and to the Monastery. But ever since Father Reth’s death, the pain inside her had served as a wall between her and the Word.
And yet—she thought as she gripped the pendant—the Word had been faithful. He had brought her safely across the mountains, watched over her during her captivity, and now was leading her straight to the White City.
So why couldn’t she forgive Him?
Nierne sucked in her breath and stopped. She dropped the pendant. Ahead of her, between the trees, stood the White City. But not as she had imagined it. Instead of tall white walls and proud towers, she saw crumbling, tar-stained ramparts and a scorched field. Smoke spiraled upward from behind the walls, dark grey against the bright blue sky. The air smelled like burnt bread.
Her breath whooshed from her lungs. “What happened?”
“War,” the guard said behind her.
Suddenly Nierne was swept back to the day Thyra had burned. A cold shiver ran down her back. The smoke, the bodies, the soldiers rounding up people. Shadows, like fluid wisps of grey, wrapping themselves around people, sucking their life away. And the Shadonae…
Nierne blinked, and the memories vanished. No. The Shadonae had not done this, the Temanin Empire had.
“Let’s head to the castle,” the guard said. Another guard with the same blue tabard joined them a minute later. “Find anyone else?” the first guard asked.
“No, I didn’t.”
They headed toward the tree line. Nierne glanced at the new guard. Who were these men looking for? Others who had escaped the Temanins? Could it be possible there were others who had fled? Nierne looked around. Canvas tents stood to her right—
The Temanin camp.
Nierne lurched to her left. “Temanins…right there!” She pointed toward the tents.
“There are no more Temanins,” the first guard said. Both men kept walking toward the White City.
Nierne stopped, dumbfounded. “What? But how?” It was then she noticed figures moving through the tents, all dressed in blue, not black.
The first guard turned around. “We don’t know. Our commanders are still trying to figure that out. Some say the Word saved us.”
“The Word?” Nierne looked back at the tents. Then that pillar of light she’d seen…it had come from the Word?
“All I know is that the war is over, and I’m still alive,” he said.
The other guard nodded in agreement.
No. Nierne turned toward the White City. This war might be over, but a war was coming that would soon spread over all the Lands. Once the Shadonae solidified their hold on Thyra, they would begin stretching their cold fingers toward other countries, until every city burned and every person was either dead or possessed.
Unless the Word intervened…
And the last of the Eldarans could be found.
 
• • •
 
Nierne stood inside the castle on the first floor. The guard had left her here hours ago, before she’d had a chance to speak to him about the situation in Thyra. He’d said she would be safe here with the other refugees. Instead, she felt trapped.
Hot summer air hung heavily inside the tightly packed room, pouring more warmth on her from the people all around, until she felt like she was baking in a kiln. The pale stone walls and floor only intensified the image. Bright sunlight poured through the two windows along the outer wall.
A family with three young children stood in front of her, and an older couple stood behind her. They waited against the wall, following a snake-like line that wove through the room and past a wooden table with two large black pots on top. A woman ladled out grey mush from the kettles.
The family moved forward a few steps. Nierne followed. Her hair was damp and stuck to the back of her neck. The oversized white tunic Lord Tala had provided for her days ago was now stained and wrinkled.
One of the children, a little girl with blond hair braided and wrapped around her head, turned and stared at her. “Look, Momma,” Nierne heard the little girl say. “Look at her hair. Its red—”
“Shhh!” The older woman’s gaze darted toward Nierne’s face. She reached over and placed a hand on her daughter, guiding her toward the tall man ahead of her holding a baby.
Nierne wrapped her arms around her middle and looked away. Her hair was a lingering, visible sign of her mother’s taint.
A short, bald man across the room looked her direction and gave her an appraising look. Nierne turned and faced the wall, but she could still feel the man’s leering gaze. The family ahead of her moved a couple of feet. She followed, keeping her eyes to the wall.
If the Shadonae had never come, right now she would be in the Monastery, with the sound of soft chanting in the prayer garden, the rustle of parchment, the whisper of footsteps through the cool hallways. She would be preparing to take her vow to give her life to the Monastery and to the Word, to never bond so her mind and body could be used in service to both. Instead, she was standing in sweltering heat, with a man staring at her, waiting in line for—
A bowl was shoved into her hands. Nierne blinked and stared at the bowl. She looked up. An older woman with a dirty white apron and dark hair pulled back grabbed another bowl from the tower in front of her.
“Thank y—”
“Move on, move on,” the woman said with a scowl.
Nierne snapped her lips shut and nodded. A couple of more steps led her to a large black kettle. Another woman stood behind the kettle with a wooden ladle. She dipped it into the kettle and brought out a large spoonful of grainy cereal. Nierne held out her bowl. The mush landed inside the bowl with a wet plop. Nierne didn’t even bother to thank her this time. Instead, she headed toward the door.
A long dark hallway ran from the left to the right. People leaned or sat against the walls on either side. Sconces were lit, and a blue runner ran along the white stone floor. Pictures hung along the wall, most of them hidden behind the refugees.
Sweat trickled down her cheek. Nierne found herself wishing for her room back at the Monastery, with its large window that overlooked the harbor, and a sweet, cool sea breeze. She wiped her cheek and looked for a place to sit. Near the end of the hall she found an empty spot.
Nierne dropped to the floor and pressed her back up against the wall. She placed her bowl on her knees and began to eat the mush with her fingers. It tasted bland, but it was better than nothing. Her stomach growled in appreciation.
It did not take long to eat the paltry meal. She used one finger to ring around the bowl and gather up the small bit of cereal left. The sound of boots clapping on the floor echoed across the corridor. Nierne looked down the hall and saw a guard moving along the line of people, his eyes searching for something or someone.
She stood to return her bowl.
“You!”
Nierne tensed and slowly turned. The guard walked up to her. “What are you doing?” His gruff voice soured her.
“Returning my bowl,” Nierne said coolly. She had been waiting for this moment, for someone to point out she did not belong here, that she was a foreigner.
“You’re needed in the Healers Quarter.”
“I’m needed— I’m what?”
The guard scowled. “Look, we’re asking anyone who doesn’t have family to take care of to help out around here. And it doesn’t look like you have any family. So can you help?”
Nierne glared at the guard. If the healers needed help, they could have found someone nicer to ask for it than the man in front of her. She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. Railing against him would do nothing about his attitude. And perhaps she would find someone she could ask about that pillar of light…
“Yes, I can help.” Nierne placed the bowl on the floor. Someone else would have to take her dish away.
“Good. Then follow me.” The guard turned and headed toward the opposite end of the hall. She could hear him grumbling about people not helping.
Her lips curled at his mutterings. That man had no idea how much she was trying to help, or of what she had endured just to make it to the White City. She was trying to help not just a couple of refugees but all the Lands!
But he didn’t know. Nierne took a deep breath and let it out, her anger flowing out with the air.
She followed the guard up a set of stairs and down a long corridor. So much for all the good she had been here so far. Just sitting around and eating. If Father Reth were here, he would have done something already. He would have had an audience with the ruler of the White City and might have even met the Eldarans. She, on the other hand, had done nothing.
She stared at the guard’s back. Perhaps if she asked politely and explained how dire her message was, and that she needed to speak to someone—
Nierne hit something hard and stumbled to the side.
“Excuse me,” a masculine voice said. A hand steadied her. “I’m afraid I wasn’t watching where I was going.” She looked up and found a man looking down at her with strange blue-green eyes. Sandy colored hair hung on either side of his temples, with a trace of grey. “Did I hurt you?”
“Captain Lore,” the guard said beside her with a quick bow. “I was just taking the young woman to assist the healers.”
Captain Lore did not turn. “Are you all right?” he asked, still looking at her.
Nierne took a step away and rubbed her arm. “I think I am.” She rubbed a moment longer. “Yes, I’m fine.”
“Forgive me.” Lore dropped his hand. “I did not mean to bump into you.” Then his gaze left her face to look at the guard escorting her. “Kalfar.”
“Yes, Captain?” Kalfar stood rigid with attention. Respect filled his face as he waited for Captain Lore to speak.
“Meet me in the Guards Quarter when you are done with your shift.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Lore gave Kalfar a firm nod, then turned and headed back down the corridor.
“This way,” Kalfar said.
Nierne watched Captain Lore disappear down the stairs. The next second she mentally kicked herself. He was a captain! She should have said something, asked him to take her to someone whom she could have relayed her message. Instead, she had stood there rubbing her arm and had missed her opportunity.
“Crackers,” she muttered.
Kalfar was already standing at the end of the hall holding a door open, a scowl on his face. Nierne hurried toward him. There was no way she was going to ask the cantankerous guard.
The room inside was large, with a high ceiling and three long windows built into the outer wall. Blue sky filled the glass. A long wooden table stood in the middle of the room with a bench to one side. Stacks of books, rolled parchments, a mortar and pestle and herbs lay on its surface. Four beds lined the right wall, each one with an occupant covered with a white linen sheet. Bookcases and two doors lined the left wall. The air held the faint scent of lavender.
Three healers dressed in long white robes stood near the end of the table. Two women and one young man. They turned to look at Nierne.
The young man smiled when he saw Kalfar. “Oh good, you found someone.” Then he turned his attention to Nierne. “Come in, come in.” He motioned Nierne inside.
She watched Kalfar leave, and she suddenly felt out of place. She knew nothing of the healing arts. What good would she be in a place like this?
The other two healers glanced at Nierne and walked past her out the door. She swallowed and slowly moved toward the young man. The door shut behind her.
His face was round and cheery, and he had dimples in both cheeks. Light blond hair hung low over his forehead. “My name is Gavin. I’m one of the apprentice healers here in the White City.”
Nierne realized he was waiting for her to speak. “Nierne,” she said.
His smile widened. “Nierne, thank you for coming.”
She raised one eyebrow but didn’t say anything about being a forced volunteer.
“We have so many injured coming through here that we need all the healers attending to the wounded and not to beds and sheets and things.” Gavin walked toward the closest bed and placed a hand on the linen sheet. “So that is where you come in. We need someone to change the bedding, clean the floors, and keep the Healers Quarter tidy. Can you do that?”
Nierne stared at Gavin, her mind trying to catch up with what he had just said.
A little of the cheer vanished from his face. “Perhaps it is too much—”
“No. I mean, yes. I mean—” Nierne caught herself. She was torn between helping the friendly healer and finding someone who could answer her questions and help her. “I can help.”
“Good, very good.” His smile stretched wide across his face. “Just gather up the dirty linens and place them in the hall. You’ll find a broom and such in that room.“ He pointed to the second door on the left side of the room.
“Wait, can I ask y—”
A person moaned in a bed nearby. Gavin turned and walked toward the bed, leaving Nierne standing alone.
She made her legs move toward the closest bed with rumpled sheets. A dark, empty hopelessness began to fill her chest. A hole that felt like it would devour her.
 
• • •
 
“Could you help me for a moment?”
Nierne’s head snapped up and around. An old healer had entered the room. He beckoned her over to one of the beds. He was only a little taller than her, with short, silver curly hair and a thin mustache.
Her limbs were tired, and her head ached from hours of scurrying around the healing wards, changing beds, and picking up dirty rags. All Nierne wanted was someone to say she was free to go. Instead, the older man was asking for more help. Nierne sighed and moved to his side.
He studied her for a moment. “I need you to hold this down,” he said and nodded toward the man who lay on the bed.
Nierne looked down. The unconscious man lay undressed except for a loincloth and a folded piece of linen on his left side that the older healer was holding in place. Lean muscles and coarse, dark hair covered the rest of his body. Her eyes went wide, and she looked away. Her face felt like it was on fire. She had never seen a man undressed before.
“I need you to hold this cloth in place.”
Nierne looked back and found the old healer staring at her. She nodded with a quick jerk and placed her hand on the wad, careful to keep her eyes away from the rest of the man’s body.
The healer let go. “I’m going to go get some wrappings for this, then I’ll be back.”
Nierne nodded. She stared at the windows and heard a door open behind her. She could hear the muted sound of him shuffling things in another room.
Then the healer was back. “Try and keep that bandage in place while I wrap this around his middle.” The healer held out a long strip of linen.
Nierne looked down at the wad of cloth and blushed again. The man continued to lie quietly, his eyes shut as though he were sleeping.
“My name is Balint, by the way.” Balint began to wrap the long linen around the man with strong, controlled fingers. “Balint Kedem.”
Nierne frowned. That name sounded familiar.
“And what is yours?”
Nierne looked up. “Nierne,” she said, her voice cracking from disuse.
“Nierne…” Balint murmured. He lifted the man and brought the linen beneath him. He rolled the linen across the top again. Nierne was careful to keep her hand against the folded square of linen. Her face slowly cooled. Balint continued to wrap the linen around the man’s middle. After winding it four times, he tied it off and sighed. “That should do for now,” he said, studying his handiwork.
“Do you need help with anything else?” Nierne asked, hoping he would say no, that she was free to go.
Instead Balint looked over at her. “You’re not from around here, are you?”
Nierne stiffened.
“I can tell by your name and your accent.” Balint looked at her thoughtfully. There was a period of silence between them. “You’re from Kerre.”
Nierne stared at him. Although his hair was silver and curly, nothing like Father Reth’s short-cropped white hair, Balint reminded her of Father Reth. They both had the same eyes: light blue and filled with kindness. “Yes,” she finally answered.
Balint gave her a rueful look. “Unfortunately, you came to the White City at a bad time.” He moved toward the corner of the room where a small table stood beside a tall, dark bookcase. Balint poured water from a chipped white pitcher into a shallow bowl. He placed the pitcher to the side and dipped his hands into the water. “What brought you to the White City?”
Nierne looked down and twisted the corner of her tunic between her fingers. “I was looking for someone.”
“Did you find the person you were looking for?”
“No,” Nierne said before she could stop herself.
Balint grabbed a towel and wiped his hands. “I’m sorry to hear that.” His voice sounded sympathetic. He placed the towel down and turned toward her. “I met a Thyrian once, a long time ago. The man was young then, a fortune hunter. Last I heard, he went back to Thyra and joined the Monastery there.”
Nierne stared at him, feeling like someone had punched her hard in the middle. “Was his name Reth?”
Balint’s eyebrows shot up. “Why, yes! Do you know him?”
“I-I did.” Nierne choked as a wave of grief swept over her.
“Did?”
Nierne reached out and clutched the bookcase, her body now shaking. She remembered Father Reth and the billowing black mass of shadows descending down the mountain, his arms spread wide as if to embrace them. “He’s gone now.”
“What do you mean ‘gone’?” Nierne felt his hands brace her. “Here,” he said, turning her around and guiding her to the bench by the long table. “Sit down.”
Nierne did as she was told, her strength leaving her in one swift rush. Her throat felt tight, her eyes prickled, but no tears came.
Balint sat down on the bench beside her. He took her hands between his own. His skin felt warm. “Now Nierne, what happened?”
Nierne swallowed and looked down at their hands. “He…died.” Her time in Thyra came rushing back. “Everyone— They’re all dying, all dead…” She sucked in her breath and looked away. She couldn’t put a sentence together. Fractured thoughts tore through her mind.
“Who? Who’s dying?” Balint tightened his hands around hers.
“Everyone in Thyra,” she whispered. “We tried to stop them, but couldn’t. Can’t. That is why Father Reth and I came here. Only Father Reth died on the way…and now I don’t think they exist anymore—”
“Who?”
“The Eldarans.” Nierne looked at Balint. Her lip trembled now, and she could hardly breathe. “The Shadonae have taken over everyone, taken the entire city. And they are—” She choked and remembered the woman whose life the Shadonae had siphoned away. “They are killing us, using us. And they killed Father Reth!”
The moment she admitted his death, the tears finally came. Nierne shut her eyes and ducked her head to the side. She felt Balint grip her hands again. All the pent up worry and fears she had carried the last few days tumbled out of her, leaving her feeling raw inside. The ache of hopelessness returned, only now it felt as though it were consuming her.
She thought she had grieved enough, but apparently not. Father Reth’s death still clung to her, eating away inside of her.
“Are you sure they were Shadonae?” she heard Balint ask.
Nierne looked up with tear-streaked eyes. “Yes,” she said, an edge to her voice now. “I saw one of them murder a woman with just his hand.” She wiped her eyes. “And I know who the Shadonae are. I have studied what little there is about them. There is no mistake.”
“Shadonae in the Lands.” Balint leaned back, his hands falling away from hers. “I can’t believe…” His voice trailed off, his eyes wide with disbelief. Then he sat up and looked straight at Nierne. “Tell me everything.”
Whether it was from one last desperate hope or how much Balint reminded her of Father Reth, Nierne found herself opening up to the elder healer. She told him about the day Thyra had burned, about the Shadonae visiting the dungeon and what they had done to the woman, about her escape and meeting up with Father Reth. Then Nierne told him about Father Reth’s belief that there were still Eldarans and about their journey to the White City. But when she came to the part about Father Reth giving his life for hers, Nierne choked up.
“So Reth…never made it?”
Nierne shook her head. She placed a hand on her middle. Her stomach hurt now.
“And the Shadonae have brought Mordra over from the other side.”
Nierne nodded, surprised that Balint knew the shadow-like wraiths’ real name.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And you’re here to see if there are any Eldarans still left in the Lands.”
“Yes,” she said in a small voice. “Father Reth said that the White City was the best place to start our search.”
Balint looked away and shook his head. “Poor Rowen.”
Nierne frowned. Poor who? Her heart quickened. Could it be? Did he know an Eldaran?
Balint looked back at her. “I doubt I have enough Eldaran blood to do anything.” He lifted his hand and turned it over.
Nierne looked at his hand and noticed a faded mark. Her heart and breath doubled. She scrambled to her feet, a tingling sensation buzzing across her body. “You’re an Eldaran! You— All this time I’ve been standing beside you, and I didn’t even know! Oh, Word, oh, Word! Nierne grabbed his arm. “You’ve got to come help us! Please! There is no time to waste!”
Balint extricated his arm from her. “Settle down, girl. Like I said, the Eldaran blood is weak in me. If it were stronger, I would go with you back to Thyra. But I’m afraid I only have the gift of Oathbinding, and a weak one at that.”
Nierne blinked. She shook her head and blinked again. No, no, this couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t fail. She slowly sat back down. “Surely you could do something. Maybe you could—”
 “However…” Balint took a deep breath. “There is another, more powerful Eldaran.”
Nierne felt her head spin like a child’s top. She placed her hands on either side of the bench and looked at Balint. “There is…another? A more powerful Eldaran?”
Balint nodded. “But she is not here anymore. She would not be welcome by some in this city, if they knew what she was. So she has been sent to Avonai for her own safety.”
“Not welcomed?” Nierne shook her head. “But why?”
“Because Rowen is powerful. Those who fear her fear another Nordic Wars.”
Powerful. The word sent hope soaring through her. Powerful enough to stop the Shadonae. She had to meet this Rowen now. But wait…
“Avonai? This…Rowen…she is in Avonai?” How in all the Lands will I get to Avonai? An even darker thought arose: Would Rowen come back with her to Thyra? Her shoulders sagged at the thought.
“I can help you reach Avonai.”
Nierne looked up. “You can?”
“Yes. This news cannot be delayed. We cannot afford to wait.” Balint stood. “The Shadonae in the Lands is far worse than a war with the Temanin Empire. We need to do something, now. If only there was another way…” Balint shook his head and walked to the double set of doors. Nierne stood and followed.
Oh, Father Reth, I wish you were here. Nierne followed Balint out the doors and down the corridor. Even she had held doubts about finding the Eldarans. But not Father Reth. He’d believed that the Word would provide. He had believed that, if there were Shadonae, then there would be Eldarans.
You were right. You were right!
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The sand-colored walls of Avonai towered over the surrounding evergreen trees. Deep sea-green banners with a ship and anchor waved on the battlements, dark green against the light blue sky. Fields of lush grass lay before the city, and white seabirds circled overhead.
Nierne could not see the Illyr Sea, as it was hidden beyond the city and trees. But she felt its presence. The familiar scent of salt and water. The feel of moisture in the air, dampening her face and causing her hair to curl more. The dull roar of hidden waves.
She never dreamed she would travel this far east. To see where the Illyr Sea flowed. Or meet the people who were literally connected to the sea. Did the eyes of the Avonains really change with the sea? What was it like to have the mood of the ocean wash over you?
The horse shifted beneath her. Nierne gripped the reins and tightened her hold with her knees. Ugh, how she hated riding! Her legs and back ached, and she was certain the horse knew she feared him. After her first day’s journey from the White City, she could barely pull herself off the horse.
The two men sent to accompany her to Avonai had said nothing that first night, which Nierne had been grateful for. She didn’t need more humiliation. It became easier each day, but she still would’ve chosen walking over riding.
Aiden rode on her right. He was the official courier sent to escort her to Avonai. He looked about her age, early twenties. Aiden was short and thin, with long ash-colored hair tied back. He wore a leather satchel across his body. Nierne knew the satchel contained a letter from Balint to Lady Astrea introducing Nierne and the purpose of her journey.
To her left rode a guard named Cormac. He was broad shouldered, had a crooked nose, and was a head taller than either Nierne or Aiden. He wore a smallsword at his side and a thick leather jerkin for protection.
Neither of the men spoke much, and Nierne didn’t volunteer anymore than she needed to. Not that she had any energy to talk by the end of the day. Each night they would stop at an inn or garrison, and each morning they would rise early and continue their journey to Avonai. After six days of that, they were finally approaching the city.
A gentle wind brushed her cheek. The sun slowly moved behind them, and the sky grew darker. They passed under the large stone archway and rode along the main cobblestone street. Two-story homes and shops made of the same sand-colored stone stood on either side. Water stains and mud caked the walls. Glass windows smudged by fingers and smoke lined both stories. A few windows were open with white curtains fluttering in the breeze.
Fish—as long as her arm—with silver scales and white bellies were piled on a table outside one shop with an advertisement that they had been caught that morning. Nierne gagged and looked away, the smell of fish and brine making her eyes water.
They rode past a man shuffling along. His colorless garments hung limp on his thin body. Grizzly iron hair surrounded his face. Nierne tried discreetly to look at his eyes to see if they were different from her own. He looked up at her and stopped. Caught, she looked away and blushed.
They arrived at a second set of gates that separated the city from the castle. Just inside the gates was a courtyard with stables to the right. The area was covered in cobblestones, and everything was swept or put in its place, unlike the rest of the city.
The castle itself was at least three stories tall, made from sand-colored stone. Narrow windows lined the second and third floors. A set of double doors stood at ground level.
“Halt!”
Nierne and her two companions stopped just inside the gates. Her horse whinnied and pawed the ground.
A guard approached them from the right. “What business do you have here?”
Aiden dismounted and reached inside his satchel. He withdrew a rolled parchment. “Aiden, White City courier. Here with news for her ladyship, High Lady Astrea Celestis.”
The guard took the parchment and unrolled it. Nierne watched in fascination as his blue-grey eyes moved back and forth as he read. Sea eyes that changed with the mood of the sea. She wondered what they looked like when they changed.
Her own eyes were a dark grey, like a storm brewing off the coast, Father Reth used to say. Her chest tightened at the memory.
The guard rolled the parchment back up and handed it to Aiden. “You are free to proceed inside.”
Aiden took the parchment and tucked it back into his satchel. “Thank you. If possible, we need to see her ladyship right away.”
“I will see to it the head servant knows.”
Cormac swung a leg around and dismounted. Nierne did the same. Two men came from the direction of the stables.
Nierne left her horse, thankful to be done with the animal, and followed Aiden through the double set of doors. Inside, sunlight from nearby windows flickered off polished rose and gold-colored marble floor. Beige tapestries hung along the walls. One pictured a ship with full white masts on a stormy sea. Another showed a sea creature with a long neck and tail. On either side of its small head were yellow slit eyes. A dark wooden bench stood beneath the picture.
Nierne was tempted to sit down. Her insides coiled with fear, and her palms were sweaty. This was it. She had traveled over mountains and through marshes and forests to reach the Eldarans. And now she would finally meet them. Or specifically, meet her. But she didn’t sit—not after six days in a saddle.
Balint had said the Eldaran’s name was Rowen. And that she was one of Lady Astrea’s varors. Nierne closed her eyes and turned away from Aiden and Cormac.
Father Reth, I wish you were here. You would know what to say. What if I mess this up? What if they don’t believe me?
The question that had haunted the back of her mind came forward in one swift swoosh: Would Rowen come back with her to Thyra and save the people from the Shadonae?
“Nierne?”
Nierne started and turned.
Aiden looked at her. “Shall we go? Or do you need a moment?”
Nierne shook her head, not trusting her voice. Better to get it over with.
Aiden turned around, and Nierne saw a woman standing in the doorway, clothed in a long grey dress. “We are ready.”
The woman turned, and Nierne and the others followed her. Their boots clapped on the marble floor. After passing three doors, the servant stopped and knocked on the fourth. The door opened, and the servant stepped inside, shutting the door softly behind her.
Nierne waited, her insides twisting over each other. She looked at the door, then at Aiden, then at the window at the end of the hall. Puffy clouds dotted the bright blue sky. She took a deep breath and placed her hands over her stomach.
The door opened. A petite brunette walked out, dressed in a long blue gown and a thin, silver circlet on her head. She walked with grace, her head held high. Lady Astrea, Nierne thought, watching the woman approach Aiden.
Another woman followed her, with pale hair pulled back in a single braid and a dark blue tabard over her uniform. A smallsword hung at her side, and a leather glove covered her right hand.
A sizzling tingle swept across Nierne. Her gaze moved from the glove back up to the woman’s face, and her heart did a double beat. Lady Astrea’s varor. Rowen, the last known full Eldaran.
Aiden talked quietly with Lady Astrea and handed her a rolled parchment from his satchel. The other woman, the one Nierne thought must be Rowen, turned and looked at her. Her eyes were such a deep blue.
Nierne stared back, her mouth dry. Her body trembled. Should she say something? Do something? She opened her mouth to speak—
Lady Astrea gasped.
Rowen’s gaze left Nierne, and Nierne realized she had been holding her breath. She let it out and looked at Lady Astrea.
The woman’s face looked even paler than it had moments ago. She held the parchment up in a tight fist and stared at Nierne. “Is this—is this true? Shadonae…” Her hand shook slightly. “They are in the Lands?”
Nierne slowly nodded.
Lady Astrea’s eyes grew wide. “Dear Word, no,” she whispered. She slowly lowered the letter. Rowen gave Nierne a fleeting look and turned her attention back to Lady Astrea. Aiden stood next to her ladyship with a sober look.
Lady Astrea turned toward the window. The look on her face made Nierne feel as though she had just told the lady her mother had died. In a way, she had. She had just delivered a death sentence: for her, for her people, for every man, woman, and child.
“You were there when they attacked Thyra?” Lady Astrea asked.
“Yes, milady. They mind-possessed our soldiers and turned our military against us.”
“And you were taken prisoner?”
“Yes,” Nierne said.
“And you saw what they did?”
“You mean to the prisoners?” Nierne looked down at the floor. “Yes,” she whispered. “Also, they have released the Mordra, the shadows.”
There was a pause. The hall was silent. No one moved. “So how did you escape?” Lady Astrea asked finally.
“There was a breakout from Cragsmoor, the fortress where we were being held. One of the men who freed us was a father from my order, from the Monastery. He gave me a key that allowed me to escape Thyra through the catacombs.”
“Only you escaped?”
Nierne looked at the floor. “Yes.”
“And then you made your way to the White City, to find…help?”
Nierne looked up. Was Lady Astrea deliberately not saying the word Eldaran? “Yes.”
Lady Astrea said no more but continued to look out the window. Nierne pulled her cloak close and watched the young woman. Lady Astrea had just brought her country through a horrendous war with the Temanin Empire. She should be able to concentrate on healing and rebuilding. What a time to bring news like this.
Lady Astrea straightened and turned back around. A look of determination filled her face. “I must let the others know.” She looked at Nierne. “Please follow me. I want you to share your story with Prince Evander and Lord Tancred.”
Nierne’s eyes went wide, and her breath caught in her throat. The lords of the north were here? And Lady Astrea wanted her to speak to them? Father Reth, it should be you here, not me! I can’t do this!
“And Aiden?” Lady Astrea turned toward the courier.
Aiden took a step forward. “Yes, milady?”
“Wait here in the castle. I will want to send word back to the White City.”
Aiden bowed. “Yes, milady.”
Lady Astrea walked back toward the door. Cormac stood there, waiting. He pulled the door open. Lady Astrea entered the room, Rowen followed. Nierne hesitated, then did likewise.
As they entered the room, all words flew from her mind, leaving behind a grey haze. Nierne clasped her hands in front of her. A long wooden table stretched the length of the room. Three windows in the far wall let in sunlight, illuminating the room. Two men sat on either side of the table.
Her gaze fell on the man sitting on the left. His skin was weathered and tan, and dark tattoos covered one side of his face. Bright blue eyes stared at her from beneath bushy eyebrows. His thick, wheat-colored hair fell over wide and muscled shoulders. His nose looked like it had been broken a couple of times. He wore a simple cream-colored tunic with a gold chain around his neck.
Nierne knew a little of the Nordic culture and had read about the Marks of Remembrance, but she had never met a Nordic. Was this tattooed man Lord Tancred of Nordica?
“Why is this young woman here?” a male voice said.
Nierne turned to her right and found the other man had stood. He was small in stature compared to the man with tattoos. Looked younger too. He wore a blue sash across his chest that brought out the strange blue color in his eyes. His sandy hair had been carefully parted and combed back. Prince Evander, maybe?
“I will explain, ” Lady Astrea said behind her.
The young man nodded and took his seat again.
Lady Astrea moved past Nierne and gripped the back of the nearest chair with one hand. Her other hand still clasped the parchment. Out of the corner of her eye, Nierne watched Rowen move to Lady Astrea’s right.
“Gentlemen.” Lady Astrea stood rigid behind the chair. “I have just received distressing news from our far western neighbor of Thyra.” She took a deep breath and laid the parchment down on the table. All eyes followed her movement. No one said a word. Nierne could hear herself breathe. Lady Astrea looked up. “The Shadonae are once again in the Lands.”
 
• • •
 
Shadonae. The word rang in Rowen’s ears. Shadonae. Somewhere nearby she could hear Lady Astrea speaking, but it was as though hearing through water. Her mind continued to spin over that single word. Shadonae.
Shadonae were here in the Lands.
Shock tingled along her limbs. Her mind lurched into the past, to a conversation with Lore. He had said these Shadonae had started the Nordic Wars. Powerful, twisted beings, he had called them.
Rowen knew little of the Nordic Wars other than they had wiped out most of the northern population over four hundred years ago. And that many of the Rylander people, including Commander Kelyn, were willing to do anything to make sure another bloody war like that never happened again. Including doing away with anyone with unusual powers. Like her.
She heard Lady Astrea refer to the red-haired woman as a scribe from Thyra named Nierne. This Nierne stepped forward to speak. Rowen felt lightheaded. Breathe in. Breathe out. She focused on the corner of the table. Fear prickled the back of her mind. Lore had sent her to Avonai to keep her safe, safe from those who would kill her if they found out what she was. But if the Shadonae were back, nowhere was safe. Furthermore, once those in this room found out she possessed such power, she would be put down.
Rowen listened as Nierne described the way the Shadonae would come into the dungeons and choose their victim. The Shadonae would then take hold of the captive’s arm, and by the mere touch of their hand, kill the person. Like they were draining the very life essence.
Rowen looked away. Anger surged through her, shoving aside her fear from moments before. And the people of the Ryland Plains thought she was a monster? She was nothing like these Shadonae! She did not kill people—she healed people! She would rather live with her leather glove than to ever hurt someone like that—
She stopped, her breath caught in her throat. But she did hurt people. Or rather, she terrified people. A wave of coldness swept her body. She made people see what lay deep within. Her power of truth tore away everything, stripping people bare, forcing them to see what they really were. Was that so different than what these Shadonae did?
You show people the truth so that they might be healed, a voice whispered inside her head. Not to hurt them.
But the people whom she had touched did not see it that way.
Nierne stopped speaking. Rowen looked up. Everyone was silent. Nierne stood rigidly at the end of the table like a statue. Lord Tancred stared out the windows at the end of the room. Lady Astrea stood to Rowen’s left, her face almost as pale as the wall behind her.
Prince Evander leaned across the table with hands clasped in front of him. “So what do we do?”
Lord Tancred turned back and looked at Prince Evander. “There is nothing we can do. My people tried everything to overthrow the Shadonae during the Nordic Wars. Weapons, poison, assassination. But they are too powerful, especially if they are guarded by the Mordra, like the young scribe says they are.” Lord Tancred shook his head. “Only the Eldarans had the power to stop them. But there are no more Eldarans. Not anymore.”
Rowen could barely breath. She kept her eyes focused on the rolled parchment. Only Eldarans had the power…
“No.” Lady Astrea’s voice rang across the room. “Lord Tancred, you are wrong.”
Rowen glanced up. Lord Tancred did not seem the kind of man one told no to.
“What do you mean?” he asked. The tattoos across his face pulled tight, and his eyes blazed. “I, more than anyone in this room, know about the Eldarans. We kept records of the last known remaining one. The line died out shortly after the Nordic Wars. All that is left are a couple of people with some Eldaran blood, but their powers are weak. There are no more true Eldarans left, none that could stand against the Shadonae.”
“There is one in this room.”
Shock hit Lord Tancred’s face like a slap. His expression would have looked comical if it had been any other time or topic. Instead, Rowen’s stomach turned to lead. She wished one of her abilities was to turn invisible. Nierne glanced at her, and Rowen saw a look of recognition. Did this woman know she was the Eldaran?
“I have kept her identity a secret,” Lady Astrea said softly. “Because there are those who would put her to death because of what she is.”
Rowen felt the stares of those in the room. She kept her gaze on the table, refusing to look up. A flush crept up her neck.
“My varor Rowen is under my full protection,” Lady Astrea continued. “I watched her heal my captain, and she saved my own life. She healed those injured during the bombing of my city. And the Word used her to save the entire White City. Therefore I have chosen to disregard my forefathers’ decision to dispose of anyone with unusual abilities. I have chosen to let Rowen live.”
“An Eldaran,” Lord Tancred said in a hushed voice bordering on reverence. Rowen glanced up and found him staring at her. “I never thought I would live to see one…” The heat from her cheeks spread across her face.
Prince Evander, however, folded his arms and frowned. “How do we know she really is an Eldaran? The scrolls I have read say the Rylander people freed themselves from the oppression of Nordica. That there were no Eldarans. And there never have been, not since the Great Battle.”
Lord Tancred’s eyes flashed, and he turned his gaze away from Rowen. “My people were there!” He pressed a finger against the table. “They know what happened!”
“Gentlemen!” Both men turned toward Lady Astrea. “This can be settled without raised voices and accusations. Rowen—” Lady Astrea looked at her with a pained expression on her face— “I’m sorry to ask you this, but would you show these men your mark?”
Prince Evander’s gaze darted to her face. His sea eyes were like Lore’s, yet they held none of the compassion and understanding that Lore’s did. Instead, they looked cold and hard. It seemed Prince Evander would not be an ally.
Word, please help me. Her hand shook as she reached for the glove. She glanced at the door that led to the hallway and pulled. The glove came off with little resistance. Rowen stared at her palm, fear pooling inside her chest. Then slowly, carefully, she held up her hand.
Prince Evander’s gaze went to her hand.
The memory washed over Rowen of standing in that two-story house back in Cinad when the council of elders had asked her to hold up her hand.
“The Mark of the Word,” Nierne whispered.
Prince Evander leaned back in his chair, as far from Rowen as he could. “How do we know we can trust her?” He looked at Lady Astrea.
Rowen clenched her teeth. Prince Evander feared her, just like Commander Kelyn, just like her village. She brought her hand down, anger and disappointment swelling inside her.
“Because all she has ever done is help others.” Lady Astrea looked pointedly at Prince Evander.
Prince Evander gripped the arms of his chair, his eyes darting between Rowen and Lady Astrea. Rowen pulled her glove back on.
Nierne stepped toward the table. “That is why I came.” Her face looked white, and her hands twisted at the fabric of her pants. “We cannot fight the Shadonae alone. Our weapons cannot touch the shadows that serve them. Anyone who comes close to a Shadonae either dies or become mind possessed. But the Word—” she turned and looked at Rowen— “gifted the Eldarans with power. You can do what we cannot. You must come to Thyra and help us. Please.”
Rowen stood still. She wanted to laugh, cry, shout at those around her. They had no idea what they were saying. They didn’t know what she really did when she touched a person. “I don’t understand,” Rowen said, her voice cracking. She looked at Nierne. “What can I do against these-these Shadonae?” Dear Word! She couldn’t save anyone! Who was she compared to these beings who could possess minds and kill with just a touch of their hand? She was nothing!
“You can stop them.”
Rowen balled her hands into two tight fists. “How?” The word came out like a sharp slap.
Nierne blinked and took a step back. “I don’t know, exactly. Recorded history shows that your kind have stopped them in the past. And Father Reth, a man from my order, believed you could help us. He believed enough to—” She stopped and took a deep breath. “To give his life so I could find you.”
Rowen’s anger evaporated. “How?” She lifted her hands in a defeated manner. “How can my ability stop these beings? I don’t blast shadows or throw balls of fire. I only show the darkness inside people. I touch them, and they see what they truly are.”
Prince Evander winced at her words.
Lord Tancred sat up. “A Truthsayer?” he said in a gruff voice. “Are you saying you are a Truthsayer?”
Rowen slowly nodded.
“By the Word,” he said quietly. “Of course you are. There must always be a Truthsayer.”
Rowen frowned. There must always be a Truthsayer? She shook her head and looked back at Nierne. “I don’t know how that ability is going to help you.”
Nierne’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t either. I thought…” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Well, what I do know is that we need you to at least try.”
But I don’t want to go.
The words came from somewhere deep inside her. Rowen stopped, shocked by the thought. She realized they were true: She didn’t want to go.
She understood then that a part of her had hoped everything would work out. That eventually the people of the White City would accept her, and she would finally have the life she had always wanted. A simple life, the kind of life everyone else had. A normal life.
Instead, she was a marked woman. Literally. And that mark would follow her the rest of her life. Rowen blinked back tears. She watched her hopes crumble and burn up like dry leaves in the fire.
Then she felt something else. The power inside her stirred. It moved, expanding past her. She could feel…Nierne? Rowen looked at her from the corner of her eye. Yes, she could feel the woman’s fear…her losses…her desperation. Rowen closed her eyes, and her power withdrew back inside. This was the second time her power had flared and moved beyond her since the night she had used her truthsaying on that Temanin. Why here? Why now? Was it the Word?
Rowen shook her head and let out her breath. Whatever the reason, it did help her frame the question differently: How could she deny these people when it was perhaps in her power to help them?
Go with her, whispered a voice inside her head.
This was her path. This was the dark road in her visions, the one that led toward light.
Rowen opened her eyes. The room came back into focus. She looked at Nierne and took a deep breath. “I will go with you.” Her words were met with silence. She shoved down her unease and turned to Lady Astrea. “Milady, I have no choice. If there is a way, if it is possible—”
“I understand, Rowen,” Lady Astrea said softly. “I knew you would not be with me forever. But I am sorry for what you must face.”
Rowen tried to smile, but it came out more like a grimace, so she nodded instead.
Lord Tancred stood, his impressive size filling the room. “She will not go alone.” He looked at Rowen. “I wish to send two of my men to accompany you. My people know only too well the power of the Shadonae. If it had not been for another Eldaran, the Nordic Wars would have wiped out our entire civilization.” He looked over at Nierne. “I would send an army if it would help Thyra. But it won’t, as you well know. So may the Word be with you, Nierne of the Monastery. And Word willing, the Shadonae will be stopped.”
Nierne bowed. “Thank you, Lord Tancred.”
“I will also send someone with you.” Lady Astrea turned toward Nierne, but her gaze was on Rowen. “My varor Aren.”
Aren would be coming. Rowen felt a spike of disappointment. Confused by the emotion, she barely heard Prince Evander volunteer two men of his own. Nierne thanked the three leaders. Then talk of supplies and preparation commenced between those present. Rowen stood quietly to the side, still reeling from the rapid change of events.
She would be leaving—in two days, she overheard. They would take a ship scheduled to leave the Avonai port and sail around the southern tip of Temanin, then back up north toward the western coast. It would be a couple of months before they reached Thyra. Then once there… Rowen looked out the nearest window. She had no idea.
Two days. Barely enough time to gather what clothing and gear she needed. Barely time to get used to the idea of leaving.
And no time to say goodbye to Lore.
Her throat tightened. She watched dark clouds roll across the sky outside, blotting out the sun. Lore would not arrive in Avonai until the end of the week. And by then, she would be gone.
Something broke inside of her at the thought. She wished she could see him one more time, before she left. She wanted to hear his voice again, hear his assurance that the Word was in control, see his face and memorize every trace of it. Because where she was going, there was no guarantee she would be coming back.
She might never see Lore again.
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The wind hit Lore like a slap across his body. He bent into it, one hand tightly gripping his cloak and the other on the reins of his horse. Rain pelted down from the dark clouds above, driving away almost every bit of light left in the day. Ahead, in the dim grey, he could see the gates of Avonai.
Just a little bit farther, he told himself. Another blast of wind came up from the Illyr Sea. He closed his eyes against the rush of rain and held his breath. The wind passed. Gasping in air, Lore wiped his face and looked ahead again. The gates stood open. Thank you, Word.
He urged his horse into a run. Another gust of wind buffeted him. Lore held on and raced toward the gates. Twenty meters…ten meters… Finally, the horse’s hooves clattered onto the cobblestone street.
Lore let out a sigh of relief. He had made it. Readjusting his hold on the reins, he led his horse along the street. The rain continued to pour down. Inside, he could feel the ocean stirring in his blood.
He passed through the second gates and moved toward the castle ahead. Torches flickered from their brackets on either side of the castle doors.
A guard rushed out from the gatehouse, holding the hood of his cloak with one hand to keep it from flying back. “State your busi— Captain Lore Palancar?” The guard wiped the water from his face.
“Yes,” Lore shouted back over the storm.
The guard dropped his hand and motioned toward the castle. “Go ahead, sir.”
Lore urged his horse toward the stables. He grabbed his pack and made sure his horse was taken care of, then hurried toward the castle.
He entered the castle’s back kitchens and a rush of warm air hit his face. He shut the door behind him, put down his pack, and took off his cloak.
A fire roared in a nearby stone fireplace. Pots and pans made of copper, bundles of herbs, and a smoked ham hung over a large wooden table in the center of the room. The aroma of yeast and flour mingled in the warm air.
A heavyset woman with a white apron across her front stood at the table working a lump of dark dough. She looked up and wiped her hands on her apron. “Can I help you?”
Lore hung his cloak over his arm. “No, but thank you, Martha.”
Martha gave a small gasp. “Captain Lore!” she said and bustled toward him. “I did not recognize you.”
Lore laughed and ran a hand through his hair. Water splattered everywhere. “Not surprising. That storm could take a man’s face off.”
“I know. Most of the time I can ignore them, but this storm…” She rubbed her chest. Lore knew what she meant—he could feel his own seablood moving too.
Martha turned and headed toward the fireplace. “Can I get you something hot to drink? I just put a kettle on.”
“No, but thank you, Martha.”
“Here are the roots.” There was a gasp and a clattering sound. Lore looked over and found one of the young kitchen maids standing in the doorway and looking at him. She bent down and began to pick up the rolling onions and other roots.
Martha turned away from the fire. “Eireen, what are you doing?” She hurried toward the kitchen maid.
Lore took this as his cue to leave. He heaved up his pack and headed out the side door.
Upstairs, he walked along the castle hall, his boots clapping on the polished marble. Long tapered candles twinkled in golden sconces. He found a servant on the second floor and inquired after Lady Astrea.
“She is in the council room,” the servant said. “I will take you there.”
Lore held up his pack. “First, would you show me to my room?”
The servant took him to a guest room, where Lore left his pack and cloak, then Lore followed the young man along the hall. The servant stopped before a double set of doors. Lore waited as the servant went inside.
A moment later, the servant emerged. “She will see you in a moment. You may go in and wait.”
Lore nodded and walked inside. Lady Astrea sat at a long dark wooden table. Prince Evander sat across from her. Neither looked up as he entered. Their heads were bent toward one another in deep conversation. A chandelier hung above the table, lighting the middle of the room but leaving the perimeter dark. The windows on the far side of the room were a dark blue grey, the line between sky and sea now blurred as night fell.
Lore looked around the room searching for Lady Astrea’s varor. He found Geoffrey standing in the corner. He stifled his disappointment and walked noiselessly toward Geoffrey. He had hoped it would be Rowen on duty tonight.
“Captain,” Geoffrey said quietly in greeting.
“Geoffrey,” Lore replied.
“You’re early. We were not expecting you for a couple more days.”
“I finished my work earlier than I expected. And I was able to trade horses twice on the way here.”
Geoffrey nodded and looked back toward the table. Lady Astrea and Prince Evander talked in hushed tones. Lore wanted to ask Geoffrey how the time had gone. More importantly, he wanted to know how Rowen was. But Geoffrey was not the man to ask. So Lore waited.
After a couple more minutes, Prince Evander and Lady Astrea stood up. Lady Astrea looked over at Geoffrey. Her eyes widened when she noticed Lore.
“May I escort you to your room?” Prince Evander asked.
Lady Astrea turned back and shook her head. “That is kind of you to ask, but I see that my captain has arrived, and I want a word with him first.”
“As you wish. Goodnight, milady.” Prince Evander gently grasped her hand and brought it to his lips. Then he and his varor left the room.
Lady Astrea turned toward Lore. “Captain Lore, I was not expecting you until the end of the week.”
Lore took a step forward and bowed. “I made good time, milady.”
“Good. Come walk with me and tell me how your trip was.”
Lady Astrea and Lore left the room with Geoffrey following.
“So everything went well?” Lady Astrea walked alongside Lore down the hall. “The refugees found places to live?”
“Yes,” Lore said. “Some chose to stay in the White City. The rest are now making the journey to Nordica. Commander Eirick said the homes he found for them are small, but at least it will give many of the families a place to live until the White City can be rebuilt.”
“Good.” Lady Astrea sighed heavily. “Now we just need to start rebuilding.” They turned a corner. “Captain Lore,” she said more quietly, “I don’t know what I would have done these last few weeks without you.” She glanced over at him. “I know my father put a lot of faith in you, and now I see why.”
He gave her a tight smile. “Milady, it is my duty and desire to serve your family.”
“Thank you, Captain.” They turned down another hall. “One more thing before you head to your room.”
“Yes, milady?”
“We received distressing news a couple of days ago. News that affects Rowen.”
A cold, hard knot filled his middle. “Rowen?”
“Yes.” Lady Astrea lowered her voice. “A young woman showed up a couple days ago with a letter from Balint. In that letter, Balint said the young woman was from Thyra.”
“Thyra? You mean Thyra the capital of Kerre?” Lore frowned. “We haven’t heard from them in years.”
“I know. And the news she brought…” Lady Astrea stopped. “I still hardly believe it myself.” She took a breath as if bracing herself. Lore stopped and looked over at her, a chill spreading across his body. “Thyra,” she said, “has been taken over. Burnt and destroyed.”
Lore stared at her. “That can’t be. Thyra has no enemies. And the Temanin Empire has been fighting over here. I highly doubt they have the resources to fight on two fronts, not to mention the difficulty in crossing the Great Desert. And Myst Veil is too far away to bring a large army.”
“I know. It wasn’t a natural attack. They are back.” Her gaze wavered. “The Shadonae.”
Lore stopped breathing. He felt as though he had walked into a wall. He stared at Lady Astrea’s face. Everything inside him wanted to deny what she had said. But he could see the conviction in her eyes. “Shadonae?” he finally said, the words forcing their way out. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. Balint believes her, and I questioned the young woman myself. What she described, what she saw, it rings with truth.”
Lore turned toward the wall and stared at the flame above the melting candle. “How? How can the Shadonae be back? They’re gone, extinct…” He raked a hand through his hair. “They can’t be back.”
“But they are.”
Nothing had been heard of the Shadonae since the end of the Nordic wars. Four hundred silent years. To now come out of hiding and attack Thyra… Where had they come from?
And what if the Shadonae crossed the mountains? The White City would be right in their path. They couldn’t sustain another normal attack right now, much less one by a supernatural army. Hadn’t they been through enough?
“So that is why Rowen is leaving.”
Lore spun around. “What? Why?”
“To help stop the Shadonae. I have released her to go with Nierne, the scribe from Thyra.”
His nostrils flared. “What could Rowen possibly do against the Shadonae?”
Lady Astrea shook her head. “I do not know.”
Lore clenched his hands. Then why are you sending her! But he didn’t voice his accusation. Years of decorum and obedience kept his lips shut. Besides, he knew Lady Astrea would not let Rowen go without good reason.
“I do not know how Rowen’s power works. But Captain Lore—” Lady Astrea looked at him— “you know what will happen if the Shadonae are not stopped.”
Lore loosened his hands. “Annihilation. Like the Nordic Wars.”
Lady Astrea nodded. “If there were any other way, I would pursue that path. But there is nothing else I can think to try. Nothing else we can do. But maybe Rowen can. I need to give her that chance.”
Lore opened his mouth then closed it. He knew Lady Astrea spoke the truth. But why Rowen? Why couldn’t someone else go and save the Lands?
Lore saw Rowen in his mind, right after she had healed Nora: blood trickling from the corner of her mouth, her eyes unfocused, her legs… He swallowed. He knew Rowen would go to Thyra if she could save those people.
“Captain.” Lady Astrea placed a hand on his arm. “Do not worry. I am sending Aren with Rowen, to protect her. And Lord Tancred is sending two men. Even Prince Evander is sending two, though he would prefer not to.” Lore looked up sharply. The way she said Prince Evander’s name sounded almost guarded. “You know Aren will take care of her.” She looked at him. “There is nothing more I can do.”
Lore let none of the emotions raging inside him show on his face. “I know.” Maybe Lady Astrea couldn’t do any more, but what about him?
Lady Astrea dropped her hand and turned. She headed down the hall. Lore walked alongside Geoffrey, his body rigid. At the end of the corridor, Lady Astrea stopped before a set of double doors.
“When do they leave?” Lore said. “Rowen and the others?”
Lady Astrea turned back. “They leave tomorrow. A ship volunteered to take them to Thyra.”
Tomorrow. Lady Astrea bid him good night. Lore said something in return and opened the door for her. Geoffrey followed Lady Astrea and started inspecting the room. Lore took a step back. Tomorrow. Rowen would be leaving tomorrow.
His gaze roamed down the hall. Rowen’s room was next door. For one heartbeat Lore thought about knocking. He even turned that direction. But then he stopped. Rowen was probably asleep by now. He pictured her, eyes shut, pale hair spread across a white linen pillow. He would see her off in the morning.
“Lady Astrea’s rooms are clear, Captain.”
Lore turned back. “Thank you, Geoffrey. I will… I will see you tomorrow.”
Geoffrey nodded and took his place beside the door. Distracted, Lore turned and left.
He walked until he reached the end of the hall and the door to his own room. He shut the door behind him and removed his sword and placed it near the bed. He stripped off his shirt and laid it across a nearby chair to dry. A single window overlooked the Illyr Sea. Lore walked over and looked out. He could see nothing in the darkness. But inside he could feel the waves as they churned beneath the midnight sky. The storm was already ebbing away and would probably be gone by morning. Good for sailing.
“Dear Word,” Lore whispered, his own heart churning inside him. A hope had taken root on his journey here from the White City. Hope, courage, and determination. A way to stand beside Rowen—closer than her captain, closer than a friend. That is, if she would have him. But now…
Lore ran a hand across his face and turned away from the windows. He moved to the bed and pulled back the covers. He took off his boots and pants and slipped beneath the cool sheets.
Sleep eluded him. Instead he lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. He could almost hear the war going on between his head and heart. Go…or stay.
He wanted to go along with Rowen to Thyra. Every beat pulsed with that desire. And if he were an ordinary man, free of duty, he would do that. He would follow the urgings of his heart. After all, wasn’t that what every man did in every story he knew? Follow the one they loved?
But he wasn’t every man. He was Lore Palancar, Captain of the Guard and first varor to Lady Astrea. And currently filling every other role the war had left vacant.
Lore rolled onto his side. Ever since he had been a child, duty had been drilled into him by his father. Duty to the high lord or lady, duty to the guards under his authority, duty to the White City. People depended upon him. Many of them for their very lives. Could he push aside his responsibilities for the love of a woman?
But what about Rowen? Lore rolled back over and stared at the ceiling again. He loved her. Deeply. Intensely. Enough to even consider leaving his career. He had already planned on asking her to bond with him. What kind of man let the woman he loved—was willing to bond with the rest of his life—leave?
And not only leave, but also face…
Lore shut his eyes. If he really loved Rowen, he would never let her face the Shadonae at all, much less alone. At the very least, he would stand beside her.
Lore moaned and rolled onto his side. “Oh, Word, what do I do?” Go or not go? Duty or love? Do what is good for the many or just for one?
 
• • •
 
The faint blush of morning crept across the wall. Lore stared at the pink hue, his mind strained and his body fatigued. He’d tossed and turned all night, and he finally had his answer. But it gave him no joy.
Lore sat up and got dressed. He needed to leave the room and walk or do something. His heart felt like a hardened ball of lead inside his chest. He rubbed the area, then belted on his sword and left the room.
It’s the right choice, he told himself as he walked silently down the hall. He’d always known that eventually there would come a time when his position would require him to sacrifice deeply. It happened to every leader, his father had said. Lore swallowed bitterly and faltered for one step. He had just never realized how much it would hurt when the time came.
He took a sharp turn to the right and headed toward a set of doors that opened to a pathway outside. He could feel the sea’s mood tugging at his blood this morning. Cheerful and happy. Nothing at all what he felt deep inside.
Lore opened one of the doors and stepped outside. A balcony extended for a couple of feet over the sea, then turned and narrowed into a stone pathway that led along the city’s wall. He breathed in the cool salty air and felt a strong temptation to give in to his seablood. To let the temporary emotions wash away the pain and agony of his choice. He came to a stop at the stone ledge and looked over.
The water was a bright blue green. White spray filled the air every time the waves hit the boulders below. A flock of brown pelicans sat along the highest rocks, bathing in the sunlight. Lore shaded his eyes and looked up. Seagulls cried and circled high above. The roar of the sea filled his ears. It would be so easy to just close his eyes and let the ocean take him, to embrace the emotions the sea had to offer today.
Lore turned away. No, he would not give in to his blood. He would not take the easy way. He wanted to fully feel the anguish of what his choice left him with.
He walked toward the pathway, his heart feeling as though another layer of lead had wrapped itself around it, squeezing it. At least the pain meant he felt something—
No! Lore lurched to a stop, his heart now beating rapidly inside his chest. What was she doing here?
He stood as still as possible. Around the corner and near the ledge stood Rowen, looking out over the sea. Her hair hung down her back, loose from the braid she usually wore. He had never seen her hair down before, and he found himself mesmerized. The wind caught the silky strands and caressed them with unseen fingers. Her simple white gown flowed gently around her body. His breath caught in his throat. Something inside him ached, and it had nothing to do with his seablood.
The wind died, and Lore breathed again. There were at least twenty paces between them and a small door just behind him. He could turn around and leave, and Rowen would never know he was here.
No. Lore walked toward Rowen. He wanted her to know his heart…before he let her go.
 
• • •
 
Blue-green waters foamed and rolled beneath the bright sun. To the far right, a hundred ships bobbed in the Avonai shipyard, their masts like naked branches in the wind. A cool breeze brushed Rowen’s face and pulled at her hair. She could taste the salty air on her lips.
She gripped the ledge, the sandstone gritty beneath her palm and fingertips. Every time she saw a ship sail by, a cold lump formed inside her. In a couple of hours, she would be on one of those ships, sailing off.
She tried to imagine what Thyra would look like. But instead of a city, she saw pallid skinned men in black robes. She wasn’t sure if that was what the Shadonae really looked like, but that was how she pictured them. Pale as though the sun never looked upon their faces. And dark eyes full of hatred.
More animal than man.
She closed her eyes. The lump in her middle moved up until it lodged inside her throat. A tear escaped the corner of her eye. Then another.
Word, I don’t want to leave.
“Rowen.”
Rowen reeled away from the ledge. She gave a small gasp. “C-Captain.” She wiped her eyes, hoping Lore had not seen the tears. “What are you doing here? I was told you would not be here until the end of the week.”
“I came early.” Lore walked toward her. “Can we talk?”
“Of— of course.” Rowen dropped her hands and gripped them together. “When did you arrive?” His skin was darker from time in the sun, except for the small white scar along his jaw. His hair had lightened too. His sea eyes were the same shade as the blue-green waters she had been gazing at moments ago.
Something inside her thawed at the sight of Lore. She’d thought she would never see him again. Only to have him walking toward her now… Now he could come with her.
“Late last night.” Lore came to a stop in front of her. “Lady Astrea told me about the letter and Thyra.”
So he knew. The tension inside her returned. Rowen swallowed and looked away. Good. She hadn’t wanted to be the one to tell him. “So you know that Lady Astrea has released me from her service, and that I will be sailing out later today.” She concentrated on a gull gliding along the wind.
“Yes. That is what I wanted to talk to you about.”
She turned to him. Her breath came faster. “So you’re coming? I wasn’t sure you would make it in time, but now that you have… Aren would’ve been fine, but I’d much rather…” Something was strange in his expression. “What is it?”
“I’m not coming with you, Rowen. I-I just wanted to say goodbye.”
All the blood drained from her face. Of course Lore wanted to say goodbye. He would be staying here…and she would be leaving. He belonged here—she knew that. So why did it hurt so much?
“Rowen, please look at me. I want to say something.”
Rowen dragged her gaze up to his. His eyes were such a strange blue-green. They moved as he searched her face. She fought the urge to look away. She did not want him to see the pain his words caused. She wanted to be strong.
“I’m sorry.” Lore brushed something from her cheek.
Rowen looked away this time. She could feel her inner wall crumbling. She took a step back.
“Wait. I want to explain. I want you to understand that it’s not my position that is keeping me here. To help you bear this load, I would give up my captaincy in a heartbeat. It’s nothing compared to what you will be doing. But our people—and Lady Astrea…” Lore worked his jaw. “I cannot leave them now.”
Rowen swallowed. “I know.” She really did know. After working alongside Lore for a year now, she knew how seriously he took his responsibilities. That was what made him so respected and admired by the Ryland people. He would stay here and do his duty, and she would leave and do hers.
And it hurt more than anything had in her entire life.
“But,” he said, “I want you to know that I plan on following you after Lady Astrea bonds.”
Rowen did a double take. “What? What do you mean?” A hot flash surged through her. “You just said your place is here.” She pointed her finger toward the ground.
“Rowen, listen.” Lore looked intently into her eyes. “What you will be facing is one of the greatest threats not only to our people but to all the people of the Lands. And you should not do it alone.”
“I won’t be alone,” Rowen said defensively. She felt like everything was spinning out of control. “Lady Astrea is sending Aren with me, and Lord Tancred and Prince Evander are sending others, as well. You do not need to—”
Lore pressed his finger to her lips. “Yes, I do,” he said softly.
Rowen felt a retort building inside her throat, but then something happened. Her power began to swirl and burn, reaching past her body, feeling around her…
There. She could feel something coming from Lore. She could feel…remorse? And something deeper, like a fire blazing inside of him. She had felt that before…
“I’m going to find you,” he said. “And I’m going to stand by you as you go through this.”
Rowen shook her head and took a couple of steps back. She needed to clear her mind, her emotions. And Lore’s touch, it was doing things to her… “But what about your captaincy?” She looked back at him. “Your family heritage? The Palancar family has been Captain of the Guard for ages. Why would you give it up now?”
“Don’t you know by now, Rowen?”
Rowen frowned. Lore couldn’t possibly mean… Could he? She never thought, never dreamed. Her body began to shake. “Know what?”
“I could leave all that because…I love you.”
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The world stopped. Everything fell silent. Rowen could not hear the roar of the waves below or feel the wind as it tugged at her hair. She could not breath—her body had forgotten how. She stood there paralyzed, staring at Lore. “Y-you what?”
“I have loved you since I first saw you in Mostyn,” Lore said. “And when we trained together those first few weeks in the White City. But it wasn’t until you were bitten by the black wolf and I carried you to Balint that I realized how much my heart had bonded with you.” He stepped toward her until he was an arm’s length away. “At the time, you did not follow the Word, and you were under my authority as Lady Astrea’s varor. So I kept my heart to myself.”
Lore paused and took a breath. “Then you healed me after Lord Gaynor’s—After Lord Gaynor’s assassination. And I heard your story.” He closed the gap between them. “I knew at that point I wanted to help you with your burden of truth.”
Rowen stared up into his face. She could feel the fire blazing inside him. Lore reached out a hand and cupped her cheek. “I need to finish my work here. But when I am done, I will find you.”
She stared into his eyes, and a buzz filled her mind. “Lore…” Rowen whispered. She wanted to tell him not to come after her. He was an important man needed here. His eyes drew closer, and the no died on her lips. Her thoughts scattered. The buzzing turned into a rush inside her ears. She closed her eyes and felt his breath on her lips—
“Captain Lore.” Aren’s voice broke through her mind like a douse of icy water. The world came rushing back. Rowen sucked in a breath.
Lore straightened. “Yes?” he said, turning around. Rowen took in another breath, her cheek tingling where his hand had been moments before.
“Lady Astrea requests your presence,” Aren said.
Lore looked back at Rowen. Her heart leapt into her throat. “I must go now,” he said. “But I promise to see you off later today.” His gaze lingered on her a moment longer. Rowen nodded numbly. Then Lore turned and walked toward Aren.
Aren looked at her with a frown. Self-conscious, Rowen turned away and grabbed the ledge. She heard their footsteps recede until the sound of the waves covered them up.
What just happened? She raised her hand and pressed it against her warmed cheek. Her thoughts rolled inside her mind. She saw Lore’s eyes again, drawing closer. Felt his breath—
Something tried to rise to the surface of her consciousness. A feeling of sorts, or a realization. And it had to do with Lore. Rowen closed her eyes and concentrated. It was there, just beyond where she could touch. But the harder she tried to reach for it, the more it slipped away.
I will find you.
Rowen gave up. She opened her eyes and looked out over the sea. Would he? Would he really find her? Thyra was so far away. And what if, in her absence, Lore came to realize that he was needed more here?
She swallowed and turned away from the ledge. A long dark road—that was her life. What person would want to be a part of that?
I am with you, Daughter of Light. The voice of the Word filled her mind.
Rowen wiped away a tear that had stolen down her cheek. “I know.” Cool salty air brushed her face. “But I’m going to miss him.”
 
• • •
 
Lore barely noticed the hallway as he walked alongside Aren. His thoughts were still behind him, back on that balcony with Rowen. Seablood pounded inside his veins, barely subdued by the distance now between him and Rowen and the sea.
He could see her eyes, feel the softness of her cheek, and barely hold back the blaze of fire inside him. He knew the sea had inflamed his emotions, but at the core they were the truth of what he felt. He loved Rowen passionately. And he would stick by his promise to her. He would find her, Word willing. What he would do after that, he had no idea. He had already bonded with her in his heart. But if she did not want to bond with him… Lore sighed and walked around a corner. He would still stand beside her.
If only he’d had more time with her on the balcony…    
“Captain, may I speak to you for a moment?”
Aren’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Yes.” He glanced at Aren. “You may.”
Aren kept his face forward as they walked. Lore waited for him to speak. Their boots clapped the floor in unison. He glanced at Aren again.
Aren hesitated, then stopped. He turned to look at Lore. His lighthearted smile was gone. Instead, a somber young man stood in his place, eyes icy blue, the tattoos across his cheek giving him a more hollowed look.
“Is there something wrong?” Lore said, alarmed by the change in Aren. “What is it?” The hallway fell silent. “Aren, if there is anything I can—”
“Captain, it should be you going.”
It took a moment for Lore to grasp what Aren had said. “Me?” he said, taking a step back.
“Yes, you.”
His mind felt like a large ship turning around in sluggish water. His thoughts were still on Rowen, on that moment back on the balcony. Not here with Aren. “I can’t,” Lore said, still trying to pull his ship of thoughts around. “You know I can’t. The responsibilities I have as Captain…”
Aren’s face grew dark. He pointed a finger at Lore. “You love her. I have watched you all these months, seen the way you look at her. And just now on the balcony… ”
Lore went rigid. How long had Aren been watching them? “You have no idea what you are saying, Aren. You don’t understand. I have my duties here—”
“You’re right,” Aren said. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand how a man can let a woman he loves leave.”
“I am Captain of the Guard. That means I have to make hard choices.”
“But what about Rowen?” Aren pointed a finger down the hall. “Haven’t you heard what she’ll be facing?”
Lore clenched his trembling hands. “Yes.”
Aren stared at him. “And you’re going to let her go off and face that alone?”
“She won’t be alone—you’ll be with her.”
“It shouldn’t be me! It should be you going.”
Lore stood stiffly for a moment. Then his shoulders sagged. “I can’t, Aren. Not now.”
“Why not?”
Lore looked around. Had their conversation been overheard? The hallway remained empty. He looked back at Aren and lowered his voice. “Do you really think I want to let Rowen leave? I don’t. But I have a responsibility to the people, not just my feelings. I need to finish my duties here first.”
Aren folded his arms.. “And then what? Try and follow Rowen? We might already be in Thyra by then. What if there are delays to Lady Astrea’s bonding? And what if something happens to Rowen before you get there?”
In his mind’s eye, Lore saw Rowen on the ground, her body bloody and broken. Everything drained inside him at the image, leaving him weak. If something were to happen to Rowen…
“I have always respected you, Captain,” Aren said coldly. “Ever since I first came to the White City. But in this case, I cannot.” His words hit Lore like a punch to the stomach. “What Rowen is about to attempt will hopefully save every person alive. And that includes our people, in case that escaped your notice. Helping her really is serving your responsibility to the White City. And Captain,” Aren lowered his voice, and his eyes narrowed, “I believe if you don’t go, you’ll regret it the rest of your life.”
Lore stood very still. For one long heartbeat, he almost gave in. Perhaps Aren was right. But then his resolve flooded back. To stay and wait was the right choice, the only choice. He would leave when he could, when the time was right. And once he found Rowen, he would never leave her again. But now was not the time. Lore straightened. They were done with this conversation. “Come. Lady Astrea is waiting.”
Aren stared at him a moment, then turned to walk beside Lore.
The air hung heavy between the two men as they entered the council chamber.
Lady Astrea looked up from her seat. Dark circles hung beneath her eyes, and her face was paler than Lore remembered. “Captain,” she said, standing.
“Milady.” His heart cooled rapidly as he walked toward her.
Fatigue and weariness hung off her much like her gown did at the moment.  “The men are preparing my father’s body for departure. I wanted you to know.”
“Yes, milady.”
Aren stood beside him stone-faced.
“We will leave this afternoon.” Lady Astrea twisted a small white cloth between her fingers. “Captain, if I may say…”
Lore watched Lady Astrea fight to retain her composure, and he knew that if he had come this morning to relinquish his captaincy, such a thing would have sent her over the edge. So he stood and bore the burden of duty while his heart slowly died.
The white cloth went still in Lady Astrea’s hand. She looked back up. “I do not know what I would do without you, Captain Lore.”
Though it took every bit of strength he had, Lore bowed. “Yes, milady.”
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The ship rocked gently beneath Rowen’s feet. It slipped through the dark water and pulled away from the dock. White canvas sails flapped above her in the cool breeze. A subtle hint of salt and fish hung in the air. She gripped the smooth wooden railing in front of her and stared at the people gathered along the dock.
Most shuffled along, passing large crates and barrels lined along the wooden pier. A fisherman sat cross-legged on the dock, working on his net beside his boat. A rat scurried across the wooden planks. Hardly anyone glanced at the ship now slowly pulling away, save for a small group of people at the end of the pier.
Lady Astrea stood by the edge of the dock, draped in a long grey cloak that hid most of her body. The hood was pulled over her face and hair, but Rowen could still see her eyes watching the ship sail away. Geoffrey stood behind her, his hands folded behind him.
Lord Tancred stood on her right, a head taller than Lady Astrea and twice as wide. His tattoos gave him a fierce countenance, like one of the Nordic warriors of old. Prince Evander did not come.
Torn, Rowen finally looked at Lore. Just seeing him there on the pier, growing smaller by the second, hurt deep inside. The wind tousled hair, sweeping it across his forehead. His cloak tugged and pulled at his legs and side. He stood still, his eyes on her. He never blinked and never looked away.
The ache inside expanded. The strange feeling she had felt on the balcony that morning began to surface again. There had been no time to talk to Lore after their brief encounter. No time to think, either, or to process what he had said.
Or had almost done.
Rowen touched her cheek, feeling heat spread across her skin. She’d had time enough only to pack and reach the ship. But something had changed between them, something irrevocable.
She looked down at the railing and took a deep breath. The ache deepened until her middle hurt. It was as though something was tearing itself in half inside of her. She placed a hand on her stomach. Yes, she would miss Lore. More than anything. He was more than her Captain, more than a comrade. He was a close friend, and still more. She couldn’t remember experiencing that kind of companionship with anyone before, not even with Calya. It went deeper, almost to her very soul. She just didn’t underst—
Her eyes went wide. Rowen looked up. Her breath struggled inside her lungs. She found Lore and couldn’t look away. His face was a small blur now as the ship pulled farther from the dock. She gripped the railing, her fingers digging into the wood. Dizziness washed over her.
Love comes in unexpected ways. Her father would tell her this with a smile whenever he’d spoken of how he’d found Rowen on their doorstep as a baby.
Now she realized there was more truth to his words.
All those months spent with Lore, working beside him, sparring with him, had changed both of them. The respect and admiration she felt for Lore had grown into something deeper, more permanent. Somewhere along their time spent together, their hearts had bonded.
She loved Lore. Had always loved him. Only, she had not seen it. Until now.
And now was too late.
Her knees gave out from under her. Rowen held onto the railing. A quiet moan escaped her lips. She watched Lore’s form grow smaller and smaller. His eyes had never left her face. She felt his breath again on her lips. If only…
Rowen slowly pulled herself up. She could see only his silhouette now, a shadow against the sand-colored walls and buildings. A moment later and the entire city of Avonai—and Lore—disappeared behind high rocky cliffs.
He was gone.
She stared at the gap between the rocks and watched the waves break into a foamy mist. A flock of white gulls crested over the cliffs. Men shouted to each other. The sails were adjusted, and ropes were tossed across the deck. A wave hit the side of the ship and sent up a spray of saltwater. Rowen closed her eyes. The ship rocked beneath her. Back and forth, back and forth…
Word, if I had only known, I would have told him.
“Thank you.”
Rowen started and blinked. She turned and found Nierne standing beside her. The young woman wore a simple white tunic and brown pants. Bright red curls danced around her face. Her eyes were a dark grey, and there was a sprinkling of red dots along her nose and cheeks.
Nierne looked nothing like a scribe. Her unusual color of hair and pretty face did not belong on someone who spent all day transcribing old books and scrolls. Rather, she looked like one of the young maidens who sold flowers along the streets in the White City.
“Thank you for coming,” Nierne said.
Rowen nodded, working her mouth to find words to say. Instead, her stomach lurched. She snapped her lips. Nierne continued to speak, but she could not hear what the young woman was saying. Nausea swept up her throat, leaving a burning trail of bile. She swallowed the bitter mix and looked back out over the sea.
Her head now pounded, and the bright sunlight compounded the feeling. The rocking of the ship…would it not stop? She reached for her forehead and massaged the area just above her eyes. A cold sweat broke out across her body. Bile rose again. It forced its way up her gullet.
Rowen dropped her hand and clutched her stomach. She swayed, then leaned over the railing. With one strong heave, everything inside came up.
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Nierne stood at the bow, watching the shoreline until it disappeared beyond the horizon. Home. She was finally going home. She closed her eyes and pictured the Monastery: the bright tapestries that hung along the stone walls, her desk set against the window, the dusty smell of old scrolls in the library…
Father Reth would not be there.
A pang cut through her. Nierne looked away from the sea. Sailors scurried across the deck, some working the ropes, others adjusting the sails. The two men Lord Tancred had sent stood near the main mast. They were both of average height. One had a tattoo just above his left eye, and the other had one that looked like a snake along his neck.
Across the deck and leaning against the railing was one of Prince Evander’s men. He wore a blue-green tabard and a smallsword at his side. He was short and stocky, reminding Nierne of one of the wrestlers she had seen in Thyra. The other Avonain stood nearby, talking to one of the sailors working the sails. He wore the same tabard and was a head taller than the rest of the men on the deck.
Aren, the guard Lady Astrea had sent, stood by the stairs that led to the upper deck. His arms were crossed, and his hair was pulled back. He watched everyone with a grim expression on his face.
Nierne looked to her right. Farther down the railing stood Rowen, clutching the wooden railing. At least her trip had accomplished something: She had found a true Eldaran.
Rowen’s hair was pulled back in one long braid, her cloak fluttered in the wind. She looked like any normal human being. But Nierne knew better. Her gaze drifted toward the gloved hand that held the railing. She remembered the soft glow surrounding Rowen’s hand when she had removed her glove. The Mark of the Word, an outlet for the power that lived inside Rowen.
Nierne wondered what it was like to have such power, power enough to stop the Shadonae. What did Rowen see when she touched someone? What did she feel? Nierne looked back up at Rowen’s face. Her face was pale, and her eyes were tightly shut. Did Rowen regret her decision to leave?
Nierne turned and followed the railing to where Rowen stood. Rowen didn’t seem to notice. Nierne took a deep breath. “Thank you.”
Rowen’s eyes flew open. She turned and looked at Nierne, confused.
Nierne shifted uncomfortably. “Thank you for coming.”
Rowen opened her mouth to say something, but then she snapped her lips shut. Her face grew even paler.
Nierne scrambled for more words to say. “I know it’s hard to leave everyone you know and love…” Rowen turned away and looked out over the sea. She began to rub the area above her right eye. Nierne grimaced and clenched her hands. Why couldn’t she say anything right? Father Reth always had the right words for any situation.
Rowen suddenly dropped her hand and clutched her middle. She swayed for a moment, then bent over the side of the ship and retched. Nierne stared at the water, then at Rowen. Dear Word, what had she said?
“Rowen!” Aren rushed to Rowen’s side. “Rowen, are you all right?”
Rowen turned toward him. “Aren. I’m-I’m—” She clutched the railing again. More retching followed.
Nierne sighed. “She’s seasick.”
Aren looked at her. “Can we do anything about it?”
Nierne shook her head. “I’m afraid not.” She looked back down at Rowen. “The best thing would be to have her stay on the top deck and—”
“Already sick, I see.”
Nierne turned and found a man not much taller than her standing a few feet away. His dark, grey streaked hair stood stiffly in little spikes across his head. A red jagged scar ran along his cheek, just above a patchy beard. Dark bushy eyebrows arched over sea-green eyes. He wore a stained white shirt with a black vest over the top.
He saw Nierne look him over and smiled. His teeth were stained and rotting, and there was a gap in the top row. Who in the Lands was he?
“Captain Drake,” Aren said.
Her eyes went wide, and her face whipped back toward the short man. This was Captain Drake? The man who would be taking them to Thyra? He looked more like a pirate that an Avonain merchant.
“At your service,” he said with a bow.
Rowen held a hand to her mouth.
Drake looked back up. “So we have a passenger who can’t stand the sea, eh?”
“Yes,” Aren said. “Nierne was just telling me that Rowen should stay on the top deck.”
“Nonsense. Take her down below.”
“What?” The word escaped before Nierne could stop it.
Drake looked at her again, his smile turning hard. “I said, take her down below. The woman will be more comfortable in a bunk than standing here on the deck.”
“But I’ve heard that you need to get used to the rocking motion and that—”
“Are you a sailor?” Drake stared at her now, all traces of a smile gone.
Nierne hesitated. “No, but—”
“Have you sailed before?”
“No, but—”
“Then you don’t know anything.”
Nierne balled her hands into fists.
Drake turned away from her and addressed Aren. “Like I said, take— What did you say her name was? Rowen? Anyway, take her down below. Get her comfortable. I’ll have Chef make her some fish broth.”
Nierne wanted to blurt out “Fish broth?” but she kept her lips together this time. She might never have sailed before, but she did know a thing or two about the ocean. And she highly doubted that fish broth would help Rowen’s queasy stomach. Surely a captain of the sea knew that, right?
Drake spun around and headed toward the front of the ship. Nierne glared at his back.
“I’ll take her,” Aren said.
Nierne shook her head. “It would be better if I took her, since we are sharing a cabin.” And since she will need to change, Nierne thought. She felt sorry for the sick woman beside her. Apparently Eldarans were not all-powerful.
Rowen nodded her head weakly in agreement.
“Then I’ll help you walk her there.” Before Nierne could say anything, Aren had his arm across Rowen’s shoulder, leading her toward the portal that led to the lower levels. Nierne caught up and helped Rowen from the other side.
The stairs creaked and swayed as they moved down into the bowels of the ship. Rowen heaved a couple of times, but nothing else came out. They made their way through the dark interior, bypassing hanging hammocks and curtained-off areas.
“I still don’t think Captain Drake is right,” Nierne said, breaking the silence.
Aren shook his head. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t know much about the sea. However, the captain does. He should be here…”
Rowen lifted her head slightly as if to speak, then dropped it again.
“Captain?” Nierne looked across Rowen at Aren. “You mean Captain Drake?”
Aren shook his head. “No, Captain Lore.”
“Captain Lore,” Nierne murmured. “I remember him. I bumped into him.” Tall, with sand-colored hair and strange green eyes. Confident and polite. Not a man easily forgotten.
“I told him—” Aren looked at Rowen and shook his head again. “Never mind.”
They stopped at a door near the end of the ship. Aren opened the door and guided Rowen inside. Nierne left the door open to give the room a little light. On either side were built-in bunks, each with a thin blanket that barely softened the wooden planks beneath. Rowen sat down on the one to the right.
Aren turned to Nierne. “Is there anything else I can do?”
Nierne looked around the dark interior. “We could use a light.”
Aren nodded and moved passed her back into the hallway. Rowen continued to sit on the edge of the bunk, clutching her middle. Nierne went to the two packs sitting on the floor and rummaged around for a change of clothes. Aren returned with a lamp.
“Thank you.” Nierne placed the clothes she had found on the other bed and took the lamp from Aren. She hung it from a hook in the ceiling.
“Anything else?”
Nierne looked around. “No, that should be everything.” Aren glanced at Rowen again. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her,” Nierne said. Aren nodded, then reluctantly left the small room. Nierne shut the door behind him.
Nierne pointed toward the clothes on her bed. “Here, I found something for you to change into.” Rowen looked up and nodded. “I’m going to go get you a bucket while you change.”
Rowen tugged weakly at her shirt. “All right.”
Nierne left the small room and went into the larger partitioned area. She remembered seeing a bucket near the steps. The wooden floor swayed beneath her feet as she moved past the canvas walls, barrels, and hammocks. She found the bucket and headed back toward their room. Inside, she found Rowen already changed. Her soiled clothes lay in a pile near the wall.
“Here, if you need it.” Nierne placed the bucket on the floor near Rowen’s bed.
“Thank you.” Rowen laid down on the bunk and shut her eyes.
Nierne gathered up the soiled clothes. “I’m going to wash these for you.”
Rowen opened her eyes. “There’s no need. I’ll—”
“You just rest.”
Rowen sighed and closed her eyes again.
Nierne pushed the door open with one hand and made her way out. She talked to one of the sailors and headed toward the top deck with a scrubbing board and block of soap. She found a tub of rainwater and began to clean the clothes.
The sun was now high overhead, and the sails flapped in the wind. Nierne stopped and closed her eyes, relishing the feel of the sun on her cheeks and the cool breeze as it tugged at the curls around her face. She could hear the bustle of people around her. Suddenly she realized how good it felt to be with people again, after all those weeks of traveling alone through the Ari Mountains.
She sighed deeply, opened her eyes, and began scrubbing the clothing again.
 
• • •
 
Nierne helped Rowen up to a sitting position a couple of days later. “Here you go.” She held a wooden cup to Rowen’s lips. Rowen took a sip, then laid back down. “How are you feeling?”
Rowen shut her eyes and pulled her blanket across her body. “Fine.” Her face looked gaunt in the dim light.
The cramped cabin smelled stale, with a lingering hint of something sour. A lamp swinging from the hook above the two bunks gave the only light inside the room. Nierne’s bunk was made, her blanket carefully tucked in and her pack resting at the foot of the bed. An empty bucket sat beside Rowen’s bunk. Overhead, the sound of boots thumped against the wooden ceiling as sailors moved across the deck.
Nierne placed the cup on the floor and frowned. She still felt that fresh air would do Rowen more good than the stuffy, smelly innards of this ship. Rowen’s breath grew even. Then again, maybe she was wrong. Maybe Rowen should just sleep. Nierne stood. “I’ll let you rest some more.”
Rowen opened her eyes. “No, wait.” She struggled to sit up.
Nierne hovered back over Rowen. “What is it? Do you need something? More water? The bucket?”
Rowen fell back against her pillow. “No, I just don’t want to be alone. I feel trapped down here.”
Nierne nodded. “I understand.” She stepped back and took a seat on her own bunk.
“Tell me about Thyra,” Rowen said.
“Thyra?”
“Yes.” Rowen folded her hands. She still wore a glove over her right hand. Nierne hadn’t seen her take it off since they’d left port. She wondered how comfortable that could be. “Tell me about your city.”
“Well,” Nierne said, drawing her mind back. “It’s beautiful.”
“How?”
Nierne searched her memories. “There are many gardens throughout the city. Lush, green gardens. In spring they are filled with all sorts of flowers. The city smells like one large bouquet.”
“Lady Astrea would like those gardens,” Rowen murmured.
“The buildings are beautiful too.” A longing filled her, a longing for home. “Many of them are washed white. Large columns hold up the roofs and porches. Most have large doorways and windows so the sea air can flow through. The senate building is the most beautiful. It sits in the center of Thyra overlooking the rest of the city. You can see the tower from anywhere, even outside the city walls.”
Rowen’s eyes were now closed. “And the Monastery?”
“The Monastery is one of the oldest buildings in Thyra.” Nierne folded her hands on her lap. “But unlike the other white buildings, it is made of red brick.”
The ship creaked softly. “How did you come to live at the Monastery?” Rowen asked.
Nierne slowly reached for the pendant she wore around her neck and pulled it out. The light from the lantern glinted off the golden oval and curved symbols that represented the name of the Word. It was the emblem of her status as scribe. “I was left there as a child.”
Rowen opened one eye and looked at her. “I’m sorry. What happened?”
Nierne took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “My mother was dying and wanted a safe place for me to live.” Her heart grew heavy. “She caught the fever. Many caught the fever. It was a bad year.”
Nierne dropped the pendant and clasped her hands together. “We had no other family, so she took me to the one place she thought I would be safe. It was safer than living in the red district of Thyra, anyway. But the fathers had not wanted me. It was only at Father Reth’s insistence that they took me in. I guess that’s why I applied myself so diligently to learning my letters and reading. I worked hard enough to become top scribe. But I could never become a father.”
Rowen’s steady breathing made Nierne look up. She had fallen asleep. Good. Nierne stood and pulled the blanket and tucked it around Rowen’s neck. She didn’t want to answer any more questions about Thyra or the Monastery, anyway. After checking the lamp, Nierne left the small cabin.
The underbelly of the ship was airless and hot, so Nierne headed toward the top deck. A blanket of grey filled the sky, blotting out the sun. She walked toward the railing and looked out. Water the color of slate as far as the eye could see. She leaned forward and placed an elbow on the railing, cupping her chin with her hand.
Something brushed her side.
“See anything interesting?”
Captain Drake stood behind her.
“No.” She backed up against the railing.
Drake closed the distance between them. His breath smelled rancid. Revulsion filled her. He reminded her of the men her mother would do business with.
Nierne edged along the railing, her fingertips sliding along the rough wood. “I’m sorry, I need to go check on—”
“Hold on.” His hand darted out and grabbed her wrist. “I just want to talk.”
Nierne jerked her hand back but found her voice gone. Fear ripped through her. Talk, move—something! Nierne worked her mouth. “I-I’m not interested in talking.”
“Really?” Drake lifted one eyebrow. “That’s not nice, now is it? And I thought you were supposed to be nice, being a scribe of the Word and all.”
Nierne stopped and looked at him. How did he know she was a scribe? She yanked her hand again. “Please let go of me!”
“What I want to know,” Drake said, “is how a woman like you can be a scribe. What a waste.” His eyes slowly moved down, taking in all of her. Nierne brought her other hand across her chest in an attempt to hide herself. His eyes came back up. “You look nothing like a dusty old scribe. You look more like a—”
“Nierne, is everything all right?”
Drake dropped her wrist and stepped back. Nierne fought the urge to vomit. Aren approached from the left with a puzzled look on his face.
Drake turned toward Aren. “The lady looked a little sick, like her friend. I was just making sure she’s fine.”
Aren glanced at Nierne with a frown. “She looks fine to me.”
Drake shrugged. “Just trying to be helpful.” He turned and walked away.
Nierne stared at his back and glared. Helpful? That no good, low—
“Was Drake right? Are you feeling sick?”
Nierne turned to Aren. For one moment she wanted to say no. She wanted to tell Aren everything Drake had said, what she had felt in his presence. She knew the kind of man Drake was. And she wasn’t sure if Drake could be trusted. But years of hiding her own past kept her mouth shut. “I’m fine.”
His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”
Aren was so different than Drake. Kind, polite, caring. And not staring at her figure.
Nierne let out her breath. “No, really. I’m fine.”
“But Captain Drake—”
“Thought he saw something. But I’m fine.” Her insides squirmed at her half-truth. But she really was fine, now that Drake was gone. “Still…I appreciate you asking.”
Aren relaxed. “Well, all right.” Then he began to talk to her about something he had overheard earlier.
Nierne only half listened, her thoughts still on Drake. She would just ignore the captain until the trip was over. She would soon be back in the Monastery and would never see him again. She could endure his innuendos until then. Nothing would happen. The ship was too small. She could endure it.
 
• • •
 
Over the next few weeks, Nierne kept to the small cabin she and Rowen shared. Only when she knew Aren or Rowen or the other guards were on the deck did Nierne venture up top.  
One morning, Nierne found Aren leaning on the railing, watching the water. He looked up and motioned for her to join him. She saw Drake from the corner of her eye, so she hurried to Aren’s side.
Aren pointed toward the west. “Drake says we’re sailing along the Temanin coast now.” Nierne looked along the horizon for any sign of land but saw only water as far as the eye could see. “Glad we’re not stopping there,” he said.
Nierne agreed, although a small part of her was curious about the great empire of Temanin. What was Azar, its capital city, like? How could such a large civilization thrive in the desert? Her thoughts went back to her capture and her time spent with Lord Tala. She remembered his dark eyes, his abrupt attitude, and his descent into insanity. What had happened to him after her escape? Had he been captured? Part of Nierne hoped so, although she knew it was not a very merciful thought.
“How is Rowen doing?” Aren asked, his face toward the water.
“Resting. She isn’t as sick as when we first started sailing, but she doesn’t seem to handle the rocking motion well. ”
Aren sighed. “And we still have at least six weeks of sailing left.”
“Yes.” Nierne glanced at the man at her side. His hair was pulled back, exposing the dark tattoos along his cheek. Nierne found it fascinating that a Nordic served as one of Lady Astrea’s varors, knowing the history between the Ryland Plains and Nordica. During the Nordic Wars, Nordica had obliterated their southern neighbor. Apparently, a couple hundred years could heal such wounds.
Aren turned to leave.
Nierne saw Drake hovering nearby. “How is it you came to serve Lady Astrea?” she asked.
Aren turned back. “What?”
Nierne’s eyes darted briefly toward Drake. “How did you come to serve as Lady Astrea’s varor?”
Aren came back to the railing. “Well…” He rubbed his chin. “It was actually her father, Lord Gaynor, who invited me. I lost my father and two older brothers during a clan war. That is what these are for.” He fingered the tattoos on his face. “My uncle, Lord Tancred, talked to Lord Gaynor, and the high lord asked me to come serve him in the White City as a guard. It was Captain Lore who recommended me as varor.”
“I see,” Nierne said. “How long have you served in the White City?”
“I spent two years as a guard and five as a varor.”
“Do you ever go back?”
“To where? Ragnbörk?” Aren said.
“Yes.”
Aren turned toward the railing and leaned over it. He looked down at the waves lapping the side of the ship. “No,” he said and sighed. “I do not make it home much. My family is all gone except for Uncle Tancred. And he is a very busy man.” Nierne could hear a sadness underlying his words. “I’ve actually come to see the White City as my home, and my fellow guards as my family.”
Nierne took a step closer to Aren. “Then it must be hard to go on a journey like this.”
“Hard?” Aren looked over at her. “I guess it can be. But I would do anything for Rowen.” The way he said Rowen’s name was like a soft caress. Nierne studied him more. Aren was not just here on orders—he was here because of something more.
“You love her, don’t you?” Nierne asked quietly.
Aren started and swiftly turned toward her. He studied her for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. “Yes.” He let out a long breath. “But her heart belongs to another.”
Nierne straightened in surprise. “Rowen is bonded?” She did not remember hearing that.
Aren shook his head. “Not fully. Not yet. But she and Captain Lore have an…understanding,”
Captain Lore. That name again, the man she had bumped into back in the White City. Nierne frowned and looked at Aren. He had turned back toward the railing and was looking out over the sea. Aren had come on this trip with Rowen, and Captain Lore had not. This Captain Lore and Rowen had an understanding, yet he had stayed behind?
Nierne placed her hands on the railing and looked down. Love seemed like a complicated thing.
“So you’re a scribe from the famous Monastery in Thyra,” Aren said.
“Yes.”
“I understand that your order does not bond.”
Nierne folded her hands across the railing. “That is true. But I have not yet taken my vows. Some choose to leave the order before taking their vows.”
“And you?” Aren glanced over at her. “Will you leave?”
“No!” Then she sighed and looked back down. “But there are not many left of my order. I may not even have the opportunity to take my vows.” Were there any fathers left? Or other scribes? Was the Monastery even standing? What would she do with her life if the Monastery were no more? Nierne gripped her hands together. She did not want to think about it.
“Have you ever considered bonding?” Aren asked.
Touché. She had asked him personal questions, and now he was returning the favor. “No.” She looked at Aren. “I have no desire to bond.” To bond would require becoming close to a man, something she did not desire. At least not with any of the men she knew.
It is not good to be alone.
The words whispered past her ear. Nierne shrank from the voice.
Aren cocked his head in a thoughtful way. “Why?”
Nierne stuffed the voice back down into the recesses of her mind. “I would rather give my life to serving the Word.”
You can serve the Word in many ways.
This time the voice sounded like Father Reth. No! she argued back. The Monastery was her home, her life, her—
“But what if you meet someone someday?” Aren asked.
Nierne shook her head. That would never happen. “Once I take my vow, there is no turning back.” Never. She stared resolutely out toward the sea.
“It seems to me you’ve never considered a life outside the Monastery.” Aren tapped his chin with his finger. “What if the Word you serve had a different plan for your life?”
“There is no other plan,” Nierne said hotly. Then she blushed, ashamed that her anger had gotten the best of her.
“I see.” Aren stared at her for a moment, then he turned his attention back to the sea. “Well, I would prefer to love, even if I am never loved back.”
Nierne bit her tongue. Why was this man trying to get under her skin? She knew what she wanted to do with her life. She had planned it out a long time ago. The water lapped gently against the side of the ship. Nierne watched the water. Love. What did she know of that? Father Reth had loved her. At the end, he had told her she had been like a daughter to him. Her heart twisted at the memory.
Her mother had loved her too, in her own way. Father Reth had to remind Nierne of this over and over again. Her mother had left her at the Monastery to protect her, care for her, give her a better life than she had experienced.
So whom did Nierne love?
Aren stirred at her side. She glanced at him again and recalled his words. I would prefer to love, even if I am never loved back. Father Reth. She had loved Father Reth. What if you met someone someday? No. Nierne shook her head. She would never love another man.
A shadow fell across the railing. Nierne and Aren turned at the same time.
A sailor stood behind them, his arm already in mid swing with a large board.
Time slowed.
The board moved toward her face. Somewhere inside her mind she heard Aren yell and push her away.
Crack! The board hit Aren fully across the face, twisting his head hard to the side.
Nierne let out a gurgled scream.
Aren crumpled into a heap on the deck, a large bloody gash quickly forming alongside his head.
She fell to her knees. “Aren, Aren!”
Blood and spittle flew out of his mouth. “Watch out!” His hand came up just as the board came again. Crack!
The board hit his outstretched arm, slamming his hand into the side of her face. Nierne blinked and shook her head. Shouts echoed around her. People ran in front of her in a blurred motion.
Aren grunted and struggled to sit up. Blood covered his face. He looked at Nierne, his eyes wide. He struggled to reach his sword. “Nierne—get away—find—” His eyes rolled up, and his head fell back against the deck.
Hysterics sank in. Nierne screamed.
The sailor moved above her. She looked up, still screaming. The sailor swung his board back—
“Enough!”
Drake walked up to the sailor’s side.
Nierne shrank at the sight of Drake. Her body shook so badly she couldn’t move.
“Enough.” Drake looked down at her. “I don’t want the woman harmed.”
The sailor stood with the board still clutched in his hands. “And the man?”
“He’s had enough. Take them both below.”
“Below, Captain? Why not just toss him—”
“I need him and the others, for now.” Drake turned and walked away. The sailor bent over to grab Aren.
A surge of adrenaline swept through Nierne. “No!” She lurched forward with her fingers curled. She raked the sailor’s cheek, leaving three long red welts.
He yelled and swung his hand back. “That’s it! I don’t care what the captain said.”
Nierne raised her hand in defense, but his blow blew past and caught her by the chin. Her head reeled back. One vast throb rocked her head, and stars popped across her vision. Nierne felt herself falling. She hit the deck, and everything went black.
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Rowen stared at the lantern that hung inside the dark, cramped cabin. Warm stagnant air hung heavily, scented with the smell of refuse and brine. The boards creaked and the ship rocked with each wave.
Her own stomach rocked with the ship. For weeks now, bile had become an unwanted companion, was always there, sitting at the back of her throat, threatening to come up if she dared to eat or if the ship moved too much.
As her body fought to keep the bile down, her mind felt more and more muddled. Hot hours melted into days until she had no idea how long they had been at sea.
Rowen groaned and rolled onto her side. At least the bucket next to her was clean, thanks to Nierne. She gripped the woolen blanket draped across her body and closed her eyes. Her mind wandered through dim darkness. How ironic. She loved a man connected to the sea, but she found she hated the sea. Rowen laughed out loud, the sound bouncing inside the small room.
The Word had a sense of humor.
The ship shifted again. Rowen sighed and cracked open her eyes again. She missed Lore. Every time she thought of him, a huge weight filled her chest. She wished she could turn back time, have a couple more minutes with him back on that balcony. If only she had known then what she knew now: that she loved him too.
But now it was too late. Lore said he would find her, but would he? The world was a vast place. To even reach Thyra would take weeks of travel. Was it worth it to him?
The power inside her began to burn. Rowen lay still and felt it churning inside her chest. She placed a hand over the spot and frowned. Why would it trigger now?
The heat reached out, pass the thin boards that separated her from the rest of the ship. She could hear the muffled sound of people moving on the other side of the wall. Her power burned hotter.
Rowen struggled up onto one elbow and closed her eyes. Yes. It was coming from the men in the hold next to her. It felt as though they had pulled a dark cover across their minds. She could not see any further than that, but she could feel the cover.
She opened her eyes and breathed out. Were they hiding something?
There was a shout followed by a loud crash. Rowen sat up. More crashes and thumps came from overhead. Then the screams began.
Her varor instincts kicked in. Rowen swung her legs around and touched the floor. With a shaky shove, she stood. The ship rocked beneath her, and Rowen fell forward. She stumbled toward the opposite wall and held a hand over her mouth. Not now! She took two deep breaths and swallowed. She turned and moved toward her pack. She bent down and felt around for her scabbard. The ship rolled again.
Rowen stopped. She pressed her head against the wooden boards. Cold sweat broke out along her forehead. She heard another shout, this one farther away. She took a deep breath and felt around again. Finally, she found her scabbard. She stood, pulled out her smallsword, and made her way slowly toward the door.
The door swung outward. Rowen blinked against the dark hallway. Musty air filled her nostrils, mingled with sweaty human flesh. She heard more shouting from the top deck. She weaved across the unsteady floor, past the hanging hammocks and barrels, and to the stairs that led to the top deck.
Each stair creaked as she slowly went up. Yes, there was definitely fighting going on. But why? Pirate attack? She tightened her grip on her smallsword.
Rowen lifted her head until she was level with the top deck. She saw a cluster of sailors near the main mast, many of them holding swords or clubs.
“Lanzo, help me with this one.”
Rowen turned. One of the sailors was dragging a man across the deck.
“Lanzo! Now!”
The man being pulled looked familiar. A bloody face turned toward her.
Aren.
A swooping sensation rushed across her body. Rowen grabbed the railing. Aren. But how? Why?
“Get him downstairs with the others!”
The words were rocks flung through the dark. They hit her, breaking through the fog filling her mind. Aren was hurt. And possibly others. And they were heading below, where she was.
A growl filled the back of her throat, flowing through the rest of her body, surging her into action. Rowen gripped her sword and dashed up the stairs. “Aren!”
“Stop her!”
Rowen stopped and swerved around. She held her sword out, ready. Two sailors broke away from the group by the main mast. Rowen stepped away from the stairway and dropped into ready position.
The sailors slowed at the sight of her sword. She pointed her tip toward them. “What is going on here?” The ship shifted beneath her feet. Nausea swam up her throat. She swallowed and felt the bile sink back down. “What did you do to Aren?” She glanced past the two men. No one stood on the deck except the crew. Aren had already been pulled down into the hold. “And where are my other companions?”
A short man with spiky black hair and a long ugly scar on his cheek stepped into her line of sight. Rowen remembered him: Captain Drake.
“I want her taken alive and unharmed,” Drake said, his eyes still on her.
What? Rowen took a step back, her sword still in position. “What are you talking about?” Nausea crept back up her throat. Three more sailors moved toward her. Five against one. She tilted the tip of her sword higher. Then she let her training take over. Breathe. Just breathe. She focused in on the nearest sailor. “What have you done with my friends?”
“Don’t hurt her,” Drake said. “Remember, alive and unharmed.” The sailor near her took a step closer.
Alive? Unharmed? Her head began to spin. What was going on here?
Another sailor moved in on her position. The ship rocked and bounced, and Rowen was thrown left. Her vision blurred as a tidal wave of nausea swept over her. Unable to keep her balance, she fell to the wooden deck. Dry heaves overtook her body.
Someone grabbed her arm. “No!” Rowen swung out with her sword but missed. Another hand grabbed her arm. Fingers pried her grip away from her sword.
Her sword dropped to the deck with a loud clatter.
Rowen propelled herself forward, hoping to break the hold on her. Instead, she found herself gripped in a tight hold. Another set of hands grabbed her arms and thrust them behind her. A boot kicked her sword away. It slid across the deck toward the railing. Someone wound coarse rope around her wrists and hauled her to her feet.
Drake walked toward her with a smirk on his face.
Rowen clenched her hands. “What right do you have to tie me up? I am a passenger aboard this ship. You were paid to take me and my companions to Thyra."
“Paid? Ha!” Drake smiled, his missing tooth giving him a menacing look. “I know what you are, pretty one.” Rowen froze. “Yes, I heard the rumors.”
“What rumors?” Dread slowly crept up her spine.
“I heard stories.” His gaze followed the contours of her face. “Stories about a power that stopped the entire Temanin Army. When Prince Evander approached me about a very special mission, I dug around for more information on you. I began to put two and two together. Imagine my surprise when I discovered an Eldaran existed. Yes,” Drake said at the surprised look on Rowen’s face. “I know what an Eldaran is. And I know you are one. A very powerful one, strong enough to stop an entire army, so they say. Which means you may still possess the gift of healing.”
Rowen snapped her mouth shut and glared at Drake.
He laughed at her. “When I realized what you were, I knew I could make more gold using you than I ever could just transporting you to Thyra.”
“What do you mean?”
“I know many people who would be willing to pay thousands just to be healed. So now you are going to work for me.”
Rowen stared at Drake, hardly believing what he had just said. “What makes you think I would do this for you?”
“It doesn’t matter what you think.” Drake motioned to someone behind her. “It’s what I’m going to do.”
“No!”
Drake ignored her. “Put her down in the hold.”
“I won’t do it!” Rowen shouted.
Hands grabbed her shoulders and dragged her back. “And what about the others?” a voice said behind her.
Drake watched her. “Throw them overboard. Guards make terrible slaves.”
Rowen dug her heels into the deck. “What?” She struggled against the two men holding her. “No! You can’t do that!”
“What about the other woman, the one with red hair?” the man said, louder.
Drake looked up with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Keep her. She’ll fetch a good price in Temanin. But not until I’ve had my fun with her first.”
“No!” Rowen yelled, her mind working feverishly. She had to save them. She couldn’t let them drown, couldn’t let Aren— “Wait!” she called as Drake opened the door to his own cabin. “Listen to me! If you let these men—and the woman—live, I will… I will do as you ask.”
A satisfied grin spread across Drake’s face. Rowen swallowed the bitter taste in her mouth, unrelated to her seasickness. He had trapped her! That had been his plan all along! He walked toward her. “What did you say?” There was an eager gleam in his eyes.
Rowen wanted to take back her words. But the memory of Aren and his bloody face forced her to go on. “If you let them go, I will do as you ask.”
Drake stopped a foot from her. She could see the pockmarks across his cheeks and smelled his rancid breath. “You will do as I say?”
“I will heal for you.”
Drake studied her. Rowen fought the urge to turn away. “You have such pretty blue eyes,” he said and lifted his hand.
“Only heal,” Rowen said through gritted teeth. Drake paused a moment, his finger lingering inches from her face. “But if you harm any of them, including the woman, I will not only not heal for you, I will also do everything in my power to stop you.”
Drake stared at Rowen. “Deal.” He dropped his hand. “Head straight to shore. We’ll drop them off there.” He pointed at her. “You better keep your end of the deal, Eldaran.”
Rowen lifted her chin. “I will. I am a Truthsayer. I do not lie.”
“Good.” Drake turned toward the man on her right. “Put her with the others.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Rowen fought the urge to kick and scream as the two sailors roughly led her toward the other side of the ship. Inside the doorway was another set of steps leading down into the dark interior of the ship. Musty, sweaty air filled her nostrils again. Her captors led her around the corner into a small room.
“Lift the latch,” the sailor on her right said. A scrawny young man with an oversized tunic squeezed past Rowen and hurried toward a square of wood in the middle of the floor. He pulled at the ring and lifted the latch.
The sailors on either side of her dragged her toward the hole. More stairs led down into darkest bowels of the ship. “Down you go.”
Rowen squinted into the darkness. She could hardly see any stairs. “Are there—”
Hands hit her back, and Rowen stumbled downward, her feet hitting the steps with a jolt. Afraid the sailor would push her the rest of the way down, Rowen quickly felt for the steps and descended. Hot heavy air pressed against her face.
“Rowen?” a female voice said.
“Nierne?” She could barely make out shapes. There were other people down here, but the hold was too dark to see who they were, or how big the place was. The only light came from the top of the stairs.
One of the dark silhouettes came to its feet. “Leave her alone!” A man’s voice.
“Lock the grate,” one of the sailors above said. A scrapping sound echoed overhead. Moments later, what little light there was vanished.
Rowen breathed heavily and looked around. She could see nothing. The darkness felt like it was closing in on her. She closed her eyes. The ship rocked beneath her. Nearby a man swore. A body bumped into her.
I wish I could see. Wait, maybe I can.
Her hands were bound behind her, but Rowen was sure she could work the glove off her hand. She struggled, tugging and pulling on the leather. It took a couple of seconds before the glove finally came off. A faint light filled the hold. Now she could see that it was the size of the guards’ common room back home, but with a low ceiling.
Someone gasped beside her. “What in all the Lands!” a man called out. “What is that?”
From the corner of her eye she saw two men back away from her. One of them was the man who had spoken. She caught a glimpse of their tabards before they moved out of the light from her hand. An anchor and ship was emblazoned across their chests. Avonains. Prince Evander’s men.
“What are you?” said another man.
Rowen turned. The man had a tattoo shaped like a snake along his neck. He stared at her. Another man stood behind him, in the shadows. Lord Tancred’s men. But where was Nierne? And Ar—
The light from her hand illuminated a body near their feet. Aren!
Rowen rushed toward him and knelt by beside Aren. His face was bloody and swollen. “Dear Word,” Rowen whispered. She looked up. “What happened to him?”
“They beat him.” Nierne stepped into the dim light and knelt down on the other side of Aren.
“Why?” Rowen stared at Nierne, her face half covered in shadows. “What did he do?”
“He tried to protect me.” Her voice cracked with emotion.
“Why are they doing this?” said one of the Avonains. “Why did they attack us and lock us up? Is it because of you?”
Rowen stared at Aren’s face. “Yes.” Soft warmth began to swirl inside her chest. She could feel her healing power reach for Aren.
“Why?” said a cold male voice. From the direction of the sound, Rowen guessed it was the other Avonain.
Rowen paused. “Because Captain Drake wants something I have.”
“What are you talking about?” The man with the snake tattoo stepped closer.  “And what are you?”
“I—” Rowen took a shaky breath. The men trapped with her here had never been told what she was, what they had been sent to escort. Why hadn’t they been told the truth? “I am an Eldaran.”
She heard a gasp.
“A what?” one of the Avonains asked. He was answered with ominous whispers.
Rowen bowed her head. Why? Why did it have to be like this every time? “I can heal people,” she finally said. “And Drake wants that.” Her power had now reached her palm, willing and ready to heal. She began to work her wrists. The rope loosened.
“And what about us? What does Drake plan on doing with us?”
Others muttered in low voices. Suspicion and hostility swelled inside the hold.
“He was going to throw you all overboard,” she said.
There was some swearing and more whispers.
“But I made a bargain with him.” Rowen tugged and twisted harder at the rope. “I have agreed to heal people for him in exchange for your lives and freedom.”
The muttering stopped. But not all the hostility and suspicion vanished.
Nierne’s head shot up. “You did that? To save us? Oh, Rowen! But the price was too high! You shouldn’t have. You can’t trust Drake. He’ll make you heal for him, but he’ll kill us all anyway.”
“I had to take that chance. I couldn’t watch—” With a sharp pull and gasp, Rowen freed her hands from the rope. She brought her arms around. The light from her mark clearly showed the abuse Aren had endured.
She seethed. Drake.
Rowen pressed her palm against his bloody cheek, right over the Marks of Remembrance tattoos Aren wore for his father and brothers. At her touch, the warmth inside her hand burst forward. Its long tendrils reached inside Aren, sweeping across him. A numbing coldness entered her palm. Rowen closed her eyes and braced for the pain. The chill moved steadily up her arm.
Aren stirred beneath her hand. His eyes fluttered. “Row-Rowen?”
Rowen tried to speak, but at that moment, the pain hit. It felt like an invisible force was punching her face over and over again. Blood filled her mouth. Her skin tore and swelled. She gurgled out a gasp. Bright lights flashed across her vision. Her head hit the floor.
 
• • •
 
A scraping sound echoed overhead. Light came pouring through the opening in the ceiling. Rowen lay on her side. She blinked against the light. A shadow fell across the bright beam. A single boot appeared and landed on the top step. Another one followed.
With a gasp, Rowen sat up and scrambled away from the stairs, trying to remember where she was and why. She ran into something firm. Panic gripped her like a wild animal.
“Don’t worry, I have you,” said a low voice.
Rowen stopped. “Aren?” she whispered, twisting her head back to look at the man behind her. His face was barely visible in the shadows.
“Yes. I won’t let Drake take you.”
“Aren, that’s not an option—”
Drake descended the stairs. “Time to go!” His voice boomed across the hold. “We’ve reached land, and I don’t want to waste any more time here than I have too.”
Bodies, awakened by the voice, stirred from the floor. Two other sailors made their way down the stairs.
Drake looked around. “Get these men up and out of here.” He looked at Rowen and smiled. “I have a promise to keep.”
“Rowen, you don’t have to do this,” Aren said. “Nierne told me what you did and—”
“Get up!” Something sharp jabbed Rowen in the side. She broke away from Aren and staggered to her feet. The hold spun.
“Rowen, please reconsider.”
“She can’t.” The hold stopped spinning. Rowen found Drake standing in front of her. “She gave me her word.”
“You—”Aren finished in Nordic and stepped around Rowen and stared down into Drake’s face. His hands were bound behind his back, but he was still menacing. “You’re a liar and a traitor!”
Drake’s face turned hard.
Afraid Drake would change his mind, Rowen stepped between the two men.
Aren stopped. He looked at her, his face twisted with anger and pain. Rowen could sense the defiance building in the other men in the hold, spurred on by Aren’s words. But that course of action would only end in bloodshed and possibly death. And she wouldn’t allow that.
Rowen stepped forward. “Please, Aren, stop. It’s the only way I could save you. If you fight—any of you—” she looked around— “you will die.” The Avonains paused, but the two Nordics stared at Drake with narrowed eyes and lips curled. “I gave myself up so that you all might go free.”
A protest rumbled around the hold. A moment later, the Nordics finally stepped back. She knew the men understood. The sailors began to lead the men up the stairs. Rowen went to follow, but one of the sailors stopped her.
“No, you stay here.”
“Wait, Drake is keeping me down here?”
“Where did you think I would keep you? In your own cabin?” Drake laughed and turned back to oversee those being moved upstairs.
She would be left in the dark?
Aren stepped next to Rowen. “You don’t have to do this,” he said quietly, his eyes on Drake. “You can’t do this. We’ll find another way off this ship. Do you know what a man like Drake will do to a woman like you?”
Aren had no idea how hard he was making it for her to stay. “I am only healing for Drake,” she said quietly. “Nothing more.”
“You can’t trust him!”
A sailor stepped between them. “Get moving!” The man jabbed Aren. Aren stepped back. Another sailor grabbed his arm and began to pull him toward the stairs.
“Let go of me!” Aren wrenched his arm away from the sailor. “Listen, Rowen.” He looked back at her. “I’ll find you. Whatever it takes, as soon as I’m on land, I’ll—”
“No, Aren,” Rowen said. “Get these men home.” She spotted Nierne being dragged up the stairs. “And help Nierne too.”
The sailor swore and grabbed Aren again and pulled him toward the stairs.
“Don’t fight him. Go.”
“Rowen, I won’t let you—”
“Go.”
“But—”
“Keep moving!” the sailor shouted, shoving Aren toward the stairs. Aren paused. Rowen shook her head. With a defeated look, Aren turned. He placed a foot on the first step.
Something shriveled up inside her as she watched Aren go. Drake stood nearby, his eyes on her. Rowen swallowed and kept her gaze on Aren. She had made a deal, and now it was time to pay up.
Aren was halfway up the stairs.
Wait, there was one more thing. “Aren!” Rowen shouted.
Aren stopped and swiveled around. “Rowen?” He took a step down.
This was her chance, her one chance. Rowen hesitated.
A sailor descended the steps. “Get going,” he said, grabbing Aren’s arm.
Aren tore his arm free. “Rowen, what is it?”
“Tell Lore… Tell Lore I love him.”
Aren stopped and stared at her, his face unreadable.
“I said move it!” The sailor grabbed Aren again and yanked him up by the shoulder. Aren stumbled back a couple of stairs.
His face tore at her heart. Rowen blinked and dropped her head. She shouldn’t have asked him to carry that message.
“I will.”
Rowen looked back up. “What?”
Aren gave her a sad smile. “I promise.” Then he disappeared through the opening. The square door dropped back into place, and darkness filled her vision once again.
Rowen stood there, listening to the shouting and the scuffling of feet overhead. Then she slowly sank to her knees. She had saved them. She had saved Aren and Nierne and the others.
But at what price?
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The man who held Nierne stank of sweat and refuse. He gripped her forearm harder, and she cried out in pain.
“This way,” he said with a snarl and led her across the deck. Aren and the other men were lined up along the railing. Beyond the railing were golden sandy hills beneath a blue sky. Not one puffy cloud in sight. And the air was unusually warm. She could see a small dock just beyond the railing and a plank leading from the ship to the dock.
The man holding her kept right on walking, right past Aren and past the men.
“Wait!” Nierne pulled away from the sailor. “Where are you taking me?” He ignored her. “No, wait!”
He led her to the other side of the deck and toward a door into the captain’s cabin.
“What are you doing?” she asked. “I’m supposed to go with them!“
The sailor yanked the door open and shoved her inside the dim interior. Nierne fell to the floor. “No, wait!” She turned and scrambled to her feet. The door shut in her face. There was a faint click as the door locked.
Nierne hit the door with her fist. “You can’t do this! Captain Drake promised to free me!” She hit the door a couple more times. Couldn’t anyone hear her? She opened her mouth to shout then stopped and leaned against the door. She heard muffled voices on the other side.
“Shut her up!” she heard someone say on the other side.
Nierne filled her lungs. “Someone, help me!” She hit the door again.
The door opened, and Nierne fell forward. Large strong hands caught her. She looked up—
A scream tore from her mouth.
The sailor pushed her back inside. He wrenched her hands behind her and tied her wrists together. The coarse rope scratched her wrists. Nierne screamed again.
The sailor swore and pulled out a dirty piece of cloth. “We need to shut that mouth of yours.” He rammed it into her mouth and tied it behind her head. The cloth tasted like sweat. The sailor turned and left the room, locking the door behind him.
Nierne breathed through her nose. She tried shouting once, but the cloth muffled her voice. So she worked her hands. The rope burned her skin as she rotated her wrists. Nothing. She looked around.
The room was large compared to the small cabin she and Rowen had shared when they’d first boarded the ship. An intricately carved mahogany desk sat against the opposite wall from where she lay. An old, stained map hung above it. Farther inside the cabin was a large bed covered in a burgundy spread. A nightstand stood on either side of the bed, each with a lamp on top. Behind the bed were a dozen small square windows. Blue sky filled the little slits of glass. A hint of pipe leaf scented the air.
Only one person on this ship could possess such a nice room.
Captain Drake.
Nierne backed up against the wall. What was she doing here? Then it hit her. Her lip began to quiver. Everything made sense. She would not be going with the Aren and the others. She would not be freed. Captain Drake was going to keep her, despite the bargain he had made with Rowen.
Nierne bowed her head and placed her cheek on her knees. Word, why?
Why are You letting this happen to me?
Have I not done everything You asked? Have I not followed You? Hot tears coursed down her cheeks. Why have You left me? Nierne sniffed and stared at the tiny windows.
Her eyes went wide. Nierne jerked her head back up. What were Captain Drake’s plans for her? She remembered the dark burn in his eyes. Her breath came in short, hollow gasps. She had to find a way to escape.
The floor shifted beneath her. Nierne looked down at the wood planking. The ship moved. She gasped and looked back at the door. They were leaving.
No, no no! Nierne struggled to her knees and crawled toward the door. As soon as she was close enough, she lay down on her side and stretched out one of her legs. One, two, three… Nierne kicked out with all her might. Thwack!
Sharp pain erupted along her foot and leg. Nierne grunted and pulled her leg back again. One, two, three… Thwack!
The pain intensified. Nierne panted and drew her foot back to chest. Come on, Rowen. Hear this. Hopefully the sound would reach down below where Drake had left Rowen. She readied herself for another kick. Thwack! Thwack! Thwack—
The door flew open, letting in bright sunshine. A man’s silhouette filled the doorway.
“I tried to be nice.” Drake walked into the cabin and looked down at her. “I was only going to have you tied up. But you leave me no choice.” He held out a wad of damp linen and bent down.
Nierne tried to back away. She twisted her head back and forth as he thrust the cloth beneath her nose. She held her breath. He covered her face with the cloth. Stars danced across her eyes. She could not hold her breath much longer—
Nierne sucked in air through her nose. The cloth smelled sickly sweet. Another breath. Her body started to go limp. Nierne fought it, writhing on the wooden floor. Her last vision was of Drake bending over her with a look of grim satisfaction.
 
• • •
 
Blurred images. Cold bitter liquid poured down her throat. Using the bucket inside a cramped cabin. Rope tightened back around her wrists. Every time the world would come back into focus, a damp cloth would be pressed against her nose, Nierne would smell the sickly sweet scent, and everything would go black again.
Her head rattled against something solid. Nierne blinked sluggishly. Hot stifling air pressed against her body. She worked her mouth around the cloth tied across her face. Her hands were pulled behind her. She blinked again. She could see wooden planks. Bright sunlight seeped between the cracks. Nierne turned her head up. Dull brown canvas hung overhead.
She lay her head back down. Her mind began to clear more. Where was she? The ground beneath her bounced, causing her head to slam into the wall behind her. No, not ground… Nierne struggled up. She looked around, more alert now. She could feel the floor moving beneath her. Then it bounced again. Not like the swaying of the sea. More like bumps in a road.
She was no longer on the ship.
Nierne looked around and found herself in a small wagon. Beige canvas was stretched above her and fastened to the wooden sides of the wagon. The canvas flaps were tied at the rear, so she couldn’t see outside. Two shadows sat at the head of the wagon, beyond the canvas.
Nierne scooted across the floor and looked out one of the cracks between the wooden planks. Bright blue sky hung over brown scrub brush. Sandy hills rose up along the horizon. One lone tree stood against the sky. She watched the scenery pass. The wagon bounced again.
Where in all the Lands was she?
Nierne tried to remember her time on the ship, but she couldn’t recall leaving it. Sweat poured down her face. So hot. She tried to twist her body to wipe the sweat from her head on her shoulder, but her hands were still tied, so she could not reach any part of her clothing. She finally sat back against the wagon side and let the sweat slide along her hairline and down the sides of her face.
She listened to the steady creak-creak of the wheels, and she closed her eyes. She dug deeper into her memories. How long had she been on Drake’s ship? Think, Nierne, think. Unless she’d been asleep for weeks, there was no way they had sailed around Hont yet. So that left only one country. Her eyes flew open. She twisted her head and looked between the wooden boards again. Harsh brown landscape. Stifling heat.
Temanin.
“Almost there,” a voice grumbled ahead of her. Nierne whipped her head toward the front of the wagon.
“About time.” Drake’s voice.
Fear grabbed her by the throat.
“How much you think you’ll get for Red back there?”
Get?
“Enough to make it all worthwhile,” she heard Drake say. “You know how Temanins like exotic beauty. Between that hair of hers and her pendant, I’m sure Lady Meira will pay quite a bit.”
Pay?
“So you really think she’s from the Thyrian Monastery?”
The wagon bounced. Nierne fell sideways. Grunting and huffing, she inched her way back to sitting.
“Don’t see how she could have gotten that pendant otherwise,” Drake said. “Spent some time in Thyra a couple years back. Only those who are part of the Monastery are allowed to wear that pendant.”
“She could have stolen it.”
“Perhaps. But she would have had to kill the one wearing it. Don’t see Red doing that.”
“I dunno. She’s a fighter.”
“Not a killer, though,” Drake said.
Nierne looked down. She could see the thin gold chain from which hung her pendant. The coveted symbol of her position in Thyrian society. Her future purpose and her past salvation. Everything she had lived for. Now it marked her as rare commodity.
That, and her cursed red hair.
Nierne sat back and closed her eyes. That’s why Drake had kept her. Not for himself. No, he was too much a man of trade. A man governed by gold. He had kept her to sell her.
Words from a particular scroll flew across her mind. She remembered the scroll because of the ornate drawings and gold inlaid border. The scroll came in a scarlet-covered case with gold tassels. She had been commissioned to copy it by the fathers. Nierne remembered the ball of excitement inside her chest when she’d opened the case and pulled the fragile parchment out. It was one of the most beautiful scrolls she had ever seen. Until she’d begun to read it.
Nierne slowly opened her eyes and stared out at the wooden boards across from her. It had taken eight painstaking weeks to copy the scroll. Words of blood and torture and death. The history of the Temanin Empire, written out in all its glory. She’d finished copying the scroll over two years ago, but to this day she could still see the words inside her mind. She knew very well what slavery in the Temanin Empire would mean for a woman like her.
The wagon began to slow. Raw fear swept away the heat, leaving Nierne shivering. Words of a panicked prayer rose, then the wagon jolted to a stop, throwing Nierne on her side, and her prayer evaporated. Before she could struggle back up, the canvas flap was pulled back.
A tall, lanky man with a face full of black hair looked in. “She’s awake.”
“That’s all right.” Drake pulled the other flap away and looked in. Nierne stared back, and shrunk away from his dark gaze. He smiled at her, his missing tooth making him look even more hostile. “Lady Meira will want to see her awake. Get her out.”
The other man heaved himself into the wagon. Nierne leaned away. He grabbed her by the arm. “Out you go, Red.” Nierne tried to pull back. He dragged her across the wagon by the arm. The man scrambled out. Nierne fell out of the wagon behind him, her arm twisting under his grip as she fell. She let out a muffled cry, and choked on the cloth tied across her mouth. She hit the ground with a hard thud.
Drake looked back. “Watch it there, Lanzo. Don’t damage the woman.”
Lanzo grunted and pulled Nierne to her feet. Fear made her balk. Her feet felt as though the ground had swallowed them up to her ankles. She couldn’t move.
They stood on the dusty road near a large spindly tree. Its naked limbs reached for the azure sky. Heat rained down from the bright desert sun. Ramshackle buildings stood on a hill in the distance. Nierne could see dark shapes shuffling between the drab dwellings. A dog barked somewhere nearby.
Lanzo looked back at her with a blazing look on his face. “Move it, Red!” He came around and gave her a hard push that uprooted her feet. Nierne stumbled forward. Before she could gain her balance, Lanzo pushed her again toward Drake. She scrambled forward, her shoulder screaming from his viselike grip.
Drake led the way toward the lone tree.
“So where is she?” Lanzo reached Drake’s side beneath the tree and let go of Nierne.
Nierne panted through the gag and stepped away from the men and leaned against the tree. Its shade barely warded the bright sunlight.
“Lady Meira said she would be here. Said so in her message— Ah, there she is.” Drake pointed toward the end of a long winding road. A crimson litter moved in the distance with a man on each corner. They were dressed in long white sarongs that reached muscled calves and sandaled feet. Their sun-kissed chests were left bare to the sun. A black hair knot topped each head, their dark tails swinging with each step. Nierne could see sweat glistening across the men’s heads and chests as they drew closer. None of them looked her direction.
A monster of a man followed the litter, a head taller than the slaves and almost twice as wide. As he drew closer, she saw his face. It looked deformed, as if it had been broken in several places and never put back together right. Tufts of shorn black hair covered his head. He wore a light tunic and pants. Wet spots formed around his chest and under his arms.
Nierne felt something tug at the back of her head. A moment later the gag dropped from her mouth. She worked her jaw, grateful to feel air on her face again.
The litter stopped just beyond the tree’s shade. In one smooth move, the four men lowered the litter. The large monster man came around the litter. He pulled back the bright red curtain of the litter and waited.
A slender hand emerged from the curtains. The man gently touched the hand and helped a woman from the litter. She was an older woman, but age had not marred her beauty. Her dark blue dress moved like shimmering water as she exited the litter. Bare arms jingled with gold and silver bangles. Her dark luxurious hair was pulled back, revealing large golden hoops that hung from her ears. She looked at Drake, and disdain filled her eyes. She let go of the man and made her way toward those under the tree.
“So this is the woman,” Lady Meira said in a deep feminine voice. She stopped a few feet away and turned her full gaze on Nierne.
“Yes,” Drake said, straightening.
Lady Meira looked again at Nierne. Nierne flushed and looked away. Lady Meira’s eyes reminded her of Lord Tala’s. There was a long pause. “She is pretty enough,” Lady Meira said finally. She began to walk around Nierne. “I like the hair… Not very tall, but she has curves…” As Meira spoke, Nierne curled her hands into two tight fists. She remembered a man saying that about her years ago, when she was only a child.
Lady Meira stopped in front of her. “Show me your teeth.”
Nierne’s mind slammed back into the present. “Wha-what?” she said, and looked up.
“Can’t you hear? Or are you deaf? Show. Me. Your. Teeth.” Lady Meira stared into Nierne’s eyes. Nierne gritted her teeth and parted her lips. Lady Meira looked down. “Nice, very straight.” She turned away. Nierne closed her mouth with a snap. “How much are you asking for her, Drake?”
Nierne watched Drake’s face light up with greed. “Five thousand gold pieces.”
“Five thousand gold pieces?” A dark undertone entered Lady Meira’s sultry voice. “I don’t think so. I could get two girls from one of the other traders for less.”
“But with hair like that?” Drake pointed a finger at Nierne.
Lady Meira turned back toward Nierne. “I do like the hair. I have never seen a color like that before.” She raised a hand and brought it toward Nierne’s face. Nierne turned away. She felt Lady Meira finger one of her curls. Nierne thought she was going to retch. “Four thousand then.”
“No,” Drake said firmly.
Lady Meira dropped her hand and turned around. “I will not pay an extra thousand just for red hair.”
Drake lowered his voice. “She’s never been touched. Worth the extra thousand.”
Nierne felt as though she had been punched. Her mind began to spin, and her cheeks grew hot with embarrassment.
“I’m supposed to believe you did not have her yourself?”
“When I could sell her for an extra thousand?” Drake said in mock surprise. “If you doubt me, ask her. And don’t miss the pendant she wears.”
Lady Meira turned around. Nierne took a step back. A rushing sound filled her ears. She wanted to run. As if sensing her sudden impulse, Lanzo placed a hand on her arm and squeezed.
Lady Meira reached out her finger and pulled at the thin chain around her neck. Nierne swallowed, her heart thudding against her ribcage. “The Thyrian Monastery,” Lady Meira murmured with a hint of excitement. She looked at Nierne. “A woman scribe. Such a rarity.” Nierne’s mouth went dry. Lady Meira dropped the pendant and ran a finger slowly down the side of Nierne’s face.
Nierne jerked away and fought down a gag.
Lady Meira pinched her chin and yanked her face back. She stared at Nierne with narrowed her eyes. “But the pendant doesn’t mean she hasn’t been touched.”
“Then ask her,” Drake said.
Lady Meira continued to hold her face. “Well?”
Nierne felt her face grow even hotter. She tried to shake her head, but Lady Meira’s gripped prevented that. “No,” she whispered. Word, where are You?
“So you’ve never been touched by a man?”
Nierne swallowed. “No. Not like that.”
The fingers let go of her chin.
Nierne looked away, ashamed. She felt like an animal.
“This is a prize indeed.” Lady Meira looked back at Drake. “A woman scribe who has never been touched. Nice curves, young—and that hair!” She glanced one more time at Nierne. “I’ll take her. Five thousand.” Her tone rang with finality. “I have a special guest coming in a few days. He will enjoy her company.”
Blood rushed away from Nierne’s face. “No, please!” she cried. “I can’t! I’m about to take my vow. I cannot—”
“You are a slave now.” Lady Meira looked at Nierne coldly. “My slave. And you will do as I say.” She drew a beaded pouch from around her neck.
Nierne lunged forward. “No, wait, please—”
The large monster man moved so quickly around Lady Meira that Nierne barely had time to blink before he clamped a meaty hand around her arm. “You will not touch her ladyship!”
Nierne looked up into his piggy little eyes. His fingers bit into the fleshy part of her arm, holding her firmly in place. Nearby, Lady Meira ignored both of them and poured gold out into a box Drake held. Clink, clink. Nierne watched the gold fall. Numbness stole over her body.
Lady Meira cinched up the beaded pouch and looked up. “Imre, lead the woman over to my litter.”
“Yes, milady.” Imre forced Nierne around. “This way,” he said in a gruff voice.
Nierne stumbled forward, barely able to feel her body. She had been sold. She was a slave now. The Word—her heart caught at the thought—never came. Tears filled her eyes. One, then another slowly trickled down her cheek. He had abandoned her.
Imre led Nierne to the litter. None of the litter carriers looked up. Imre grabbed one of the long braided tassels from the litter and tied Nierne’s rope to it. He gave the tassel a hard pull.
Nierne stumbled forward. She looked at him in surprise.
Imre gave her a cruel smile. “Time to go.”
Lady Meira entered the litter. On command, the four servants lifted her as one and began to walk away. Imre walked beside the litter. The rope and tassel grew taut. Nierne tripped in her hurry to keep up.
They stepped onto a dirt road that led toward the sun, which had now started its descent. Nierne stumbled along, feeling as though her insides had been pulled out of her, leaving a trail of innards along the desert road. She had given everything to reach the Eldarans, everything to find them and bring them back to Thyra. And for a while, she had thought she had succeeded. But now, instead of returning to Thyra with Rowen, she was chained to a future that held no promise of release. A future of slavery.
Something shattered inside of her. Nierne lifted her head and looked into the dying sun. Somewhere along the warm desert breeze, her faith drifted away. The line that had always connected her to the Word had snapped, leaving her bare inside. She had believed He would do the impossible. But the Word never came. He never spoke.
He had abandoned her.
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Caleb groaned and opened his eyes. White translucent material hung above him, bunched together in a loop and flowed gently down on either side of him. Beyond the canopy was a stone ceiling. Something soft lay beneath him, giving with each move he made. A faint sweet scent hung in the air.
He groaned again and slowly sat up. He found himself in a large bed with white linens and silks spread out around him. Caleb rubbed his face and looked past the white canopy. He was in a room of some kind. Bright sunlight poured through an arch twenty feet away. He blinked against the light, his eyes adjusting to the world again.
Slowly the rest of the room came into focus. Caleb looked around. To his right stood a dark wooden chest and a full size mirror. To the left, a desk with deep red rugs spread across the stone floor. A small clay jar sat on the desk, emitting a thin wisp of light grey smoke.
Caleb frowned. He crawled across the bed to the edge and pushed away the hanging gauze. His breath caught in his throat. No, it couldn’t be…
He swerved his legs and placed his feet on the floor. He sat there and glanced around again. He knew this room, every piece of furniture, every corner. But how the sands had he ended up here?
He was in his room back on his family estate in Temanin.
Caleb ran a hand through his hair. Last he remembered, he was north, near the White City, a two to three-month trip from here. He remembered stepping out on the meadow, the woman touching him with her glowing hand, meeting the Word, and then… nothing.
Caleb stood. His legs wobbled, and he fell back on the bed. His body felt like it had been beaten repeatedly. Everything refused to work. Caleb grit his teeth and stood again. He was no weakling. His legs shook beneath him, but he took a stubborn step forward. Then another. He walked toward the balcony. Once outside, he grabbed onto the stone railing. Heat soaked through the thin tunic he wore. He closed his eyes, savoring the feel. After being in the cool north for so long, the Temanin desert sun felt wonderful on his skin.
To the east, he could see his family’s grove of olive trees. To the west, rolling hills of brown scrub brush beneath a bright blue sky. It had been years since he had last been here. He didn’t care much for the countryside. The pace and life of Azar was more to his liking.
But now the city—and the assassinations ordered by his cousin Corin—would no longer be a part of his life. Caleb lifted his hand. A strange white mark covered his palm, barely visible against the sun-kissed color of his skin, reaching almost to where his signet ring rested on his middle finger.
What the sands?
He turned his hand over, but the patch of white skin seemed to be only on the palm of his hand. He quickly checked the rest of his body, but found nothing more. Caleb stared at his palm. Was this a result of accepting the Word’s offer? Or something else?
Caleb felt his face and glanced down at his body. He still looked like a man, felt like a man. Except for this mark. And that somehow he had been transported hundreds of miles while unconscious. What had he gotten himself into?
Caleb placed both hands on the balcony’s edge and leaned forward. A hot wind swept across his face. Did he regret taking the Word’s offer? He paused. No. Not when he remembered the blood. And the guilt. And the nightmares. The path he had been heading along would have eventually led to his death, then torture by his victims in the afterlife. The Word had offered freedom from that, and forgiveness. He looked down again at his hand. Yes, It was worth it.
A question entered his mind: how was Corin going to react, once he realized Caleb would no longer assassinate for him? Caleb laughed at the thought. No more killing meant no more gold. Not that he really needed it. He had enough to live on, but not at the level of pleasure and comfort he was accustomed to. He would have to adjust.
He looked out over the olive grove. No matter. Corin couldn’t know he was back in Temanin, not when he himself didn’t even know how he had gotten here.
The door behind him opened with a soft creak. Caleb turned.
A lean old man with white tuft hair walked into the room, carrying a tray with a small ceramic bowl and cup. He looked from the bed to the balcony. He spotted Caleb, and his eyes widened. “Lord Tala, you’re finally awake!”
“Thalis.” Caleb walked back into his room, his strength slowly returning.
“I wasn’t sure if you would ever wake.” Thalis put the tray down on the desk. He turned back toward Caleb. “I had the healer come and see you, but the healer could find nothing wrong with you, other than—”
Caleb held up his hand. “Thalis, wait.”
Thalis stopped. “Yes, milord?”
“How-how did I arrive here?”
“You were brought here, milord.”
“Brought here?” Caleb walked toward the tray. A light brown liquid filled the bowl. Broth probably.
“Yes. Three weeks ago a man came carrying you.”
Caleb frowned. “A man carried me here? Three weeks ago?”
“Yes.”
But who? And how? The salty meat smell pulled his gaze down toward the bowl. “Did you get his name? The man who brought me here?” Caleb picked up the bowl just as his stomach growled.
Thalis shook his head. “No, milord. After Sinten and I carried you in, I returned to the door and found him gone.”
“What did he look like?” Caleb lifted the bowl and took a small sip.
“I’m sorry, milord. I did not take a close look. I remember he was tall and had dark hair and was probably in his mid-thirties, but nothing more.”
“I see.” Caleb swirled the bowl around, watching the bits of meat in the broth move around the bowl. Faces and names flashed through his mind, each one immediately dismissed. There was no one who could have brought him here. Hardly anyone knew where he lived. And to travel that distance in that short of time? Impossible. Unless…
Caleb stopped swirling the bowl. A frown tugged at his lips. His mind replayed his last few conscious memories: the woman, the light, the Word. His frowned deepened. He watched the liquid inside his bowl come to a stop.
Could it have been the Word? Had the Word manifested in physical form and brought him here, to his home? A shiver spread across his body. If so, then the power the Word wielded was more than he had imagined. His fingers tightened on the bowl. He wanted to know more about the Word.
“How do you feel, milord?”
Caleb’s head jerked up. Thalis stood by the bed, his hands clasped together. Thalis looked older than the last time he had seen him, and that was saying something since Thalis had been serving the Tala family since before Caleb had been born. His hair was white now, and his skin looked shriveled.
“I feel…exhausted,” Caleb said truthfully.
“Should I call the healer again?” Thalis wrung his hands together and glanced at Caleb.
“No.” Caleb waved his hand. “I don’t think that will be necessary. A day or two of rest is all I need.”
“Are you sure, milord? You were unconscious for a very long time. And the healer discovered some kind of discoloration on your hand.”
Caleb paused. He looked again at his hand and frowned. Then he shook his head. He felt fine. More than that: He felt like a new man. He looked back at Thalis and smiled. “I’m sure it’s nothing. I really do feel fine.”
“And your hand?”
“Feels normal. I’m sure whatever this discoloration is will go away.”
Thalis relaxed. “I am glad to see you better, milord. You gave all of us servants quite a scare. We had no idea what was wrong with you.”
Caleb lifted the bowl. “Nothing is wrong with me now.” He tipped the bowl up and finished the rest of the broth in one gulp.
“That is good to hear, milord.”
Caleb put the bowl down. His stomach still growled.      
Thalis gestured toward the bowl. “Would you like more food, milord? We were only able to give you broth while you were sick.”
Caleb looked over at Thalis. “Yes, that would be nice.”
Thalis bowed and turned.
Caleb held out his hand. “Thalis, wait.” Thalis turned. Caleb stumbled for words. “Thank…thank you for taking care of me.”
Thalis looked surprised. “Milord, I would do anything for the Tala family.” And Caleb knew he meant it. “I’m glad to see you better.” Thalis turned and left.
Caleb stared at the door. Until this moment, he had seen Thalis as nothing more than a servant, someone to do his bidding. But Thalis’s kindness had touched a cord deep inside him. Caleb thought back on his childhood. He had always taken for granted those who served him, barely giving them a word of thanks. No wonder Thalis had looked so surprised just now.
What a selfish man he had been.
 
• • •
 
Caleb made his way around his family’s estate, munching on a round of cheese and crusty bread. Thalis and the other servants had taken good care of his family’s home. He would need to say something to Thalis about that.
Caleb finished the last bite of cheese and turned a corner. Halfway down the hall, he stopped before a door. His mother’s room. An impulse made him push the door open. He stepped inside and found it in good order. A large bed stood in the middle of the room. Translucent gauze hung from the ceiling and draped over either side of the bed. There were no pictures on the walls, no tapestries. Only a couple of rugs on the floor, colorful, with reds, golds, and blues, each thread intricately woven into geometric patterns. Rugs from the nomadic tribes of the Great Desert.
Caleb stared at the rugs. He remembered playing on them as a child, following the patterns with his finger while his mother brushed her long dark hair.
He shook his head and spotted a wooden chest shoved up against the wall. He walked over to the chest and opened the lid. Even in life, his mother had never kept many things. Still, he might find something in the chest. He lifted a silk top and placed it on the stone floor. More articles of clothing. Some jewelry. He reached the bottom. Nothing.
Caleb placed the stuff back inside the chest and shut the lid. He moved across the room. A warm breeze fluttered in from the balcony. Caleb stopped before a floor-length mirror and looked at himself. He had his father’s dark eyes and hair. The same aristocratic nose. The same lean, muscular body.
Caleb took a step closer and looked intently at his reflection. Suddenly he realized he was looking for his mother inside his face. His eyes moved back and forth. She was there, barely. Caleb took a step back. Had his father known what Selene was? That his mother had not been human? Or maybe she had been human, after all. Maybe, after she’d turned her back on her Eldaran blood, the Word had changed her, just as He had changed him.
Caleb swept the room again, as if looking for evidence that his mother had been different. But her room was sparse, with only a slight feminine feel. He sighed and walked out of the room, taking care to shut the door behind him.
He was different now. A Son of Truth, as the Word had called him. But what did that mean?
Caleb wiped at the perspiration forming along his forehead and jaw. Why had his mother not told him about her past? Had she not realized how it would affect him? Or maybe she thought her Eldaran blood would not be passed down, since she became human. Or… Caleb stopped and looked back at the door that led to his mother’s room. Was it possible she didn’t remember her past at all? Yes, she had spoken of the Eldarans on her deathbed, but that had been it. He ran a hand along his face. In either case, he couldn’t ask her now.
Caleb followed the hall to a wide set of stairs. He descended the stairs two at a time to the bottom and headed into the library. Perhaps he would find an answer here.
The room was small, smaller than his own room upstairs. His father had never really cared for the written word. The library was the collection of a great-great uncle. Shelves lined the three walls away from the door. A window was built into the far wall, letting in light. A table and two chairs sat in the middle of the room. He turned left and stepped toward the first shelf. Leather-bound books embossed with gold ink lined the shelf. He picked up one and opened it.
The Battle of Cynebur.
No, not what he was looking for. He flung that book on the table and grabbed another. Some ballad about two lovers. Definitely not what he was looking for. It landed on the table with a thud. He continued along the shelves but found nothing that spoke of the Word or the Eldarans.
He let out a frustrated sigh and left the library. Caleb headed down the corridor. Thalis stood quietly at the end of the hall. Caleb watched the old man for a moment and wondered if Thalis had known his mother’s secret. Should he ask him? But if Thalis didn’t know, that would raise some awkward questions. So Caleb headed out into the courtyard instead.
A small fountain splashed in the middle. Tiny silver fish swam in the pool below. Deep pink dessert blossoms bloomed in the garden his mother had planted. He took a seat on the stone bench and closed his eyes. He could smell the delicate scent of the blossoms, hear the fountain splash, feel the desert heat flow across his body.
He wanted to know more about the Word and about the Eldarans. But how? His mother was gone, so any answers she would have had were gone with her. And the only Followers he had known were dead now—by his own hand.
His thoughts went back to that woman he had caught months ago while up north. The woman with red hair. She had been a scribe. He remembered her pendant with the markings of the Word engraved upon its surface.
His eyes flew open. He remembered where he had seen those markings now. His cousin Meira loved to collect knowledge, and she possessed a very comprehensive library, much larger than his own family’s. Caleb had seen those markings on one of her books. Perhaps she had more books and scrolls that could give him the information he sought.
Caleb got up and hurried inside. He found Thalis inside the library, putting away the books Caleb had carelessly thrown on the table.
Thalis looked up. “Milord.”
“Thalis, send a message to Lady Meira. Tell her I would like to see her library.”
Thalis placed the ballad back on the table. “Yes, milord. How soon would you like to leave?”
“Tell her I would like to visit as soon as possible.”



 

12
 
 
Nierne stood quietly in the corner of a large, spacious room, clutching the tunic she had been given. Lined up along either side of the room were sleeping pallets, ten to each side. Small wooden chests stood at the feet of each pallet, a place for the servants of Lady Meira to place what few belongings they had. Windows lined the southern wall, and already Nierne could feel the heat of the day filling the room. Dust drifted in the sunlight.
Two tables stood on either side of the far door, each with a pitcher and bowl. Women lined up to use the water for their washing needs. A couple of other women shuffled around the room, putting their nightclothes away or pulling thin, dark wool blankets across their pallets. They were all older than Nierne, with careworn faces and dull eyes.
An empty feeling filled her, and she clutched the tunic closer to her chest. Her body ached from lack of sleep. All night, her dreams had been filled with Lady Meira walking around her and examining her. She watched the gold poured out into Drake’s hand over and over again. Nierne sucked in her breath. Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, but she held them back.
One of the women stopped and looked at her. Her face was the color of leather, and wrinkles formed along her mouth and dark eyes. She had hair the color of pepper, and today it was pulled back in a long braid. Her tunic looked threadbare. “You better hurry. Lady Meira does not like tardiness.”
Nierne stared at her, the tears now on the surface of her eyes. She swallowed and gave a small nod. The woman turned away and walked toward the wash tables. Nierne followed, still clutching her new tunic. Most of the women had left, leaving the table on the right open. She stepped up to the table and looked down at the water inside the bowl. It was a dirty grey.
Nierne dipped her hands into the water. Her lips trembled. She cupped the water and splashed her face, not wanting to think about the dirty water. Then she washed her neck and chest.
She stepped back and removed the soiled clothes she had arrived in last night and dumped them in the pile of clothes in the corner. She pulled her new white tunic over her head. It came down to just above her knees.
Horrified, Nierne pulled on the bottom hem, hoping to cover more of her legs. But the fabric would not budge. She blushed when she thought about how Father Karl would scowl if he saw her legs exposed. She tugged harder, her hands shaking now. With a small cry, she pulled one more time, then gave up. She didn’t want to be late. Nierne hurried across the room, her face hot. She stopped at her pallet and opened the chest and pulled out the small sandals she had been given.
“You are to come with me.”
Nierne whipped her head around and found the woman with the pepper colored hair standing behind her. She nodded, not trusting her voice. She pulled the sandals on and stood. The woman had already moved to the door. Nierne followed.
Outside the room, sunlight streamed in from open windows along the right wall of the hallway. Nierne glanced out the closest window. It seemed the manor circled a small courtyard. A fountain stood in the middle with four stone benches. Large, leafy bushes with bright pink flowers circled the fountain. The western side of the manor stood across the courtyard, a beige color, matching the sand that covered the ground. A warm breeze swept through the window.
“Lady Meira instructed me to show you the jobs you will do when you are not needed elsewhere.”
Nierne turned away from the window and looked at the woman. Her face was void of emotion, a shell of a woman with nothing inside. A heavy weight replaced the emptiness inside Nierne. Her stomach churned until it hurt.
The woman stopped before a door and opened it. She stepped back and motioned Nierne inside.
The room extended for about five feet before opening up into a wide, spacious area with two doors leading to other rooms. Shelves covered every wall, and on them were books and writings of every kind. Leather-bound books. Burgundy, deep green, dull brown. Embossed with silver or gold. Some with covers so old that the leather was peeling away. Others were just stacks of pages bound by twine and cloth.
There were also scrolls, embellished metal tubes with tassels at the end, stone tablets etched with letters that even Nierne could not decipher. Vases painted with bright colors and depicting scenes from some ancient time were scattered between the books and scrolls. Any and every form that people had used to record history was represented in this room.
A long window was nestled between the walls of shelves, allowing natural light into the room. A long, narrow table stood in the middle of the room with dozens of books stacked on top. A thin layer of dust covered the books and table. A chair stood on either side.
In another time and place, seeing a private library of this magnitude would have thrilled Nierne. But now she felt nothing. It was as if that part of her was dead.
The door shut behind her. “My name is Lamya.” Nierne turned and watched Lamya cross the room. “What is yours?”
Nierne took a deep breath and let it out. “Nierne.”
“Nierne,” Lamya said as if testing the word. Her Temanin accent made her name sound more like Near-nay, rather than Near-nee. She moved behind the table. “Well, Nierne, Lady Meira has instructed me to teach you how to clean and care for her study and library.”
Nierne nodded dully and watched as Lamya showed her how to dust the shelves and carefully remove the scrolls from their small cubicles. She didn’t bother to say she already knew how, having taken care of the entire Monastery library back in Thyra. That life no longer existed, and she did not want to remember it.
Lamya moved into the next room. From floor to ceiling were more books, scrolls, vases, and paintings. Lamya continued her instruction. Once Nierne caught Lamya looking at her with concern and pity. Nierne turned away. She didn’t want to know what lay behind Lamya’s gaze.
After showing her the library, Lamya led her around the estate. Vineyards surrounded the manor. Rows and rows of grapevines were tied along the twine strung between posts. Waist-high walls made of large slabs of rock separated the vineyards. Tall cypress trees dotted the estate, providing pockets of shade from the hot desert sun. A well stood beside the last vineyard, with a group of men gathered around. Beyond the vineyards were brown hills covered in scrub brush. The sky was a pale blue, but it was rendered almost white from the hazy lines of heat waves rising from the land.
The manor itself was almost as large as the Monastery. The halls were wide and spacious. Arched windows lined the walls to let air move freely through the manor. The stone it was made from was sand-colored and rough to the touch. Potted plants in large urns brought color to the beiges, browns, and whites that decorated most of the rooms. After an hour, Lamya left her in the library to work.
As the day advanced, so did the heat. By midday, Nierne was thankful for her short tunic. Lamya gave her a long piece of cloth to tie her hair back with. Her hair was growing long, and soon she would need to cut it. The Monastery had strict rules about how long her hair could be, and Nierne had faithfully kept it shoulder-length.
Lamya came back to the library and led Nierne to the kitchen for the midday meal. The kitchen was a wide-open room with arched windows to let the desert air flow through. At the end of the room stood a large fireplace, which at the moment was dark and cold. Copper pots and pans hung from the ceiling, along with dried herbs and a hunk of marbled meat. A long table took up the middle of the room, topped with bowls, pitchers, and wooden utensils. Two women worked on lumps of dark dough on the table. An earthy smell permeated the room.
In the corner closest to them was a small table with four chairs. Lamya motioned to it. “Sit down. I will get us some food.”
Nierne sat and watched Lamya talk to one of the women. So far, Lamya had been kind to her, showing her how to take care of Lady Meira’s estate. Nierne studied Lamya more. Lamya looked like the other Temanin women she had met: sun-browned skin, dark hair streaked grey, and eyes so dark they were almost the color of the ink she’d used back in the Monastery.
But not all of the servants here were Temanin. There was an Avonain man she had passed in the hallway. Nierne had recognized the eyes. And a very dark-skinned Hont. But no one was like her. Or as young. Which made her feel uncomfortable. She remembered Lady Meira’s words, and her stomach twisted into a tight knot. She knew she wasn’t here just to dust the scrolls. And Lamya knew it too. But the older slave had said nothing as to what that specific purpose was.
Lamya came back with a couple of flatbreads. She handed one to Nierne. Nierne took the bread and nibbled on the edge of it. Her appetite was gone. She did not want to eat, to sleep, or do anything. But she made a show of eating for Lamya’s sake.
Lamya sat down across from her. She folded her flatbread and took a bite, her eyes on Nierne. Nierne looked away and nibbled some more. “I know this isn’t easy,” Lamya said. Nierne chewed her small morsel. “But it could be worse.”
What could be worse?
“You could have been sold to one of the Azar houses. At least here you have food and clothing and little to do.”
Nierne took another bite without looking at Lamya. She is trying to be nice to you, part of her whispered. Who cares? said another. But Nierne had been brought up by the Monastery fathers not to be rude. So she finally looked at Lamya. “How long have you been a slave?”
“Many years,” Lamya replied.
“How-how do you stand it?”
Lamya laughed softly. “You learn to cope. And you find others to help you. You stick together.” She took another bite of her flatbread.
A more pressing question filled Nierne. The thought of it made her face grow warm. “Do you… Do you know why I was bought?”
Lamya’s smiled vanished. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I am sorry.” Her eyes turned down toward the table.
“Is there any way I can convince Lady Meira to let me serve in other ways?” Nierne put her flatbread on the table. “I am a scribe. I will soon be taking my vows, but if…” she couldn’t say the words. Her face flushed instead.
Lamya looked up. “You are? A scribe?”
Nierne nodded. “From the Monastery in Thyra.”
Lamya sighed and put down her half-eaten bread. “Then I am truly sorry. But you are a slave now, not a scribe. And Lady Meira is not kind to those who disobey her.” Her eyes flickered as she said this.
Nierne stared at Lamya. “What do you mean?”
“Lady Meira is an exacting woman,” Lamya said. “She expects utmost obedience. If you obey, she shows favor. If you don’t…” Lamya rubbed her arm. “But it is better to serve here than at one of the Azar Houses.”
“So I don’t have a choice?”
Lamya laughed again, a low harsh laugh. “No. Slave, remember? But we have all been where you are, Nierne. Just do as you’re told, and all will be well. Trust me.”
Nierne put her flatbread down. She couldn’t swallow. Her throat had constricted so tightly she could barely breathe. Lamya picked up her flatbread and took another bite, her gaze now focused on one of the windows. Nierne stared at her. How could this woman just calmly sit here after what she had shared? Years, she had said. She had been a slave for years. Nierne looked ahead at her own life. Would that be the end tale of her life? Years served as a slave in a Temanin household?
How did Lamya do it?
Could she do the same? Nierne stared at the table. She didn’t think so.
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Rowen walked behind Drake, her hands bound behind her back. After traveling for three days across the dry desert, they had finally reached Temanin’s capital city. Drake’s men walked on either side and behind her, protecting her from the crowds that now pressed against them along the streets of Azar. Protecting, and ensuring she did not escape.
Azar was nothing like the White City or Avonai. There were people everywhere, thousands, stacked upon each other, shuffling along the dirt streets between buildings three or four stories tall. Booths were assembled along the street with merchants out front shouting at passersby to sample their wares. Shadows cast by the tall buildings shaded the crowd below from the blazing desert sun, but they did not quench the heat.
Dead chickens were strung up in one booth. Another showcased clay pots and bowls. A woman leaned out of the windows above and beat a brightly colored rug. Children dashed across the streets. Scruffy dogs wove between the people, nipping at their heels or barking. Fragrant perfume drifted from one booth, a strong floral scent. Right next to the perfume tent stood another with dead animal carcasses dangling from hooks. Flies buzzed around the rotten meat, and the smell mixed with the floral scent, creating a revolting stench.
Rowen wrinkled her nose and breathed through her mouth. Drake led the way down another street. The smell slackened slightly. A little boy darted in front of Drake, causing Rowen to crash into his back.
“Move it!” Drake shouted and shook a fist at the boy. The boy never looked back, disappearing down an alley. “And watch where you are walking.” Drake turned and glared at Rowen.
Rowen ignored him and regained her balance. They started down the street again. Rowen stared at Drake’s back. He was a hard, cold man. She did not have to touch him to know that. He saw only gold, and he sold lives to obtain it. He reminded her of another man, the man she had touched weeks ago. The one the Word had called Son of Truth. She wondered what had happened to him after that night. She would probably never know.
She also wondered about Lore. Even if he did get away after Lady Astrea’s bonding ceremony to follow her, how would he ever find her now? He still thought she was going to Thyra with Nierne. Never would he guess she had been taken to Azar.
Rowen let her breath out slowly and glanced at Drake again. Was it possible that, deep down, Drake wanted forgiveness too, like that other man had? Or were some people cold right down to their very soul?
Rowen looked away. She had a feeling Drake was more like Cleon: more likely to turn on her than to turn from darkness. That, and she wasn’t sure she should use her truthsaying power unless the Word had specifically directed her to.
There was still so much she didn’t understand about herself.
Drake turned and made his way down another street. The other men stayed close to Rowen, acting as a human cage. A couple of women looked down from a wide window on the second floor of the building they were passing and stared at Rowen. Rowen looked away. Her pale hair and skin stood out amongst the Temanin people like a moon on a dark night. The only people who looked like her here in Azar were probably slaves. To these people, she was another captive to be sold.
That wasn’t too far from the truth.
The streets became narrower, the buildings dirtier the farther they walked. Her body grew sticky and damp as the hot desert sun beat down on her. There was no space between buildings now, just tall, dirty, sand-colored walls as far as the eye could see, with windows and doors scattered across their surface. Rowen squinted. Her head throbbed from the bright sunlight.
Drake stopped in front of a narrow black door. He turned and pointed at Rowen. “Lanzo, take her to the room in the back.”
Lanzo grabbed Rowen by the arm and guided her to the door. Drake opened the door and entered first.
Compared to the bright sunlight outside, the inside of the building look as dark as night. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust. Lanzo dragged her down the hall. “Yes, that room over there,” Rowen heard Drake say ahead of her. A door opened, and Rowen was thrust inside. A sleeping pallet lay against the far wall beneath a window.
The door shut behind her. Rowen stood in the middle of the room. She gripped her arms across her body as if to hold herself together. Fear and grief warred inside her chest. This was not the future she had hoped for: an empty room inside the city of Azar. To use her gift of healing for profit.
But think of those you saved.
Rowen stared out the window. The area outside looked almost like a small park, with only dry earth and weeds. Two stone benches the shape of half moons stood in the middle of the area. Twenty feet away was another three-story building.
Aren—he was alive because of her. And so were those other men, if Drake had kept his word. And Nierne. Too bad Nierne would not be going back to Thyra. But better to be in Avonai than to be sharing Rowen’s fate here in Temanin.
They should almost be north now, maybe even to Avonai. Safe. Free of Drake and this place.
Rowen moved toward the sleeping pallet and sank down on her knees. The bright sunlight from the window beat on her head.
So was it worth it? Was it worth trading her power for their lives?
She gripped her hands together and stared at her knees. In her mind, she knew it was. She could never have let Aren and others die when it had been in her power to save them. And so she had done what she could.
But in her heart, she wished for any other future than her new one with Drake.
 
• • •
 
The sky was filled with deep reds and purples above the small park outside Rowen’s room. Torches had been lit and hung from brackets along the walls. Warm light shone from both the first and second apartment windows that lined the park. The faint hum of a thousand insects thrummed from the shadows.
The two semicircular stone benches stood empty in the middle of the park. Tall, prickly weeds grew up along the walls, but no other plants had emerged through the hard and cracked ground. Three silhouettes stood against the far wall, hidden in the shadows between two torches.
The gravel crunched beneath Rowen’s boots as she followed Drake across the park. A warm evening breeze picked at the stray wisps of hair around her face. Above, the sky grew darker, and the sweltering desert heat lessened. A single star appeared just above the roofline.
The three silhouettes moved toward the benches. One of the men behind Rowen held out a torch. As they approached the benches, Rowen could see that the man in the middle had something wrapped around his face. When he drew closer, she realized his head was wrapped in long white linen cloths. There were two slits with dark eyes peering out and a narrow slit for the mouth. Pinpoints from the torchlight reflected in his eyes. He wore a long pale robe that draped across his body. A dark blue sash cut slantwise across his middle.
The bandaged man stopped. A low, deep voice emitted from the slit in the bandages. “So this is the woman? She does not look like a healer to me.” The man twisted his bandaged head to get a better look at Rowen.
Her heart thumped loudly inside her chest and her breath came faster. She wanted to turn and run away, but her legs would not move.
“Tell me, Drake, why should I believe you?” There was scorn and a hint of sadness in his voice. “Every healer in Temanin has tried to heal me, and failed. What makes you think she can?” His gaze came back to rest on Rowen.
“You believed me enough to come.”
Rowen stared at the bandages, following each loop where it covered his forehead and nose and chin. What did he hide under there? Did she really want to know?
The man crossed his arms and looked at Rowen again. “I’m a man with little left to lose. But that doesn’t translate into belief. What makes her so special?”
Drake nodded his head at Rowen. “Show Sherard your hand.”
Rowen swallowed, and her stomach knotted up. She couldn’t move, couldn’t even lift her hand to remove her glove. I can’t do this. I can’t!
I am here.
Rowen looked up. The sky was now black and dotted with hundreds of stars.
Heal him.
I- I’m afraid of what he is. I’m afraid of the pain.
Drake took a step toward her and raised a fist. “I said, show Sherard your hand!”
Rowen flinched and looked at Drake. He glared back.
You will not be alone.
Rowen slowly turned her head until she faced Sherard. He watched her with an unblinking stare. Hesitantly, she lifted her hand. Don’t leave me! Her hand began to glow as the familiar healing warmth filled her chest.
Sherard looked down at her hand. “By the Maker,” he said and took a step forward. “Is it true?” He looked up into Rowen’s face. “You can heal by the touch of your hand?”
“Yes.” The word came out in one quick breath. She didn’t bother to explain that healing him would hurt her.
“And you do this willingly?” Sherard said.
Rowen hesitated, then “Yes.” She served the Word, not Drake, in matters of healing.
Sherard turned toward Drake. “I will give you the gold after, if the healing happens.”
Drake smiled. “Deal.”
Sherard slowly undid the long white linen around his face. Rowen watched in repulsed fascination, her hand halfway up between them so the glow from her mark lit them both.
A grotesquely distorted face appeared from under the bandages, covered in purple blotches and pus-filled boils. The faint smell of decay wafted from his body. Rowen wanted to look away and cover her nose. Instead, she kept her gaze on Sherard and concentrated on the heat in her hand. Sherard finished unrolling the last bit of linen, and dropped the wad of cloth. He stared at Rowen as if daring her to turn her face.
Rowen breathed through her mouth and kept her hand steady, although inside, her heart beat so hard she felt as though it would come bursting from her chest. Dear Word, help me.
As if in answer, the warmth of her power—no, of His power—began to calm her. It swirled inside her chest and through her body. Rowen slowly reached out her hand. One deep breath, two. Sherard turned his gaze to her hand. He moved his lips as if to speak.
Rowen cupped his cheek, and his mouth clamped shut. She could feel each lump and scaly boil beneath her palm. Then the warmth of her power raced along her arm and through her mark. Her power entered his body.
His eyes widened, and he gave a small gasp.
Rowen held his cheek firmly and waited for the coldness to enter her arm. But it never came. Instead, a numbness began to spread across her palm and fingertips. Within moments, she could not feel her hand. She glanced at her hand, unsure if she had broken the connection. But her hand was still pressed against his cheek.
Sherard’s face slowly smoothed as if an invisible wave were rushing across his face. The purple blots and boils faded.
The numbness left her hand and climbed up her arm. Rowen looked away from Sherard and down at her arm. Small boils popped up across her smooth, pale skin. They grew bigger and a couple of them burst with pus. A scream filled her mouth. Rowen bit down on her tongue. At least she couldn’t feel the boils. No pain, no coldness, nothing.
The numbness reached the top of her arm and spread across her shoulders. Her body grew sluggish and heavy. Then she felt nothing. The numbness crept up her neck and past her chin. She tried to move but could not. Darkness came, edging around her eyes. Rowen looked at Sherard.
He stared at her in disbelief. “You,” he whispered. He lifted a hand and felt his face. “I can’t believe it. You healed me…”
Sherard’s voice drifted away. The world shifted sideways, and Rowen fell.
 
• • •
 
The fading rays of sunlight filled the window above Rowen’s head. She lay on something hard. Slowly she moved her hands out from beneath the thin blanket that was draped across her body. The air felt warm and dry.
Something moved to her left. She twisted her neck and saw a figure disappear through a door on the far side of the room. The door shut.
Puzzled, Rowen slowly sat up. She found herself on a sleeping pallet on the ground. She looked around the small room and found it bare, save for a spindly table in the corner to the right.
Where am I?
She looked back toward the window above her bed. The sky outside was just starting to turn a brilliant orange. Evening, then. She could hear the faint sound of voices and the braying of a donkey.
Rowen rubbed her face then stopped. She held her hand away and stared at her mark, which at the moment glowed faintly. It all came rushing back: Azar, Drake, healing the man named Sherard—
She gasped and held out both arms. She had feeling in them again. She flexed her fingers and ran a hand along her arm. She could feel the soft light hairs and smooth skin. No boils, no pus.
Rowen threw back the blanket and checked the rest of her body. She twisted side to side and checked her bare legs. Nothing. Then she lifted her tunic. No boils, no blotches, and no numbness. She was whole once again.
Thank You, Word!
The door opened.
Rowen pulled the blanket back up across her legs and held it to her chest.
Drake walked in, flanked by a tall thin man. Lanzo, Rowen remembered now—one of Drake’s men. Drake stopped and looked at her. “So you’re finally awake.”
“Yes.”
He scowled and crossed his arms. “You never told me it took time to recover from your healings. After Sherard left, I had people lining up to be healed. I had to turn them away.”
Rowen stared at Drake, too shocked at his callousness to say a word. A burning heat consumed her and overcame her silence. “You never asked! You never asked about how or why I can heal. You only saw a way to make money. I heal by taking the pain and the disease. Did you know that?”
Drake stood still in the middle of the room, but Rowen could see a flicker of discomfort in his eyes. Lanzo shifted uncomfortably behind him.
Rowen curled her lips. “No, you didn’t, did you? Came as a surprise, I’m sure.”
Drake straightened up. “I knew Eldarans healed by taking the disease.”
“But you’ve never seen it done.” Rowen waved her hand. “You thought I would heal Sherard then move on to the next rich person. What you failed to realize is that the only person I can heal is myself. I never healed Sherard. I only took his…” She had no idea what had been wrong with him. “I took his illness. Then I had to heal myself. And that takes at least a day.”
“But you’re better now.”
Rowen stared at Drake in disbelief. Just as she’d thought: The man was cold, right to the bone. He didn’t care how much pain she went through. He was only interested in how much time it would be before he could make more money off her. “Yes.” She gripped the blanket tightly to her body.
“Good. I kept the names of those interested. Sherard is telling everyone what you can do. The people of Azar will pay anything I ask for your miracle touch.” A cruel smile crept across his face, exposing his missing tooth. “I’ll contact the next one.” He turned and left the room, leaving Rowen sitting on the hard pallet.
Rage swirled inside her heart. She wanted to leap up and slap that smile from his face.
“Oh, Word,” she whispered and bowed her head. Her body trembled. “Why are You leaving me in this place? Why are You allowing me to stay captive to Drake? Why did You tell me to heal on demand like that, like a trained dog?” Her voice echoed around the room.
A cool breeze fluttered through the window. There are people here who need healing.
Rowen looked at the window. “But they’re paying Drake to be healed. You want my gift used for gold?”
These people still need healing. And you can give it to them.
Rowen turned and stared at her hands. She turned her right one over and stared at the glove that now covered her mark. For a moment, she wondered who had put her glove on. Drake? Lanzo? One of Drake’s other men?
Trust Me, the Word had said long ago. Deep inside her soul she felt the battle to do that now. What good was she doing here in Azar when where she was really needed was in Thyra?
Rowen swallowed. Thyra. And the Shadonae. She still didn’t know how she could help the people of Thyra. Not that it mattered anymore, since she wasn’t going there anytime soon. She looked up toward the window, and fatigue crept across her body.
A star appeared against the purple sky. The first star of evening. Her eyes grew heavy. Despite what she had told Drake, she could tell that her body was still recovering from her healing. Rowen lay down and watched the star. Was Lore looking at the same star tonight?
The thought of him made her insides clench. Rowen turned over on the pallet. She curled into a ball and pulled the blanket up to her neck. But the image of Lore would not disappear.
He was as she remembered him: Tall and straight, dressed casually, a dark jerkin over his shirt, his hair falling on either side of his forehead with a sprinkling of grey, and eyes a deep blue-green. She saw him in his usual spot in the middle of the training room, the sun shining down from the glass dome above and a smile on his face. She saw him holding his hand out toward her and speaking. She couldn’t hear his voice. All she could see were his lips moving. She tried to reach him…
The vision faded. Rowen found herself looking at the starry sky through the window above her. A tear trickled down her cheek, and a hole slowly formed inside her chest.
She had already forgotten what Lore’s voice sounded like.
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The Illyr Sea crashed and foamed below the dark stony cliffs, the spray reaching almost to where Lore stood on the balcony. Dull grey clouds hung overhead, matching the water churning below. A gust of wind with a cold bite to it whipped up from the open sea and pulled his hair from his face.
Lore pulled his cloak close to his neck and looked to his right. Lady Astrea and Prince Evander stood about twenty feet away, their heads bent toward each other, the wind tugging at their cloaks. Lady Astrea’s hair came loose and flew with the wind. She grabbed most of it and held it away from her face. Her dress pressed against her body and fluttered behind her with her cloak.
Prince Evander was speaking, but Lore could not hear what he was saying. Not that he was supposed to. They had come out here for this very reason. Although why outside and not the council room inside the castle, he had no idea. He was just here to keep watch.
Prince Evander wore dark clothes and a dark cloak, which now wrapped around his body. His hair, tousled by the wind, looked wild. Lore knew if he could see Evander’s eyes, they would be grey like the ocean. Just like his.
The couple began to walk along the balcony. Lore followed a few paces behind. Every few minutes the sun would break through then disappear again as though teasing him with its warmth and light.
The days were growing chillier as autumn took hold of the coast. Soon, sailing would be on hold until spring. Lore glanced over at the sea again. Good thing he would be leaving in the next couple of weeks.
Prince Evander and Lady Astrea stopped beside the stone railing near the door that led into the castle. Beyond the castle, Lore could see the port city of Avonai, the piers all but empty on this cold and grey morning. Lore stopped, leaving enough distance between him and the couple so that they could maintain their private conversation.
Prince Evander lifted a hand and brushed the few stray hairs away from Lady Astrea’s face. He leaned in closer to her. Astrea looked down. Evander tilted her head up. Their heads moved closer together.
Lore looked away.
Part of him was happy to see the two of them grow attached as their bonding day drew near. Another part of him felt heartache. They reminded him of what he had let go.
He missed Rowen.
Lore placed his hands on the stone railing and watched the waves below. Where was Rowen now? Still out at sea? Probably. He knew it took weeks just to reach the southern tip of Hont. Then they would sail north along the eastern coast, up past Temanin, until they reached the country of Kerre and the city of Thyra.
Did he regret not going with her? Lore sighed and closed his eyes. Yes. With all his heart. He wished he could go back in time and change his answer. But it was too late now. And practically, it would never have worked. One did not just walk away from generations of service to the high family and the White City Guard. A resignation of this magnitude took time and preparation.
But now he was ready. Tomorrow, he would let Lady Astrea know.
The couple moved again. Lore backed away from the railing and followed them to the door. Another gust of wind whipped his face. Prince Evander knocked, and a servant opened the door. Warm light spilled out onto the balcony. Evander stepped aside and allowed Lady Astrea to enter first.
As Lore watched her step inside the castle, he wondered how she was going to react to his resignation. Every time he thought about it, a knot formed inside his belly. A Palancar man had never resigned the captaincy since the position had been given to his family centuries ago. Then again, a Palancar man had never fallen in love with an Eldaran. Captaincy could change hands or even families. Eldarans, however, were marked for life. Rowen’s position trumped his.
Prince Evander followed Lady Astrea inside. Lore hurried to catch up.
The ivory colored marble floor, beige walls, and lit sconces inside the castle were warm compared to the grey sea and cold wind outside. Lore let go of his cloak and shut the door behind him. The sound of boots echoed through the hallway. Lore turned and followed Prince Evander and Lady Astrea down the corridor.
As he walked, he ran through his list of potential captains again. Geoffrey was too young and had only recently been commissioned as a varor. So he was out. And Justus was…gone. Killed alongside Lord Gaynor. Lore let out his breath and followed the two around a corner.
He thought about someone from one of the old guard families, but no one came to mind. Who he really wanted was Aren. Although a Nordic by birth, Aren had years of experience already as a varor. That, and Lore had seen the potential of leadership inside the young man.
Not so young, Lore reminded himself. Aren had already passed his thirty-year mark, five years older than Lore had been when he had first become captain. But Aren was not here. Lady Astrea had sent him with Rowen. Lore worked his jaw. He was not looking forward to seeing Aren again, not after their confrontation before he’d left.
Prince Evander and Lady Astrea headed into the large dining room. Lore spotted Geoffrey making his way down the hall. Good. He could continue his thoughts in his room.
“Captain,” Geoffrey said quietly in greeting.
“Geoffrey,” Lore replied.
A servant came hurrying down the hall. “A message for his highness and her ladyship.”
Lore ushered the servant into the dining room. “I’ll take tonight’s shift,” Lore said as the servant scurried inside.
“That’s not necessary, Captain,” Geoffrey said.
Lore let the door close with a soft click. “You’ve been working hard the last few weeks. I can fill in tonight.”
“Prince Evander’s varor has been taking shifts as well,” Geoffrey said.
“Traver?”
“Yes.”
Lore nodded. “Well, then let me think ab—”
The dining room burst open. Lady Astrea stood for one moment in the doorway, her hands clutched to her chest and her face so pale Lore thought she was about to faint. He was at her side in two strides.
“Captain Lore,” she said, looking at him, her voice breathless. “We just received word… I can’t believe…” she pressed two fingers to her forehead and teetered for a moment.
Lore grabbed her elbow and looked at Geoffrey. “Get a healer.”
“No, no.” Lady Astrea straightened. “I’m heading to the healers right now.” She took a deep breath and looked at Lore. “And you better come with me. Aren is back.”
Lore stared at Lady Astrea, her words lodged somewhere between his ears and mind. Aren was back?
Prince Evander came out the double set of doors and took Lady Astrea’s hand. The two moved past Lore and hurried down the hall. Lore watched them go. He knew he needed to follow, but could not make his legs move.
“Captain?”
Lore turned numbly toward Geoffrey. His mind felt like a rusty wheel, barely able to turn. He could not grasp Lady Astrea’s words. Aren was back?
Geoffrey glanced one more time at Lore before hurrying after them.
Lore stared down the hall. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. His mind finally moved onto the next thought. If Aren was here…
Where was Rowen?
That lurched him into action. Lore shook himself free of his stupor and headed down the hall. He forced one foot to move, then the other. Soon he was jogging.
Geoffrey disappeared down the stairs. Lore followed. His breathing came fast, as though he had run for miles. At the bottom, Geoffrey turned and ran down another hall. Lore hurried behind him. Ahead, Lore watched Lady Astrea and Prince Evander enter a door that led to the rooms used by the Avonai healers. Geoffrey followed them in.
Lore stopped in the doorway and looked inside. Three beds lined the wall on the left, each with a man sitting on top and a linen cover spread across his legs. Prince Evander moved toward the two beds closest to the door. Lady Astrea stood by the bed of the third. Aren was not in any of the beds.
A long table stood against the other wall, covered with a couple of books and a stone mortar and pestle. A picture of a vase filled with bright flowers hung just above it. Candles were lit in the sconces along the wall. Dark, heavy green curtains were pulled shut thirty feet across from him, separating this section of the room from whatever lay beyond. The air smelled faintly of lavender.
Lore entered the room. The dark green curtains ahead shifted. An older woman dressed in white robes moved between the curtains. Her hair was a dark grey, which she wore pulled back in a tight bun. She looked around and then headed toward Lady Astrea. Geoffrey stood in the corner nearby.
“He just needs some rest, milady,” Lore heard the healer say to Lady Astrea. “I’ve given him a sleeping draught, so he won’t be able to speak with you for a while.”
Lady Astrea nodded and clasped her hands in front of her. “I understand.”
Lore walked toward the two women. The healer turned toward the closest bed and began to fuss with the man’s bandages. Lore came up to Lady Astrea. “Where is Aren?”
Lady Astrea looked at Lore and nodded toward the curtains. “Sleeping.”
So that’s whom the healer was talking about. “Do you know what happened?”
The healer straightened and turned before Lady Astrea could reply. “I can tell you some of it. The Nordic and these others arrived a half hour ago. One of the city guards brought them here. The Nordic,” she said, pointing at the curtains, “was in worse shape than the others. From what I heard, they have spent the last fortnight making their way here from the border of Temanin.”
“Temanin?” Lore said, his stomach clenching more. “What were they doing there?”
“I do not know. You will need to ask the others that question.” She turned and went back to helping the man on the bed.
Lore walked around her and headed over to Prince Evander, who was talking to the two other men.
“There was nothing we could do, milord,” the man said in the closest bed. “They caught us by surprise and outnumbered us five to one.”
“Drake.” Prince Evander spat. “I trusted that man!”
Lore stepped forward. “Where are the two women who traveled with you?”
The man turned and looked at Lore. “Captain Lore,” he said. “I’m afraid… That is…” he looked down at his hands. “We could do nothing for them.”
“What happened to the women?”
The man looked back up. “Drake wanted the woman named Rowen, not us. He knew what she was.” Lore caught a trace of fear and something darker in the man’s voice. “He planned on using her to make gold in Temanin.”
“What? How?”
“Her healing ability.”
Lore took a step closer to the bed. “And why didn’t you stop him?”
The man flinched and looked at Prince Evander. “I was just explaining to Prince Evander that Drake and his men caught us by surprise. They outnumbered us. Before we knew what was going on, we were locked up in the hold. They planned on killing us, but Rowen gave her word to Drake she would go with him and heal if he let us all go.”
Lore blinked in disbelief. “She promised Drake that?” Rowen, what were you thinking?
“She did it to save us.”
Lore crossed his arms and studied the man. “So why didn’t you turn back and rescue her?”
“Drake put us on the beach and sailed away. Aren wanted to follow, but we had no idea where they were going or any supplies, nor any ship. In the end we chose to come back here and report.”
Lore bit his tongue and turned away. He had a feeling that, even if they could have, this man, and perhaps the others, would not have turned back for Rowen. They were afraid of her, he saw it in the man’s face and heard it in his voice.
“What happened to the other woman?” Prince Evander asked. “The red-haired one?”
Lore turned and looked at the man.
“She was supposed to be left on the beach with us,” he said, his eyes darting toward Lore. “That was part of the arrangement Rowen made. But when Drake dropped us off, he didn’t leave her. I think he took her for…other purposes.”
“What do you mean?” Prince Evander asked.
Lore scowled. He knew why.
“I’m-I’m not sure,” the man said, his head swinging between Lore and Prince Evander. “I think they planned on selling her.”
Prince Evander swore under his breath. Lore felt the same way.
The older woman healer walked up to the man’s bed. She gave Prince Evander a quick bow. “Milord, these men need rest. They have been through a lot.”
Prince Evander sighed. “Yes, Kaila.” He turned and walked over to Lady Astrea, who stood beside the curtains. He pulled her to his chest, held her a moment, then led her toward the door.
Lore stared at the curtains. On the other side lay Aren.
“He saved us, you know,” the man said. Lore looked back. “Aren kept us going when we wanted to give up. He found us food and water. He gave up his own portions to keep us alive.”
Lore tightened his lips and nodded. He remembered the fight they’d had just before Aren had left. Aren had said he did not respect Lore, and that Lore should be the one going with Rowen, not him.
Aren had been right: He now regretted his decision to stay. If he had been with Rowen, he would have fought to keep her safe with his dying breath. But even then, would he have saved her? Or would he have ended up here, like Aren? 
Lore turned toward the healer Kaila. “Please let me know when Aren wakes up.”
She nodded. “I will.”
 
• • •
 
There was a knock on the door. Lore glanced up from the chair he had thrown himself across hours ago. Another knock. He blinked and brushed back his hair. How long had it been?
He pulled himself up and walked across the room. His body felt as though it had been thrown off a cliff and left to be battered by the waves below. Even his thoughts felt muddled, bombarded by shock, guilt, and desperation.
He opened the door. “Yes?”
A young servant girl stood at the door. “Captain Lore,” she said, her cheeks flushing. “Kaila sent me to tell you Aren is awake.”
It took a moment for her words to register. Lore nodded. He stepped out into the hallway and closed the door behind him.
“Do you…need anything else?” the girl said.
“What? Oh, no—no, thank you.” Her face fell. “But thank you for letting me know about Aren.”
“Yes, Captain,” she replied with a slight bob.
Lore brushed past her down the hall. He wasn’t sure what to expect. What would he say to Aren? What would Aren tell him? With each step he took, his heart twisted inside his chest until it felt like a cloth rung out after washing.
Lore turned down the hall toward the room Aren was staying in. Word, please help me. He stopped before the double set of doors. Lore looked at the latch for a moment. Then he pressed down on the handle.
He stepped inside and found the first room empty, save for Kaila, who stood before the long table crushing something in the stone mortar. Her robes looked rumpled, and her hair was coming loose from her bun.
Lore cleared his throat. “I was told Aren is awake.”
Kaila turned around. “Captain Lore. Yes, Aren is awake.” She pointed toward the green curtains. “Go ahead.”
Lore thanked her and headed toward the curtains. He stopped with his hand on the thick, coarse material. He took a deep breath and pulled the curtain aside.
The room continued on for another thirty feet, stopping at a wall with three windows that overlooked the Illyr Sea, which was still a dull grey. Four more beds lined the left wall, a candle burning above each one. All were empty, except the far one. In the last one lay a figure draped in white linen.
Aren.
Lore stepped past the curtain and let it drop behind him.
Aren lay on his side, his face toward the windows. He did not turn or do anything to acknowledge that he had heard Lore enter. Lore hesitated. He saw a chair wedged between the empty bed and Aren’s. He headed toward the chair, his boots clapping on the marble floor.
Aren spoke. “She healed me, you know,” he said without turning. His voice sounded bitter and regretful. A lump formed in Lore’s throat as he moved toward the chair. “She healed me so I could escape.”
Lore sat in the chair.
“She wanted me to find you.” Aren did turn now,  until he was looking at Lore. His eyes were sunken, and his skin was red and peeling. There was a long gash across the cheek that was not tattooed. A scraggly, dirty blond beard covered the lower half of his face. His usual boyish grin was gone, along with the twinkle in his eye. “She wanted me to find you and tell you…that she loves you.”
Lore’s lungs refused to fill, frozen with the last breath he had taken. Rowen loved him. And he had let her go. Just like that.
Aren turned and stared at the ceiling. “I couldn’t save her. I tried, but they caught us by surprise. Then she promised herself to those—” Aren swore vehemently in Nordic, something Lore hadn’t heard him do in years.
Aren settled back on his pillow. “Rowen did it in exchange for our freedom. And I could do nothing to change her mind. I felt so…” he lifted his hand and waved it as if grasping for a word… “helpless.” He stared up at the ceiling, a pained look across his face.
Lore took a deep breath. “You were right, Aren.” His hand shook on the arm of the chair and his gut ached with guilt. “You were right. I should have gone. I should have resigned my post and left with…” Lore looked away. He could not say her name. But his heart did. It shouted it. Dear Word, what have I done?
But you had responsibilities. You couldn’t leave. The rest of his mind crushed that thought in an instant.
“Captain, you need to go after her.”
Lore looked at Aren. Aren stared back, grim and resolute. “I know.” The words barely made it past his lips.
“She’s in Temanin now. Drake planned on using her healing ability there. Lady Astrea, or Prince Evander, or even Lord Tancred might have the resources to find her. But time is running out. And there is one person you know who could help you. Please, Captain. You can’t leave her there.”
Lore worked his jaw. How in all the Lands could he get into Temanin, much less find Rowen if he got in? The fact that he was from the enemy country wouldn’t exactly make them invite him inside to roam freely.
“Lord Gaynor’s war contact. He could help you.” Aren stared at Lore.
Lore nodded slowly. “He might.” During those years of war Lord Gaynor had received special intelligence through a Temanin. Lore had been the courier of that information many times, traveling between Avonai and the White City. In fact, he had just been returning from such a mission when he had arrived in Mostyn and first seen Rowen in the inn that night.
But he had never met the man. Secrecy was of utmost importance. How would he go about finding him now?
“Only you had contact with that Temanin,” Aren said. “Through him, you can find a way to get her back.”
Lore felt the weight of the last few weeks fall away. He knew his path now. “You’re right.” He stood. He was done wavering. No more holding back. It was time for him to join Rowen. Permanently. “I will go talk to Lady Astrea. Then find my contact here in Avonai. Perhaps he knows a way for me to get word to the Temanin agent.”
A wistful expression filled Aren’s face. “Captain, I wish I could go with you.”
The corners of Lore’s lips turned up in a sad smile. “I wish that as well. But you are in no condition to leave Avonai. And I think I have a better chance of finding a way into Temanin alone. Aren, you have done everything you could. Now it is my turn.” A thought suddenly struck Lore. “However, there is something you can do for me.”
“Anything, Captain.”
Lore stepped toward the edge of Aren’s bed. It was an easy decision, and yet the hardest one to finally make. He stopped beside the bed and looked directly into Aren’s eyes. “Would you take my place as captain?”
Aren’s eyes widened. His mouth opened, then shut, then opened again, like a fish. “You-you’re asking me to…” He shook his head and looked again at Lore. “You’re asking me to…to take your place? As captain?”
If the situation weren’t so serious, Lore would have laughed out loud. Never had he seen Aren so dumbstruck. But he was serious. “I trust you more than any man I know. I know you would take as good of care of Lady Astrea and the other guards as I would. You proved it when you brought all those other men back, sacrificing yourself in doing so.”
A small part of Lore shriveled up and died inside of him as he handed his most prized position over to Aren. He would never be captain again. He would never lead his men or wear the White City tabard. From this point on, he would be only Lore, just a man. He took a deep breath. “Please?”
Aren studied his hands, now folded on his lap. The soft patter of rain against the glass windows was the only sound in the room.
Lore watched Aren. Please, please do it.
Aren looked back up. “I would be willing to take your place until you come back, but if—”
“No. There is no coming back for me.”
Aren’s eyes widened. “What?”
“I’m relinquishing my position permanently.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Aren struggled to sit up. “You need to think about this more.”
“I have. I have thought about it ever since Rowen left. The only reason I did not follow her then was because I could not leave Lady Astrea and the people of Ryland at a time like this. But before you left I’d already planned on relinquishing my captaincy. I was going to tell Lady Astrea tomorrow that I would no longer serve her once she bonded with Prince Evander. I knew I could not serve as Captain and follow Rowen. I knew I needed to choose.” Lore let his breath out slowly. “And I choose Rowen.”
Aren remained silent. He studied Lore as if trying to penetrate his mind. “You really love her, don’t you?”
Lore swallowed. “Yes.” The word came out as a whisper. “And if she will have me, I will bond with her.”
Aren lay back down. His eyes were still on Lore. “Yes,” he said finally, “I will take your place. That is, if Lady Astrea will give me the position.”
“Your name will come with my highest recommendation.”
Aren’s face softened for the first time. “Thank you, Captain. That is an immense compliment coming from you.”
“You will make a great captain, Aren. Just like your forefathers.” Lore straightened. “Now I must go and talk to Lady Astrea.” He took a step back from the bed. “Get better, Aren. You have a lot of work ahead of you.”
“Yes, Captain.” A smile tugged at his lips.
Lore turned and headed out of the room, feeling both relieved and saddened.
 
• • •
 
“Captain Lore, I-I don’t know what to say.”
“I’m sorry, milady.” The shock on Lady Astrea’s face burned itself across Lore’s mind. For as long as he lived, he knew he would never forget this moment, the day he resigned as captain.
Lady Astrea felt around behind her for the arm of her chair and sat down. A book lay open on the small table next to her, a thin red ribbon marking the page she was on. A fire crackled in the nearby marble fireplace, warming the room and casting their conversation in a subtle orange glow. White bookcases lined either side of the fireplace, with shells, starfish, and other ocean finds on display along the shelves. A clock sat on the mantle, marking off each second with a soft tick. A white and light blue braided rug lay on the marble floor.
“I have to ask why.” She clasped the round wooden arms of the chair. “Have I done something to cause this?”
“No!” Lore took a step forward. “It has nothing to do with you. It has to do with…” He let his breath out slowly. “It has to do with Rowen.”
“Rowen?”
“Yes.” Lore walked toward the fireplace and put his hand on the mantle. Confession time, he thought and stared into the flames. “Since the moment I found out about Rowen’s truthsaying power, I have wanted to help her with that burden.” He turned and looked at Lady Astrea. “Because I love her.”
The confusion on Lady Astrea’s face vanished. “I see,” she said with a sad look of understanding. “I would ask you to reconsider, but I know you did not make this decision lightly.”
“No, I did not. If there was any other way…” Lore sighed and looked down. “But there isn’t. So I again respectfully request permission to resign as Captain of the Guard.”
The room was silent, save for the ticking of the clock. Tick. Tick. Tick.
“Yes.” The word was so quiet that Lore wasn’t sure he had heard her at first. “Yes, I release you, Lore Palancar. I release you from your service to my family.”
It was done. It was really done. He was now free to find Rowen. And yet his heart ached for a future he would never experience, for the position he had given up. It would take time for him to move on. “Thank you, milady.”
She gave him a small nod, her lips trembling.
“Before I go, I wanted to present a name of someone who would serve you well as Captain of the Guard.”
Lady Astrea nodded. “I will consider any name you bring me.”
“Aren.”
Lady Astrea remained quiet. “He is a good man,” she said softly. “He remained by my side during our escape from Avonai. Do you think he could handle the responsibilities of captain?” She glanced up at Lore.
“Yes.”
“Then I will think about it.”
“Thank you, milady.” Lore bowed and felt a strange sense of relief. At least he would not be leaving Lady Astrea or the White City without a potential leader. But it would not be him.
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Dull grey clouds filled the sky over Avonai like a wool blanket. Cold rain drizzled down on the stone houses and streets, leaving everything wet and dark. Shutters were closed, and only a thin crack of warm light shone through the windows.
Lore splashed through the streets, his pants and cloak already damp from the precipitation. The misty rain clung to his face and pattered softly across his head, running through his hair and following the curves of his face. Lore licked his lips and tasted the rainwater.
Inside his chest, he could feel the ebb and flow of the Illyr Sea. Its strength boosted his determination. He would first need to find out where the Temanin agent lived, most likely somewhere south in Temanin. Then he would need to find a ship that could take him there. Then sneak into Temanin and reach the agent who had worked for Lord Gaynor. Then maybe, just maybe, he would have a chance at finding Rowen. It was worth pursuing, anyway.
Lore turned the corner and made his way along one of the narrow cobblestone streets that ran parallel to the city wall. Old crates and barrels stood outside narrow doorways, and dingy windows lined the dark row of houses. Fishing nets were hooked across weatherworn boards. He passed a black shaggy dog that sat outside a fish shop, a forlorn look on the dog’s face.
Lore gave the dog a quick pat and walked past. He turned another corner, slowed, and shaded his eyes against the rain. He counted the doors until he found the one he was looking for. He stepped across the street, bypassing a large puddle, and stopped before the door. A dim light shone out through the window to the right. Lore knocked.
Nothing happened. Lore raised his fist again. Knock. Knock.
The door swung inward. A short, grizzled old man stood in the doorway. His long grey hair hung like yarn around his face. Stubble grew across his square chin. His shirt was stained, and a pair of suspenders kept his pants in place. “What in all the Lands?” he said in a hoarse voice and squinted out into the rain. His gaze moved up until he was staring at Lore. The man’s bloodshot sea eyes widened. “Captain Lore?”
“Stephen.”
The old man swore. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to talk,” Lore said. “Are you going to let me in?”
For one heartbeat Lore thought Stephen might actually shut the door. Then with a harrumph Stephen stepped back and motioned Lore inside.
Lore stepped over the threshold, bending down to keep his head from hitting the doorway. A fire burned inside a small fireplace on the other side of the room. A black kettle hung above the orange flames. Lore walked toward it, careful to keep his head ducked. The ceiling bulged down in places where rainwater pooled above. The place smelled strongly of urine mixed with spoiled fish. Lore coughed against the smell. The door shut behind him.
Lore saw a bench against the right wall and a sleeping pallet against the left, with a chest in front of it. There were no other furnishings, except for a fishing net and hook that hung on the wall above the fireplace. Lore went to the bench sat down.
“So what do you want to talk about?” Stephen stood by the door, his arms folded. His eyes were slits now as he stared at Lore.
“I need to speak to the Temanin you were in contact with during the war.”
Stephen snorted and walked over to the fire. “Why? The war’s over, or so I’ve heard.” He stirred something in the kettle. The smell of fish and urine grew stronger.
Lore’s eyes watered, and he held his breath for a moment. Slowly, he began to breathe through his mouth. “There is someone I need to find in Temanin.” He held back the cough that was tickling the back of his throat.
Stephen continued to stir the kettle. “Who?”
“One of my guards.”
Stephen harrumphed again. He hit the pot with the long wooden spoon in his hand, hung the spoon on a nearby peg, and turned around. “One of your guards you say, huh? How in all the Lands did one of your guards end up in Temanin?”
“She was taken by Captain Drake.”
“She?” He looked at Lore. “You have a woman guard?”
“She was Lady Astrea’s varor.”
“Hmph.” Stephen hobbled toward his sleeping pallet and plopped down. “Drake, eh? I know Drake. How did she end up on his ship?”
“Long story.” Lore noticed the curious glint in Stephen’s eyes. “And one I’m not going to tell.”
Stephen scowled and folded his arms. “My Temanin informant is not cheap. And he only works with me directly.”
The urine smell slackened. Lore breathed through his nose again. “I know that. But this time it’s different. I’m going to Temanin myself. So there’s no—”
“You’re going to Temanin? Are you insane?” Stephen laughed. Lore thought it sounded more like a sick dog barking. “You’d never make it farther than Moraq before someone discovers you’re Avonain. And considering how much they hate us right now…” Stephen waved a hand at Lore. “No, I’m afraid your woman guard is gone. Probably sold. You’re better off finding another one.”
Lore’s lips tightened. “That is not an option.”
Stephen stared at Lore with a canny look. “She means something to you.”
“Yes.”
Stephen studied Lore. “You understand that finding this woman guard is going to cost you plenty?”
“I am ready to pay.”
Stephen stroked his chin with his fingers. “All right. I can give you the name and location of the Temanin. And I expect a fee for my information.”
Lore raised an eyebrow. “I’m not surprised.”
“A hundred gold pieces.”
“Fifty.”
Stephen raised an eyebrow. “I thought this girl meant something to you. Ninety.”
Lore stared at Stephen “Sixty.”
“Eighty.”
“Done.”
Stephen held out his hand. “The gold first, then I tell you what I know.”
Lore shrugged and stood. He walked over to Stephen and pulled a pouch out from beneath his tunic. He slowly counted out the coins, placing them in Stephen’s hand. When his hand was filled, Stephen stuffed the money in his own pouch and held out his hand again. Lore counted out the rest and cinched his pouch shut. “Now, the information you promised.”
“I have more than information.” Stephen stood and walked around his sleeping pallet to the chest that lay at the end. He opened the top and dropped the bag of coins inside. Then he lifted out a small rolled piece of parchment and turned. “This is a map to his home.”
Lore held out his hand. “And his name?”
Stephen lowered the parchment and gave Lore a hard look. “I know you are a man of honor and will keep your word. So I know that his name will go no further than the two of us.”
Lore nodded. “You have my word.”
Stephen eyed him a moment longer. “His name is Farien Selk. He is an information dealer. Anything and everything you want to know about transactions occurring in Temanin, he will know. I cannot guarantee he will see you.” Stephen let go of the map. “But that’s your problem, not mine. However, give him my name, and he might give you an audience.”
Lore tucked the map inside his tunic. He was ready to start his journey south to Temanin. “Thank you, Stephen.”
Stephen waved his hand. “I do it for the gold. Just the gold.”
 
• • •
 
Day five. Nierne marked the number on the floor next to her sleeping pallet with the small white rock she had found. It left a thin white line next to the others she had drawn. She hid the rock beneath her pallet and stood.
Five days since she had been purchased by Lady Meira and brought to her manor as a slave. Five days she had been in Temanin. Five days longer than she had ever thought she would be in this wretched country.
The desert sunlight poured through windows around the room. The other servant women shuffled through the room, putting nightclothes away in the chests that sat at the foot of every sleeping pallet. Nierne stuffed her own nightclothes in her chest and moved toward the washbasin on the other side of the room.
Lamya bent over the bowl and brought the water up to her face. Her long, dark hair, streaked with grey, was pulled into a braid that reached almost the middle of her back. Nierne waited behind her. Lamya reached for the linen towel and patted her face then turned and handed it to Nierne.
Nierne took it silently. She placed the towel down beside the basin and cupped the water. The water was tepid and slightly cloudy. Nierne splashed her face, and cupped another handful. She reached for the towel and patted her face dry then handed it to the woman behind her.
The room emptied as the servants left to do their jobs for the day. Many would be out in the vineyards picking fat clusters of dark grapes for pressing. There were no vineyards on this side of the estate where the servants stayed. Only a low wall stood outside the windows and endless hills of sagebrush under a cloudless sky.
“You!”
Nierne glanced at the door.
One of the women stood in the doorway, her finger directed at Nierne. “Her ladyship would like a word with you.”
Nierne looked behind her then back at the woman. “Me?”
“Yes, come. Her ladyship does not like to be kept waiting.”
Nierne nodded and followed the woman. Her insides squirmed like worms. Why did Lady Meira want to see her?
They turned a corner. Windows lined the outside wall. Nierne could see the vineyards now, with servants hard at work and baskets held at their sides.
The woman opened a door at the far end of the hall and stepped back. Nierne entered. It was a large spacious room, but empty. No shelves, no plants, not even a picture on the wall. Only a polished wooden desk and one large window that overlooked the vineyards.
Lady Meira circled the desk, her finger trailing along the surface. “I do not like my servants acting like whipped dogs.” She glanced up at Nierne and stopped. “So if you continue to act like one, I will make sure there is a reason. Do you understand?”
Nierne nodded, boiling fear filling her gut.
“Smile a bit more, or at least frown a bit less.” She began to walk around the desk again. “I will be receiving a very important guest soon. I want him to feel welcome.” She looked up at Nierne. “Very welcome.”
The blood drained from Nierne’s face. She could barely nod in response.
“Now, off with you.”
Nierne left Lady Meira’s study, her whole body shaking. She turned a corner and headed toward the library. One of the male servants stepped out from a room and smiled as she passed. Nierne ignored him. She felt his eyes on her back, watching her every move. She walked faster.
Nierne slid through the door and shut it behind her. She brought a hand up to her chest. What am I going to do?
She stood there a moment, staring at the library. It was in perfect order. Each book, each scroll in its place. The sun shone off the empty tabletop with a bright gleam, and the chairs were tucked below. Not even a thin film of dust could be found.
Still, she needed something to do, something to take her mind off of Lady Meira’s words. Nierne found her duster and rag and began to move through the shelves, carefully dusting each one, letting her thoughts dwell only on the job at hand.
 
• • •
 
“Nierne.”
Nierne looked up from the table and found Lamya standing in the doorway. When did she come in? She hadn’t heard the door open.
Lamya raised her hand and motioned toward Nierne. “Come with me.”
Nierne slowly placed the book and cleaning rag down on the table. “Yes, Lamya.” She walked toward the doorway. Please don’t let it be another talk with Lady Meira!
Lamya led the way out of the library and down the hall. They turned a corner and walked by row of windows. Outside, Nierne could see workers making their way between the rows of grapevines.
“Am I being sent out to the vineyards?” Nierne asked. Some of the other women had been sent out. She remembered their groans from the last few nights and the red hue to their skin. She cringed at the thought of joining them. The sun was not kind to people with such pale skin. But it was better than seeing Lady Meira again. Or the visitor she was expecting.
“The vineyards? Oh, no.” Lamya shook her head.
Nierne glanced at her. Lamya seemed distracted. A frown tugged at the older woman’s lips. Fear rushed through Nierne’s body.
Wait. Nierne took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There could be any number of reasons Lamya had come for her. No need to panic yet.
Nierne followed Lamya across the manor. The desert heat drifted through the open windows that lined the halls. Water trickled in the fountain out in the courtyard. Lamya stopped before a door and opened it.
The room was lined with beige, cream, and jade colored tiles. Pastoral scenes were painted along one wall, full of rich green hills, blue skies, and children playing along the pebble shores of a stream. The scene reminded Nierne of the countryside of Kerre.
In the middle of the room was a massive, tiled pool of water with steps leading down into its depths. An open window stood on the opposite side, obscured by large broadleaf plants and pink flowers. The air felt humid and smelled like a damp cave mixed with a sweet floral scent. Against one wall was a wooden cupboard. On the floor beside the cupboard were three white cloths, folded. A long table, about the length of a man, stood a couple of feet beyond the cupboard.
Nierne stared at the room, her heart beating double time. Still, maybe there was a different reason Lamya had brought her here. She looked at Lamya, a flicker of hope burgeoning inside her heart. “Am I to clean this room?” Her voice echoed across the tile.
Lamya walked toward the wooden cupboard. “No,” she replied. Nierne heard the soft clink of glass. “Lady Meira has asked that you bathe today.”
Panic rushed over her, washing away her strength. Nierne leaned against the wall, her body shaking. “Bathe? But I already bathed. This morning. Right behind you, remember?” Nierne shook her head. “I-I don’t need to bathe again.”
Lamya bent down and picked up one of the folded white cloths. It was at least a couple of feet long. She held across one arm and a small glass vial in her other hand. “Lady Meira requested that you use her pool.”
Nierne’s teeth began to chatter. The flatbread from breakfast made its way up her throat. She watched Lamya walk toward the pool. She clenched her hands and stared at Lamya. “Why?” Her voice cracked. But she wanted Lamya to say it. To explain exactly why she was here. “Am I not clean enough? Do the other servants bathe here as well?”
Lamya said nothing. Instead, she placed the linen and vials down beside the steps.
Nierne stepped away from the wall, her defiance giving her strength. “Lamya, why?”
Lamya straightened, then turned around. She sighed. “Lady Meira is expecting a very special guest this evening.”
Nierne crossed her arms, but her insides were twisting again. “What does that have to do with me?”
“You are to entertain him tonight.”
There. Now she had the truth. Nierne stared at her, her breath gone, her heart pounding. For one moment she imagined just collapsing on the floor and crying until nothing was left inside. But she couldn’t. She was frozen, her legs like two stone pillars.
Lamya looked at her with pity. “We’ve all been where you are.”
Nierne found the strength to move. She turned and braced her hands against the wall. She thought she was going to retch. She could see her breakfast splattering across the jade tiles in her mind. “No, you haven’t. You don’t understand, I-I can’t!” She gasped for breath. “I’m a scribe!”
“No, you’re not!”
Nierne’s head snapped up and around.
Lamya pointed a finger at her. “You’re a slave now! You do not get to choose who and how you serve. And if you do not do as you’ve been told…” Lamya marched toward Nierne. She stopped a foot away, turned, and pulled her tunic down from her right shoulder. “Look at it. Look!” she cried.
Nierne didn’t want to look. But she did.
Huge white welts scarred the area Lamya had exposed. “This happened the first time I said no to Lady Meira. I was young and foolish. Instead of serving the guest I had been given to, I tried to run away.” Lamya pulled her tunic back up.
Nierne shook, feeling as though she were going to faint.
Lamya turned around and straightened her tunic. “I was caught and flogged as an example to all the other slaves. It-it almost killed me.”
Nierne looked at Lamya in horror.
“After that, I learned to do as I was told.” Lamya looked Nierne straight in the eye. “You’re a nice girl. I don’t want to see the same thing happen to you. Just do as you’re told. Eventually, you will lose your beauty and youth, and then you’ll be moved to another job. But in the meantime, serve in this way.” Lamya pointed toward her shoulder. “It’s better than being dead.”
Nierne’s teeth chattered again.
“Come now.” Lamya held out her hand. “Just don’t think about it. Think about other things. Happier things. It’ll be over before you know it.” Lamya sighed. “Use the vial of oil all over your body when you are done bathing. I will be back with clothing. And something to drink,” she said as an afterthought.
Lamya left the room. The door shut with a muted thud.
Nierne bent over and heaved, but nothing came up. She heaved again until her middle hurt. You’re a slave now. A slave to men. Just like your mother.
She clutched her throat and stared ahead, barely noticing the pastoral scene painted on the tile wall.
You are your mother’s child.
Nierne dropped her hand and gripped the pendant that hung around her neck.
Did you think you could become anything other that what she was?
This has always been your destiny…
“But I followed You!” Nierne looked up at the tiled ceiling. She raised the pendant clutched in her fist and shook it. “I did everything You asked of me!”
You cannot change who you are, what you are.
“I did everything right!” Tears now streamed down her face. “I have always been faithful. I kept myself pure and followed the written words. I went looking for the Eldarans to save Thyra.” Nierne glared at the ceiling. “And for what? To become a slave? To be used just as she was? Is that it? Where are You?” She twirled around. “Where are You?”
Only silence met her words. Nierne stared at the ceiling, her chest heaving. Then with a scream she ripped the thin chain from her neck. It snapped, stinging her neck. She threw it as hard as she could across the room. The pendant sailed over the pool and hit a jade tile. Chink, chink.
Her gaze shot back up toward the ceiling, and she shook her fist. “I hate You! I hate You! I hate—” her throat closed up. Nierne crumpled to the floor next to the pool and sobbed. Her life at the Monastery had only been a tease. She had been tainted from birth. She should have known. She couldn’t escape who she was.
She looked up and found her reflection in the pool. An image of her mother looked back. Long, red curly hair. Dark grey eyes and pale skin. Nierne glowered at the reflection. For one moment she wanted to cut off all her hair and mar her face so badly that no man would ever want her.
No. Her hands tightened into fists. She would not serve. She would run away.
Into Nierne’s mind drifted the memory of Lamya’s scars. If she were caught, she would be beaten. Nierne licked her lips and swallowed. She stared at the clear water, and her heart hardened. She would just have to take that chance. It was better than the alternative. If the Word would not save her, she would save herself.
Nierne stood. She grabbed hold of her tunic and undergarments, tore them off, and violently flung them across the room. Then she threw her sandals and watched them hit the wall with satisfaction. She walked across the tiles and stepped into the water. It felt like a warm spring day. She stepped down the rest of the way. The water reached up to her shoulders. She let her arms float out, and she dunked her head in.
Nierne made her way across the pool, turned, and headed back toward the steps. If it had been any other time, she would have enjoyed the beautiful room, the warmth of the water, the light fragrance of something sweet drifting from the plants near the window.
Instead, she stepped out and grabbed the long linen Lamya had left. She dried her body, set the linen down, and grabbed the vial of oil. She popped the top, and the sweet scent she had smelled earlier grew stronger. She lifted the vial to her nose and realized it was the same smell. Almost like one of the roses in the Monastery garden.
Nierne tipped the vial over her cupped hand. Golden liquid pooled in her palm. She set the vial down and rubbed the oil across her skin. Halfway through, she poured more oil and continued to rub until her entire body smelled like the sweet scent in the vial.
The door opened behind her. Nierne snatched the linen and held it across her body.
Lamya walked in. “Here are your clothes.”
Nierne could see pale blue silk draped across her arm. As Lamya held them out to her, the faint tone of bells tinkled across the room. “I’m to wear…that?” Nierne said, eyeing the clothing.
“Yes. At Lady Meira’s request.”
Fear tried to force its way back into her chest, but anger burned it away. Nierne grabbed the clothes. She would be gone soon, and none of this would matter.
“I also brought you something to drink.” Lamya held out a wooden cup. Nierne nodded. Lamya walked over to a small table and placed it down. “It should help calm you.” She looked over at Nierne. “I’m glad you’ve seen sense. I’ll leave you to dress now.” The older woman walked toward the door and left.
The door shut. Nierne dropped the linen and scrambled back into her undergarments. Then she held up the silk clothes Lamya had left.
They were two pieces: a small pale blue top with silver stitching and a long sheer pale blue skirt that split in the center and followed both legs, ending in tiny bells around the ankles.
Nierne felt sick as she looked at the outfit. Suddenly she wished for the brown robes from the Monastery. Something long and modest. A small part of her began to pray, but she caught herself and stopped. The Word was not here. No sense wasting the effort of sending prayers to nothing.
Nierne pulled on the top. It barely covered her chest, leaving her waist visible. She pulled at the fabric, but it would not budge. She then pulled on the bottom. The shear fabric hugged her waist and flared from her hips down to her ankles. The tiny bells woven along the bottom tinkled with every movement.
Nierne wrapped her arms around her body, her hair leaving a trail of wet coldness down her back. She found herself praying again, a habit from years in the Monastery and watching Father Reth.
No! No more praying!
But something still stubbornly clung to her broken faith, like a ship’s anchor dangling uselessly below the raging storm. Why couldn’t she let the Word go, throw Him away like the pendant she had ripped from her throat and tossed across the room?
Nierne walked toward the table where the wooden goblet sat, the bells around her ankles tinkling as she moved. A dark red liquid shimmered in the cup. She lifted the goblet and took a sip. A bittersweet taste filled her mouth. Grimacing, she took another sip, knowing Lamya would want to know if she had drunk the wine she had provided.
Nierne gulped down the rest and placed the goblet on the table. Then she waited for Lamya. The wine burned as it flowed through her insides. The room tilted for a moment. Nierne brushed her head with her fingers. The room moved again. “What is…?” The room began to spin.
She reached out for the table. It should help calm you, Lamya had said when she’d placed the goblet down. Calm me or poison me? Nierne slid to the floor, her head feeling as though it had grown twice its size. All she wanted to do was lie down. Her body felt so heavy.
Lamya had put something in the wine.
No! How could she run away if she was drugged? Her eyelids drooped, and her face came to rest on the cool tile floor. Perhaps Lamya had known she would do just that. Oh, Lamya, why?
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Lady Meira’s vineyards were a lush and green contrast to the brown scrub brush and rocky hills surrounding it. In the midst of the green vineyards stood her manor, made of beige stone, with tall arched windows and columns. Sand covered the ground, and Cypress trees almost as tall as the red tiled roof provided shade from the blazing desert sun.
Caleb brought his horse to a halt on the hill and gazed down at the manor. He could see servants dressed in short white tunics working in the vineyards or walking along the wall. A male servant passed by one of the windows on the second floor.
Thalis, the head servant of his own estate, had told Caleb that some of the surrounding noble families were struggling to keep their lands. The war had wiped out a lot of their trade routes, and some had lost slaves. Caleb stared at his cousin’s estate. Apparently Lady Meira was doing just fine. He gave his horse a tap with his heels and led her down to the house.
Inside the gates, two young men greeted him. One reached for his reins.
Caleb jumped down and handed them over. He looked at the other young man. “Tell Lady Meira that Lord Tala is here. And have my pack brought to my room.”
The young man bowed. “Yes, milord.” He hurried off toward the house.
Caleb slowly made his way to the front door. A path made of tiny pebbles led to the wide archway. Potted plants lined the path.
The door swung open, and Lady Meira stood in the doorway, dressed in a light-colored gown, her hair pulled up and pinned at the top of her head. She wore a single silver bracelet on each arm. She smiled at Caleb, revealing perfectly white teeth. “Lord Tala, it is a pleasure to have you here.”
“Lady Meira.” Caleb stepped over the threshold and into the large entrance hall. The air was cooler here, out of sight of the desert sun.
Lady Meira closed the door behind him. “It has been some time since your last visit. I found your message…interesting.” A wry smile covered her face. “You usually do not come here for my library.”
“True.” Caleb looked around the entrance hall. Not much had changed since the last time he’d been here. Over a year? Or was that two? Long red tapestries hung along each wall. Wide marble staircases followed both walls, each curving toward the second story. Directly ahead was a hall leading toward the courtyard that the manor encircled. Caleb could see the courtyard through the wide windows.
“I have a dinner prepared for this evening.” Lady Meira headed toward the left staircase. “And entertainment afterward.”
Caleb wanted to say he was interested in only the library, but Temanin hospitality dictated that he allow himself to be served by his hostess first. So he followed Lady Meira up the stairs.
“How are things in court?” Lady Meira asked once they reached the top.
“I have not been to court in some time.” Actually, he hated attending court and spent as little time as possible there.
“Oh?” Lady Meira turned to look at him.
“Lord Corin sent me up north to help with the war.”
“I did not know that,” Lady Meira said with a frown.
That information probably riled his cousin, Caleb thought, looking at Lady Meira. She prided herself in knowing everything political. They continued down the hall.
“I’m starting to hear reports that the battle at the White City did not end well.” She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “What happened?”
Caleb shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I was not there at the final battle.” Which was true. He had no idea what had happened. All he remembered was the woman with the glowing hand and darkness. And then…the Word.
“Really?” Lady Meira looked smug. “I heard there was some secret weapon used by the White City. Something about a blast of light. Took out our entire army.”
Caleb gave her a sharp look. What in all the Lands? Had the woman with the glowing hand done more than just touch him? Or had the Word done it? “The entire Temanin Army?”
“Yes.” She smiled at him. “Lord Corin is not happy. Negotiators have been sent from the White City for the release of our men. Of course, you would know that if you attended court, or were actually there in the north.” Lady Meira stopped before a door. “I will send up a servant with water and a towel so you can freshen up. If you need anything else, just ask.” She opened the door.
“Thank you, Meira,” Caleb said absently, dropping her formal title. He stepped past her into the large room.
“Dinner will be ready in a half hour.”
Caleb gave her a curt nod. Lady Meira shut the door. He stood there a moment. Then he crossed the room, past the monstrous bed in the middle covered in cream silk and hidden by hanging gauze, past the large dresser and oversized mirror, past two tall dark red vases embossed with gold that stood on either side of the balcony doors. He stepped out onto the balcony and placed his hands on the stone ledge. Long rows of grapes lay below him spreading out toward the stone wall at the far end.
Lady Meira’s famous vineyard. He watched the workers make their way through the rows. They carried woven baskets on their hips, piling the plump dark grapes inside. The sun was setting to his left. The air felt warm and heavy around him.
His mind worked through what Lady Meira had said. A blast of light took out the Temanin Army? Impossible! Or so he would have thought months ago. But now, after what he had seen and experienced, he could believe anything. Even that.
He heard the door open inside.
Caleb turned. A short thin man entered with Caleb’s pack swung over his shoulder. He looked up at as Caleb walked back into the room. “Your belongings, milord.”
“You may place my pack over there.” Caleb pointed toward the chest. The servant bobbed his head and walked across the room.
Another servant entered. “Your wash water, milord.” She walked toward a small table as the other servant left the room. She was an older woman, with long dark hair, streaked grey and pulled back in a single braid. He had seen her on his other trips here. Caleb watched her cross the room and place the pitcher and linen cloth next to the basin on the table. Then she turned and bowed. Her eyes came up and never left his face. She seemed to be studying him.
Caleb frowned. “Is there something wrong?”
“No, milord,” she replied and bowed.
Yes, there is. He watched her turn and leave the room. He knew that look of revulsion. As if he had just asked her to do something distasteful. Strange.
Caleb stepped toward the small table and poured water into the basin. He cupped his hands and splashed the lukewarm water across his face. He reached for the cloth nearby and dried off, dumping the cloth back on the table next to the pitcher.
He crossed the room and opened his pack. He pulled out a fresh set of clothes and quickly changed, feeling more refreshed after his long day on the road. He placed his soiled clothing in the corner. One of Meira’s servants would be along shortly to wash them.
Maybe he had time to look in the library before dinner. Caleb quietly stepped out into the hallway and shut the door behind him. If anyone might have a book about the Word, it would be Lady Meira. He remembered the pendant worn by the red-haired scribe he’d caught during the war. He knew he had seen an image of it here in Meira’s library. It was just a matter of finding it again.
As he headed toward the staircase, he passed the strange servant woman again. “Dinner is ready, milord,” she said with a stiff bow. “I was just coming to let you know.”
Caleb sighed. So much for a visit to the library. “Thank you,” he said and turned toward the other staircase. He could feel her eyes on his back as he descended.
He shouldn’t be surprised, Caleb thought as he headed down the hall toward the dining room. He knew his past self had not been the kindest person. He couldn’t remember ever doing anything to that woman that would cause such hostility, but he’d done much thoughtless cruelty in his life. He glanced back, but she was gone. With a puzzled shake of his head, Caleb headed to dinner.
 
• • •
 
Soft cool silky material pressed against Nierne’s face. She lay there, eyes shut, mind groggy. After a few more seconds, she peeled back the darkness and blinked. Nierne groaned and pushed herself up. She rubbed her face with one hand and pushed back her hair. Slowly her mind came into focus. White gauze floated a few feet from her eyes. Nierne frowned and looked down. Cream-colored silk lay beneath her hands.
Where am I?
She fought the fog that still shrouded her mind. Bells tinkled softly at her feet. At the sound, her eyes flew wide open. Nierne scurried backward across the bed. Her feet caught on the gauze behind her. She turned. The gauze wrapped around her feet and legs. She wrestled with the gauze so hard she—
Thud.
She landed hard on the stone floor. A searing pain erupted across her hip and thigh. Nierne extracted herself from the gauze and scurried to her feet. She looked wildly about her.
The white gauze that had tripped her now fluttered by the bed. Candles burned in sconces hung around the dark room. Along one wall was a chest with an oversized mirror above it. A saddle pack stood beside it. She swerved her head the other way. A table with a washbasin and pitcher. Ahead of her was a doorway that seemed to lead out to a balcony. Her gaze swept the room again. There was no one here.
Nierne let out her breath with a swift whoosh. Cautiously, she took one step, then another, each footfall tinkling softly. The sky outside was dark. Night had already fallen.
She crept toward the balcony, still watching for any movement. When she reached the archway, she walked out. A half pale moon hung in the night sky. Looking down, she could see dark rows on the ground. One of the vineyards, she realized. Which meant she was on the guest side of the estate. In someone’s bedroom.
Nierne took a step back, her stomach boiling up inside her. If she was in a guest bedroom, then she was in the room of the man she was to entertain. Betrayal filled her. Lamya had drugged her and brought her here.
Nierne tried to move, but her body refused to budge. Her mind reeled, searching for a way out. Taking two deep breaths, she closed her eyes. Part of her wanted to cry out to the Word. And on some deep level inside her, she was crying out to Him. But the larger part of her was cold toward Him. He had failed her. The Word had let Father Reth die. He had let Rowen be taken away. He had let her be sold as a slave. And now the Word would let her be handed over to be ravished by some strange man.
Her eyes snapped open. She clenched her hands, her body tense with determination. No. Not this time.
Her resolve brought strength back. Nierne turned and walked into the room. The bells around her ankles tinkled softly as she moved. Nierne stopped. She would have to get rid of those accursed bells.
She headed toward the bed, moved the gauze aside, and sat down. She lifted one of her legs and placed it over her knee. The bells tinkled again. Silver thread hemmed the bottom of her leggings, woven in an intricate design and anchoring the bells to her clothing. For one moment she loathed the thought of destroying such beautiful clothes, but the bells would give her away.
Nierne grabbed a hold of one, and then with a quick yank she ripped the bell off. The thread snapped. She placed the bell down. She yanked off the next bell, and the next, until all that was left around her ankles was loose silver thread.
She placed that leg down and brought up her other. Yank, yank, yank. The bells pooled together on the bed, tinkling softly when the bed moved. After she pulled the last bell, Nierne gathered them up into her hands and moved toward the chest. She dumped the bells on the wooden top. One rolled off and hit the stone floor with a tinkle.
Now that she could move silently, Nierne searched for a way out of here. She looked from the bed to the balcony. There. She hurried across the room and grabbed hold of the gauze. She tugged and pulled, but the sheer material would not loosen from the ring above.
Desperate, she searched the room again. The sheets! Nierne let go of the gauze and grabbed one of the silk sheets. She ripped it from the bed and crossed the room toward the balcony. A cool breeze floated in through the doors. She shivered as she hauled the sheet across the balcony.
She tried to tie the sheet to the ledge, but her fingers kept shaking.
Wait, little one.
Nierne stopped, hearing the soft voice inside her head. Then she jerked herself back. No! She thought harshly, her fingers struggling with the sleek material.
Little one…
Nierne cinched the knot, ignoring the voice inside. Satisfied it would hold, she looked over the ledge. Not quite long enough. She hauled the sheet up. She would need to tie the other one to this one. Nierne headed back inside.
As she grabbed the other sheet, she heard someone fumbling at the door. She stared at the door, her body exploding with adrenaline.
He was here.
Nierne looked around. Panic pumped through her body like fire. There. On the table was a small pitcher. She ran toward it and picked it up. Heavy, but not too heavy.
She turned and stared at the door. It opened a crack. Light poured in, shadowed by a figure. Nierne hefted the pitcher. She would have only one chance at this…
The door opened. The figure stepped inside, a candle held in front of him. Nierne lifted the pitcher. She aimed for his face—
She stifled a gasp and almost dropped the pitcher. That face! She would never forget that face. Those dark eyes, that haughty expression.
In the doorway stood Lord Tala.
Nierne hesitated for one heartbeat. Then she threw the pitcher at him with all her might.
Lord Tala glanced up. He gave her a look of surprise before the pitcher hit him. She heard the soft thump of porcelain contacting skin and hard skull.
Then she ran for the balcony.
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Caleb rubbed his face with his hand and approached his room. Lady Meira’s incessant questions, the grating music, and the raucous laughter at dinner had felt like fingers scraping across his mind. He had been only too happy to see the last drink served so he could politely excuse himself. Lady Meira did not seem to notice his hurry to leave. Instead, she had wished him a good evening and to ring for anything else he desired. Caleb sighed and stopped in front of the door. All he wanted right now was his bed and peace of mind.
Caleb pushed the door open…and stopped. His assassin instincts screamed to life. He fell into position and searched the room. A figure stood to his left. Something dark came flying toward him. His eyes widened in surprise. He ducked—
Smack! Stars popped across his vision. A searing sensation tore across his forehead. Caleb let out a gasp of pain and swore. He blinked against the throb and brought a hand up to his head. Warm wet liquid met his fingertips. Blood?
The figure was already at the balcony, swinging a leg over the edge. Then the figure disappeared.
Caleb straightened, his eyes tearing from his aching forehead. He staggered into the room. Thoughts rammed through his mind. Why was someone in his room? A servant? No, a servant would not attack him. But that woman who’d looked at him with such revulsion earlier…could she have attacked him? Maybe he’d killed her former master? Or maybe he had interrupted a thief in his room?
His eyes narrowed. He looked at the balcony, his mind replaying the moments before being hit. The intruder had definitely been a woman. But why would a woman have been in his room?
A flash of cold rushed over his body. Lady Meira was known for her hospitality, especially with the Tala men. In the past, she had always provided a pretty female slave for his visits. Caleb grimaced as he remembered.
His head throbbed again. He brought his hand up and looked at the blood now covering his fingertips. Never had the slave run before. Or hit him. He looked back toward the balcony. This one definitely had spirit.
Then Caleb frowned. He knew the area around Lady Meira’s estate well. Nothing but desert. There was little chance the slave would make it far. And he knew Lady Meira beat her slaves for crimes far less severe than trying to run away. If the woman were caught, she would probably end up dead.
Go after her.
Caleb hesitated. His old self would not have cared about a slave being beaten. But his new self…
He crossed the room and stepped out onto the balcony. Beneath the pale moonlight he could see something tied to the balcony’s edge. A silk sheet. He glanced over the edge and spotted a lone figure, running between the rows of grapevines.
You don’t have to follow her. That sounded like his old self.
Yes, I do, Caleb countered. It was because of him that this woman, whoever she was, had been put in this position.
He tested his balance and the slickness of his hands. They felt fit to attempt it. He swung his leg over the ledge and slid down the sheet. His feet hit the ground with a quiet thud. The woman faltered and looked back. This was not the female servant who had glared at him earlier. There was something about her, though…
The woman turned and ran faster.
Caleb gave chase. His heart beat with a familiar rhythm. His assassin instincts, awakened by the woman’s attack, now came swiftly back. His body moved with agility and swiftness. His feet barely whispered as he darted through the vineyard. Ahead, in the moonlight, he saw the woman stumble. She disappeared beneath the green vines. A small painful cry broke the quiet desert night.
Caleb drew closer. The woman struggled back up. Something about her seemed familiar… That hair, short and curly…
She began to run again. Caleb reached out and clamped down on her shoulder. She gave a cry of fright as he pulled her to stop.
“Wait!” He twisted her around. “You don’t have to—” Her face came into view, and his words died on his lips. “You!” It was that woman! That scribe he had caught up north! The one with blood-red hair. But what was she doing here?
She kicked him in the shin and ran.
“No, wait!” He darted after her. He grabbed hold of her again and swung her around.
“No!” the woman screamed. She shoved at him, trying to break his hold. “I will not come with you! I will not!” She tore at him with frenzied hands. Her fingernails gouged his face.
A spark of anger ignited inside Caleb as his face began to sting. He grabbed her wrists in an effort to keep those vicious claws away.
With a shout of desperation the woman kicked out. Grunting after a close blow below, Caleb swerved his right leg around both of hers, throwing her off balance. She fell against him. Holding both her hands, he pinned her against him.
“Would you please stop,” Caleb said in a tight voice, staring down at eyes wide with fear. “I’m trying to help you.”
The woman struggled, but with her legs pinned by his and his hands tight around her wrists, she could not move. She finally stopped struggling, panting heavily.
“That’s better.” Caleb loosened his grip slightly, but not so much that she could wiggle out.
She looked away. “So now what?” He heard the catch in her voice and watched her bite her lip. Her body trembled slightly.
“I’m going to take you back.”
Wrong words. She went rigid. Her head swung back up at him. “I will not go with you!” Then she pulled back with more strength than Caleb thought a woman like her would possess.
Caleb found himself toppling forward. He shifted his legs and caught himself. “Wait! You misunderstand me. I want to help you.”
“No, you don’t!” She jerked back again. “You only want one thing!” She fell, almost taking him down with her. “And you can’t have it!”
“Lady Meira will have you beaten if she finds out you ran away.”
The woman stopped. She looked up at him with her face scrunched up. “And why would you care?”
Caleb half-expected her to spit on him. He let his breath out slowly. “I don’t want to see you beaten.”
“Sure. Not until you’re finished with me.”
Caleb nodded inwardly. He deserved that. “No, I don’t want you to come to any harm.”
Her face drained. “What? Why?”
“Because…” Caleb stared down at her face. He faltered. Why indeed? Because he had changed? Because the Word had told him to help her? Her eyes stared up into his. Would she believe him? “Because I don’t want to see you beaten.” Lame.
“I don’t believe you!” She arched her back and pulled at his grip.
Anger roared up inside Caleb. “Then that’s your choice!” His lips curled, and he tightened his hold on her wrists. Why couldn’t she just make this easy? After all, he was trying to help her.
She tore loose of one of his holds and yanked her left arm away. His fingers tightened like an iron shackle around her other wrist. Caught off-guard, she fell, his hold on her wrist twisting her body around as she hit the ground.
For a moment she lay there stunned. Good, Caleb thought. He bent down to help her—
Crack. Sharp pain erupted across his knee. He snarled and reached for the woman, barely hearing her cries. He was going to teach her to—
Son of Truth, listen to her.
Caleb could barely hear the Word over his own rushing blood. He would force her to come back—
Listen to her.
The quiet voice finally registered in his mind. It took all his strength to stop. Caleb breathed heavily and looked down at the young woman. His anger still pulsed inside his body.
“I won’t be taken, I won’t be taken! Word, help me!” She beat him with her fist.
Caleb barely felt it. He slowed his breathing, and his anger subsided. He looked down at her again. Something shifted inside his chest. She stopped hitting him and covered her face with her free hand. A quiet sob escaped her fingers. The strange feeling continued to swell inside his heart, one he had long forgotten.
He saw the woman change before him. She was no longer a frenzied creature, but a terrified human. And no wonder. She was a captive in a foreign land, being given to a strange man, to serve in a way contrary to her beliefs.
Caleb closed his eyes. Word, I understand now.
Warmth filled his being. He opened his eyes and bent down. “I mean you no harm,” he said gently. Her shoulders shuddered with sobs. “I really am only trying to help you.” She cried harder. Not sure of what to do, he waited. Word, please help me.
Caleb glanced toward the manor, wondering if anyone had noticed the woman’s escape or heard their struggle. He could see no movement. However, that did not mean Lady Meira didn’t know. And if his cousin knew this woman had tried to escape…
“Come on. Let’s get you back to the house before anyone realizes you’re missing.”
The woman looked up at him this time, her face swollen from her tears. “Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice shaking.
“Like I said, I don’t want to see you in trouble.”
Her lip quivered. Silver trails followed the curve of her cheeks. “And what will you do to me if I go back?”
Caleb stared at her, not understanding. Then he realized what she was thinking. “On my family name, nothing will happen to you.”
“N-nothing?”
“I will not touch you.”
She stared at him, as if weighing his words.
“Anyway, there’s no place for you to run. It’s desert for miles. And you would probably be caught. But—” he looked at her— “if you come back with me, nothing bad will happen to you. No punishment. And no…you know, either.”
“But what if Lady Meira knows I ran?”
“I will protect you.”
Caleb could see she still didn’t trust him. And they were running out of time. The longer they were out here, the more chances someone would see or hear them. Tension worked its way across his shoulders. “Trust me,” he said with quiet urgency.
The woman glared at him. “After what you did to me in the Temanin camp? After you held me captive and tied up? After what I heard about you? You killed people! And I watched you each day walk out of the tent like you were possessed. Do you think I will trust a crazy man? I’ll never trust you!”
Exasperation began to replace the compassion he had felt moments before. Word, I need Your help now. Patience had never been one of his strong traits. “Look, I can’t explain what happened back at the Temanin Camp.” If he told her about the woman with the glowing hand, she would really think he was crazy. “But I kept you in my tent to keep you safe! The commander wanted you placed with the other prisoners of war. Do you know what would have happened to a woman like you?”
The woman shrank back but kept her gaze on him.
“And yes.” Caleb sighed and looked away. “I did kill people. Many people. I’m not proud of it. And I hope never to do that again.”
A cricket chirped nearby. Caleb listened to it, waiting. Please, just believe me.
He heard her let her breath out. “I will-I will go back with you.”
Caleb closed his eyes. “Good.” Thank You, Word. He dropped her wrist and stood. She began to massage her wrist with her other hand. Caleb noticed. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”
She glanced up, surprised and hesitant. Then she looked back down.
A light appeared in one of the lower rooms inside the manor.
“We need to go.” He hoped the light was only a servant attending to some chore. The young woman also noticed. She pushed off the ground and stood. “We can’t go back the way we came.” Caleb gave her a wry smile. “So we’ll need to cross the vineyards and enter through the back door.”
The young woman nodded and took a step forward. “Ouch!” she cried, stumbling.
“Whoa!” Caleb caught her by the waist.
She went rigid at his touch. “Don’t touch me!” She jerked forward and stumbled again.
All patience gone now, Caleb did what he did best: He got the job done. “Sorry about this,” Caleb said, moving as he spoke, “but we need to get back.“ He scooped her up into his arms.
“What are you doing?” she cried, fighting his grip.
“Getting you back to the house,” Caleb said through tight lips.
She gasped. “Let me down. Now!”
Many choice words suddenly crossed his mind toward the woman, the nicest being stubborn. His old self began pointing out why he should never have gone after her. But another voice drowned it out.
You need to love the ones you protect.
I know. Caleb took a deep breath and willed himself to remain calm.
She continued to fight him.
“Look!” he finally snapped. He stopped and looked down at her. “If you keep fighting me, you’re going to wake someone up. I’m only doing this to help you.” He breathed heavily now from frustration.
She seemed to consider his words. Her mouth shut tight, and she nodded.
“Good,” Caleb said, feeling more like growling. Then he took off again, carrying the young woman between the grapevines toward the manor.
She is scared. She only remembers the man she met in the Temanin camp, not the man you are now.
I know. His shoulders slumped, and his grip loosened. But she remained rigid in his arms.
As Caleb carried her, his memories drew back to his childhood, to a time when he’d caught a lone brush hare. He remembered the hammer of its heartbeat and its look of fear. He’d gently run his hand across the hare’s soft fur, cooing in a low voice. He remembered how much he’d wanted the creature to not be afraid of him. But at its first chance, the hare had run.
Caleb looked down at the woman he held. She was just like that brush hare. But instead of dark eyes looking up into his, hers were tightly shut. The scent of desert blooms drifted up from her body and hair, filling his nose with their sweet perfume. His eyes followed the smooth curve of her cheek, down her neck and to the edge of the blue silk top. His blood began to pound. This was no hare he held in his arms. And she had been given to him.
Sands! Caleb tore his eyes away. But he could now feel old urgings rise inside of him. He hadn’t held a woman in almost a year. He might have chosen a different path for his life, but he was still a man…
Ahead, he could see one of the side doors that led from the vineyard into the estate. He hurried to the stone walkway and put the woman down as fast as he could. She tottered on the spot. Caleb buried the heat he felt and came to her side. “Hold onto me. I’ll help you walk.”
The fight seemed spent inside the woman. Instead of protesting, she limply grabbed hold of his arm. Caleb placed his free hand on her arm, careful to keep a couple of inches between them and led her along the walkway toward the door.
The door opened.
Light spilled out from the house onto the walkway. Two figures stood in its glow.
“Imre, relieve my cousin of that slave,” commanded a cold feminine voice.
“Yes, milady.” The larger figure moved out from the door and toward Caleb. The young woman’s fingers dug into his arm. Caleb recognized the servant: Imre, Lady Meira’s right hand man. He was a beast of a man, both in looks and action. He stood a head taller than Caleb. His face was deformed, and his nose was crooked, probably from multiple breaks. Caleb had once seen Imre beat a slave so badly he’d left the man looking like a piece of meat. If Lady Meira handed the woman to Imre, Caleb wasn’t sure she would survive.
Imre ignored Caleb. He grabbed the woman and tore her away. She cried out, glancing toward Caleb. His mind raced for a way to salvage the situation…
“Imre informed me that the young woman I had sent to your room tonight escaped.” Lady Meira left the doorway and came to stand beside Caleb. “I am sorry for her conduct, and for what she did to your head.”
Caleb reached up and touched the spot where the vase had hit him. It was still tender and oozy to the touch. Imre dragged the woman past them and toward the door.
“I will make sure she pays,” Lady Meira said. “Imre, take her to the cellar. I will be there shortly.”
Imre turned back briefly and nodded.
“No! Please!” The woman tried to break away from Imre’s hold. Imre dragged her along the stone walkway. She looked back at Caleb. “Please, you said—” She cried out in pain and was pulled inside the manor.
Word, now what do I do? How could he keep his promise to the woman? He didn’t even know her name.
“Again, I am sorry for my servant girl’s behavior.” Lady Meira turned back to Caleb. “Had I known she would act this way, I would have sent another to your room.”
Caleb ceased to hear her, because a plan was formulating in his mind. He would have to act carefully, or Lady Meira would be suspicious… He walked to the doorway and leaned against its side. “No harm done. Except for the cut she left on my forehead.” Caleb shrugged. “I like women with a bit of fire inside of them.” He choked on the words, knowing just how true they were. A wave of disgust rushed through him. But he pressed on. He lifted his hand and studied his ring: a large black stone with the Tala family crest engraved on top. “So what’s going to happen to her?” He looked back at his cousin.
Lady Meira’s face darkened. “She will be punished. I do not tolerate insubordination in a slave. She was caught running. If I do not address her actions, other slaves will hear and try as well. She must be made an example.”
“But won’t that defeat the purpose of why you have her?” Caleb looked at Lady Meira. “She is a beautiful woman. To mar her would make her less desirable.”
Lady Meira’s face went tight. “I will simply find another.”
“Still, it would be a shame to mar this one.” Caleb studied his hand again. “What if I said I found her—” he looked over at Lady Meira— “attractive?”
She looked him over. “What are you saying?”
He raised an eyebrow. “I’m saying I’m interested in her. Very interested.”
Lady Meira raised one eyebrow and studied Caleb for a moment. “I might be persuaded to part with her…for the right price.”
Now came the hard part. Negotiating a price. Part of him couldn’t believe he was actually considering purchasing the young woman. But it was the only way he could think of to protect her. “What are you thinking?” Caleb asked.
“I paid a lot of gold for her.” Lady Meira walked slowly toward Caleb. “Not many woman possess hair of that color.” She looked at Caleb. “Or that kind of fire. Not to mention that she’s pure.”
Revulsion pooled inside his stomach. Had he really been like Lady Meira, so callous of other people’s lives? Seeing them as objects to be bought and sold at a whim?
Yes.
But not anymore. Caleb kept his features neutral. He stepped away from the doorway and crossed his arms. “So what are you asking for her?”
Lady Meira walked around him like a panther. “Ten thousand gold.”
Caleb coughed. “Ten thousand!“
“She’s a rare find. Blood red hair, pure, and a scribe from the famous Monastery in Thyra. I don’t think you will find anyone like her.”
“But she’s not very obedient for a slave,” Caleb pointed out. Ten thousand gold! He knew he could afford it, but still—
Love gives, despite the cost.
But—
Which do you love more, Son of Truth? Gold, or the life of another?
The Word’s words were like a scalpel across his heart.
“Looks like my price is a little too steep for you,” Lady Meira said. “Oh, well, I’m sure I will find another buyer who—”
“Three thousand. I’m not a fool, Meira. I know what the market price is on slaves.”
Lady Meira laughed. “You really think I bought her for a mere three thousand? Nine.”
Caleb narrowed his eyes. Even if they did arrive at a price, he didn’t have that kind of gold on him. How would he pay her? And what if she chose to just drop the whole thing and beat the woman anyway? Caleb knew Lady Meira was a spiteful woman. It must rankle her that her slave had tried to escape. Meira would definitely make sure the woman suffered.
“Eight,” Caleb said softly, watching Meira’s reaction. He didn’t want to lose. But if he did, he could always bust the woman out later. She would be hurt, but she would heal.
Lady Meira stared at him. “Eight and a half. Final offer.”
Caleb knew by her posture that Lady Meira would not budge again. Time to wrap up the deal. “I’ll take her.”
Lady Meira smiled, looking like a cat that had caught her prey. “Good. I don’t suppose you brought that kind of money with you?”
“Of course not.”
“No, of course not. So I want something to hold until I receive payment.” Her gaze turned down toward his hand. “Your ring would work…”
Caleb looked at the ring he wore around his middle finger. She wanted his signet ring.
Love gives, despite the cost. The words echoed inside his mind as he stared at the ring. Love gives. Caleb slowly pulled off the ring. Lady Meira held out long slender fingers. He dropped the ring onto her palm.
Her fingers swiftly closed over the ring. “I’ll have Imre bring the woman to your room. Maybe you can finish your little—”
“No.” Caleb spun around and headed toward the door. “I’ll get her myself.” Before Lady Meira could protest, he stepped inside and hurried toward the cellar.
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Nierne could barely breathe. Searing pain radiated across the bottom of her right foot. Imre held her arm so tight she was sure there would be marks left. She hobbled along, trying to keep up with Imre and also keep her foot from touching the ground. Dim candles flew across either side of her vision. He turned a corner and went down the stairs, dragging her with him.
Lord Tala had lied. She had trusted him, and he had lied to her. What a fool she had been to believe that man. She was going to be beaten mercilessly. Perhaps scarred. Why had she listened to him? What had possessed her? She should have run when she’d had the chance or fought until she had no strength.
Nierne sucked in her breath and faltered. Imre jerked her up again and dragged her along the dark hallway. The candles were fewer between down here, and the stone floor colder. Imre stopped beside a thick wooden door. Nierne bumped into him and recoiled. In the candlelight, Imre looked even more like a monster than usual.
Imre ignored her and opened the door. “In you go.” He grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her into the dark room. Nierne staggered inside, almost falling. He let go of her and turned.
Nierne caught herself and looked around. She could see nothing but darkness. Her teeth began to chatter. Was he going to leave her here in the dark first before he commenced with her beating? Would she have scars on her back, like Lamya?
A flicker of light came up behind her. Imre walked past her and placed a candle on a table a few feet away. The room was a small wine cellar. Barrels were lined along three walls, stacked on top of each other with little spigots. A faint tangy smell filled the air.
Imre turned and looked at her and gave her a cold smile. The chill of it swept across her body. Nierne wrapped her arms around her. Tiny bumps broke out along her skin.
“Now,” Imre said, and began rolling up one of his sleeves, “I will teach you a lesson about doing what you’re told. Lady Meira does not like to be embarrassed in front of her guests. And the one you were sent to tonight was one of her most important ones.”
Nierne stared at him, her mouth dry. “Aren’t you supposed to wait for Lady Meira to get here?” Her voice squeaked.
Imre smiled darkly. He rolled up his other sleeve with slow and precise movements. His arms were thick and hairy beneath his sleeves. The muscles bulged and flexed with each movement. How he wouldn’t kill her with a single hit, Nierne didn’t know. “It doesn’t matter whether I start now or wait for her ladyship. I’m here to make sure you don’t ever forget that—”
The door opened behind him, and Lord Tala walked in. Nierne sucked in her breath. He…came?
Imre turned and bowed. “Lord Tala.”
“Imre.” Lord Tala looked over Nierne. “I’m here for her.”
“Forgive me sir, but Lady Meira said—”
“She’s mine now. I bought her from your mistress.”
Nierne dropped her arms and staggered back, her mouth open. He did what?
“Forgive me, milord, I did not know.”
Lord Tala ignored him. “You will come with me. Do you understand?”
Nierne stood frozen. Lord Tala, he came… But wait, he said he’d bought her. What did that mean?
Lord Tala turned back toward the door. “Imre, take her to my room.”
What?
“Yes, milord.”
Nierne let out a small scream as Imre grabbed her hand.
Lord Tala looked back. “No, Imre. Carry her. Her foot is injured. I don’t want it injured more.” His face was impassive, as if he were talking about a package he didn’t want damaged.
Imre turned and picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. He headed toward the door, walking past Lord Tala who stood by the barrels. Nierne looked at Lord Tala. His eyes were dark, like the shadows around him. Hate and fear pulsed through her veins.
They left the wine cellar. She bounced on Imre’s shoulder as he walked back down the dark hall. Lord Tala followed, his gaze on her. Between the pressure of Imre’s shoulder on her midsection, the jostling, and her own pounding fear, Nierne thought she was going to retch.
Imre carried her up the staircase and headed toward the main staircase in the front of the manor. Moonlight spilled across the marble floor. Lord Tala’s face went in and out of shadow as he followed a couple of feet behind. A male servant carrying a small clay lamp passed them as they neared the bottom steps. He was the same servant who had stared at Nierne earlier that day. He slowed and turned around. He stared at her now, his eyes almost bulging.
Her face felt like it had caught fire. Imre started up the stairs.
Lord Tala stopped the servant. “I need a pitcher of water, clean rags, and healing ointment brought to my room,” she overheard Lord Tala say.
The man bobbed his head and scurried down the hall, the light from his lamp disappearing a moment later. Lore Tala turned and followed them up the stairs, his eyes on Nierne again.
Why had he asked for water and rags? What were his plans?
Imre reached the second floor and headed toward Lord Tala’s room. The air was warmer up here compared to the cellar below. Candles flickered in sconces hung along the wall.
Nierne stiffened. Her heart began to hammer inside her chest. It felt like the evening was starting all over again. I can’t do this. Word, please help me—
Imre opened the door and dumped her on the floor like a bag of grapes. She rubbed her lower back, her face flaming. Imre stepped back and let Lord Tala in. Nierne glanced up and scrambled to her feet. She could barely push a breath past the knot in her throat. What was Lore Tala going to do to her? She glanced behind her at the balcony. Could she run again? The fire she had felt on the way here had turned cold, paralyzing her body. And her foot still ached.
Lord Tala shut the door.
A wave of dizziness washed over her. Nierne staggered to the wall and leaned against it.
A shadow moved beside her. “Come.” Lord Tala placed a hand on her arm, his fingers hot against her icy skin. “Sit on the bed.”
Nierne tried to swallow but found her mouth dry. She was going to pass out. He placed his other hand on her shoulder and slowly turned her around. He guided her toward the bed. She couldn’t fight. She could barely stand.
He pushed the gauze aside. “Here you go.”
This was it. The blood drained from her body, and Nierne collapsed on the bed. The mattress sank beneath her. Nierne curled into a ball. Cold sweat broke out all over her body. Darkness edged along her vision.
Seconds ticked by.
She shivered, waiting. Waiting for him to touch her or to do whatever it was men did to women when they finally had them in their grasp.
A minute later and she heard whispering. Nierne turned her head toward the door. Lord Tala shut the door and walked back with a pitcher of water, linen strips, and a small dark bottle that Nierne recognized.
He caught her gaze. “Here, for your foot.” He placed the items on the floor near the bed then stepped back and crossed his arms.
Nierne closed her eyes and tucked her knees in closer. What was he trying to do? Be nice? Endear himself to her by bringing her bandages and ointment, slowly breaking down her defenses? Well, it wouldn’t work. And she wasn’t sure she could get up anyway. Her whole body felt like one big puddle.
“Why aren’t you getting up?”
Nierne opened one eye. He stared at her with a puzzled look on his face. Was he serious? That brought some fire back into her. She sat up. The room spun for a moment. She held her head in her hand and waited for it to stop.
“Are you all right?”
Nierne looked up. “No. I’m not,” she snapped. Her eyes went wide. Crackers, she’d better watch what she said.
He stared at her, his face again expressionless. Then he walked over to the pitcher and cloth, picked them up, and carried them to the bed. “Hold out your foot.” He knelt down.
“What?”
Lord Tala looked up at her. “Hold out your foot.”
Her jaw dropped.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I will bandage it for you.”
Nierne stared at him. What in the Lands?
“Please.”
She hesitated. Could she really say no to him? Slowly, she drew out her leg and brought her foot around. His gaze dropped to her foot. He took it between his hands. His fingers were warm, and they began to probe the area.
Nierne gasped as tingles shot across the bottom of her foot.
He glanced up. “Did that hurt?” 
“No. Yes. That is…” Nierne blushed and looked away. Yes, it hurt. But it was more than that. Her feet were dirty and foul after her run through the dirt of the vineyards. She felt his eyes on her, but she refused to look at him.
“I will try to be more careful. The cut doesn’t look deep.”
She glanced down from the corner of her eye. Lord Tala had taken one of the linen strips, wet it with the pitcher of water, and began to clean the cut. More sharp pain bolted across her foot. Nierne bit her lip harder to keep back a cry.
A moment later, the pain lessoned. Nierne stared at the wall. Back when he’d held her prisoner at the Temanin encampment, she’d known very well what kind of man Lord Tala was. But this man at her feet she didn’t understand at all. It seemed impossible that the two men were one and the same. But there was no mistaking his looks: the same dark hair and sun-kissed skin, lean muscle build, and eyes as black as night. The haughty look she remembered so well, however, was gone.
“I’m sorry this happened to you,” he said, breaking the silence.
Nierne turned back. He looked a bit uncomfortable. She suddenly wondered how often Lord Tala said the word sorry.
He placed a few drops of ointment on another strip of linen. “The only way I could save you was to purchase you from Lady Meira. But don’t worry—” he looked up at her— “I won’t require anything from you.” He began to wrap the linen around her foot.
Nierne watched him, a ball of lead forming in the pit of her stomach. How much had he paid for her? “You shouldn’t have done that.” Her voice cracked. “I can’t pay you back. I don’t own anything worth selling, and the Monastery—”
“I’m not looking to be paid back.” He finished wrapping her foot. “I did it to keep you safe, just as I promised.” He looked up. “And I do keep my promises.”
Lord Tala grabbed another linen and stood. He stared at his hand for a moment, then wiped it with the linen, his brow slightly furrowed as if in thought. He shook his head and looked back at Nierne. “Now, as far as you being my servant, that’s only in name.” He tossed the cloth down by the pitcher and vial of ointment. “I have bought you to set you free. But that ‘slave’ label will keep you safe until we can get you where you want to go. No one will dare touch you. Not when you’re considered mine.”
Nierne watched him pick up the pitcher, remaining linen strips, and ointment. His words slowly sank in. No one would dare touch her, not if they thought she belonged to Lord Tala. Not Imre. Not the guards. Not Lady Meira. Not the other servants.
He walked across the room and deposited the stuff on the chest. Strange, but the thought brought a small measure of security. He was right: No one would cross a man like him.
Lord Tala turned back around.
However, what about him? What were his intentions?
“I still have some work left here to do…” He stopped and looked at her with a thoughtful expression. “Work that you might be able to help me with, if you want.” He seemed to add that last statement as an afterthought. He crossed his arms and tapped a finger on his lower lip. “So we’ll need to stay here another day. You’ll pretend to be my servant. After that, I can take you to a place where you’ll be safe. Maybe I can arrange transport for you back to Thyra.”
Safe? Nierne thought over the last few months. Was anywhere safe in the Lands? Certainly not Thyra. Nowhere was safe, not with the Shadonae in power. Her mind reeled at how long it had been since she’d thought about the real danger facing the Lands. How strange that a crisis in a person’s own life could overshadow something even larger. She wondered how far the power of the Shadonae had reached since she’d been roasting here in the desert. Since she had failed to bring Rowen back to Thyra. Had all of Kerre fallen?
“By the way,” he said, interrupting her thoughts, “since we’ll be together for a while, you may call me Caleb.”
Caleb. Nierne looked at him. Yes, he was definitely different than the man she had met up north. But could he be trusted? Or was this all an act? She remembered how insane he had seemed during the siege.
Nierne wavered. The only man she had ever trusted had been Father Reth. But Caleb was different than before. Could she trust Caleb?
Caleb sighed and stood.
Nierne realized she had not answered. “Nierne,” she said. “My name is Nierne.”
He looked back. “Nierne.” Her name sounded odd with his Temanin accent.
She nodded. Then she noticed the dark blotch on his forehead just below his hairline. Was that where she had hit him with the vase? “Oh, I’m so sorry!” She scrambled off the bed, horrified.
Caleb gave her a puzzled look. “For what?”
“Your head. I hit you.” Over and over again, she realized. Her horror grew. She had never been a violent person. And yet tonight she had kicked and scratched and drawn blood. Dear Word, what kind of person was she becoming?
“This?” Caleb lifted a finger and touched the spot. “I had forgotten about this.” He walked over to the chest and grabbed the leftover linens. He cleaned the wound with water and dabbed some of the ointment on a cloth and held it to his forehead. “Don’t worry,” he said, turning back around. “It doesn’t hurt.”
Nierne shook her head. “I’ve never… hurt someone before.”
He raised one eyebrow. “Really?”
“No. My order is nonviolent.”
“The Monastery, you mean?” Caleb pulled the linen away and stared at the cloth.
The wound looked a lot better. In fact, she could hardly see it now. Nierne let out a sigh. Perhaps she had not hit him as hard as she had thought.
“Strange,” Caleb muttered and fingered the cut on his forehead. “Anyway,” he said, “you were fighting for your life. I would be worried about you if you hadn’t fought that hard. It would mean they had broken you, and that would be a shame.” He moved toward the bed.
Her belly tightened. What was he doing?
“You may have the bed tonight.” Caleb picked up one of the pillows. “I’ll sleep on the balcony.” He grabbed one of the covers and blew out the candles before heading toward the balcony, where the silk sheet still hung tied to the stone ledge.
Nierne watched Caleb settle down on the balcony floor, his back toward her. For a moment she thought about calling out to him and telling him thank you, but she still wasn’t sure about him. Everything was so confusing.
Instead, she turned toward the bed. She crawled across its surface, the silk sheet barely whispering beneath her hands and knees. She curled into a ball in the middle of the bed. Minutes ticked by. Every movement, every sound made her tense and glance around. Eventually she found herself looking toward the balcony again.
She could see Caleb’s form, a dark lump across the balcony outlined by pale moonlight. She watched him, waiting for him to move, to come into the bed and have his way with her. More likely he was on the balcony to keep her from escaping again.
Trust Me, little one. I will take care of you.
For once Nierne did not recoil from the quiet voice. But neither did she embrace it. She still felt too numb to move either direction. Slowly, a question began to burn inside her mind.
Why? Why should she trust the Word?
The impertinence of her question scared her. She had been taught to believe in the Word and serve Him. But she needed answers, answers to why so many terrible things had happened. So she pressed on.
Why did You let the Shadonae into Thyra? Why did You let so many people die? Her heart constricted as she remembered the woman dying at the hand of the Shadonae. She remembered the look on the woman’s face, and her own cowardice. And the shadow creatures…
She closed her eyes. Her grief came rushing back like a stab to her chest. She clutched the silk top she wore. Why did You let Father Reth die?
A memory filled her mind, a moment when she was young, a time before she’d come to the Monastery. She remembered finding a small dead bird just outside the stained two-story house she’d lived in before the plague. She’d picked up the bird and cried. She hadn’t been able to understand why it wouldn’t move.
So she’d carried the bird inside, up the stairs, and into the dark room where her mother lay listless on the single bed. Her mother had turned and told her to throw the dirty thing out.
But she couldn’t. Instead, she remembered taking it to a section of the city wall where wildflowers forced their way through the broken cobblestone. There, she’d buried it beneath a broken brick.
Her memory faded. Nierne knew she was still on the bed inside Lady Meira’s manor. But inside her mind, she was that little girl again, cupping a small dead bird in her hands.
Let me have Father Reth.
Nierne looked down at the bird. Its wings were bent at odd angles, and its eyes were open but not seeing.
“I can’t,” she whispered. She couldn’t give up Father Reth. She loved him so much.
Trust me with him. Trust me with all of them.
Large hands drew near hers. Nierne didn’t look up. She knew whose hands they were. Her own fingers trembled, and the bird shifted in her hands.
Let me have him.
She stared down at the little bird.
Trust me, little one. My hands are much larger than your own.
Nierne looked at the little bird. “Why did You let him die?”
Everyone has a story. A cool desert breeze fluttered across her cheek. And every story has an ending. Their life stories are not for you to understand. I alone write each one, and each one has purpose. Even yours.
Her life had purpose?
Yes, little one. And I’m asking that you trust Me. Trust Me with Father Reth and the others.
The bird slowly faded, and Nierne found herself on the bed again. Sheer gauze fluttered around her. The room was dark save for the pale light streaming through the archway that led to the balcony. On the balcony floor she could see Caleb. His chest rose and fell in a slow steady way.
Will you trust Me?
Nierne rolled over onto her side. She brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She squeezed her eyes shut. I’m not ready yet.
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Rowen dipped a rag into the basin of water that sat on a small table, wrung it out, and began to wash. A tiny flame flickered above the lamp that sat at the other end of the table. Warm desert air filled the small room behind her. Shadows spread across the floor and up the walls. Her sleeping pallet lay against the far wall, just below the window. A dark grey wool blanket was half flung across it. Above the pallet, the sun was setting outside the window, painting the sky in brilliant orange, red, and deep purple.
She moved the rag along one arm then the other. A long scar followed her underarm, the remnants from a healing a couple of days ago. Rowen dipped the rag, wrung it out, and lifted her tunic. Another scar along her stomach. This one was from yesterday.
The water turned a cloudy brown. She dipped the rag again. At least the diseases she healed did not leave scars. Rowen shuddered at the thought of carrying Sherard’s rotting flesh disease. She could still remember the smell of decay when he’d removed the bandages from his face, and the puss and blisters she’d seen across his body. However, the diseases hurt more to heal.
She brought the rag to her left side, then stopped. One long narrow scar just above her hipbone. It was older than the other scars now littered across her body. It was her first one.
Rowen fingered the scar. Memories of Lore lying on the white sand near Avonai came rushing back. She remembered him thrashing beneath the pale moonlight and the pool of blood forming beneath his body, soaking into the sand. Even then she loved him, though she didn’t know it at the time. She realized now that it was her love that had driven her to heal him, despite the consequences. And now she bore the scar. She brushed her finger over the fine line again. It was almost like having a piece of Lore with her.
Rowen sighed and finished her washing. She wrung out the rag and hung it on a corner of the small table. Then she grabbed the nightdress Drake had given her and shrugged it on. After blowing out the small flickering lamp, she crossed the room and lay on the sleeping pallet.
Lore. Rowen rolled onto her side and pulled the blanket up to her chin. Every night she thought of him. Sometimes she dreamed about her past, her time in the White City, serving as Lady Astrea’s varor. Sometimes she dreamed about her village, though her memories of Cinad were growing more and more distant. But in every dream, Lore appeared. She would try to reach out and touch him, but he always remained an arm’s length away. He would speak to her, but she could never hear his words.
Sometimes, like today, when Drake was especially mean, she struggled with what might have been. She knew Lore loved her. And now, having had weeks to remember his words on the balcony back in Avonai, she knew she loved him too. Her love had grown quietly through months of working with him, learning from him, living the varor’s life with him.
Perhaps if things had been different, if she had never had this mark, they might have eventually bonded. Had a family. Grown old together.
But without the mark, you never would have been able to save him, a part of her whispered. He would have died from the assassin’s blade. She also would have not been able to save the White City. Lore would not have lived through that, either.
Rowen sighed and rolled onto her back. Yes. It was true. But it was also her mark that kept them separated. She was an Eldaran. He was Captain of the Guard and first varor to Lady Astrea. They had different paths to follow. This was the way it had to be.
Something moved outside her window. Rowen gripped her blanket and held her breath. She lay as still as possible.
“Ex-excuse me?” whispered a feminine voice. A shadowed head appeared in the window. “Is the Mirelukahn here?”
The what? Rowen shifted her face toward the window. The sky was dark now and full of stars.
“H-hello? Mirelukahn?” There was more shuffling outside. “I don’t think she’s here,” the woman said quietly.
“Yes, she is.” A man’s voice. He sounded farther away, and familiar. “Drake never lets her leave.“
Rowen sat up. It was Lanzo’s voice. The tall, lanky man who worked for Drake. She sometimes saw him around. He rarely spoke, but she would know that voice anywhere. Deep, like speaking into a well.
“Well, then you ask her,” the woman said.
“She won’t come for me. You know that.” Rowen could barely hear Lanzo’s voice now. “You need to do it. For the sake of our son.”
There was a pause, then, “Please, can you hear me? My son, he needs help. Is anyone here?” A shadow appeared in the window, blocking out the starry sky. “Please,” the woman whispered.
Rowen thought through her choices. She could remain quiet, and they might go away. On the other hand, they might try to climb in the window and steal something, or worse. No, wait: They had mentioned something about a son. Thieves wouldn’t say something like that. She took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m here.”
The head moved as if looking in. “Are you Mirelukahn, the miracle worker?”
Rowen shook her head, not sure if the woman could see her. “I’m afraid I don’t know what a Mirelukahn is.”
“Oh.” The word was said in a small, quiet voice. The head withdrew from the window.
“Wait.” Rowen stood to her feet and looked out the window. She could see two silhouettes standing in the small park behind the building. Windows from the other buildings surrounding the park were lit with orange light from the lamps or candles burning within, but none of the light fell on the couple. The sky above was moonless, with only pricks of starlight. One of the silhouettes looked like it was holding a long, large lump. The son perhaps?
“You said your son needs help.” Rowen’s voice echoed across the park. She lowered her tone. “What is wrong with him?”
The smaller, slimmer silhouette approached the window. “He needs the Mirelukahn.”
“Wait a moment.” Rowen turned and made her way to the table. She found the lamp and lit it. She turned and held it up toward the window. A young woman’s face appeared in the window. Her face was smooth and angular, with dark eyes and dark wavy hair beneath a black hood and cloak. Rowen could not see Lanzo, but she suspected he was standing somewhere behind the woman.
Rowen approached the window with the lamp in her hand. “Now, what happened to your son?”
The woman’s face twisted. “He fell into a fire pit and is badly burned. I took him to see a healer, but…” She looked down, and a small tear trickled down her cheek. “We do not have much money. And the healer would only give us a sleeping draught. He said it didn’t matter, that our son is going to—” Her lip quivered. “He said our son would probably die.” The last word came out in a whisper.
“But my husband, he knows you.” The woman clasped her hands in front of her as in prayer. “He has seen what you can do. He said you are the Mirelukahn, the miracle healer.”
“The Mirelukahn?” The word felt strange on her tongue.
“Yes.” The woman’s eyes widened. “He said you could heal anyone of anything. And that you are a kind woman, the type who might help people…people like us. Even though we can’t pay you.”
“Drake won’t like that,” Rowen muttered.
The woman’s face fell. “Of course. I see—”
“Please.” Lanzo came to stand beside the woman. He held a large lump in his arms. The lump did not stir. “I know what you must think of me, working for a man like Drake. But it supports my family. And it’s the only job I could find. But don’t let my son suffer for what I do. There is nowhere else we can go. He will die if nothing is done.”
Rowen looked away. Drake would definitely not like this. And if he found out it was one of his own men asking for healing, who knew what Drake would do. Kill Lanzo? Kill his family? And just how burned was the boy? Could she even save him?
The woman started crying.
“Shhh, Chera!” Lanzo said. “He might hear us.”
Rowen turned back and sighed. “I’m not saying I won’t do it.” She looked down at her hand. She had left it uncovered since bathing earlier, and now it glowed faintly in the dark room. “The Word gave me this ability to heal people.” She held up her right hand and moved the lamp away. “Not just the rich.”
Chera wiped her eyes and looked. She gasped and took a step back as though a snake sat in the window. “Your hand! It’s-it’s—”
“Glowing,” Rowen finished.
Lanzo stared grimly down at her hand. He had seen her mark before during other healings.
“So it is true! You are the Mirelukahn,” Chera said. “We don’t have any gold, but what we do have, we will give it all to you if you can heal him.”
Rowen grimaced. “I do not charge for my healing. Like I said, it is a gift from the Word. It is Drake who charges gold.”
“So you would heal my son…for free?”
“Let me see you son first.” If he was really that bad, he might be too far gone for her healing.
Lanzo stepped up to the window and held the lump over the sill. He slowly unwrapped the linen. The boy was only two or three years old. Dark hair framed his face, and his eyes were closed tight in sleep. A patch of linen was wrapped around his neck, reaching up to his chin. The boy didn’t move. The sleeping draught must have been strong. The moment the linen fell away from the boy’s face, Rowen gasped. Even in the shadows she could see the ugly red burn just below his jaw, spreading down the right side of his neck. Blisters formed along the crispy skin.
How had the boy lived through such an accident?
She didn’t know much, but Rowen knew that if an infection set in, it would kill the boy. And the healer they saw must have known that too and didn’t want to waste time on a boy from a poor family.
But if he did somehow live, and the burn healed naturally, it would leave a nasty scar, one that would forever distort his skin. Such a scar would make him an outcast for life.
“Give me a moment.” Rowen turned and walked over to the small table in the corner. She placed the lamp down on it. Slowly, she lifted her hand and felt her own neck. Smooth, unblemished. Could she do this?
She didn’t have to. She could turn them away. After all, healing the boy could put Lanzo’s job in jeopardy. It could put the whole family in jeopardy. Drake would be furious once he saw the scar on her neck. He would know she had healed without payment. He would have words for her, and maybe worse.
The desire for preservation swelled inside her. Life was hard enough already. Why make it harder? But could she let this little boy suffer, and perhaps die, because she was afraid?
Rowen curled her hands and placed them on the table. She leaned forward and bowed her head. Word, she prayed, squeezing her eyes shut, I need Your help. I-I’m afraid to do this. The pain, the repulsive scar it will leave. Drake’s anger. A tear escaped the corner of her eye. What will Lore think of me if I have this scar? She choked at the thought and held a fist to her lips. What if he turned her away?
But
I can’t let this boy go unhealed. I can’t turn away someone who needs help. I could never live with myself, knowing I had let a little boy… Rowen rocked back and forth. Please Word, give me strength.
A small fire began to burn inside her chest. It grew, warming her, consuming her. The light across her palm brightened. Rowen let out a choked breath and wiped her eyes. She allowed the warmth to spread across her entire being, using it to fuel her fortitude. Then she turned.
She looked back at the window where Chera and Lanzo still stood. Lanzo had pulled the blanket back over his boy. They watched her with desperate hope.
“Yes, I-I will heal him. I will heal the boy.”
“Oh, my—” Chera buried her face in Lanzo’s shoulder. Lanzo smiled, his eyes watery.
Rowen walked back to the window. Lanzo pulled the blanket away from the boy. The boy still slept.
Rowen dragged her pallet until it was directly beneath the window. When she passed out, she didn’t want to fall far. “Lay him down on my bed.”
Lanzo lifted the boy and reached inside the window. He slowly, gently laid the boy down on the pallet.
Rowen knelt down by the boy. She held her hand above his face. Before she could think on it more, she pressed her hand on the burn.
Warmth swirled inside her chest. It made its way along her arm, moving like water in a trough toward her glowing palm. The light brightened then dimmed as her power entered the boy.
“Does it hurt?” Rowen distantly heard Chera ask.
Rowen didn’t hear Lanzo’s answer. Instead, she felt coldness enter her fingertips. It slowly crawled up her arm. Her heart pumped harder inside her chest. Closer. Closer. The skin near her neck began to erupt into a thousand pricks of searing pain. Rowen bit her lip to keep from crying out. Her eyes watered.
The pain intensified, spreading across her neck. She heard Chera gasp, but Rowen kept her eyes on the little boy. The burn faded from his neck. A moment later, it disappeared altogether.
Rowen dropped her hand and fell back. It felt as though her neck was on fire. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t swallow.
“Your—your neck!” she heard Chera whisper with a gasp.
Lanzo must have not mentioned how she healed. Rowen tried to say something, but her mouth refused to work. Instead, she laid on the pallet and stared at the ceiling, waiting for the darkness to come.
But it never did.
The warmth surged again inside her, burning the coldness away with such an intense heat that sweat broke out all over her body. This must be her own body healing itself, but she had never been awake to feel this before. Every other time, she had passed out. It burned brighter and brighter until Rowen thought she would faint from the heat. Then it tapered off. Slowly it drained away, starting at her fingers and toes, drawing inward toward her heart. As the heat faded, her vision dimmed for a heartbeat. Rowen blinked and her vision returned.
It was done.
Rowen stared at the ceiling. She hadn’t blacked out. What in all the Lands? Every other time she’d healed, she had blacked out. But not this time. Already, her strength was returning.
She turned her head and found Lanzo reaching through the window for the boy. He lifted the child and backed out the window. Chera stood beside him.
Rowen struggled to a sitting position.
“You are not a healer, you are a god.” Chera stared at her in wonder. “You really are Mirelukahn.”
“No.” Rowen waved her hand. “I am no god. It is the Word’s power that healed your boy.”
“The Word?” Chera asked. “But I saw you heal him with your hand.”
“Yes,” Rowen said. “But it is a gift the Word gave me. Apart from His strength, I could not heal others.”
“I’ve never heard of this ‘Word.” Chera took a step back. “Mirelukahn is the Mother Healer.”
Rowen shook her head. Chera must have been referring to some Temanin deity. “No, I’m not Mirelukahn. Just a woman. Here, see—” Rowen twisted around and used the wall to help her stand. Her legs wobbled beneath her. Using the wall, Rowen moved toward the window. “Here, touch me.” She held out her left hand to Chera.
Chera backed away until she stood in the shadows beyond the light from the window. “No, you are not a woman. No one has that kind of power. If you are not Mirelukahn, then perhaps you are the Trickster.”
Rowen frowned, her hand still outstretched. “Trickster?”
“Chera, let’s go.” Lanzo came up behind Chera and laid a hand on her arm. “Seth is healed. Let us leave now.”
“Maybe she did more than just heal our son…” The two turned and walked away.
Rowen just stood at the window, her hand raised toward them as if to beckon them back. Her gut clenched, and ice filled her body. “But there is nothing to be afraid of,” she whispered.
They never turned around.
She dropped her hand and watched them cross the park and disappear down the alleyway. Rowen placed her hand on her cheek. What did I do wrong? Why did everyone run from her? All she’d done was heal that little boy.
Rowen trembled and turned around. The woman’s words came back. You are a god, Mirelukahn. Or maybe the Trickster.
The wish to be normal crashed over her. She just wanted to be a plain woman like everyone else. Instead, she was a Truthsayer. Rowen laughed bitterly. Now that gift would have scared Chera. She looked down at her hand. The light around her mark had dimmed until all she could see was a faint outline. Then she remembered her neck.
Rowen lifted her hand and placed it just below her jaw. She could feel the uneven skin where the burn had been. Her hand followed the scar down to her shoulder. There was no mirror in her room, but she could imagine what it looked like. Just like that little boy’s had.
She fingered the topmost ridge of the scar. She could hide it. Just wrap a piece of cloth around her neck. But that wouldn’t fool Drake. He would know something was going on. Rowen dropped her hand. What would he say when he found out?
And Lore? If he ever saw her again, what would he say?
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Lore stood on the bow of a merchant ship, his eyes closed, the cool salty wind whipping across his face. The power and vastness of the Illyr Sea filled his veins. Never had his sea blood felt so alive. It felt as though the ocean were flowing through him. Every breath, every beat of his heart, left him bursting with energy.
He opened his eyes and leaned over the wooden railing. Water extended as far as the eye could see, a deep blue-green beneath a cerulean sky scattered with feathery white clouds. A thin strip of sand lined the distance. There was a quiet stillness here, away from everything. The only sounds were the sailors moving behind him, the water lapping alongside the ship, and the flap of the sails.
He moved his gaze to the prow and watched the ship cut through the water. A large fish broke through the surface a couple of feet away. The water stilled, and the fish disappeared, becoming a murky shadow as it dove to the deeps of the sea.
Since Lore could remember, he had always viewed his sea blood as a curse, as something to endure. Part of that had come from his father’s adverse view of his Avonain blood. He’d learned at a young age to suppress anything he felt from the ocean.
But now, as he stood on the prow with nothing but water surrounding him, Lore felt the power and the emotion of his connection to the sea. And he relished it.
Did Rowen feel the same way? Did she love the ocean too? She could not feel it the way he did. But she could feel the gentle rocking of the ship, feel the wind in her hair, and smell the salt. Had she stood on the deck of another ship and watched the water, like he was doing now? Or had she grown seasick? He knew some people could not stand the sea. Lore let out his breath. He hoped she wasn’t one of them.
A shadow fell along the wooden rail. Lore turned.
A tall, thin man stood a couple feet away. He wore a blue coat with brass buttons up on side and a bright white shirt beneath. His face and hands were brown from the sun, accentuating his blue-green eyes. He bowed. “Captain Lore.”
“Captain Noll,” Lore replied. “And it’s not ‘captain’ anymore. I left that title behind in Avonai.”
“Yes, sir.” Noll straightened up. “I came to tell you we are nearing shore. I don’t dare take my ship any closer. I do not want to be spotted by the Temanins. However, I will have one of my sailors escort you in one of our dinghies to the beach.”
Lore nodded. “I will gather my things.”
“Yes, sir.”
Lore walked by Noll and the first mast and headed down the stairs to the main deck. A sailor dressed in a stained white shirt and pants was on his knees, scrubbing the wood floor. Lore passed him and made his way around the other two masts to the door ahead.
He ducked inside and headed down the stairs. A lantern hung at the bottom of the stairs, lighting the dark and musty interior. Hammocks made of rope lined the left wall. Boxes, barrels, coils of rope and bulging burlap bags filled the rest of the interior.
Lore stopped by the closest hammock and bent down to grab his pack. With a quick yank, he opened the pack and checked inside. Map, waterskin, dried food, clothing. Good. He pulled out a silk pouch and looped it around his neck. The pouch was the size of a small onion, with hard, small lumps. It was his family’s treasure: the money he’d received from the sale of a patch of land near Fiske, the manor inside the White City, and everything else he’d been able to sell before he’d left. His entire family’s fortune, measured down into coins and gems.
He fingered the pouch. Would it be enough to find Rowen? Stephen had thought him a fool for selling so much. But what Stephen hadn’t realized was that the family fortune meant nothing when the White City lay in ruins and the one woman he loved was a prisoner in Temanin. He would give all he had and more to save Rowen from Drake. But first he had to find her.
Lore tucked the pouch inside his tunic. Then he cinched the pack shut. A minute later, he was topside again.
He met Captain Noll on the deck. A short, stocky young man stood beside Noll, his hair tousled by the wind and his face red from the sun. Noll pointed to the young man. “Nathan here will be taking you to shore.”
Lore swung his pack over his shoulder. “Thank you, Captain Noll, for taking me this far.”
“It was not a problem, sir. Temanin is not a safe place right now. I wish you safety on your journey.”
“Me too,” Lore replied.
Nathan motioned to Lore. “This way.” He led Lore to the starboard side of the ship. Just over the railing a small dinghy hung on thick ropes, waiting to be put down. Nathan grabbed onto the dinghy and held it still. He looked over at Lore. “You go first. I’ll hold the dinghy.”
Lore leaned over the railing and grasped the side of the little boat. Carefully, he brought his leg over and placed it down inside. The dinghy shook. Lore steadied it and swung his other leg over. He settled down on the nearby bench. The boat shook for a couple of seconds as Nathan followed.
Nathan took a seat on the opposite bench and looked up. “Take ’er down!”
Lore shaded his eyes against the bright sun and watched the sailor above tug on the rope wound around the pulley. Slowly the dinghy made its way down into the water.
Splash! The boat hit the surface and rocked for a moment then settled in the water. Nathan undid the knots and motioned for the sailor up top to roll in the rope. He picked up two oars that lay on the bottom of the boat and handed them to Lore. “I’ll tell you what to do,” he said. Lore nodded.
Nathan grabbed two more oars and placed them on the side of the dinghy, the paddle part dipping into the water. “Like this,” he said.
Lore placed his own oars out.
“Now, row like this.” Nathan pressed down on the handles, and the oars came out of the water. Then he pushed the handles away from his body, which moved the oars backward. He dropped the oars into the water and pulled the handles toward his body. “I’ll be paddling opposite of you. We’re not far out from shore, so we shouldn’t need to take any rests.”
“Sounds good.” Lore paddled like Nathan had shown him, and before long the two men were rowing in a rhythmic pattern.
They rowed in silence for half an hour.
“Can you feel the shore yet?” Nathan asked.
Lore looked up. “Feel the shore?”
“Yes. I heard this was your first time out at sea. Your seablood can tell where the sea ends and where land begins.”
Lore’s eyebrows shot up. “I can?”
Nathan grinned. “Yes.”
Lore stopped paddling and shut his eyes. He could feel the sea tugging at him, playing with him. Then…there. In front of him and a little toward his left he could feel where the sea abruptly ended. “There.” Lore pointed and opened his eyes. He was right. Sandy dunes stretched along the horizon to the right and to the left. But there were no trees, no mountains, no greenery, like there were along the shoreline in Avonai. Just sand and boulders.
Nathan chuckled. “Amazing, isn’t it?” He pulled his oars back. “Helps us when we get lost. If we’re close enough to shore, we can feel where to go.”
Yes, amazing. How much more about his own people did he not know or had he shunted away?
“So do you know where you’re going once we land?” Nathan asked.
“Yes.” Lore took up his oars again.
“You’re a brave man, going into Temanin. I don’t think those people will be happy to see an Avonain right now. Especially after their loss…”
Nathan was right. Lore pulled the oars toward himself. Getting into Temanin would be tricky. But he was prepared. Lady Astrea had helped him gather what he would need: clothing, gear, and a compass.
The shoreline expanded. A couple of minutes more, and Nathan jumped out of the dinghy. “Here we are.” He grabbed onto the front of the boat and pulled it past the lapping waves onto the sand.
Lore grabbed his bag and scrambled out of the boat. His boots hit the water, but it came up to only his ankles. He made his way onto the beach.
Nathan stared at the shore. “Kind of desolate.”
Lore nodded. Sand everywhere, with no other color than beige. There wasn’t even a tree in sight. So different from the north. Lore looked back. “Thank you, Nathan.”
Nathan gave him a quick salute. “Good luck to you, Captain Lore.” He began to push the dinghy back into the waters.
Lore watched Nathan for a moment as the dinghy slipped through the waves back out into the open sea. This was it. No turning back. He was now alone in a hostile country.
No, not alone.
Lore bowed his head. Every day since Rowen had left, he had prayed. And when he’d learned that she had been taken, he had prayed even more. Guide my steps. And watch over Rowen.
Lore stood quietly for a few more minutes. The sun beat down on him, and he could hear the surf behind him. Then with a deep breath, Lore looked up. Time to go.
He knew from the map that Farien Selk’s estate was not far away. A day or two of walking. Lore studied the beige dunes and the hills beyond. He pulled his pack off his back and reached in. His fingers brushed on a small, round metal device, which he pulled out. Then he pulled out a rolled piece of parchment. His map and compass. Holding the compass to his chest, he checked the needle and the map. He needed to head due west. Lore looked up again, already feeling sweat trickle down his back and face. He placed the map and compass away, swung his pack over his shoulder, and headed inland.
What he would do once he reached Farien Selk’s estate? He would have to figure that out on the way.
 
• • •
 
Drake stared at Rowen with slitted eyes. His hair looked even spikier today. His lips curled over his teeth, his hands clenching and unclenching at his side.
Rowen watched him from a chair by a wobbly wooden table. Another chair sat empty on the other side. Sunlight streamed in through a small window to her right. Drake’s eyes were focused on the new scar across her neck. She knew what he saw: bright pink skin, warped, with a long ridge. She had chosen not to cover it up, but now wished she had.
“What did you do?” he said with quiet menace.
“I healed someone.” Rowen tilted her chin upward. She wanted to show Drake she was not afraid of him, but deep inside, she was.
His lower jaw move back and forth as he slowly ground his teeth. “When?”
“Last night.”
His nostrils flared. “Who? And how? And without my permission?”
“I don’t need your permission,” she shot back. Heat seeped into her cold body. Rowen knew she needed to tread lightly with Drake. “I heal whoever needs it.”
“You heal whoever I bring to you.”
Rowen clamped her mouth shut. She stared at Drake, trying to bore a hole through his face with just her eyes. Why, Word, why? Why do You keep me here with this selfish, evil man? He has no compassion for anyone. He only wants gold.
Her fingers itched to reach over and grab Drake’s hand and show him what he was on the inside. Drive her power right down his throat—
No! Fear froze her heart. Rowen blinked and drew in a long breath. Dear Word, what was she thinking? Never could she use her mark in such a way. The fact that she had even thought that… Word, help me!
Rowen heard Drake saying something about putting more guards around her room. She rubbed her arms and looked away. Never would she use her truthsaying power as a weapon.
But you have so much power. All you have to do is touch Drake and his guards, and you’re free!
Rowen stared at the window. No. She would never do that unless the Word told her to. And she had a feeling He never would. That wasn’t how He worked. Her shoulders slumped. For now, she would trust Him to free her from this place in His time.
Drake slammed his hand down on the table. “Are you listening to me?”
Rowen flinched.
“You will not heal anyone again without my knowing. Is that understood?”
Rowen stifled the hot flash that flared inside her. She took a breath. “I will do what the Word shows me to.” If Drake only knew how much safer he was with the Word controlling her.
Drake made a growling noise deep in his throat and glared at Rowen. “I have someone important coming today. Make sure you’re ready to heal.” He turned and took one step toward the door and stopped. He turned and looked at her. He gave her a dark smile. “By the way, that new scar makes you look hideous.” Then he slammed the door behind him.
Rowen stared at the door. A heavy weight descended on her chest. Slowly she reached for the scar. She felt the uneven skin and ridge beneath her fingertips.
Hideous. The word grew louder and louder inside her mind, tearing down her walls until they pierced her to the core.
 
• • •
 
“This is your ‘Miracle Healer’?”
Rowen looked up. A tall, thin woman stood in the doorway. Her hair was the color of silver and piled high on her head, with gold cords woven between the strands. Her body was wrapped in shimmery silver silk that hung gracefully across her chest and hips. Gold bracelets dangled on bare arms. Her eyes were a deep, dark color, a vivid contrast to her light clothing. Barely a wrinkle marred her face, even though the color of her hair meant that she was no longer in her youth. She would be beautiful, if not for the scornful look she wore on her face and the way her nose wrinkled as she sniffed the air in distaste.
“Yes,” Rowen heard Drake say from the hallway. The woman took a couple more steps inside, followed by Drake.
Rowen watched them both through heavy lids. Her face felt raw, and she was sure her eyes were red from crying.
The woman continued to stare at her. “She’s not much to look at.” She studied Rowen as if she were a rock found on the road, worth noting only because it held some intrinsic value. “Although her face is pretty. Where did she get that awful scar across her neck?”
Rowen winced.
Drake glanced at Rowen. “From a healing, Lady Anya. When she heals, she takes the entire wound. She then heals herself, but there is always a scar left over. The bigger the healing, the larger the scar.”
Lady Anya raised an eyebrow and stared at Rowen. “I’ll admit, when I heard about Sherard’s healing, I did not believe. Until I saw him. Healed entirely from his leprosy.” She cocked her head slightly. “I do not see any leprosy on the woman.” She looked back at Drake. “Does that not leave a scar?”
“No, milady. Cuts, abrasions, that sort of thing. But not diseases.” Drake gave Rowen a hard look. “She can take the entire disease and show nothing.”
But I feel all the pain.
“That’s good.” Lady Anya nodded her head. “What I have…is a delicate matter.”
Rowen frowned. What did the woman mean? What was she hiding?
“Whatever it is, the Miracle Healer here can take it. I don’t ask a lot of questions, just half of the gold up front.”
Lady Anya smiled and finally entered the room. She walked toward Rowen. “So you’re the one who can heal with a single touch.”
Rowen stared right back. Something hot began to burn inside her chest. She ignored it. “Yes.”
“Well, I’m here to be healed. I’m paying Drake good money…”
The woman’s words faded. The heat flared again. Rowen stifled a gasp, unable to ignore it this time. It took all her strength not to place a hand across her chest. It was not the warm power of healing. It was her truthsaying power. It had come to life, blazing like a fire inside her.
Why now? What had triggered it? Rowen looked at Drake. But the blaze dimmed when he looked back. She turned toward the lady. The lady was still speaking, but Rowen could barely hear her over the blaze rushing through her ears.
Her truthsaying power had not come since the night she had touched the dark-eyed man outside the White City. And it had changed that night, as well. Since then, she could feel the ebb and flow of emotions around her: She had felt Lore’s love and Drake’s treachery on the ship. But nothing like this. This fire inside her felt like the first time she had touched Cleon: powerful and overwhelming.
Lady Anya sat down in the empty chair on the other side of the table. “Well?” She looked at Rowen. “Are we going to do this or not?”
Rowen opened her mouth, then closed it. She glanced at Drake, who stood a couple of feet away, his arms folded. She couldn’t do it. The woman had no idea what she was asking. If she touched this woman, she wouldn’t receive a healing at all.
A low rumble came from Drake, and his face tightened. Rowen turned back to Lady Anya and slowly placed her hand on the table.
Lady Anya looked down and gasped. “Your hand! It-it’s glowing.”
Rowen gave the woman a quick nod. Her mouth was too dry to say a word. Any moment she was going to touch this woman and see everything. Adrenaline raced through her body, leaving her feeling lightheaded.
Mesmerized, Lady Anya reached out her hand, her bracelets clinking softly as they moved down her arm.
Word, help me.
Their hands met.
The fire inside Rowen burned. It flew to her right and down her arm. The heat left her palm.
Lady Anya’s eyes widened. She spoke, but Rowen could not hear her over the rush. A piercing scream filled the room. Had she screamed? Or had Lady Anya? Before Rowen could figure it out, the room disappeared.
She was falling through a dark tunnel. Warm air pressed against her face. She could hear voices speaking. A light appeared, expanding until Rowen saw that she stood in a room. Lady Anya was in the middle, her finger pointing at a young man with dark hair and eyes. His face was stricken, hers livid. Each word she said shredded the young man, leaving behind a bloody, beaten mess. Rowen blinked… The young man looked whole again. But Rowen knew the wounds were there, beneath his skin.
The room changed. She was outside now, beneath a bright blue sky, in a garden filled with leafy green plants and pebble paths crisscrossing through lush grass. A couple of feet away were half a dozen women, all dressed in fine, sheer silk, with pearls and colorful ribbons woven in their hair. They wore gold and silver bracelets on their arms. Lady Anya stood in the middle, laughing. One by one, she spoke of people she knew, tearing each person down with her words, exalting in the feeling of superiority. Rowen felt sick.
Over and over Rowen relived every conversation Lady Anya had ever uttered. Her tongue was like a broadsword, slashing and cutting everyone around her. A dark sludge oozed from her lips, spreading across each person she met.
Rowen couldn’t breathe. She grabbed her throat and struggled for air. The images continued, words burning across her mind. She was going to faint…
The room with Drake and Lady Anya came tumbling back. Rowen fell from the chair onto her knees. She gulped in air like a parched man.
There was a scream. Rowen looked up.
“Get away from me. Get away from me!” Lady Anya stood and stumbled backward. Her chair hit the ground with a crash. She stared at Rowen, the whites visible around her eyes. She opened her mouth and screamed again.
Drake rushed toward the woman and placed a hand on her arm. “What in all the Lands did you do to her?”
The lady stared at Rowen and pointed a finger at her. “That…that is no woman! She’s a witch!”
Drake looked at Rowen and helped Lady Anya to her feet. “Talk! Now!”
Rowen caught her breath. “I…I showed her…the darkness…inside.”
Drake paused. “You did what?” Lady Anya shuddered. “You were supposed to heal her! Why didn’t you heal her?”
“I had no choice!” Rowen came to her feet. She had a hard time conjuring sympathy for the lady across from her after what she had seen Lady Anya do and say. “That is what my power chose to do. I don’t control it.”
Lady Anya turned away and took a shaky step toward the door. “Get me away from her!”
Drake turned away from Rowen. “Yes, milady.” He led her toward the door.
“I never want to be near her again! She’s not a healer, she’s a witch, and she ought to be—”
The door slammed shut.
Rowen could still hear the lady shouting, but the wood muffled her words. She sank back into her chair. Why? Why had she not healed Lady Anya? Not that she’d wanted to. She didn’t want to think about what disease Lady Anya was hiding. But why had her truthsaying power come to life?
Over and over, Lady Anya’s words continued to echo inside her mind. Rowen grabbed her head with both hands and shook. But the words would not leave. She had watched the damage this woman had done, and she’d seen the people left broken after the words had been uttered. And the Lady Anya had no idea…until now.
Rowen rubbed her face. The words finally faded. Silence filled the room. She let out her breath.
The door opened with a soft creak.
Rowen looked up. Drake walked in, his eyes pinned to her face. He shut the door behind him, never looking away. He walked across the room. Suddenly the silence felt like it would explode. Drake just continued to look at her.
“What the—” his next two words made Rowen blush— “was that? Lady Anya came here expecting to be healed, like all the others, and instead you pull some dark magic on her?”
“Its not dark magic,” Rowen said, angry now. “It’s the truth.”
“You scared the sands out of her. That sounds more like dark magic to me. What happened to the healing?”
“I’m not a healer.” Rowen folded her arms, following Drake with her gaze. “I am a Truthsayer, a Truth Sayer,” she said, enunciating each word. “It means that I show people what they are on the inside. That is what my power did today.”
Drake narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean you’re not a healer? You’ve healed dozens of people.”
“Healing is a natural ability all Eldarans have.” Rowen shook her head. “Or at least all full-blooded Eldarans, which I am. But my special power is to show people who they really are inside.”
“But this, this truth-saying…you’ve never done that before. Why now?”
Rowen looked down. “I don’t know. There is still a lot about these…powers…that I don’t understand.”
“So you can’t control this power?”
Rowen stared at the ground. “No,” she finally said. “I can’t. At least, not that I know of.”
Drake threw his hands up into the air. “Just great! Now what am I supposed to do? I can’t have you scaring off everyone who comes to be healed. I could’ve really used Lady Anya’s payment. She demanded I give her all the gold back.” He gave Rowen a dirty look. “You’ve never thought about touching me with that power, have you?”
Rowen looked at him. She could not deny the fact that she had.
Drake apparently read it on her face. His jaw tightened, and he took a step back. “Then perhaps your usefulness has come to an end.”



 

21
 
 
Caleb woke with a groan. His back and left arm ached. Sleeping on a stone balcony was not something he wanted to repeat. He glanced through the gauze curtains toward the bed inside and sighed. Love gives, despite the cost. And he was feeling the cost now.
His body protested as he moved to stand. He would need to ask a servant for cushions and more blankets if he wished to avoid these aches and pains tomorrow. He stretched his muscles and looked over the balcony. The sun was just coming up, flooding the desert in red and orange tinges. The vineyard below looked darker in the morning light. A cool breeze swept up and moved across his body, sending a shiver down his back.
He went to leave but then remembered something. Caleb lifted his right hand. That same discoloration was still there on his palm, like a faded snowflake. He thought by now it would have faded, but it was still there, and had been ever since he’d awakened in his family’s home. And then last night, his chest and palm had burned. Not like touching a fire, but more like he’d been holding a warm brick in his hand. It had happened when he had bandaged Nierne’s foot.
He fingered the mark, but nothing happened. He closed his eyes and concentrated both on the place he had first felt the heat in his chest, then on his palm. Still nothing. Caleb let out his breath. Maybe he had imagined it? 
Caleb turned and headed inside the room. A small lump lay in the middle of the large bed, the hanging gauze obscuring her body. He moved closer, his feet silent as he crossed the stone floor. He pushed the gauze to the side. The young woman was still sleeping.
Nierne, he reminded himself. Her name is Nierne. Saying the word again in his mind, he found it fit her: unusual and foreign.
He studied her for a moment, marveling at the red curls around her face. Her nose was turned slightly upward, her hands curled just below her chin, clutching the silken cover across her body. He was drawn again to her unique physique, much like he had been back in the Temanin camp: her small, curved body, so unlike the tall, lean women of Temanin, and her skin, which was shades lighter than his own. And her hair…lush, red hair, the color of pomegranates, with those silky curls.
His hand was already halfway inside the gauze before he realized what he was doing.
Sands! Caleb dropped the gauze and backed away. He gave his head a quick shake. He’d never had a problem looking at a woman before. In fact, he usually quite enjoyed it. But for some reason, it did not feel right to look at Nierne that way. It made him feel almost…dirty.
He moved toward the wooden chest and drew out a light tunic and dark pants. He changed behind the screen. He dumped yesterday’s clothes by his pack and checked on Nierne one more time. She was out cold.
Not surprising, he thought, moving toward the door. After all she had been through, she was probably exhausted.
Caleb closed the door softly behind him. “You,” he called out to a passing servant.
The servant turned, then bowed. “Lord Tala, what may I do for you?”
“I would like Nierne’s belongings brought to my room.”
 “Yes, sir.” The servant bowed and hurried away.
Caleb headed downstairs toward the library. Finally, he would get the answers he’d come here to get, answers about who he was and who the Word was. Caleb opened the door. Sunlight poured through the window at the end of the room. Rows and rows of shelves lined either side. The room widened after a couple of feet, showcasing even more shelves, these with scrolls, vases, and stone tablets.
Caleb stopped and stared. Where did he begin? He walked toward the long table set in the middle of the room. He tried to remember what book he had looked at years ago in which he’d seen the symbol that was on the pendant Nierne wore. After a moment, he shook his head. He could not remember.
So he walked toward one of the shelves and began to read the spines. No. No. No, Caleb thought as his gaze passed over each title. He finished a row and moved onto the next. No. No.
A minute passed. Then another. Then…Caleb pulled a book out. Across the front, embossed in silver and dark leather, was the symbol of the Word.
Caleb carried the book across the room and sat down, never taking his eyes off that symbol. He placed the heavy tome on the table and flipped open the cover. Beautiful calligraphy greeted his eyes. Each letter and row of words had been carefully placed on the parchment, with not an ink smudge in sight. He glanced up at the first sentence.
In the Beginning was the Word…
Caleb let out his breath. He’d found it.
 
• • •
 
The door opened with a low groan. Caleb glanced up. A young man walked into the library. The servant saw him and bowed. “Lord Tala, Lady Meira requests that you break fast with her.”
Surprised, Caleb looked out the window. The sun had already spread its rays across the desert. He had been reading for over an hour and had never realized the passage of time.
“Milord?”
Caleb turned back toward the servant. What he really wanted to do was stay in the library. He had barely begun reading the thick tome. But he could not deny Lady Meira’s wishes without insulting her. Caleb closed the book and sighed. “Tell Lady Meira I will join her shortly.”
“Yes, milord.” The servant bowed again and left.
Caleb stood, feeling his joints pop and crack after sitting for so long. He gave his muscles a quick stretch, then followed the young man out.
A warm breeze flowed through the open windows that lined the left wall. The servant continued down the corridor. Caleb turned the other way and headed toward the stairs. He wanted to check on Nierne first. His boots slapped the marble as he hurried up the stairs. At the top, he turned left and followed the hall to his room at the far end.
Caleb paused at the door and leaned toward its wooden surface, listening. He could hear nothing on the other side.
The door opened with a soft creak. Caleb quietly let himself in and shut the door behind him. He glanced toward the bed. The lump was gone. He moved through the room and looked around. No one was behind the screen. He walked toward the balcony.
Nierne stood outside, her hands flat against the stone railing. She had changed out of the blue silk outfit from last night and now wore the simple white tunic worn by the other servants of the household. A light blue sash was wrapped around her waist, accentuating her curves. Her hair waved in the desert breeze.
Caleb moved up behind her. “Not thinking about running away again, are you?”
Nierne jumped and turned. “What are you doing here?” she said, gripping the front of her tunic.
Caleb raised an eyebrow. A teasing spirit settled across his chest. “Last time I checked, it was my room.”
“I—” Nierne floundered, then, “Yes.”
“Yes, you were thinking about running away, or Yes, this is my room?” His lips curled into a grin.
Her cheeks flushed. “No.” Nierne straightened to her full height. Which wasn’t much, Caleb thought. She barely reached past his chin. “I was not thinking about running away.”
“Then what were you thinking about?” Caleb asked in a more serious tone.
Nierne looked at him but didn’t answer. Caleb watched her eyes move back and forth, taking in every part of him. He wondered what she saw when she looked at him. Then again, maybe he didn’t want to know.
“I was thinking about home,” she finally answered.
“Thyra?”
“Yes.”
Caleb relaxed. “Don’t worry: I’ll find a way to get you home.” A shadow passed over her face. He frowned. “You want to go home, do you not?”
“Yes,” she said guardedly. But her eyes flickered, and she looked away.
He narrowed his gaze. Nierne was hiding something. Which raised the question: What had a Thyrian scribe been doing traveling the Lands? Research, perhaps? Maybe she would enjoy Lady Meira’s library. He doubted that, as a servant, she had been given the opportunity to search it. And he still hoped she would help him. But breakfast first.
“I came up here to check on you,” Caleb said.
Nierne glanced at him, puzzled.
“Would you like to break your fast?”
As if in answer, her stomach rumbled. Nierne covered her middle with her hand, her cheeks flushing again.
Caleb found he liked it when she blushed. It reminded him of an innocence long forgotten. “Come,” he said. “I’ll escort you down to the kitchens.”
Nierne paused then stepped toward him. She limped slightly with her right foot.
Caleb watched her. Perhaps he should offer to help her. That would be a nice thing to do, right? As she passed him, Caleb asked, “Do you want some help?”
Nierne turned and looked at him, a frown on her face. “What?”
“Do you want some help walking?”
She raised her chin. “No. I’m fine.” She walked into the room.
Caleb watched her limp toward the door and sighed. He hurried toward her and caught her arm.
Nierne shot him a look. “What are you doin—”
“Helping you.”
“I said I don’t need your help.”
A growl formed at the base of his throat. Why wouldn’t she let him help her? Caleb reached for the door. “I promise I don’t bite.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“I don’t bite,” he repeated.
Nierne stared a bit longer. “Fine.” Caleb got the distinct impression she thought otherwise. Made sense. He had not been the nicest man when they’d met weeks ago.
He helped her down the stairs then toward the kitchen where the servants ate. Although he did not consider Nierne a servant, she was not of the same station as he and Lady Meira. And surprisingly, he didn’t care. But his cousin Meira would. So Nierne would have to eat in the kitchen.
They passed a couple of servant girls. Caleb felt their eyes follow him and heard their whispers. He was used to it and barely paid attention, until he felt Nierne stiffen beside him. He glanced at Nierne from the corner of his eye. Her face matched her hair.
“Just ignore them.”
She stared straight ahead, the red from her cheeks creeping down her throat. She gave him a small nod.
Caleb stopped before the door to the kitchen. He turned. “Nierne.”
She glanced up at him with a guarded look.
“Do you— Do still mind helping me in the library later this morning?”
The guarded look vanished. “The library?” she said, her eyes wide.
“Yes, after breakfast.”
Nierne blinked as if trying to clear her mind. “You’re ordering me?”
Caleb shook his head. “No. I am merely asking.”
He saw the fight on her face. The desire to go to the library…and the desire to not be near him. Caleb swallowed the strange lump in his throat. It hurt that she found him so repulsive. He wasn’t used to that kind of reaction. Fear, awe, lust…yes. After all, he had been the left hand of Corin and had carried the Tala looks with ease. What a monster he must have been.
“Yes,” she finally answered.
“Good.” The word came out like a sigh. “I will come find you after I have broken fast with Lady Meira.”
Nierne nodded and headed into the kitchen, limping as she went. Caleb stood there for a moment, watching her. He could feel his resolve hardening inside his chest. He wanted Nierne to see that he had changed. That he was a different man. He wanted to be a different man.
But it would take more than words.
 
• • •
 
Nierne stood beside the window inside the library. White wispy clouds spread out across a pale blue sky. Clumps of dried grass and scrub brush grew along the hills, save for a single cypress tree that stood on a hill just beyond the short stone wall. Behind her, the soft rustle of parchment filled the room.
Nierne turned. Caleb Tala sat at the long table in the middle of the library. His arms were propped on either side of a thick book on the table. A lock of dark hair hung down across his forehead, and his dark, almost black eyes darted back and forth as he read. His skin was the color of tea with a splash of milk. His black tunic was open at the chest, revealing strong, sinewy muscles. Everything about him spoke of power, except for his hands, which were long and lean, almost beautiful. Two scrolls and a book bound in dark leather sat beside him. The rest of the table was clear.
As if sensing her perusal, Caleb looked up. His gaze came to rest on Nierne. Nierne stiffened. She turned her attention toward the table’s surface and studied the wood grain.
“I asked you here this morning for your help,” Caleb said. Nierne let out her breath and looked up. “Since you are a scribe, and you probably read a lot, I thought you would know more about these books than I would.” He motioned toward the shelves and the table with his hands. “I came here, to Lady Meira’s library, to learn more about…” Caleb paused. He let his hands fall back onto the table. “Well, the Word.”
“The Word?” Nierne said before she could stop herself. “You want to find out about the Word?” She clamped her mouth shut. He couldn’t have surprised her more than if he had just proposed bonding with her.
A pained expression spread across Caleb’s face. He looked as if she had just slapped him.  “Yes,” he said, a layer of harshness now to his voice. “Does it surprise you that a man like me could have an interest in the Word?”
“Yes,” Nierne said bluntly. Then she looked away, mortified that she had just said that out loud.
The silence filled the library. She could feel him looking at her, but she lacked the courage to look back. Her prejudices against Caleb were still strong, despite his kindness to her both last night and this morning.
Nierne sighed and turned back. Caleb sat rigidly in the chair, his arms folded, a cold expression on his face. “Caleb,” she said, “I’m- I’m sorry. You’ve been…very kind to me. I will help you in any way I can.”
That seemed to thaw him out. His shoulders relaxed, and his face lost that cold look from moments before. “I was hoping you would say that.”
Her gaze crept toward his. “Why do you want to know about the Word?”
He looked at her again with those dark eyes. “I’ve…taken an interest in the Word and those who follow Him.” He let his breath out. “But I don’t know where to begin. I started reading this…” He placed a hand on the large book and showed her the cover. “But maybe you could help me know more. I believe your order follows the Word, do they not?”
Nierne glanced down at the book. Her eyes widened with recognition. “The Book of Beginnings?”
“You know this book?”
Nierne looked back up. “Yes. I have copied parts of it. It is a good place to begin learning about the Word.”
Caleb pulled the tome gently to himself. He fingered the symbol embossed across the leather cover and opened the book again. “I started reading this book this morning, but maybe you can tell me more. I know very little.”
What a task. Where should she start? “Well.” Nierne sat down in the chair across from Caleb. “We call Him the Word since He speaks and because His words hold everything together. If He were ever to stop speaking, everything would cease to exist.”
“He is very powerful, then.”
“Yes.”
“And if He holds everything together, then He has always been here, or at least before everything else.”
Nierne raised one eyebrow. “Yes.” Caleb seemed to have a quick mind.
He smiled. “I read all about that this morning. I also read about the Great Battle, where the Word Himself came to the Lands. It says that is where He received His first scar.”
“Yes.”
“But then He left, leaving behind His servants, the Eldarans.”
Nierne nodded slowly. Despite his claim to the contrary, Caleb seemed to already know quite a bit. “Only a few of them stayed. It was their choice. They chose to stay and protect the people of the Lands. They still had power, the power the Word had given them, but it diminished when they became mortal.”
“You mean these Eldarans were originally immortal?”
“Yes, in the beginning. But the few who stayed in the Lands lost their immortality. Their bodies could heal quickly, but they were now susceptible to death. And eventually, they died.”
“Are there any left?”
Nierne looked at the table. Should she tell him about Rowen? “Well, there are records of Eldarans over the ages. So the line never really died out. But when their blood mixed with humans, their power faded even more.”
“But if there was one alive today, he or she would have some power?”
Nierne looked up. Why did Caleb care so much about the Eldarans? She didn’t trust him enough to say she had found one true Eldaran. The existence of Rowen would remain Nierne’s secret. “Very little, some say.”
Caleb tapped the book with one finger. “So what kind of power did these Eldarans wield?”
Now she understood: Caleb was interested only in power. She should have known. Good thing she hadn’t mentioned Rowen. “Well, there was the Truthsayer. The Truthsayer was said to have the power to see inside the soul and reveal what lay within.”
Caleb’s eyes went wide. For one wicked second Nierne wondered what Caleb would think if he saw what he truly was inside himself.
And are you any better?
Ouch. “And then there were the Oathmakers,” Nierne said, moving on. “They had the power to bind people to their promises. Usually they brokered peace agreements during war.”
“And what about the Guardians?”
How could he possibly know about those Eldarans? “The…Guardians?”
Caleb looked down at the book. “The ones called Sons or Daughters of Truth.”
“I don’t really know much about them. Their role was different than the Truthsayer or Oathmaker. They protected mankind. That is all I know. There was a father from my order who studied the Eldarans. But, well…” Nierne looked away. “He is dead now.”
“I see.” Caleb stared at the Book of Beginnings with a frown. “Well, would you mind finding for me more books and scrolls about the Word?” He looked up. “You might know which of Lady Meira’s books would be helpful.”
Nierne slowly nodded and stood. Caleb turned his gaze back to the book before him. She headed toward the nearest bookshelf. Behind her, she heard the whisper of pages turning. She looked over her shoulder. Caleb’s head was bent over the book, his mouth moving wordlessly. She turned around and moved along the shelves. Nierne passed two rows, then finally stopped. She had not read a single spine. And she knew why.
She glanced back again. Caleb was still bent over the book. Nierne stared at him subtly at first, then boldly when she realized he was so intent on reading that he hadn’t noticed her gaze. Could she be wrong? Maybe it wasn’t about power. Maybe he really was searching for information on the Word.
Nierne shook her head. Caleb was unlike any other man she had ever met. Not that she had met many men during her years in the Monastery. The only men she had known had been the fathers and other scribes like her. She could not reconcile the man she had met months ago in that tent—the man who had taken her hostage, who had threatened her—with the man now sitting at the table reading about the Word. 
And why the Word? Could it be possible Caleb was interested in becoming a Follower?
No. Nierne turned back to the shelves. Definitely no. A leopard didn’t change its spots, and neither did a Temanin. There was something else going on. Something had happened to Caleb since they had first met, but it had to have treachery as its ultimate purpose. A man like him didn’t change.
He said he would get her home. She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. She had a feeling he would. At least in that regard she believed him. But what would she do back in Thyra? Did it even still exist? Or was the city desolate now, with only shadows and echoes? How far had the Shadonae spread their power? To the borders of Kerre? To the marshlands? Had they crossed the Great Desert? Should she tell Caleb about the Shadonae? That there was nothing in Thyra to go back to? Would it make a difference?
Knots churned inside her stomach. What good would it be to return home if there was no home to return to?



 

22
 
 
The desert sun sank behind Lore, painting the sky with brilliant orange, red and deep purple streaks. A scattering of clouds like thin wisps hung to the north just above a group of sandy hills. The air was still and hot and smelled like nothing. Bland, like much of the land of Temanin.
Lore wiped his face with a limp rag he had grabbed from his pack. This was probably what it felt like to be a side of venison roasting in the oven. He smiled at the thought, and his lip cracked. Lore sighed and dabbed his upper lip with the rag. His stomach rumbled at the thought of meat. He patted it with his other hand. Hopefully he didn’t have much farther to go.
He dampened the rag with his waterskin and wiped his face one more time, then continued his slow trudge eastward. His pack grew heavy as the shadows lengthened. Sweat trickled down his face and back. A couple of days’ worth of stubble covered his jaw. His tongue filled his mouth like a thick cloth.
On his first day in Temanin, he had discovered that his sea blood reacted strongly to the dry climate. Within hours after landing, he’d felt as though every bit of moisture had been leeched from his body. His lips had cracked and bled, and his hands had felt like old parchment. Even the light-colored linen clothes and the long linen scarf wrapped around his head and face did little to protect him from the sun or its scorching heat.
Lore had found a small village that first evening and had stopped for water. No one had noticed his strange eyes when he quietly asked to refill his waterskin at the well. No one had asked him any questions either. So far, he’d found the Temanin people polite but aloof. After filling his waterskin, Lore had left the village to make camp out in the desert for the night.
Today, Lore had met only a small caravan making its way east. He’d passed them without a word and had continued his trek westward.
The sun had finally disappeared ahead of him when he spotted an enclosed wall as high as two men at the foot of a hill, with a cluster of buildings jutting just above it. Lore stopped and pulled out his map. He held it close to his face and squinted. In the dying light, he could scarcely make out the symbols. But he knew this was it. The estate ahead was Farien Selk’s. He had made it.
Lore rolled the map back up and stowed it in his pack. With the sun gone, the world was growing rapidly dark. He readjusted his pack and set out for the wall, all the while wondering how Farien would react to his arrival. Would Farien agree to help him? Or would he turn on him? Or maybe Lore wouldn’t even have a chance to meet Farien. Maybe he would be turned away at the gate. Or worse.
Lore closed his eyes. Word, direct my steps and give me the words to speak.
He approached the wall and followed it around the estate. Bright stars filled the sky, but the moon had not yet risen. Lore placed a hand on the wall. Rough texture met his fingertips. He listened for any movement, but the only sound was the quiet crunch of his boots on the hard, cracked earth. He made his way around the estate until a minute later he made out a door within the wall.
A light appeared at the end of the wall. Two men came around the corner. “Halt!”
The taller man approached Lore, a torch in his hand. His face looked angular in the torchlight: clean-shaven, with a round nose, deep dark eyes, and thick black hair. Lore fought the desire to reach for his sword. Instead, he held up his hands in what he hoped looked like a peaceful gesture.
The other man approached him from his left. He was short, and his eyes looked like they were in a permanent squint. “Move along, stranger. Our master does not allow travelers to loiter on his land.”
Lore kept his hands in the air. “Is this the estate of Farien Selk?”
The tall man in front of him gave a small growl. “Who asks?”
“I am looking for an audience with your master.”
“No one meets with Master Selk without his permission first. And I was not informed of your visit.”
“Wait. There must b—”
The tall man pulled his sword and stepped forward. “You will leave. Now.”
Lore took a step back. “Tell him I come in the name of Stephen Argus.”
“That name means nothing. Begone!”
“Wait, Carvas.” The shorter man to Lore’s left moved toward Carvas and talked quietly. Lore waited.
“I see,” Carvas said a moment later. “You will wait here. I will tell my master the name you come in.”
Lore dipped his head in acknowledgement. Carvas handed the torch to the other man and disappeared inside the doorway. The other man took up his position on Lore’s left again, his sword drawn.
Please, let this work. Lore knew he could try other ways to find Rowen, but Farien was his best plan. Farien would have contacts, and Lore had none in this foreign country. Without Farien, it could take months to locate Rowen, if he wasn’t captured first. And who knew what could happen to her in that time, or if anything had happened to her already?
Minutes ticked by. An unseen insect began to shrill nearby. Lore stood as still as possible and watched the man to his left out of the corner of his eye. More stars popped across the black sky.
The door opened, and Carvas came back out. “Farien said he would see you. But first, we need to take your weapons.”
Lore nodded. He would expect nothing less from the men who guarded Farien. Lore dropped his pack and unbelted his sword. The other man came forward and grabbed it. Carvas searched the bag, then patted down Lore. He found the pouch hidden inside Lore’s tunic and started to pull it out.
Lore grabbed his hand. The other man held out his sword and pointed it at Lore. Lore looked at Carvas. “That is not a weapon or poison. It is my money pouch.”
Carvas felt the pouch with his hand. “I will need to check that for myself.” He opened the pouch and poured some of the gems and money into his hand.
Lore waited, his body tense. If either man decided they would rather have the money for themselves, he was ready to fight, even without his sword.
Instead, Carvas placed the few gems and coins back into the pouch and let it drop back onto Lore’s chest. Carvas then finished checking his sides and boots for any hidden daggers.  “All right. One more precaution.” Carvas took a step back. “Farien said he wants your hands bound until he knows you are really from Stephen.”
Lore gritted his teeth but nodded. He brought his hands back. Carvas pulled out a thin piece of rope. He stepped behind Lore. Lore’s hands were jerked back and the rope wound around his wrists. Carvas knew what he was doing. Lore could still feel his hands, but the rope was tight enough that there was no way he could get them free.
Carvas came back around and took the torch. “Good. Now, follow me.” He headed toward the door. Lore followed. The other man went behind him. Well, at least he was heading inside, instead of having the door shut in his face.
Carvas led Lore through the doorway. Inside the wall were the buildings Lore had seen when he’d peeked over the wall. There looked to be seven in all, four of them two stories high. To his right were two tall buildings with small square windows that lined both floors. Soft light shone out of the windows, and torches flickered from brackets hung beside the doorways.
To his left were the stables and a small open building like a blacksmith. Past the stables was a pen with a couple of sheep crowded in one corner. The scent of fresh hay and animal dung hung in the air. Tufts of tall grass grew up beside the fence and buildings, but the rest of the ground was clear and flat.
Carvas led Lore past the dwellings, stables, and animals toward the large, much nicer two story building in the back of the compound. Curved windows were carved into the whitewashed staccato walls, each one lit from the inside. Two columns held up a tiled roof that overshadowed five wide stone steps that stood in front of the main door. A torch hung to one side, lighting the entrance.
Carvas led the way up the stairs and opened the door. Light spilled across the portico. Carvas headed inside. Lore followed. A large entrance hall greeted his eyes. Tapestries hung from the high ceiling on either side of the hall, each covered in bright colors and geometric patterns. Thick, green rugs lay across the stone floor. Candles burned in an overhead chandelier, lighting up the area. Three hallways emerged from the main room: to the right, the left, and straight ahead. Carvas turned left, and Lore followed.
Long, narrow rugs lay on the floor, muffling the sound of the men’s boots. Golden sconces held long thin candles every couple of feet. After they passed a door on the left, a faint spicy scent filled the air. Lore sniffed again. It was bitter and sweet at the same time, like nothing he had ever smelled before.
Carvas stopped at the third door. He looked at Lore and opened it. “Master Farien waits inside.”
Lore nodded and walked past Carvas, his hands still firmly tied behind his back. Carvas followed. He shut the door and stood by the wall. 
The room was spacious, with a high ceiling and a vertical wooden beam positioned in each corner. The outer walls and corners were dark. The only light in the room came from the torches hung from the four wooden beams and a fire burning in a pit in the middle of the room. A circle of three stairs had been cut from the stone floor, leading down into the pit. Couches and scarlet pillows with golden tassels filled in the spaces between the wood beams. Two curved swords hung from the ceiling a few feet above the fire pit.
On the other side of the fire sat a man on the lowest step. His legs were sprawled in front of him, crossed at the ankles. His hair was thick and black, his face lean, with a small triangular goatee and a thin black mustache around his lips. He wore a wine-colored silk shirt open at the chest. A silver chain hung around his neck. He reached into a small ceramic bowl by his side, pinched the dark substance inside, and tossed it into the fire. A grey haze rose from the flames and filled the air with a spicy bittersweet scent.
Lore turned his head and fought away a cough.
“Are you the one who claims to come in the name of Stephen Argus?”
Lore looked back and found Farien staring at him. “Yes. You are Farien Selk, I presume.”
Farien grabbed a towel hidden behind the bowl of black powder and wiped his hands. “I am.” He tossed the towel to the side, stood, and walked around the fire, stopping at the lowest step. He looked up at Lore. “Who are you? And how do you know Stephen?”
Lore took a deep breath. He felt Carvas’s gaze on his back. “I am Lore Palancar, Captain of the Guard and varor to the late High Lord Gaynor Celestis, of the White City.” He knew the titles no longer applied, but he wanted Farien to know whom he was dealing with. “I was the courier between Stephen Argus and Lord Gaynor during the war.”
From the corner of his eye, Lore saw Carvas step away from the wall, his hand on the hilt of his sword.
Farien held his hand toward Carvas. “Everything is fine Carvas.”
Carvas nodded but stayed where he was, with his hand still on his hilt.
“Yes.” Farien looked back at Lore. “I heard about the assassination of Lord Gaynor. A pity. He was a strong leader. The assassination was not something I was privy to, or else I would have warned him. For a price, of course.”
Lore swallowed the hot words forming inside his mouth. Remember, you need him.
Farien walked up the steps and past Lore toward a table between the couches. Lore turned and watched him. Farien picked up a decanter and poured a dark liquid into a small crystal cup. “Wine?” he asked, looking back at Lore.
Lore shrugged.
“Oh, yes, your hands.” He looked past Lore. “Carvas, you may untie our guest’s hands. But do keep his weapons.”
Carvas stepped away from the wall. Lore felt the ropes tighten then loosen and fall away.
“Wine?” Farien asked again.
“No, but thank you.” Lore brought his hands around and rubbed his wrists.
Farien placed the stopper back on the decanter and turned with a cup in hand. “So you’re the famous Captain Lore.” Farien lifted the cup and took a sip. His eyes roved across Lore. Lore stared back, refusing to be cowed by Farien. Farien smacked his lips and smiled. “One of Lady Meira’s best.” He lifted the cup. “Are you sure you won’t share a cup with me? You have nothing like it up north.”
Lore shook his head. “No, thank you.”
“Your loss.” Farien moved toward one of the couches and sat down. “Take a seat, Captain Lore.”
Lore hesitated then moved toward the other couch and sat down.
“So why are you here?” Farien lifted his cup and took another sip.
“I am searching for someone.”
“Ahhh.” Farien placed his cup on the table and wrapped his hands around one knee. He looked at Lore. “Then you came to the right man. I like to think of myself as a trader of information. But then, you know that. And you also know my information is not free. So what have you brought in exchange for the information you seek?”
Lore had known Farien would ask for payment. Now he only hoped he had enough. Lore drew out the silk pouch that hung around his neck, untied it, and poured some of the contents out onto his palm. Gold coins flashed, small rubies twinkled, and one sapphire fell into his hand. Lore looked up. “And there is more inside the pouch.”
Farien studied the coins and gems with interest. “I think that should be enough.” He looked back at Lore. “Now, this person you are seeking, is this personal or national business?”
“Both,” Lore replied.
Farien raised an eyebrow. “Continue.”
“One of my guards was sailing to Thyra. Unfortunately, the captain of her ship deceived us, and my guard was taken into slavery. We believe she has been taken to Azar.”
“‘She’? Interesting.” Farien sat back in his seat. “So you seek a woman guard sailing to Thyra. And who was the captain of her ship?”
“Drake Delos.”
“Ah, Drake.” Farien reached for his cup. “I know about Captain Drake. Slave trader on the black market.”
A surge of fire flooded Lore’s body. Had Prince Evander known that when he arranged the voyage for Rowen? No, he couldn’t have. Unless he didn’t care about the men he sent and the possibility they would be taken too.
Farien held his cup to his lips. “But I take it you didn’t know that.”
“No, not when she first sailed. I was led to believe Drake was just a merchant.”
Farien gave a small laugh before taking a sip of his wine. “Yes, he is that too. Recently, though, he has been staying in Azar. Odd for a man whose livelihood is made upon the sea.” Farien placed his cup back down. “So I checked into his new business. After all, that is how I make my money, by knowing what is going on. Come to find out, Drake is claiming to be able to heal people.”
Lore’s heart drummed faster inside his chest. “How?”
“Something about a young woman.” Farien looked at Lore. “That couldn’t be your guard, could it?”
Lore did not like the sudden gleam in Farien’s eyes. “What is her name?”
Farien shrugged. “I don’t know her name. Drake hasn’t even let out that it’s a woman. I found out that little tidbit in other ways. But amongst the elite in Azar, she’s being called the Mirelukahn. She healed Sherard, one of the noblemen of Azar cursed with leprosy. Only now the leprosy is gone.” Farien looked intently at Lore. “So, is this your missing guard?”
Lore kept his lips pursed. Should he tell Farien who, or what, Rowen really was? Then again, he had a feeling Farien would find out whether he told him or not. “Perhaps.”
“I also heard she did something strange to Lady Anya, of the Fahlon family.” Farien watched Lore. “Instead of healing the noblewoman, she performed some kind of dark magic on her, or so Lady Anya claims.”
Lore went rigid. “What kind of dark magic?”
“I don’t know.” Farien waved his hand. “Lady Anya wouldn’t say. She claims the Mirelukahn is actually a witch.”
Oh, Word! No, not that. But he knew otherwise. This “Mirelukahn” had to be Rowen. And the dark magic was probably her truthsaying power. Why had she used it? Why now? Lore slowly let out his breath. Once word got out that Rowen was supposedly a witch, he doubted that the people of Azar would tolerate her within their city. He needed to find Rowen now.
Lore looked at Farien. “So how can I find this ‘Miracle Healer’?”
Farien glanced at his silk pouch. “It depends. How much more do you have in that pouch?”
Lore leaned over and poured the rest out onto the table between them. Gold and gems scattered across the wooden surface.
Farien picked up a ruby and held it up to the light. At length, he placed the ruby down and nodded. “I will do more than just give you Drake’s whereabouts. I have some other business to attend to in Azar, so I will accompany you to Azar and personally help you locate your guard.”
Lore looked at Farien, stunned. “I would greatly appreciate that.” He blinked and reached over to gather up the coins and gems. “I will give you half your payment now and half after we locate my guard.” Lore dumped half of the gold and gems into Farien’s palm. The rest he placed back in his pouch.
Farien closed his hand into a fist and smiled. “Sounds fair. We leave tomorrow. Until then, you will stay here as my guest.”
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Caleb crumpled up the parchment and threw it across the room. He’d known this moment would come: Corin had finally found him. But how? He had no idea. Maybe one of his own servants had sent word to his cousin. Or maybe Meira. In any case, Corin now knew Caleb was back in Temanin, and he wanted an account of Caleb’s actions up north.
Caleb sat on the bed. What would he say? That the Word had taken hold of him? That an Eldaran had used her power on him? Meira had told him the story of a brilliant light that had shattered the Temanin Army. Not being conscious during that last battle, he wouldn’t know. But considering what that Eldaran woman had done to him and the power of the Word, he could believe it.
Caleb closed his eyes. He didn’t understand who he was now. The books he had found in Lady Meira’s library had told him about the Word, but hardly anything about the Eldarans. And Nierne still distrusted him. He could see it in her eyes. So she had hardly been forthcoming with information.
He looked at his palm. It hardly looked different than his other hand, only a shade lighter. But he couldn’t deny that there was something about the faded mark on his hand. He had almost asked Nierne about it, but when she had spoken of the death of that father in her order, something in her voice had made him stop. Instead, he had hoped he would find something about a mark in the books she had found for him. He read all morning and found nothing.
Caleb curled his hands into fists and laid his head across his knuckles. A warm breeze from the balcony brushed his face. “Word,” he whispered. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t even know who I am.” He stared at the stone floor. “I don’t know what to say to Corin. I’m a different man now. Please give me direction and the words to say to my cousin. Show me what to do. And help me understand what it means to be a Son of Truth.” The door opened behind him. Caleb lifted his head and looked around.
Nierne stood in the doorway, her hand still on the door. “Am I disturbing you?” she asked, taking a step back into the hallway.
“No.” Caleb stood and turned. “Actually, I’ve received some news. I need to head to the capital city, to Azar.” A trace of fear darted across her face. “And you will come with me. In Azar, I can find transport for you back to Thyra.”
Interesting. He still hadn’t found out what had brought Nierne away from Thyra. And from the look on her face, it looked like she had no desire to go to Azar either.
No time to think about that now. Corin was expecting him in three days. “Pack your things,” Caleb said, moving toward the dark wooden chest shoved up against the wall. He pulled out his pack and began to stuff his belongings inside. He glanced over his shoulder. Nierne picked up her other tunic from the corner where it had been dumped, placed the few garments she owned inside, then rolled the tunic up.
“Here.” Caleb turned around with his pack in hand. “Put it in.” He held open the canvas pack. She hesitated, glancing between him and the pack. “Your clothing will pick up dust if left out in the open.”
She still held back. Would it hurt her to trust him just once? Caleb thought angrily. Finally, Nierne moved across the room and dropped her clothing into his pack, taking care to come only as close to him as she needed to.
Unfortunately for her, he had only one horse. Which meant they would be very close, at least until he could find another mount for her. Caleb paused. Maybe he could get one from Meira.
Caleb cinched the bag shut, then studied Nierne for a moment. She blushed and looked away. She never seemed to be able to stand him looking at her. The old Caleb would have continued staring just to get a reaction from her. But he sensed that wasn’t the best way to build a bridge between them. So he hefted his pack onto his back and walked toward the door.
Caleb held the door open for Nierne. The clothing she wore caught his eye. “That tunic won’t do,” he said, shaking his head. “The dust and sun will eat your skin. I’ll see if Lady Meira can provide you with some travel clothes.”
Nierne looked down and tugged at the bottom hem of her tunic. He had seen her do this a couple of times. Probably not used to something so short. He doubted the monastery robes she wore were that short. Pity, her legs looked good in the short white tunic. He wondered what—
Caleb glanced away. Not going there. He turned to leave then stopped. “Wait.” He looked back. “Where is your pendant? The one you used to wear?”
Her hand was halfway to her throat when she paused. She dropped her hand. Her eyes darted to the left. “I don’t have it anymore.”
“But isn’t it important to you? To your order?”
Nierne lifted her chin. “Yes.”
“Did Lady Meira take it?”
“No.”
Caleb cocked his head. “Don’t you need it? You know, to prove you are a scribe or something?”
He watched her jaw move back and forth. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Now he was curious. But the look on Nierne’s face broached no further questions on the matter.
Caleb shrugged and started down the hall. The cut on Nierne’s foot had healed nicely. Not that he would have minded holding her by the waist and helping her al—
Sands! What was going on with him? Had he been without a woman too long?
And it would probably be longer still. According to what he’d been reading, the Word took the act of bonding seriously. One commitment to one woman for the rest of his life. When Caleb had first read those words a few days back, he had laughed out loud. What man could live that way? One woman? But the more he’d read, the more he’d realized that, if he truly followed the Word now, that would have to be his path too. The thought had sobered him up.
“Caleb, I didn’t realize you were leaving.” Lady Meira stood at the bottom of the stairs, wrapped in fine pale silk. Her hand rested on the railing, her eyes on Caleb.
Caleb stopped near the bottom of the stairs. “Meira. Yes, I am leaving. I’m afraid I received a letter from Lord Corin this morning. He insists I come to Azar immediately.”
“How unfortunate. You’ve only been here three days.”
“And you have been most hospitable,” Caleb replied. “But even I cannot say no to Lord Corin when he summons.”
Meira smiled, a smile more suitable on a snake. Caleb clenched his teeth. He was pretty sure now who had informed Corin of his return to Temanin. “I understand. I will see that your horse is readied.”
“I have seen to that already.” Caleb stepped off the stairway. “I sent word to Thalis, my head servant, to deliver your payment for N— For the slave girl. You may give him my ring when you have your gold.” Meira’s gaze darted toward Nierne as Caleb walked past her. He stopped and turned. “And could you provide traveling clothes for my servant? I would see it as a favor to my family. And a mount too.”
Meira’s smile disappeared. It was Caleb’s turn to smile—inwardly, of course. Meira hated being reminded that her family and station were below his own. To deny him his requests would be considered a slight. “Of course.” Lady Meira took a step back.
“When we arrive in Azar, I will leave your horse in the care of the palace stables.”
Lady Meira nodded, her lips tight.
Caleb walked out the door. He stepped out from the shade of the portico and the hot desert air blasted him. Ahead and to the right were the stables. He headed directly toward it, Nierne behind him. Inside the long building he found his horse saddled and ready. A young stable boy stood holding the reins.
“Thank you.” Caleb took the reins. The boy bowed and backed away. “One more thing.”
The boy looked up.
“I need one more horse, for my servant girl here. A favor from Lady Meira.”
“Yes, milord.”
The boy turned and headed down the row of stalls.
Nierne walked in and stopped abruptly when she saw him beside his horse. “Are we riding together?”
Caleb was half tempted to say yes and see her reaction. He was brewing for a fight. Instead, he turned and patted the horse. “No. I arranged for a mount for you.”
“I hate riding,” he overheard Nierne mutter.
Caleb spun around. “Do you want to walk to Azar?”
Nierne stared at him, her eyes wide.
Caleb turned back toward the horse and sighed. Sarcasm will not help. But he was still angry over Corin’s letter. And Nierne’s outright hostility was beginning to grate on his nerves.
“Look.” He turned back toward Nierne. The wind tugged at the hair around her face, distracting him for a moment. “I know you don’t like me, and you have every reason not to. I wasn’t a nice person when we met up north. But I’m… I’m not that man anymore.” Her face looked like chiseled stone. “Temanin is not a safe place for a woman like you.” Not with exotic hair and looks like those, he thought, marveling again at the color of her hair. “So I want to help you find your way home.”
Nierne studied him. He could see the fight inside her. Believe me, Caleb thought, willing her to believe him. She looked down, then back up. Her face still looked guarded, but the hostility was slowly ebbing away.
“Thank you,” she said finally, “for helping me. And I’m sorry about my comment about riding.” She shrugged. “I’m not much of a rider.”
It was a start. “You’re welcome.”
A servant girl entered the stables, a small bundle in her hands. “For Lord Tala,” she said, walking up to Caleb.
He took the bundle from her hands. “Tell your mistress thank you.” The young woman blushed and bobbed her head.
Caleb turned away, barely giving notice to the girl. “Here,” he said, handing the bundle to Nierne. “You can change over there.” He waved at the door to his right. “And hurry, I want to get a head start.”
Nierne narrowed her eyes but didn’t say a word. Instead, she turned around and hurried toward the door. The door slammed behind her.
What had he done now? Caleb sighed and turned toward his horse. He murmured softly to the mare as he waited.
A couple of minutes later, the door opened. Nierne hesitated in the doorway, then walked out. She wore a simple white tunic tucked into beige leggings that hugged her waist and flowed down around her legs like a split skirt. Soft-skinned boots had replaced the sandals on her feet. She looked at Caleb and held up a long white linen scarf. “I’m not sure what to do with this.”
Caleb left the horse and held out his hand toward Nierne. “Here.”
Nierne handed him the scarf. He took a step closer. She kept her face riveted to his chest. His whole body tightened. He placed the scarf over her head and slowly wrapped one end around her neck, letting the other end hang loose over her shoulder. She looked up, her eyes full and dark.
He sucked in a breath and took a step back. The faster he got to Azar, the better. “The scarf will help keep the sun off your face and head.”
“I see.” Nierne picked up the end of the scarf and studied it. “That makes sense.”
Caleb watched Nierne. The woman had no idea, no clue, the effect she had on him. Any other woman he knew would have picked up on his desire and would have invited more. But not her. Did she even realize he was a man?
He returned to the horse and started fastening his pack behind the saddle. He actually found her innocence…refreshing. And frustrating. Sands, what was he thinking?
“Thank you.”
He swerved around.
She gave him a small smile, her first one ever, and held up the end of the scarf.
Caleb let out his breath and smiled back. “You’re welcome.” The tension inside him slowly drained away. “Now, we have a long ride ahead of us, so we’d better get going.”
Just then the stable boy brought out another horse, a sleek grey one, saddled and ready.
“Good.” Caleb took the reins from the stable boy. The boy bowed and backed away. “Do you need help getting up?” Caleb asked.
“No, I can handle this.” Nierne went toward the left side of the horse.
Satisfied, Caleb went back to his own horse. He shoved his boot into the stirrup and heaved himself up onto the horse. He settled in the saddle and turned… and almost laughed when he saw her trying to get on her horse. He bit his cheek and kept the guffaw to himself. She was right: She wasn’t much of a rider. She could hardly get on the horse. After another attempt, she finally made it onto the saddle.
Caleb gave her a moment longer to settle then brought his horse around. “Ready?”
Nierne looked at him, her face red, her body rigid, almost daring him to say something. She gathered up the reins. “Yes.”
Caleb nodded, a grin tugging at his lips. “Then let’s go.”
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Lore stared at the walls of Azar. Even from a hundred feet away, they towered over him, twice as tall as the White City’s and thick enough that two horses could side by side cross the top. The walls were the shade of burnt ember, tinted by the rising desert sun.
The double gates reached almost as high as the walls and were made from thick dark wood. On either side of the gates were horns. Each started at the top of the wall, narrow and barely visible, their sides thickening as they neared the ground. Each horn ended in a round opening big enough for a child to sit in, but thankfully too high for a child to reach.
Not that it stopped the children below from trying to climb up into the horns.
Along with the dozen children playing below the horns, there were hundreds of people gathered outside the gates: merchants, travelers, and families. Goats bleated, wagons with white canvas tops maneuvered between tents, dogs yapped and ran between the crowds.
Everyone seemed to be waiting for the gates to open.
Lore stared at Azar. Nothing he had read about the desert city compared to seeing the capital of Temanin for the first time. It was easily three to four times larger than the White City, and that was only what he could see. He wondered how far back into the hills the city went.
The morning sun climbed higher into the sky. The air grew warmer, and sweat broke out along his face and back. A soft breeze brought the smell of dung, animal, and spices. Children laughed and shouted to each other across the crowd.
“Beautiful, isn’t she?” Farien came to stand beside Lore, a touch of pride in his voice. His two bodyguards stood a couple of feet away. “Oldest city in the Lands. Wait until you see inside. Anything a man could wish for can be found in Azar. Silk cloth from the islands, spices from Hont, beautiful women…”
Lore nodded in a daze. He could understand now why Azar was called the Jewel of the Desert. Farien was right: Nothing compared to the ancient city. Its size alone made him feel like a grain of sand on the desert floor. How would he find Rowen in such a place?
A long low tone blared across the desert. The children below the horns scrambled away toward their families. Wagons and herds shifted toward the gates. A crack formed vertically between the wooden doors. The horns blew again.
“It is time.” Farien started toward the gates on foot, his two bodyguards following.
A steady hum filled the air as the masses streamed forward. Lore fought to stay with Farien. He dodged wagons and camels, and sidestepped a pile of animal refuse. The sun steadily rose, and the air grew hotter by the minute. Its rays seeped through the white linen shirt and scarf Lore wore until his entire body radiated with heat. He hoped the ointment Farien had given him would keep his skin from crisping in the desert sun. The closer they drew to the gates, the more the people pressed on either side of him, like a living river of humanity. The stream surged through the gateway, tightly packed.
Lore reached the gates and looked up. He could see the archway high above him. To his right and left were the gates, their hinges larger than his fist. He doubted the catapult that had taken out the White City’s gates could even put a dent in these. He shook his head and moved on.
Once inside, the people spread out again. Lore found Farien on the other side of a wagon in front of him. Buildings lined both sides of the wide, dirt street, and were three, four, even fives stories tall. Brightly colored tents stood in front of the buildings. Merchants rushed to their booths with their laden donkeys, carts, and what they carried on their backs. Moments later, their voices filled the air, joining the cacophony.
Children weaved through the crowded streets. One rushed in front of Lore. He scarcely stopped before crashing down on the little one.
Farien looked back. “Magnificent.” he said when Lore caught up. “One can feel alive in such a place.”
Lore wasn’t so sure. He missed the stillness of the ancient trees in Anwin or the quiet of a snowy winter’s morning in the White City. The hustle and bustle of Azar was almost too much for him.
They continued along the main road. A couple of people stopped to look at Lore. He drew his scarf closer around his face, but he knew that his sea eyes, sand-colored hair, and lighter skin marked him as a foreigner. More people turned his direction and watched him walk by.
“Interesting,” Farien said, passing a group of men bartering over bolts of red and purple cloth. “You seem to be attracting a lot of attention.” He looked at Lore from the corner of his eye. “I would dare say many of the nobles here would pay a high price for a manservant like you: green eyes, muscular build, light hair—”
Lore shot him a dark look. “I don’t believe any man should own another. And if you do anything to make me suspect you are planning to double-cross me, I will—”
“I won’t.” Farien flicked his hand in a casual manner. “I don’t do business in the slave trade. Only information.”
Farien turned and led Lore and his two bodyguards down a more narrow but just as congested street. The sun tried to peek through the tall buildings, but Lore found himself more in shadow than in sunlight. Men and women called out their wares from booths covered in canvas.
Farien turned halfway down the street and entered a small doorway. Lore and the other men followed.
Inside was a long room filled with small tables. Earth tone tiles covered the floor, and the walls were light beige. Tall, narrow windows lined the wall to the left and gave a view of the street. Three men sat around a table next to the nearest window, drinking from tiny ceramic cups hardly big enough to hold a couple of sips of whatever was inside.
Farien moved toward the back and sat down at a table next to a doorway. Long strands of wooden beads hung vertically and acted as a door to the room beyond. Lore went and stood in the corner, right behind Farien. For now, Farien wanted him to remain conspicuous, and the best way to do that was to act as a manservant. The role wasn’t much different than that of a varor, he realized. Lore clasped his hands behind his back and wondered what this place was and why Farien had brought him here.
The beads inside the doorway rustled, and a young woman appeared. Her hair was long and dark, and it was pulled back into a braid that hung down to her waist. She wore a coarse, blue tunic and strange, dark pants that looked more like a skirt. The woman saw them and walked over. She stopped and bowed toward Farien. “How may the House of Saul serve you today?”
Farien looked up. “A cup of black. And tell your master that Farien Selk would like to speak to him.”
The woman bowed again and disappeared in the doorway. Lore looked around as he waited. One of Farien’s guards had positioned himself near the outer door. The other came to stand beside Lore.
The beads rustled, and out stepped a rotund, dark-skinned man. Bright robes of green, red, and blue stretched tightly across his broad torso. His head was shaved, and he wore a gold hoop in one ear. He looked at Farien and smiled, his teeth a brilliant white. “Farien Selk,” he said a low, deep voice.
Farien turned around. “Ah, Saul.” He stood and stretched out his arms. “It has been a long time.”
Saul clasped Farien’s forearms, his hands the size of ham hocks. “What brings you to the House of Saul?” His voice rumbled like thunder.
“Information, always information,” Farien said. Saul raised an eyebrow at Farien, who nodded deeply. “And yes, I’m paying well.”
Saul gestured toward the chairs. “Then let us sit and discuss ‘information.’” He laughed like it was a joke.
Farien chuckled too and sat down.
Saul took a seat across from him, the chair groaning beneath his weight. He looked around, noting Farien’s two men, then noticed Lore. “New manservant?” he said with interest.
“In a manner of speaking,” Farien replied.
Saul looked Lore up and down, his gaze lingering on Lore’s face. “Hmph. Avonain. Not my type of slave. They dry up in the desert heat.”
“He’s not for sale,” Farien said, his voice more serious.
The young woman with the long dark braid entered the room holding a small plate and ceramic cup. Lore could see small wisps of steam rising from the black liquid inside. She placed the cup and saucer in front of Farien, bowed, and backed away.
“So Farien, my friend,” Saul said, “what kind of information are you seeking that you would personally come all the way to Azar? You tend to be more of a desert rat, hanging about in that compound of yours.”
Farien lifted the small cup and sniffed inside. “I’ve heard rumors.” He took a sip of the steamy black liquid. “Rumors of a Miracle Healer. Mirelukahn.”
Saul folded his hands across his stomach. “Drake’s woman, you mean.”
Lore’s body went rigid. Now he understood why Farien had brought him here. Lore wanted to start asking Saul himself about Rowen, but he held back. Farien needed to be the one who asked the questions, not him. It was Farien that Saul knew. Still, the desire to know Rowen’s whereabouts and condition burned in his chest.
“Yes, Drake’s woman.” Farien placed his cup back down on the small plate. “I want to know where to find her.”
“Why? Are you sick?” Saul’s eyes narrowed, and he looked intently at Farien.
“No, but my manservant is.”
Lore glanced at Farien from the corner of his eye. Good ploy.
Saul looked over at Lore. “The man looks healthy to me.”
“Sickness of a different sort,” Farien said and took another sip.
“Drake charges a lot of gold for the healings. And they’re real.” Saul leaned across the table, his girth spreading over the wooden top. “Saw Sherard myself. Leprosy gone. No more bandages around his face. But—” Saul sat back and brought his hands up— “is the gold worth spending on a slave?” He shot Lore another look.
Farien placed his cup down. “That is for me to decide. All I want to know is, can you connect me to Drake?”
Saul began to tap the table with one, thick finger and studied Farien. “Yes,” he said finally. “I can set up a meeting.”
“Good.” Farien finished his drink and put the cup down with a clink. “How soon?”
“Today,” Saul said. “But first, the gold.”
Farien drew out a small silk pouch and poured a couple of coins out onto the table. “Half now, half when we arrive at Drake’s.”
“Deal.” Saul swiped the table and slid the gold into his other hand. Then he stood. “I will contact Drake now. If you like, feel free to stay here and enjoy another cup of black, compliments of the house.”
Farien lifted his empty cup. “That I will, my friend.”
 
• • •
 
Lore stared at the dingy two-story building Saul’s servant had led them to. Rough burlap cloth hung across the bottom windows. A single, narrow wooden door stood in the middle of the building. The street on which the building stood was barely ten feet across. It was as though whoever had built this part of Azar had wanted to fit in as many buildings as possible within a couple of blocks.
Lore wondered how people could live in such close quarters. And the smell… He fought the desire to cover his nose. The putrid smell of something rotten mingled with the scent of sewage and smoke. And the hot breeze, instead of brushing the smell away, stirred it up into a swirl of noxious fumes. Could Rowen be here? In this place of squalor?
He saw her face again, on the balcony the morning before she’d left. The morning when he’d told her good-bye and had almost kissed her. Her long, pale hair. Her bright blue eyes. The smoothness of her skin and neck. Yes, she was worth traveling all this way for, and not just for her physical beauty, although that was what had first triggered his affection. She understood him, and he understood her. They connected on a level beyond the physical. He yearned for that connection again.
Farien seemed oblivious to the stench as he walked up to the door and knocked. His two bodyguards waited a couple of feet away, along with Saul’s servant.
Moments later, the door opened a crack.
“What do you want?” a gruff voice said.
“I am here to speak to Drake Delos. Saul sent word that I would be coming.”
Lore came to stand beside Farien. There was shuffling behind the door, then a short man with spiky black hair and a long scar across his left cheek stepped outside. His eyes caught Lore’s attention: a swirl of deep blue and green. Sea eyes. Just like his.
Lore subtly reached for the sword hidden beneath his tunic and robe. The feel of the hilt reassured him. He dropped his hand and looked at Drake with quiet determination. One way or another, Rowen would be leaving today.
Drake crossed his arms and scowled. “Farien Selk.”
“Drake Delos.” There was a hard edge to Farien’s voice that surprised Lore. Perhaps there was more between Farien and Drake than he had realized. “I am here to see your Miracle Healer. May we come inside?”
Drake glanced at Farien’s bodyguards. “Your men stay out here.”
Farien motioned toward Lore. “This one comes with me.”
Drake turned and looked him up and down. A faint look of recognition crossed his face, but he only grunted and said, “fine.”
Drake turned and walked inside. Farien dismissed Saul’s servant, then headed into the building. Lore followed. The hallway was dark and narrow. Drake led them past a door and entered the second one on the right. Lore’s heart beat faster. Was Rowen in there?
The room was small, with large deep green sitting pillows lined along the walls. A scarlet round rug sat in the middle of the room. One window graced the far wall. Burlap covers filtered the sunshine coming from the outside. In the corner stood a low table with a jar. Wisps of white smoke trailed upward from the jar, filling the small room with a sickly sweet scent.
Lore looked around again. The room was empty except for Drake and Farien. Disappointment swelled in his chest. If Drake had done anything to her, Lore was going to have a hard time restraining himself.
Drake lowered himself onto the closest pillow and motioned for Farien to do the same. Lore stayed by the door.
Drake turned and studied Lore. “A fine Avonain manservant you have there. Where did you find him?”
Farien folded his hands around one knee. “I didn’t find him. He came to me.”
“Oh?” Drake raised an eyebrow.
“And he’s not my manservant. He is here to purchase your Miracle Healer. And I’m here to negotiate the deal.”
Lore stared down at Drake.
Drake looked at Farien, then back at Lore and laughed. “That’s why you’re here? I’m afraid that it’s not that simple. Or cheap.” He grew more serious. “There are very few men who would have enough gold to purchase the woman.”
“I know. That’s why I have this.” Farien brought out Lore’s pouch and jingled it.
Drake’s gaze was drawn to the pouch.  “Show me.”
Farien opened the pouch and poured out the rest of Lore’s wealth. Drake narrowed his eyes, his fingers slowly stretching toward the coins and gems. Farien gathered the treasure back into the pouch before Drake could touch it, and he cinched the pouch shut.
Drake dropped his hand. He looked back at Lore. “Who are you? It’s obvious you’re no manservant.”
“He is Captain Lore Palancar of the White City.” Farien wrapped his hands around one knee again. “You’ve heard of the Palancar family, haven’t you?”
Drake studied Lore as if calculating. “I have.”
“That woman you took is one of his guards.”
Drake opened his mouth to say something.
Farien cut him off. “We don’t want any trouble, Drake. I’ve heard you’ve had some problems with the woman lately. Not healing and such. So why don’t we find a way for both our parties to benefit.”
Drake worked his jaw, glancing between Farien and Lore.
Lore took a step forward. “While you decide,” he said, speaking for the first time, “I want to see Rowen.” He stared down at Drake. “Alone.”
Farien smiled, catlike. “I would do what the man says, Drake.” He seemed to be enjoying himself.
Drake raised his hands. “All right. But I want you to know that neither my men nor I have ever touched her. Those scars she has are of her own doing.”
Lore frowned, a shard of ice piercing his insides. Scars? “If you’ve hurt her, I will—”
“I said we haven’t touched her.” Drake stood and moved toward the door. “I have men surrounding this building.” He looked back at Lore. “So don’t think you can take her and run.”
Drake led Lore down the dark hall. Lore breathed faster, his pulse racing now. All those weeks of waiting and worrying and planning, to now finally be here.
Drake stopped before a narrow door, took out a set of keys, and unlocked the door. “Don’t try anything foolish, Palancar.” Drake stepped back. “Remember, I have guards stationed around this building.”
Lore ignored him and walked into the room. A small form lay on a sleeping pallet just below a window. A beam of sunlight shone down on the bed, leaving the rest of the room dark. Her hair lay scattered across a dingy grey cushion. He didn’t need to see her face to know. The figure was Rowen.
Lore let out his breath. He slowly crossed the room, his gaze fastened to her. The door shut behind him, but he didn’t turn around. His entire being was focused on the woman who lay a few feet away.
He hadn’t been sure he would ever see her again, and now here she was. His hands began to tremble. He went down on one knee, almost afraid to touch her. He gazed at her head, at each beautiful strand of pale hair. Her face was hidden in the shadows.
Word, thank You. Lore closed his eyes. Thank You for letting me find her.
Warmth filled his being. He opened his eyes and reached for her shoulder. His fingers brushed the thin material. She didn’t move. He worked moisture back into his mouth. “Rowen?”
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Rowen lay on her side on the stiff pallet. Bright Temanin sunlight poured through the window above her. She could feel the heat from the sun soak through the thin, long tunic she wore. She studied a crack in the wall, just below the window. Her gloved hand lay curled below her chin, resting against the linen wrap she now wore around her neck.
She had dreamed about Lore again last night.
A sharp stab pierced her heart. She remembered him with vivid detail: his blue-green eyes, sandy hair, and the burning inferno she could feel inside of him. He had laughed in her dream. She squeezed her eyes shut and curled into a ball on the pallet. She missed his laugh.
Rowen heard the door open behind her. Not now, Drake. Her body still hurt from the last healing. Muffled footsteps crossed the earthen floor. She held her breath. Any moment, he would shake her awake and make his demands. She didn’t know how much longer she could do this before she snapped.
The footsteps stopped behind her.
Oh, Word, don’t let it be Drake! Her body stiffened at the thought of healing. Yes, it took less time to recover now. Why, she didn’t know. But the pain was always the same: intense, agonizing, retching. That never changed.
A hand tapped her shoulder. She tensed under the touch.
“Rowen?”
Her eyes shot open, and her breath hitched. That wasn’t Drake. She knew that voice… But it couldn’t be. Her dreams were beginning to mess with her.
“Rowen?” The hand gently shook her.
She breathed harder and slowly turned on the pallet. A figure knelt near her. She blinked against the sunlight, then looked again. It couldn’t be—
“Lore?” She croaked out his name and struggled to sit up.
The hand moved to her back and helped her. “Yes.”
Rowen turned.
Lore—or at least the man looked like Lore—knelt before her.
Her lungs refused to work. Adrenaline rushed through her body, leaving her tingly and weak. “You can’t be,” she whispered. “You can’t be Lore.”
The man smiled. “Yes, Rowen, it is me.”
Her eyes grew wide. She lifted her hand, hesitantly at first, and placed it on his face. His skin felt warm and bristly under her touch. The man had a scar along his jaw, in the same place Lore did. Her breath caught, and she looked again into his eyes. Deep blue-green. As she watched, they morphed into a dark grey.
“You— But… how?”
The man laughed. A long, throaty laugh full of mirth, and sunshine, and happy days. Her jaw dropped at the sound. He reached over and brushed her glove. “Yes, Rowen, it really is me.” His eyes came to rest on the linen scarf wrapped around her neck.
“Oh!” Rowen grabbed her neck and turned. Oh Word, not this!
The room grew silent. Her hand shook against the wrapping.  She couldn’t let Lore see her. If he did… The joy from moments ago evaporated like a puddle on a hot day. He might understand the other scars: the smaller, less visible ones. But this one—
His hand touched her face above her neck.
Rowen drew back as if burned, holding the linen tightly against her neck. “Don’t touch me! Don’t come near me, don’t—” She shook her head, tears forming in her eyes. Lore was finally here, and she didn’t want him here. Everything was messed up. This was not how she had pictured reuniting with Lore.
“What happened?” Lore’s face was tight. “Did Drake—”
“No, no, it had nothing to do with Drake.” A sob escaped her lips. Rowen hid her face with her other hand. Why? Why did it have to be this way?
“Rowen, please help me understand.” Lore touched her hand again.
Rowen flinched and batted away his hand. “Please Lore, don’t. Just don’t.”
He looked straight at her. “I want to understand. I want to know what happened.”
Rowen trembled. Her hand still clutched her neck and the linen scarf. She couldn’t hide the scar forever. Maybe it was better to show it to Lore now and be over it.
“All right.” Her voice cracked, but Rowen slowly unwrapped the linen scarf, her gaze on Lore’s face. As she neared the end of the scarf, her stomach clenched. She could hear the rushing of her heart inside her ears.
The linen fell away.
His eyes grew wide, and he drew back. Rowen squeezed the linen in her fist but refused to look away. Let him see it all. Let him see what her dark journey had led to. Let him decide with all the facts whether he still wanted to be a part of it.
His eyes were pinned to her scar, as though he could not draw away. “How?”
Rowen swallowed. “I healed a little boy who was badly burned. His family was poor, so they could not afford Drake’s charges.” She laughed, but it sounded more like a choke. Lore still never looked at her. Her mouth grew dry. “They came to me in the night, and I chose to heal him. That burn…it would have killed him. Or scarred him so bad that he would be an outcast when he grew up.”
“So you took it instead.”
“Yes,” she whispered.
Lore reached out his hand. Slowly he moved it toward her neck. Rowen held still. His fingers lightly touched the scarred skin. She fought the urge to flinch. His gaze moved back and forth across her neck. She couldn’t watch anymore, so she closed her eyes.
A moment later, she felt his hand press gently down on the scar. She sucked in her breath. The heat from his hand burned along her skin.
“You are so beautiful.”
Startled, Rowen opened her eyes. Lore’s face was inches from hers, his gaze now on her face. He drew in closer, closer…
His lips touched hers.
The moment they touched, Rowen felt the fire inside Lore blaze to life. It enveloped her, warmed her, and drove away the shadows that had shrouded her for weeks on end. She closed her eyes. She could taste salt on his lips. Slowly she placed her hands around his neck. Lore deepened the kiss, his hand moving from her scar to her cheek. She reached up and touched his face, her fingers following the line of his ear and jaw.
Finally, Lore backed away. Rowen opened her eyes and found him smiling at her. “I still love you.” He rubbed her lower lip with his thumb, his gaze moving from her face to the right side of her neck. “All of you.”
It was more than she had hoped for. Rowen reached for him and buried her face in his tunic. The tears came like a heavy rain, soaking into his shirt.
Lore’s arms came around her and held her. “I missed you so much.” His voice rumbled through his chest. “Every day I thought of you, wondered where you were. And I prayed the Word would watch over you.”
Rowen clutched his shirt tighter. She could hear his heart thudding beneath his tunic. He smelled like salt and leather. She had missed him terribly.
He moved his hand to her hair. “Rowen, I’m so sorry. I should have come with you…”
“No.” Rowen sniffed and lifted her head. “If you had, Drake would have hurt you. Or killed you. Or left you. Just like he did to Aren and the other men. He left them on the beach.”
Lore shook his head. “No. Aren made it back to Avonai. It was Aren who told me about your capture.”
Rowen pulled away. “Aren made it back?”
“Yes. And he made sure the rest of the men made it back too.”
She let out her breath. “Then…they’re all safe.” It had been worth the cost. She had been able to save them. And now soon, hopefully, she would be saved too. “And Nierne? The woman from Thyra?”
Lore didn’t speak for a moment. “I’m afraid not.”
Rowen frowned. “I don’t understand. She didn’t make it?”
“From what Aren could gather, Drake never freed her. He believes Drake kept her and sold her.”
 “Drake did what?” A ball of fury surged inside her. Rowen turned and stared at the door as if Drake were standing there. Her jaw clenched. She had agreed to heal for him if he’d freed everyone. Not most. Not some. But all of them. “That— That rat! I healed for him! I stayed here and kept my word to him because he promised to free them all! And he didn’t—”
Lore pressed a finger to her lips.
But Rowen still raged on the inside. All those weeks of healing! Putting up with snobby, rich elites. Serving that crooked man when at any time she could have left. Drake had not keep his word.
“It’s all done now,” Lore said quietly.
Rowen looked back into his face, and her anger began to dissolve. Lore was right: It was done now. And perhaps she had done some good through the whole thing—
Wait. Something had happened. She thought back again on all those weeks. Her healing. It had become stronger. It no longer took days to recuperate. In fact, ever since she had healed the boy with the burn, she hadn’t blacked out at all. Tired, yes. But that was it.
“I have an acquaintance who is negotiating with Drake about your freedom. But before anything happens, I need to say something.”
The serious tone in Lore’s voice brought her full attention back toward him.
Lore took a deep breath. “Rowen, I will never leave you again, not if I can help it. We will find a way out of Azar and head toward Thyra to finish the job you set out to do. “
Shadonae. After weeks of just trying to make it between healings, Rowen had forgotten about the Shadonae. Lore’s words brought the heavy dark weight crashing back. Oh, Word, how could she go on, after everything else she had been through?
“However,” Lore continued, “I want to travel with you as more than just a companion. I want to be more than that to you.” He looked at her. “I wish…to bond with you.”
Rowen stared at Lore, feeling as though she had been punched in the chest. Lore did not blink, did not look away. Every reason why he should not bond with her tore through her mind. The long, dark road she must still follow. His position as Captain of the Guard. That she would never lead a normal life. He deserved better.
But one look at his face, and Rowen knew he had already thought through everything. That was Lore: He never acted without thinking. He loved her even after seeing her scar. To bring up these excuses would be merely putting off her answer. He was ready to commit to her.
Was she ready to commit to him?
Yes.
Rowen took a long slow breath. If he would take her—scars, truthsaying power, and all—then she would bond with him.
“Yes,” she said, her voice barely moving past her lips. “I will bond with you.”
His face softened, leaving a warm smile across his lips. He brushed his knuckles across her cheek and bent for another kiss.
Rowen closed her eyes. Hope flared up inside of her. Never had she thought she would bond. Yet here the Word was presenting her with the one man she most loved and admired.
Suddenly she saw bright possibilities for her life, a life past the Shadonae. A life with Lore, in the White City. They were older now, in her version. And there were children with sandy blond hair and sea eyes dashing through a garden beside a small log home.
Could this possibly be her future?
Rowen felt Lore back away, and reality returned. She opened her eyes.
Lore smiled at her and stood. He held a hand out to her. “Come, let us see if Farien has finished the negotiations.”
She took his hand. Lore gave it a quick squeeze and pulled her up. She was more than ready to leave. She spotted her stuff in the corner. “Let me grab my things, and I’ll be ready to go.”
Lore nodded. “I will wait right here.”
Rowen let go of his hand and walked to the corner of the room, where her few belongings were wrapped in a bundle. She no longer had her smallsword—Drake had taken that away on the ship. At least he had let her keep her glove. Probably for his own protection.
She stopped. A frigid presence washed over her like ice-cold water. Her heart seemed unable to find its rhythm. She placed a hand on her chest. Each breath was a struggle. Her fingers grew cold. What was happening to her? Rowen turned around and stumbled forward. “Lore, help—”
“Rowen?” Lore surged forward and caught her before she fell. “Are you all right?”
She drew in another difficult breath. Her heart was beating erratically now. “Lore, there’s something wrong. I feel…cold. Inside me. There is something here—”
The door opened behind her. Rowen turned her head. Men poured in, dressed in black with a red sash across their chests. Short dark hair, earth-colored skin. Temanin men.
Lore pulled Rowen to his side, placing himself between Rowen and the men. With his other hand, he drew his sword.
The first man looked past Lore and pointed at Rowen. “We are here for the woman.”
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Lore held his sword steady. “I don’t think so.”
The other men, three now in the room, drew their swords. Long, curved blades, the likes of which Rowen had never seen before. “By order of the Temanin Council, we are here to take the woman.”
“No, you won’t.”
Drake made his way through the men and came to stand beside the first one. “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice.” Only a couple of feet separated the Temanin men from Lore.
Rowen stepped away from Lore. She bumped into the wall behind her and leaned against it. She rubbed the place over her heart. The pain from the cold flash was slowly subsiding, but the chill was still there. What was causing this? The Temanin men?
Lore moved in front of her, shielding her from the men. “Drake, we had a deal.”
“No, we did not. One of Lord Corin’s top people contacted me. She demanded I hand over the Mirelukahn. I had no choice. When the Lord of Temanin demands something, you give it to him.”
Lore moved into a defense stance. “Did you know this before I arrived?”
Drake’s face was devoid of emotion. “Yes.”
“And yet you led me to believe that I could have her. You lying—”
“Enough!” The first man in black stepped forward. “We are taking the woman, whether you like it or not.”
Lore pointed his blade at the man. “You will have to go through me first.”
The man’s face grew dark. “So be it.”
With a shout, the Temanins rushed Lore.
Lore brought up his sword up. “Rowen, get out of here!”
The window stood to her left. But what about Lore?
Swords clashed. Lore blocked the first man’s blow. “Now!”
Rowen ran for the window. One of the other men went to intercept her.
“No you don’t!” Lore twisted around and caught the man in the leg.
The man grabbed Rowen as he fell. Rowen was knocked to the wall below the window, hitting her sleeping pallet with her hip. Her bundle tumbled out of her arms.
She turned and kicked out, hitting the man in the face with her foot. Blood spurted from his nose, and he looked dazed. She scrambled back to her feet.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Lore move in a fluidic motion, each muscle in control, moving in synchronization, driving the other two men back.
Rowen placed her hands on the sill and brought her leg up.
Lore grunted in pain.
Rowen didn’t look back. She threw herself out the window. Her hands and knees hit the ground, sending sharp pain across her palms and legs.
Outside was a small park, the one where she had first healed Sherard. Two semicircular benches stood in the middle, enclosed by the other apartment buildings, with an alley on the left that led to the street. The sun was high above the buildings. She could hear Lore fighting behind her. Should she leave him? Just to escape? He had told her to.
No. Rowen came to her feet and turned back toward the window. She left with him or not at all.
“Rowen!” Lore climbed out the window. There was blood splattered across his chest and face. “What are you still doing here?”
“I won’t leave without you.”
“Rowen—”
“This way.” She pointed to the left. “I think we can take the alley and—”
Four more men stepped out from the shadows in the alley.
Lore moved in front of her, his sword ready.
Rowen dropped her hand. She quickly looked around for another way out…
Nothing. The other buildings blocked any access to the street.
The men advanced, one hanging back to block off the alley.
What she wouldn’t give to have her smallsword with her right now.
Lore met the first blade with a hard hit. The clang of metal reverberated across the park.
A face appeared in one of the windows. The fight was starting to attract attention.
Another man joined in the fight. Rowen took a step back, still searching for an exit. Another window perhaps?
Lore held both men off until one blade made it past his flurry of hits, slashing his arm. Lore cringed, his arm sliced open near his shoulder. The man who had dealt the blow tried to get in another, but Lore fought back, although clearly favoring that arm.
Rowen looked around. What could she do? How could she help Lore?
Use your mark.
She stopped, and her eyes went wide.
Use your mark.
The voice inside her mind was cold and sharp, nothing like the Word’s voice.
Lore cried out and went down on one knee.
Rowen swerved back, her hand reaching for her glove. They would not take Lore—
Wait. She stared at her glove. This wasn’t right.
Lore struggled back up, blocking the blade that would have caught him in the chest.
Use your mark!
Rowen gripped her hands together. Word, help me! Help Lore!
The same frigid presence from earlier came back, double force. Her lungs froze, and her breath came out in a wispy cloud.
Lore fell to his knees.
Rowen screamed. She grabbed the edge of her glove and began to pull.
One of the men came around and hit Lore on the back of his head with the pommel of his blade. Lore crumpled to the ground, his sword dropping beside him.
“Don’t kill him!” She had the glove half off. “If you do anything to him—”
The men backed away, leaving a three-foot circle around Lore. One of them held a hand against his side and bent over.
“What do you want with me?” Rowen stared at the men. “What have I done to you? Why do you chase me down like a criminal?” She searched for Drake, but he was gone. Just like a rat. “I healed your people, I have—” Her words froze in her mouth.
The man near the alley stepped away.
A woman entered the park, dressed in a long scarlet dress. She was taller than the men, lean, with lush, dark hair that flowed down to her middle. Her lips matched her dress, her eyes the color of a moonless night.
She looked at Rowen and smiled.
The men turned. “Mistress Velyni,” the first man said and bowed. The rest of the men bowed as well.
“Leave us,” Velyni said.
“But mistress—”
“I can handle her. Leave.” There was an edge to her voice. “And take that man with you.” She nodded at Lore.
“No!”  Rowen rushed toward Lore—
—and jerked to a stop. It felt like a frigid hand had reached in and grabbed her by the heart. She couldn’t move.
Two of the men seized Lore and dragged him toward the alley.
Rowen fought the hold on her and took another step. The frigid hand squeezed. She gasped and fell to one knee. The pain radiated up to her forehead. What was going on?
As though following a tendril of cold mist, Rowen looked up and saw Lady Velyni walking toward her, a smile on her face. Whatever this cold power was, it was coming from her.
What was she?
Velyni walked past the men. Lore’s head lulled to the side, his legs and feet dragging behind him. A moment later he and the men carrying him disappeared in the alley.
Rowen looked at Velyni, each heartbeat feeling like it was trying to break through a cage of ice. No human she knew of had such power. Wait, could she be a Shadonae?
Velyni’s smile widened, and she came to a stop a couple of feet away. The frigid presence intensified.
Rowen let out a strangled breath and placed a hand on her throat.
“I am no more human than you are, Daughter of Light.” Velyni said the last words with a sneer.
Rowen dropped her hand and reached for her glove.
Velyni laughed. The hair on Rowen’s neck stood on end. “You can do nothing to me, Truthsayer. Yes, I know what you are. But your power only works on humans, not on me. Mine, however…” She bent down.
Rowen fought the power holding her. She stumbled back and hit the wall. Velyni closed the distance between them, her hand stretched out. Rowen twisted away, but Velyni grabbed her arm. A chill tore through her body, like an arc of lightning, so intense she gasped.
“My master told me to watch for one like you,” Velyni said, digging her fingers into Rowen’s arm. “He and his companion are most pleased that I found you.”
“Who?” Rowen sucked in another breath. Lore’s sword caught her eye. If she could just reach it…
Velyni ignored her question. “The last of the Eldarans.” She laughed. Her dark eyes glittered as she stared into Rowen’s face. “You do not have much to show for being the last of your kind. Wallowing in this filthy place. The slave of a lowly human. Your power used to heal others for gold. Power you know not of. It’s a pity, really.” Her fingers slowly let up. “You could be so much more. Perhaps that is my master’s plan. Or perhaps you are simply in the way.”
Master? This…creature or Shadonae or whatever she was, was the servant of another? “Who is your master?” Rowen could almost feel her arm again.
“You will know soon enough. You will be sent—”
Rowen broke free of Velyni’s grasp and dove for Lore’s sword. The hard ground grazed her knees. She ignored the pain and reached for the hilt. There. Her fingers curled around the cool metal. She swung the blade at Velyni’s legs.
The sword went right through Velyni as if she were made of smoke.
Stunned, Rowen let the sword’s momentum swing her around. The blade and her knuckles hit the ground on the other side.
Velyni laughed. “Foolish woman. Nothing made in this world can hurt me. But just in case you want to try again—” She reached down and grabbed Rowen by the shoulder.
A penetrating chill flowed through her veins. Rowen cried out and arched her back. Everything froze inside her. She slumped to the ground, barely able to draw in a breath.
“That’s right,” Velyni said softly. “Do not fight me.”
Rowen couldn’t, even if she’d wanted to. Her limbs tingled then lost feeling altogether. She heard Velyni call out for Keepers. Rowen’s head slumped to the side, each breath a cold, misty wisp. From the corner of her eye, she saw two men emerge from the alley.
“Tie her up and put her in the coach. Make sure the covers are closed. Then take her to…”
Her hands were brought behind her and tied together. Rowen closed her eyes. The only thing she could feel now was her heart. Its warm, steady beat meant she was still alive. Hands grabbed her beneath her arms and at her ankles. Her body went up into the air.
She fought the heaviness settling across her mind and opened her eyes one more time. She spotted Lore’s sword lying on the ground near the wall.
The man she loved. The man she would have bonded with.
A piercing ache filled her gut. Her eyes drew shut. She had no idea where she was going. But something told her she would not see Lore again.
The brief bit of hope she had held and immersed herself in that afternoon faded, like waking from a beautiful dream to a terrible reality. The dark road of her life now called. And she would follow it to its end. Alone.
Whether she wanted to or not.
 
• • •
 
Bright lights flashed across Lore’s vision. The back of his neck throbbed, radiating down his spine. Thump-thump, in sync with his pulse. He groaned and shoved against the ground. Dark spots replaced the stars. He brought his knees under him and breathed. The dark spots converged into one large black mass before his eyes.
One breath. Two. One breath—
Lore stood. His mind spun. He reached out and leaned against the wall next to him. A street came into focus. Shadows spread across the dirt road and up the building across from him. The sky above was bright blue. Lore held a hand to his head and blinked. Where was he? And where was—
 Rowen!
He turned. That door, the black one. It was the one he had entered earlier that afternoon. He stumbled toward the door. Stars popped back across his vision. Lore mentally pushed the spots away and wrenched open the door. Ahead, silhouettes stood in the doorway where he had left Farien.
“Where is she?” His breath caught in his throat as he made his way down the hall. Precious moments ticked by. He had to find Rowen now, if he had a chance of saving her. “Where did they take her?”
The silhouettes turned.
Lore saw Drake. “You!” He lunged toward the man, grabbed the front of Drake’s shirt, and slammed him against the doorway. “What did you do with her, you double-crossing snake!”
Drake raised his hands in self-defense, his eyes wide.
Lore reached for his sword. An empty sheath met his hand. Anger blazing, he twisted Drake’s shirt around his fist and pressed hard into the man’s chest. “What did you do with her?” His face was inches from Drake’s.
“Nothing! I swear nothing!”
Lore fought the desire to punch Drake as hard as he could. A red haze filled his vision. He hand shook. “Then what just happened?”
A hand came to rest on his arm. “Captain Lore, let Drake go.” Lore turned and found Farien next to him. “I know you enough to know you will regret anything you do to this man.” Farien turned and looked at Drake with loathing. “Even if he does deserve it.”
Lore shrugged off Farien’s hand. He wasn’t done yet. “I want to know what happened.” He turned back to Drake. “And this man knows!”
“The woman was Lord Corin’s consort, Mistress Velyni. She took Rowen.”
Corin? That name sounded dimly familiar to him. Lore shook Drake. “Why did you let her?”
“She came to me. She demanded that I give her the woman. And she had papers from the Temanin Council.”
Lore glared at him. “I know your kind. You didn’t just give Rowen to her.” He let go of Drake in disgust. “You made a tidy profit on the side.”
Drake shrugged and fixed his shirt.
Lore spun around and headed toward the door that led back out onto the street. He needed to get away from Drake, or else he would do something he would regret. And he needed to find Rowen.
He stepped outside and searched both ends of the street. Which way to go first?
“Wait, Captain Lore.”
Lore tensed. He turned back and found Farien standing in the doorway. “The longer I wait, the less chance I have at finding her,” he said through clenched teeth.
Farien sighed and stepped outside. “She’s already gone.”
His face flushed. “What do you mean ‘gone’?”
“Velyni and her men loaded her into a carriage. They’re probably halfway to the palace by now.”
Lore kneaded the back of his neck. “Then what do I do?”
“Wait.”
Lore pointed down the street. “I didn’t come all this way just to let Rowen be taken again.”
“Running after the woman without any information won’t get you any closer to finding her. What we do know is that Corin’s consort came and took her.”
Farien was right. Lore’s shoulders slumped and he stumbled back against the building. The air was hot even in the shade. Lore wiped his face. “Why? Why would Lord Corin want Rowen?”
Farien’s eyes narrowed as he stared down the street. “I’m not so sure it is Lord Corin who wants her. But then again, maybe he does. Maybe he requires a healing—who knows?”
“So what do I do now? And don’t say ‘wait.’”
Farien looked back at him. “You do indeed wait. I will gather what information I can. In the meantime, I will find a safe place for you to stay.”
“And how much is this going to set me back? I already owe you the other half of your payment for bringing me here.”
Farien tossed Lore the money pouch. “I’ll consider it part of our original deal.”
Lore caught it with one hand and pulled the pouch open. He counted out the rest of Farien’s payment and handed it over. “And what about Drake?” Lore cinched the pouch shut and pulled the cord over his head. The pouch dropped beneath his tunic. At least he had some money left. Drake would not see one jewel or coin of it.
Farien shrugged. “What about him? He is of no use to us now. His actions will eventually catch up to him.”
Lore didn’t like it, but Farien was right. If Drake had been in the White City, Lore would have arrested him immediately. But he was not in the White City, and Azar was not exactly Lore’s jurisdiction. Drake was Azar’s problem. But if Drake ever set foot up north again…
Focus.
Lore let out his breath. Only one thing mattered now. Finding Rowen.
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“We’re almost there.” Caleb looked over at Nierne. Her face was dark with shadows and tinted red from the setting sun, almost matching her hair. She sat stiffly on top of her horse, as if she were afraid she would fall off. She had looked that way ever since they had left three days ago. “Azar is just beyond this hill.”
Nierne gave him a quick nod and kept her face forward.
Caleb shook his head and looked out over the desert. The hills, trees, and prickly bushes had all meshed together into one large black landscape. The sky above turned into shades of red and purple. Overhead, a single star twinkled for the first time that evening. The narrow curve of a crescent moon made its appearance over the hill. A warm breeze brushed his cheeks, and Caleb sighed. Such beauty, it almost hurt.
Nierne gasped and pulled on her reins. Caleb brought his horse alongside hers and stopped at the top of the hill, pride swelling in his heart. Down below stood the city of Azar.
“Beautiful, isn’t she?”
“Yes. I never imagined… I have read about Azar but…”
Caleb smiled, hardly able to keep back a grin. “I don’t think any words could do her justice.”
Azar spread across the hills like a vast dark ocean with a thousand lights upon its surface. There was a soft hum in the air, the sounds of tens of thousands of people and animals flowing together until they melded into one long, low song. The walls stood as they had since the dawn of time: tall, dark, and impenetrable. Nothing had, and nothing ever would, conquer Azar.
“No,” he heard Nierne say after a pause. “Nothing I read is like seeing Azar. I can see why the city is called the Jewel of the Desert.”
More like many jewels, Caleb thought. The lights of a million candles sparkled like diamonds against the dark desert. Even the thought of facing his cousin Lord Corin could not dampen his spirits tonight. He felt like a parched man who had finally found water. Soon he would be in the palace, in his rooms, enjoying the comforts he had left behind. He would bathe in the pools, sleep in his own bed, and enjoy the company of—
Caleb frowned. Ailis. He hadn’t seen her in months, not since Corin had sent him up north to join the war. And strangely enough, he hadn’t thought of her the entire time. Except once, during that one brief moment when the Word had said that someone else could die for him. Ailis had completely slipped from his thoughts, but not from his emotions—since she had never been there to begin with. He did not love Ailis. He had only used her.
Something dark and ugly twisted inside his gut. Word, forgive me. What a man he had been! Not anymore, though. He would never do that to another woman.
The sky was completely black, save for the scattering of stars and moon, when Caleb and Nierne rode up to the gates of Azar. Slowly the gates began to close, their hinges creaking under their great weight. Large torches hung just inside the gates, lighting up the area below. Sand scattered beneath the horse’s hooves and was swept away with the wind. Caleb led the way through the gates, with Nierne close behind.
One of the gatekeepers stepped out from gatehouse as they rode past. “Cutting it close, you two.” He waved them by. “Consider yourselves lucky and move along with your business.”
Caleb nodded and rode past him without a word. A block away, there was a muffled boom as the gates shut behind them. He knew the streets of Azar better than most, having spent his time navigating them at night. Caleb made his way toward the palace without hesitation.
They rode past multi-story buildings with windows lit and families inside. The merchants’ booths out front were empty and dark. Lamps burned brightly on the street corners. Memories of jogging these same streets toward an assignment filled his mind. He remembered each house, each victim. And with each memory, his heart grew heavier.
You are free now. The thought wove its way through his memories. You are forgiven.
But Caleb could not give back to the people he had taken from. He knew the memories would fade, but they would still leave scars on his soul that he would carry for the rest of his life.
Love others. Give, despite the cost. He was an Eldaran now, a Son of Truth. Though he still did not understand what it meant, he knew one thing, the one thing the Word had told him to do: Love others.
He glanced to his right. Others, like Nierne.
Caleb led the way around a corner. Ahead, the palace arose before them like a monolith toward the sky. Caleb heard Nierne’s quick intake of breath and the corner of his mouth lifted. “Welcome to my home.”
The Tala Palace was almost as old as the city itself, having been built by a distant ancestor. The palace was made of sand-colored stone, which looked golden beneath the torches lit along the ramparts. Palms and cypress trees grew along the tall stone wall that enclosed the palace from the rest of the city. Lights glittered amongst the many arched windows that lined the second and third story windows. Black banners bearing the head of a scarlet wolf fluttered from the highest roof, a shade lighter than the night sky.
Warmth spread through his veins, washing away the darker feelings from moments ago. He was finally home. Caleb steered his horse toward the main gate, remembering the last time he had passed through those doors, heading out on a mission for Corin up north. Never had he dreamed how much his life would change.
Four guards stood by the gates, two on either side. They were dressed in black with long dark cloaks and black helms with a red plume on top. A long, curved sword hung at each of their sides.
One held up his hand and approached Caleb. “Halt!”
Caleb went to hold up his signet ring then remembered Meira had it. So he stopped his horse instead and looked at the guard. “Caleb Tala, here to see his lordship, Corin Tala.”
“Lord Tala.” The guard backed away in a half bow. “We haven’t seen you in some time. Please, proceed.”
Caleb nodded. Two of the other guards were already opening the gates. He urged his horse forward. Nierne followed. The guards watched Nierne but didn’t say a word.
Spacious gardens filled with trees and thick bushes covered in pink flowers the size of a man’s hand surrounded the palace inside the walls. The sound of water trickling came from hidden pools and waterfalls, and an earthy fragrance hung in the air.
Torches were lit along the wide gravel path that led toward the portico ahead. Tall marble columns held the roof over the main entry. Doors the height of two men were red and trimmed in gold. A guard stood on either side of the doors, each with a pole-arm in hand. 
Caleb stopped just before the light’s edge and dismounted. He unlatched his pack, swung it onto his back, and turned to see if Nierne needed any help. She was already down from her horse and walking awkwardly toward him, muttering something about “never again.”
He had a feeling he knew what she was talking about. He felt the same way himself: stiff, sore, and in need of a bath.
A stable boy stepped out from the shadows near the right side of the palace.
Caleb held out his reins. “Take our horses to the stables and see to them.”
The young man bowed, and took the reins. “Yes, milord.”
Caleb led Nierne past the columns and headed toward the doors. Gravel crunched beneath his boots. He glanced around. Nothing had changed over the months he had been gone. Everything looked and felt the same. Like home.
“Lord Tala.” The guards bowed as he approached. The one to the right opened the door for him. Caleb walked past without saying a word.
Their gazes switched to Nierne.
One brought his pole-arm down in front of her, barely missing her nose. Nierne jumped back with a yelp. “Halt there! No one enters the palace without the consent of Lord Corin.”
Caleb turned. “The woman is with me.”
The guard gave Caleb another quick bow. “My apologies, milord.” His bronze skin grew pale. “But Lord Corin has decreed—”
“I will take this matter up myself with my cousin. In the meantime, the woman stays with me.”
“But—”
Caleb stared at the guard. “You do not want to stop me.”
The guard hesitated. His gaze shifted between Caleb and Nierne. He bowed. “Yes, milord.”
“Good. Any repercussions from bringing this woman inside will fall on me, not you.”
The guard nodded but kept his head bowed.
Caleb motioned for Nierne to follow him inside. She hurried over the threshold.
A golden chandelier hung high above the entrance hall. Woven tapestries of past Temanin battles dangled from wooden rods hung along the walls. Palm trees in copper pots had been placed against the thick marble columns that held the ceiling high overhead. Across the white marble floor lay a deep red rug with golden tassels. Beyond the columns, the entrance hall widened. Two staircases looped around the sides of the hall. Corridors broke away on both floors, to the right and to the left.
A male servant came from the right hall. He was dressed in a beige robe and sandals. White tufts of hair stuck up around his ears, but the top of his head was bald and shone beneath the light from the chandelier. “Lord Tala.” The man stopped and bowed deeply.
“Dion. Please inform my cousin that I am here.”
Dion looked at Caleb. “His lordship is currently in a meeting. But I will let him know when he is done. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“No. You are dismissed.”
“Yes, milord.” Dion bowed again then turned and went toward the left hall.
Caleb headed up the stairs to the right, with Nierne close behind. He led the way down the hall. They passed more guards and servants as they made their way to his rooms. The guards bowed, and the servants kept their faces down and continued with their cleaning. Caleb ignored both, eager to reach his quarters. His boots clapped against the marble floor. Nierne followed, her footsteps fainter than his own.
Finally he stopped before a door and opened it. A smaller entryway greeted him, with a narrow table set against the cream-colored wall. A golden mirror hung above it. Two rooms broke away from the entryway: to his right was a sitting room with potted plants, scarlet sitting pillows, a low table, and a long gold tasseled rug. To his left, his bedchamber.
He turned and found Nierne standing inside the doorway, her hands gripped across her body, her eyes darting furtively around.
He waved to her. “Please, come in. Make yourself comfortable.”
Nierne stepped inside, still gripping her arms.
Caleb walked around her and shut the door. The soft thud made her jump. He chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’re safe here.”
She seemed to think otherwise.
Caleb shook his head and headed into his bedchamber. The room was double the size of his sitting room. A large bed the length and width of at least two men sat in the middle. It was surrounded by translucent gauze that hung from a silver ring in the ceiling, cascading around the bed in a shimmery white curtain. A lamp had been lit and placed on the wooden chest set up against the far wall. A full-length mirror hung beside it. In the other corner stood a changing screen, painted with a scene from the Battle of Hont. A small table stood next to it, with a ceramic bowl on top.
Caleb could feel the dust and dirt from the long trip flake across his skin. He moved toward the chest. Hopefully he could wash up before Corin called for him.
He flipped open the top, rummaged around, and found a long dry linen cloth. He straightened and started across the bedroom. Nierne still stood in the doorway. Caleb stopped. Once again she reminded him of a small desert hare. Her arms were tightly wrapped around her middle, her eyes following his every move. Fear radiated from her.
Ah, Caleb, you selfish, selfish man! You didn’t even think about her! he chided himself. “Nierne,” he said, walking toward her. She watched him warily. “Would you like to bathe?”
Her mouth dropped open in surprise. “B-bathe?”
“Yes. It’s been a long trip, and I’m sure you would like to wash up.”
Nierne opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again. Two bright pink spots appeared on her cheeks.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” He walked past her toward a small gold cord that hung near the door and gave it two tugs. “The palace has a couple of large pools you are welcome to use.”
Her eyes went wide again, and Nierne shook her head. “No, no pools. Just a pitcher of water will be fine.”
Caleb frowned. “Are you sure?” He could think of nothing nicer than a large warm pool to bathe in after that long trip.
Nierne shook her head. “No, just a pitcher. It’s what I’m used to.” She gave him a weak smile.
He raised an eyebrow. “So be it.”
A knock sounded at the door. Caleb turned and opened it. An older woman stood in the hallway, dressed in a short white tunic with a red sash wrapped around her waist. Her hair hung in a long braid down her back. She bowed, never raising her eyes to Caleb’s face.
“Please bring a fresh white tunic and a pitcher of water. And—” Caleb leaned toward the woman— “a vial of bathing oil. Something…floral.”
The woman bowed lower. “Yes, milord.”
Caleb took a step back and shut the door. He turned to Nierne. “A servant will be bringing fresh clothes and a pitcher of water, along with some ointment. Feel free to use my room to bathe and change.” He motioned toward his bedchamber. “And take all the time you need. I will be doing the same, but in one of our pools.” He lifted the white linen draped across his arm.
Nierne nodded once, her arms still clasped tightly together.
Caleb sighed and turned back toward his bedchamber. He crossed the room toward a smaller door to the side. He cast one last glance back at Nierne before opening the door. She hadn’t moved yet. He hoped she would relax once he was gone.
He walked out into a narrow hallway and shut the door behind him. Down the corridor was a large spacious bathing room filled with a tepid pool and steam room. Just what he needed.
 
• • •
 
Nierne watched Caleb cross the room and leave through the door on the other side of his bed. The door shut with a muffled thud.
She glanced around, feeling like a mouse in a lion’s den. Yes, Caleb Tala had changed. He wasn’t the same man she had met up north. Or so he had led her to believe.
But she wasn’t convinced.
She had watched how the guards and servants had kowtowed in his presence. Their behavior reinforced the fact that the man she had ridden with to Azar was not just any man, but second only to the Lord of Temanin himself.
Caleb was a prince and a member of the Tala family, a family known for their carnal appetites. Being back in his surroundings might just make him revert back to the man she remembered months ago: a cold-hearted assassin.
But what about his interest in the Word? Nierne rubbed her arms and stared at the corner of the table in the entryway. She remembered the way he’d looked in Lady Meira’s library, his dark eyes darting across the pages of the Book of Beginnings. He had wanted to know everything about the Word. Such hunger couldn’t be faked, could it? His questions had caught her by surprise back then, and he still puzzled her now. Could such a man possibly be interested in becoming a Follower?
Anyone can follow Me.
Nierne blushed and dropped her hands. Who was she to choose who could become a Follower or not? After all, she was the daughter of a—
Knock, knock.
Nierne stumbled back and stared at the door.
Knock, knock.
She had forgotten about the servant Caleb had ordered. Nierne took two deep breaths and answered the door.
The servant from earlier stood on the other side. “My…lord?” she said, her head coming up from a bow. A white tunic was draped over her arm. She held a small glass vial in one hand and a ceramic pitcher in the other.
Nierne stared at her, unsure of what to do.
The woman straightened. “I believe Lord Tala ordered these for you,” she said, her tone haughty now.
Nierne blinked and took a step back. The woman entered and placed them on the table. Then she turned and walked out. Nierne shut the door behind her.
I don’t belong here. She felt it with every fiber of her being. She belonged in the Monastery, not in some palace. She was a scribe, not a servant girl. And she was tired of the looks and perceived ideas from others, that she and Caleb— Her face warmed, and she closed her eyes. “What a mess.”
But she couldn’t go back, not yet. She needed Rowen. The question was how she was going to find her. The Temanin Empire stretched from the Ari Mountains all the way down to the Hont coast. That was a lot of land to cover. Of course, that also assumed Drake was still in Temanin with Rowen. And that Rowen was even still alive.
Nierne opened her eyes and stared in the mirror that hung over the table. Her hair had grown longer now and curled past her shoulders. But it was still the same vibrant red, just like her mother’s. The stained shirt she wore hung loose on her body, and dirt was smudged across her cheeks and nose.
Nierne looked away. Nothing, nothing had worked out the way it should have. Father Reth should have been the one to find Rowen. Had that happened, right now they would be traveling back to Thyra along the road through the Ari Mountains. Or maybe they would already be in Thyra, and whatever power Rowen possessed would have already destroyed the Shadonae.
And she wouldn’t be here, in Caleb Tala’s room, in the middle of Temanin.
Blood pounded inside her veins, and restlessness filled her being. Nierne paced the small entryway, back and forth, her hands clenched. She needed to do something. But what?
She grabbed the pitcher, vial, and tunic the servant had left on the table. Might as well bathe before Caleb came back.
Nierne walked into Caleb’s bedchamber. The hair rose along her arms and neck. She slowed to a stop and looked around, her eyes lingering on the bed in the middle of the room. Suddenly she felt like she was intruding on something intimate. She almost turned back to the entryway, but then saw the changing screen and a small table with a bowl in the corner.
Nierne scurried toward the changing screen, bypassing the bed. She hung the tunic on the corner of the screen and poured water from the pitcher into the bowl on the table. She placed the pitcher down and held the vial to her face, popped off the top, and sniffed.
Roses. It smelled like the roses Father Karl had grown in the prayer garden back at the Monastery. Just…sweeter. Nierne frowned. Why had the servant brought this particular ointment?
Still frowning, and after checking behind her, Nierne pulled the screen across the table and stripped off her soiled clothes. She rubbed down with water, then the ointment, alert for any sound indicating Caleb had come back. She washed her hair, scrubbing her scalp, for one brief moment enjoying the pleasure of washing up. The air began to smell like the rose ointment.
Back at the Monastery, they used only simple soap made of tallow and ash, nothing like this sweet oil. An image popped into her mind: Father Karl dressed in his brown monastery robes, his arms crossed and his lips turned down, smelling like one of his roses. Nierne stopped, and a smile slowly spread across her face. Father Karl would do the humblest work of a scribe before that would ever happen. Her smile faded, and she rinsed off.
Father Karl was most likely dead. Just like Father Reth and all the others.
She picked up her undergarments. They were dusty and in bad need of washing. She hesitated. If she washed them, then she would have nothing to wear until they dried. Nierne looked behind her then back at the bowl. With a quick thrust, she dunked the clothes into the scented water and quickly washed them. She wrung them out and hung them on the screen to dry.
But she was naked now. Nierne looked around the screen, toward the door Caleb had disappeared behind almost a half hour ago. Her fingers curled along the edge of the canvas, her heart now pounding. She was sure he would walk in at any moment.
When she couldn’t wait any longer, Nierne pulled the damp clothes on, then the clean linen tunic. The desert air left the bedroom feeling warm, for once something Nierne was thankful for. She cleaned up the spilled water from the floor and table and moved the screen back to its place. Unsure of where to put her soiled clothes, she dumped them next to the table, then proceeded to use her fingers to comb her hair. She didn’t dare look at the mirror that stood against the far wall.
Minutes ticked by. After combing her hair, Nierne fiddled with her fingers, unsure of what to do next. She stared at the door Caleb had left through. The door moved. Nierne froze.
"…I’m not interested, Ailis.” Caleb stepped into the room. A young woman followed him inside.
Nierne ducked behind the screen so they couldn’t see her. Crackers! What was she supposed to do now?
“How can you say that?” the woman said. “You’ve been away for months. And no one would say where you went.”
Caleb laughed. “That’s because no one knew. Top secret. Not that forbidding information ever stopped you from finding out.”
“I missed you.” The woman’s tone changed. “It wasn’t the same here without you.”
A weird, twisting feeling filled Nierne’s gut. She stared at the screen she hid behind. Slowly, she tilted her head until she could see past the canvas.
Blood rushed to her face, drowning out the woman’s voice.
Caleb stood across the room, beyond the bed, near the door that he and the woman had first entered through. His hair was wet and swept back. A single long white linen was wrapped around his middle, causing his skin to appear even darker. She could see every curve of every muscle as he moved.
A beautiful woman stood in front of him: tall and lean, with long dark hair that reached almost to her waist. The long, sleeveless blue tunic she wore accentuated her body, which was shapely indeed. Silver bangles moved along her arms. She was everything Nierne was not.
And for a split second, Nierne wondered why she cared.
“Is it another woman?” Ailis slowly looked around the room with a smirk on her face. Her gaze moved toward Nierne. Nierne ducked her face back behind the screen, but not before she saw the look of surprise on the woman’s face. “Who is that?”
Crackers, crackers!
No use hiding now. Nierne slowly walked out from behind the screen. Her face felt as though it were on fire. She was sure her skin now matched her hair.
Caleb turned to her, and his face brightened. “Nierne! Ailis, this is Nierne. She is a servant I bought from my cousin Lady Meira.”
Ailis stared at her, looked her up and down, and smiled. She turned her gaze back toward Caleb. “Come now, Caleb. You can’t be serious. Since when did you start taking women slaves?”
A dark look fell across his face. “That, Ailis, is none of your business. Nor is my room.” He opened the door open. “I did not invite you in here. Now leave.”
Fury twisted Ailis’ face, changing her beautiful visage into something cruel. “Are you turning me away?”
“Yes. I told you: It’s over.”
“After all this time? After all I did for you?”
“I am sorry.” And to Nierne’s surprise, Caleb actually looked it. “But I’m a different man now.”
“And why should that change what is between us?”
“Because I can no longer give you what you want.”
Nierne wished she could duck back behind the screen. Or better yet, that the floor would open up and swallow her.  She had no desire to stand here and hear this.
“Yes, you are a different man now, Caleb Tala.” Ailis spit his name out. “The man I knew had better taste than to take a slave to his bed.”
Nierne felt the blow of Ailis’s words. She clenched her hands so hard her fingernails dug into her palms.
Caleb held the door open, his face hard as he stared at Ailis. “Leave. Now.”
Ailis’s eyes went wide. Caleb took a step back, his hand still on the door. Nierne could see the struggle on the woman’s face. She wanted to say something. But Ailis held her tongue. Instead, she turned and walked out the door.
Caleb shut it firmly behind her. He kept his back to Nierne. He placed his hands on the doorway and leaned forward, his shoulders rising and falling as though he were breathing deeply.
Nierne stared at his back. Not one blemish or scar marred his skin. Long, lean muscles moved with each breath. His waist narrowed to the white linen wrapped around his hips. His legs and feet were bare and stood slightly apart.
He was nothing like the men from the Monastery, with their long brown robes, cropped hair, and pale skin. His very essence seemed to exude heat and power. She had never met such a man before.
Nierne gasped and turned away. Revulsion filled her. Dear Word, what was she thinking! She would be taking her vows soon.
I’ve got to get out of here!
Nierne kept her gaze away from Caleb and started walking across the room. She had to get out the door and run! She couldn’t stay here, not with—
“Nierne, wait!”
Nierne held her gaze on the wall and kept her legs moving. “What?”
“Nierne, what are you doing?” He sounded closer. A hand touched her arm.
Nierne flinched away.
“What is it? Did I do something? Or—” his voice grew darker—“did someone come in here while I was away?”
His question surprised her. She turned around. “No, no one came in.”
Caleb stood before her, his arms folded. “No, no…” She averted her eyes and backed away. She couldn’t think straight. This is wrong, this is all wrong. She turned and stumbled toward the entryway.
“Stop.”
Nierne stopped, but every nerve in her body strained against his command.
“You’re acting strange. Turn and face me.”
Nierne slowly turned, keeping her eyes to the right and away from his body.
“Look at me,” Caleb said, his voice ringing with authority.
Something snapped inside Nierne. Her face grew hot again, but this time with anger, not embarrassment. She turned her gaze and boldly stared up at him.
Caleb looked taken aback. “I just want to know what is wrong.”
“What is wrong?” Nierne bit out. “You want to know what is wrong?” The tension, the embarrassment, and the confusion of her emotions ripped through her. So she directed them at Caleb. She raised her hand and pointed a finger at him. “Do you have any sense of modesty?”
“What?”
“Look at you.” Nierne gestured at his body. Doing so made her blush more, but she was determined to continue.
Caleb looked down, confused. “What?”
“You have no…no clothes on!” There, she’d said it. Nierne turned away, certain she would melt like wax.
Caleb was quiet for a moment. “I am… I am sorry, Nierne. I did not think…” She heard him sigh. “I’m not used to those kinds of thoughts and ideas… modesty and such… I did not know.”
It wasn’t just modesty. Nierne knew that. She has spoken from her own humiliation: that she had found herself attracted to Caleb. Even now, she could see his well-muscled chest and arms in her mind.
She brought her hands up to her face and pressed her palms into her eyes until all she could see were flashes of color behind her eyelids. But she could not erase the feelings now coursing through her body. Something had awakened inside her, and she could not turn it off.
This was what the fathers had warned her and the other scribes about: the temptation of the flesh. She had seen other scribes succumb to it and leave the Monastery. But not her. It would not happen to her. She would rise above it with discipline and focus. Yes. Slowly, Nierne brought her hands back down. She took a deep breath. Discipline and focus.
I can do this.
She looked over her shoulder. A shuffling sound came from behind the changing screen.
A moment later, Caleb stepped out, dressed in a dark tunic and pants. He looked up and smiled at her. “There. That’s better, right?”
Nierne gave him a small nod.
His face fell, and he glanced away. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry about what Ailis said. She and I have known each other for years, but now, well, my life has taken a different direction and…” His hand fell to his side, and he stared at the wall.
Nierne waited for him to continue. Seconds ticked by. Caleb didn’t move. She tapped her fingers nervously against her leg. The silence dragged into minutes. Nierne stopped and frowned.
Something was wrong. She hesitated, then took a step toward Caleb. He still didn’t move. “C-Caleb?” Nothing. She reached out and placed a finger on his arm. He didn’t react. The hair on her neck rose.
Nierne stepped around him. His gaze was transfixed and unblinking, as if his mind were elsewhere. She waved a hand in front of his face. “Caleb?”
Again, nothing.
Her breath caught in her throat. Was he dead? She placed her hand near his mouth and felt warm air across her fingers. She let out a sigh. Thank the Word, no. Nierne looked back into his eyes. But then what was wrong with him?
“Word, what do I do?” she whispered. The words came unbidden to her lips. Desperate, she clung to them. “Please, what is wrong with him?” Nierne grabbed his hand and tugged on it. “Come on, Caleb. Snap out of it—”
His fingers suddenly closed around her hand. Nierne jumped. His eyes came back into focus. “Nierne?”
“What happened?” She tried to pull her hand away.
Caleb didn’t let go. He looked over her head. “Something is wrong.”
“Something’s wrong? Yes, there’s something wrong!” Nierne tried to pull her hand away, but his grip was like steel. “You were in some kind of trance for minutes! What happened to you?”
“I was?” He shook his head. “I don’t know. I… I feel something. In here.” He rubbed the area above his heart with his free hand.
Nierne stared at him in horror. It was just like in the Temanin camp. He was going crazy again.
“I felt it in the bathing pool, as well.” He looked at her then. Nierne shrank back. He didn’t seem to notice. “I need to go find…whatever this is. Stay here.” His fingers tightened around her hand, and he pulled her close. He stared down into her face, his nose only a couple of inches away. “Don’t go anywhere. Do you understand?”
Nierne nodded, unable to take her eyes away from his.
Caleb gave her hand a quick squeeze and let go. Nierne rubbed her hand and watched him cross the room toward the entryway. He opened the door and stepped out, closing the door behind him. Nierne just stood there. She could still feel the heat from his fingers, and his words echoed inside her mind: Something is wrong. And the look on his face…
What should she do? 
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Caleb stood just outside his door where he had left Nierne. The hall was empty. Shadows spread across the white marble floor where the candlelight did not reach. Nothing stirred, not even the tapestries that hung along the walls. But there was something here, a person or thing he could not see.
He placed a hand over his chest. It felt like invisible feelers were coming from his soul and probing the palace. He felt darkness and malevolence…and cold. He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.
The hallway disappeared. A warm fog filled his mind. Life flowed around him, each presence he sensed as a wisp in the fog, barely distinguishable from another. Around him and through him these lives surged, touching a place deep inside his heart and melting away. But there was one presence, like a black boulder caught in the stream. It was strong, forcing the current to move around it. It was even drawing him to itself. Pulling, tugging…
Caleb opened his eyes, and the fog evaporated.
What in all the Lands was happening to him?
He drew his hand away from his chest…and stopped. Caleb inhaled sharply. He brought his hand to his face and stared. The mark he had found on his palm a couple of weeks ago now glowed like a white-hot ember across his palm. What the sands?
He closed his hand into a fist and glanced both ways. The hall was still empty. He let his breath out and sagged against the wall. No one had seen the light emanating from his palm.
Word, what are You doing to me?
Caleb waited. No answer came.
He stepped away from the wall. The dark presence tugged at him, stronger. He glanced again at his hand, now in a tight fist. He did not believe in coincidences. Somehow his mark and the dark presence were connected. Perhaps were even being drawn to each other. Which meant one of two things: Either he followed the pull or he walked away from it. But he could not simply ignore it. The pull was too strong.
Caleb closed his eyes and focused on the dark presence. He made his way mentally through the fog, past the lives surrounding him, past the other things clamoring for him. There, to his right.
He let out his breath and opened his eyes. The hall came rushing back. He turned and looked down the hall in the direction he’d felt the dark presence. Investigate or run?
He had never run from anything before. And he wouldn’t start now.
With determined steps, Caleb followed the corridor. Small flames flickered in golden sconces, casting a soft, orange light along the marble floor. The air was warm and almost stifling. The black shirt he wore began to stick to his skin, and a bead of sweat trickled down the side of his face.
The pull he felt now reminded him of the drive he’d felt months ago to find the woman with the glowing hand up north. However, this time the pull was different. Instead of warm and caressing, the tug almost overwhelmed him with its intense chill.
What would he find at the end this time? Another woman with a glowing hand? Caleb laughed darkly. He highly doubted it.
As he approached the corner to the next hall, the dark presence grew inside him: cold, stifling, suppressing, almost like a heavy stone had been laid across his chest. He rubbed the area and continued forward.        
Caleb turned at the corner and walked another twenty paces, passing by two doors, one on either side. He was nearing the private quarters of his cousin Corin. The presence was overwhelming now, pulsing unseen in the air around him. Somewhere nearby, in one of the rooms just beyond…
Caleb frowned. He stopped and stared at the door ahead of him, seeing it for the first time. It was red, trimmed in gold, with a guard on either side of it. No, it couldn’t be. The presence couldn’t possibly be here—
“Lord Tala, can we help you?”
Caleb turned and looked at the guard who stood beside the door. “I’m…sorry?”
“If you are looking for your cousin, his lordship Corin Tala is not here right now.”
Caleb looked again at the door. There was no mistaking it—the dark presence lay just beyond his cousin’s door.
But why? And how?
He had to find out.
Caleb nodded toward the guards and kept walking down the corridor. He had never broken into Corin’s quarters before. He’d never had a need to do so, and the risk had always been too high. But now he had a reason.
At the end of the hall, he took the stairway down. A door to the gardens lay at the end of the corridor on the first floor. Caleb hurried to the door, bypassing a servant and another guard. The dark presence diminished in his mind the farther he went, and the weight across his chest lightened. He wrenched open the door and ran outside.
The lights from the torches along the ramparts lit up the gardens. Gravel crunched beneath his boots as he followed a narrow path between the bushes and cypress trees. The air was warm and stagnant, pressing against his face and body.
Caleb slowed as he approached the eastern side of the palace. He ducked behind a tree and studied the outer wall. Tall, arched windows lined both stories. All were dark, save two windows to the far right.
Between the windows on the second floor stood a balcony. A faint light shone from the doorway that led inside from the balcony. The presence grew strong again, frigid and forceful.
Caleb moved closer to get a better view of Corin’s balcony, using the trees and bushes to mask his presence. As he drew near, he realized there were no tree branches near the balcony. They had been cut away. Corin’s guards had done a good job. That would make reaching the balcony difficult, but not impossible.
Caleb studied the wall, and something occurred to him: He hadn’t used his assassin skills in a couple of months, not since he had met the Word. He’d thought he was done with that life. And yet now he was going to employ some of those same skills against the very person who used to send him out on secret missions like this. Oh, the irony. He smiled.
Caleb brought his mind back to the task. The wall was made of stone with small grooves in it. It looked like he could grab the edge of the balcony where it connected with the outer wall of the palace. He checked the ground. Clear. Good, he didn’t want to trip.
Caleb took a deep breath, eyed the spot on the wall he would spring up from, and ran. His foot gripped the spot, and he pushed off the wall. His fingers found the edge of the balcony. Without losing stride, he lifted his other leg, caught the wall, and scrambled higher. He used the momentum to grab the railing with his free hand, brought his boot onto the balcony floor, twisted toward the railing, and was over it before he’d taken another breath.
Caleb leaned against the wall, letting his heart return to its normal beat. A cool breeze rustled through the trees and bathed his face. He waited a moment longer then carefully turned and looked inside.
The room was three times the size of his own quarters. Tall ceilings arched overhead. Thick tallow candles burned in lamp stands set on two low tables, casting a soft light on the long narrow red couches and gold trimmed sitting cushions gathered in the middle of the room.
Behind the sitting area a fountain trickled gently into a round white marble pool. War banners and pictures of horses, encased in elaborate frames, hung on the walls. Two arched doorways stood on either side of the room. One led to Corin’s bedchambers and the other to his study.
Caleb double-checked the room, studying the shadows and corners, but could see no one. Perhaps the pull he felt was not toward a human, but toward an object? Some talisman or artifact here in the room? He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Could it be in one of the other rooms? Or maybe it was supposed to look ordinary. How would he find whatever this was? He closed his eyes. He felt no wisps.
Only fog…and the dark presence.
The faint swish of fabric brought him back. Caleb opened his eyes. A figure walked into the room. Sands, there actually was a person here! But why hadn’t he felt the person?
He ducked back outside and listened. The swishing of fabric stopped. A moment later water splashed in the fountain. The heavy weight across his chest grew. The fabric rustled again.
Should he wait or take a chance and walk in? He knew the figure was not Corin. But if it wasn’t his cousin, then who was in his rooms? One of his women, perhaps?
“I know you’re there,” a feminine voice said. “You might as well come in, before I call the guards.”
Caleb cursed softly under his breath. He could outrun the guards, but he might not have another chance at finding whatever this was. And he needed to know. Besides, he could handle any of Corin’s mistresses.
He turned and held his hands up as he walked through the archway. “Fine, fine, you caught me—”
Caleb stopped and stared at the couch. A woman slowly rose. He took in her slim form, the slits along her scarlet dress shifting, revealing long, beautiful legs. Her hair, the color of ebony, cascaded down to her waist, and her lips were full and red. She was stunning. He had never seen a woman like her.
Wait. Yes, he had. Caleb narrowed his eyes. He had seen her with Corin that night, almost a year ago now, when he had returned from his assassination of Delshad.
She slowly walked toward him. “Caleb Tala, what are you doing sneaking into Corin’s rooms?” Her gaze roved across his body.
He looked into her face and lost his voice. Heat swirled throughout his body. Oh, yes, he remembered her now. She was the kind of woman a man would never forget.
She gave a small laugh. “Forgive me, we have not been properly introduced. I’m Velyni, consort to your cousin, Lord Corin.” She stared at him with eyes so dark they looked black in the candlelight.
Caleb worked his mouth. “Forgive me, Mistress Velyni. I came here looking for—” He stopped. The dark pull had become so strong he felt as though he were suffocating beneath it. His lungs constricted, and he could scarcely draw breath. A chill ran down his spine.
He looked back at her face. Was she the dark pull? Was that why he could not feel her like he did the others, like a wisp in the fog?
Caleb spun away from Velyni. He couldn’t handle both her intoxicating looks and the dark presence. His mind felt full of smoke. He took a faltering step toward the balcony. He needed to clear his head, breathe in fresh air.
“Don’t leave. We have only just met.” Velyni swept past him and drew dark velvet curtains across the doorway.
Caleb stopped.
She turned. A smile crept across her face. “Stay for awhile. I would like to get to know you better, Caleb Tala.”
Caleb could hear the full meaning of her words. His body reacted. Old desires caught fire inside of him. He took a step back and looked away. For the first time in his life, he found himself wishing he were a eunuch, to no longer be tempted by his flesh. Perhaps he could think more clearly if he were.
He looked back at the curtains, his mind screaming run! Now!
No. Caleb glanced at Velyni. He had to know for sure if she was the dark presence.
Velyni let go of the curtains and walked toward him. “Corin is not a man to share what he has.” She moved until she stood right in front of Caleb. A feral smile crossed her lips. His mind started slipping away as his body reacted to her. “But he is not here right now. And what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She laid her palm across his chest. “Just you and me.”
His muscles tightened beneath her touch and he sucked in his breath. Sands! She felt human enough. He could feel the heat of her hand through his tunic. The battle deep in his belly raged into an inferno. Corin’s consort was offering herself to him. The old Caleb would have taken her in a heartbeat. But that man no longer existed. He was a Follower of the Word now. He was also an Eldaran, a Son of Truth.
Oh, Word, please help me, Caleb screamed inside his mind.
Velyni flinched. Then she placed her hand back on his chest, her face relaxing once more. Caleb frowned. Before he could respond to what he had seen, Velyni began to draw circles on his chest, moving her body closer until she was pressing against him. He could smell her bathing oils, very exotic, very expensive. Not at all like the soft floral scent Nierne wore.
Nierne. Strange, Caleb thought, as Velyni’s hands began to move across his body, that he should be thinking of Nierne: her slightly upturned nose, dark grey eyes, the way her hair curled around her face, a deep and vibrant red…
Caleb stepped back from Velyni. As much as he wanted to know if she was the dark pull, he no longer trusted himself. He shook his head and took another step back. “I’m sorry. This is not right.”
Her fingertips traced the front of his tunic, leaving a trail of fire. “And why is that?”
Caleb took another step back, out of reach of her hand. “Because there is no bond between us.” Time to go.
Velyni laughed. “A bond? What do you mean ‘a bond’?”
A roar filled his ears, drowning out her voice. The dark pull pressed down on him until Caleb felt like he was drowning. He had to get away, had to—
Velyni reached up and placed her hands behind his head, pulling him down toward her face. His eyes went wide, and his breath stopped. Desire roared to life again. It had been so long…
Caleb grabbed her hand. “Stop,” he said in a hoarse whisper.
The moment he touched her hand, he knew. The flames inside him went dark and cold. He stared at Velyni.
She was indeed the dark pull.
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Caleb let go and took a step back. He crossed his arms and glared at her. “Who are you? What are you?”
Velyni looked at him, shocked. “You can’t be…” She held her hand as if she had been burned. “You’re all dead.”
Blazing heat raced through Caleb, ending at his right hand. His skin began to tingle. “What the—?” He looked down and found the mark on his palm glowing. A feeling stirred inside him as he stared at the light on his hand. Like a deep power shaking itself awake. Somehow he knew what to do, though he’d never done it in his life. He unfolded his arms and followed the instinct within him.
Caleb moved his hand across his body and opened his palm. Velyni took another step back, her eyes pinned to his hand. Caleb brought his hand back horizontally across his body. The tingling sensation left his hand in the form of light that flowed from his palm in a single beam. Velyni hissed. When the beam reached half a meter in length, Caleb realized what it was forming. He closed his hand around the glowing hilt that had formed around his mark. It was a sword made of light, and it illuminated the dark room.
“Veritas.” Velyni looked at him, and her eyes flashed red. “But how? All the Guardians are dead. I watched the last one die.”
“Not all of them.” His mind felt detached from his body. He couldn’t believe he had just done that with his mark. He didn’t know how he’d done it, and yet it had felt so natural. Caleb grabbed the hilt with his other hand and held the sword between him and Velyni.
Velyni glared. “But you are a Tala! There is no Eldaran blood in the Tala line.”
“My mother was one,” Caleb said softly. “Corin and I share the same Tala blood, that is true. Our fathers were brothers. But my mother was not a Tala, nor even a Temanin. She came from the Great Desert.”
Velyni hissed, and her eyes flashed red again. “No matter. You are no match for me, young one. You are new to this role, whereas I have been in the Lands for centuries.” She began to circle Caleb, her gaze darting between his sword and his face, the light reflecting off her eyes.
Caleb watched her warily. What did she mean she had been in the Lands for centuries? He followed her with the tip of his sword.
She kept out of reach of the blade, her gaze focused on his hand. “Is this really what you want, Caleb Tala?” She stopped and shifted her gaze to his face. “To be a pawn of the Word? I know the Tala men. You have…appetites. Do you really think you can live like that?”
“What do you mean?” Caleb kept his sword between him and Velyni. His muscles tensed as he prepared to strike.
She laughed and began to circle him again. Her words twisted their way into his mind. “The Word says to bond with just one woman. Can you live with just one woman?”
Caleb hesitated.
Velyni laughed. “I can see it on your face. I have been with your family for generations. I know your weakness.”
Yes, he was weak. Caleb knew that. Look how fast he had succumbed to Velyni’s physical beauty when he had first entered the room. His sword felt suddenly heavy.
Her smile widened. “But you do not have to be weak,” she said and continued to circle him. “I can make you strong.”
“How?” Caleb said before thinking.
“You are a Guardian, a Son of Truth. Your cousin Corin is simply a man. Compared to you, he is nothing.” She took a step closer to Caleb, but still out of reach of the glowing sword. “I would serve you in any way you like, Caleb. Give you my power, rid you of your enemies. Together, we could rule much more than only Temanin.”
Caleb looked at Velyni. His heart thudded inside his chest.
“Everything you want,” she whispered. “Gold, power…” She took a step closer. “Myself.”
The sword lowered a bit in Caleb’s hands.
“That’s right.” She slowly smiled. “Put Veritas away. There is no need to send me back.”
He hesitated. Velyni’s words crawled through his skull, penetrating his very thoughts. The sword grew heavier in his hand. All he had to do was drop the sword…
Caleb squeezed his eyes shut. Word, help me!
A wave of cleansing heat washed over his body. The sword felt light again, like part of his arm. Her words evaporated from his mind.
He snapped his eyes open. Velyni was so close she could touch him. Caleb swung his sword back up. Velyni jumped back, just clearing the area where his sword appeared in the air.
“No.” His voice was firm. “I follow the Word now.”
Velyni growled. Her eyes swirled between black and red. Her body grew translucent until Caleb could see the couch behind her. “So you will throw everything away? You would choose death?” Her face looked like it was melting from her skull. He took a step back, repulsed. “What can the Word possibly offer you that I cannot?”
True. The Word did not offer him gold. Or power. Or a dozen women. But the Word did give him the one thing he had needed most. “Forgiveness,” Caleb said, remembering the blood on his hands. “He has forgiven me. And given me a second chance.”
Velyni screamed. Her body twisted unnaturally, and she began to spin. Caleb took another step back, holding his sword in place. Her eyes shot open. They were blood red now. How had he been attracted to this…monster?
She spun faster and faster, her flesh pulling away and disappearing as if it had been flung off. A high-pitched shriek filled the air. Caleb covered one ear with his free hand. His eyes watered. With a final screech, Velyni disappeared in a cloud of smoke.
The air slowly settled, and the shrieking stopped. Caleb staggered back and wiped his eyes. The pressure inside his head subsided. His ears popped. The candles had all been snuffed out, leaving the room dark except for the small area around his sword.
He tensed and listened. Was she gone?
“Then so be it, Caleb Tala.” Her voice came from all around. “My master has no need of you. He only desires the other Eldaran.”
“Other?” He squinted into the dark, but could not see her.
Velyni laughed. “The Truthsayer. She will be no help to you. I sent her to Thyra. You are all alone.”
He felt a presence behind him, and Caleb spun around.
A creature of whirling dark gas with red eyes hovered before him. “However, I will not leave without a fight.”
Before Caleb could react, Velyni disappeared. He twisted his head right and left—
“Ahhh!”
He fell to one knee, gasping. It felt as though an icy dagger had been thrust into his back. The black shadow spun back into sight in front of him. “You are weak, Guardian.” Velyni hissed. “Weak.”
The shadow creature cackled and spun out of sight again.
Caleb stumbled to his feet. The coldness from his back began to spread toward his chest. He turned around, but could see no sign of Velyni. A breath of cold wind swept across the back of his neck. He spun around.
Black vapors appeared and disappeared just beyond the light cast by his sword. Caleb breathed harder. The coldness continued to penetrate his body. He clenched the sword and gritted his teeth.
Caleb caught sight of Velyni’s shadowed body to his left. He turned, swinging his sword toward her silhouette. She evaporated just as his sword reached her position.
She laughed, the sound inhuman. “You cannot defeat me, young Guardian.” A frigid breeze touched his right cheek. Caleb turned toward her voice, but all he found was dissipating dark vapors. Velyni laughed again, and a sharp cold jab entered his side.
Caleb gasped and fell to the floor. The icy coldness stole away his breath. It sliced through his middle, making his heart hurt with each beat. He tried to clear his mind and stand. The icy feeling intensified. He cried out and doubled over.
“You should have chosen me.” Frozen fingers caressed his cheek. “I could have made you powerful. Now look at you.”
Word, help me! Caleb panted. I can’t do this!
Let go of yourself, Son of Truth. Let My power fill you.
Caleb squeezed his eyes shut. Let go, let go, let… What did that mean? He struggled to get up again. One leg, then the other. He opened his eyes and gripped the sword. Velyni’s cold touch had left his side and back numb. His breath came out in cold, wispy vapors. He held his sword out and looked around. Nothing. Shadows danced on the walls. The balcony curtains fluttered to his right.
Velyni laughed behind him. Caleb swirled around—
A hand materialized from her smoke-like body and slammed into his chest. Caleb went flying back. He tried to twist—
Crack. His face hit the low table. Hot blood gushed from his nose, filling his mouth with its metallic flavor. Caleb gagged and scrambled to his knees. His eyes stung with tears, and his nose throbbed. With his free hand he wiped his face.
Out of the corner of his eye, Velyni appeared again. Caleb struck out with the sword. Its light cut through the dark, but missed her.
She floated back and laughed. “You may have been a good assassin, but you are no Guardian, no Son of Truth.”
Caleb staggered to his feet, panting, with blood still flowing from his nose. She’s right. You have no idea what you are doing. You have this sword but don’t know how to use it, or what it even does. He looked up. If the smoke-like Velyni had teeth in this form, he knew she would be smiling now.
“I’ll give you one last chance.” The clouds swirled until Velyni’s human body formed from the smoke. Her eyes still glowed red, but she no longer looked like the monster from moments ago.
Instead, she looked like Nierne. Her hair, which had been long and straight before her transformation, now lay in dark waves below her shoulders. Her nose was slightly upturned and her face very pale. Shadows hung across her like black silk, leaving little to the imagination.
As if Velyni and Nierne had merged into this new, dark woman before him.
Caleb took a step back, shocked. His mouth went dry, and he swung his gaze back to her face, pinning his eyes there, away from the rest of her body.
Velyni held out a hand and smiled. “Join me. Take Corin’s place, rule Temanin and beyond, have everything your heart desires.”
Caleb stared at her proffered hand, then down at the sword in his own. He might not understand who he was or the power he wielded, but he knew what he used to be: a cold, ruthless killer. A man who looked out for only himself and who stole from others, whose destiny was to be destroyed by those whom he had murdered.
He shook his head and tightened his hand around the hilt. No. He would never go back. That was not him anymore.
Caleb breathed in deeply. He looked up, bringing his sword with him and sliced the air in front of him. The arc of light almost caught her across the chest.
She flew back, away from the reach of his sword. “You fool!” she screamed. “You reject me? Then I shall take everything from you.” She twisted, and her body dissipated into smoke and disappeared.
Caleb stood there, listening. He twisted his head back and forth, and turned around. The room seemed empty. Nothing moved. Not even a breeze. The only things he could hear were the steady beat of his heart and the fountain. All he could feel was the intense cold in his back and side, the places where Velyni had touched him.
Caleb slowly made his way toward the doorway that led to Corin’s bedchamber. Perhaps she had gone in there. He wasn’t going to wait around and let her come to him. He would find her first.
A large, round bed filled the middle of the spacious room. Translucent gauze hung from a silver ring in the ceiling and encased the bed in sheer white film. Potted plants stood on either side of the doorway. Pale moonlight streamed from a window in the far wall. A changing screen stood in the corner, elaborate, with paintings of Azar across its canvas surface.
What was she? He checked around the bed, his movement hampered by the increasing chill in his side and back. A banshee? A creature from the underworld? He moved toward the changing screen. Now he wished he had paid more attention to his teachers when he’d been younger. Perhaps he would know now what he was fighting. He’d always thought they had been stories meant for entertainment or to teach a lesson. Only to find out now that they were real. Very real.
The gauze stirred around the bed. Caleb spun around and held up his sword. The gauze fluttered a moment longer then grew still.
Caleb strained his eyes against the darkness and slowly turned. Where was she? He made his way toward the changing screen. Behind the screen he found only a dressing gown thrown across a wooden chair.
The screen shook behind him.
Caleb turned.
The screen went flying into the air.
Velyni laughed, but he could not see her. “So you thought you could hide from me, Guardian?
A gale force hit him across the back, throwing him into the air. Caleb crashed through the screens and hit the side of the bed.
“I own the shadows.”
Frigid wind slapped him across the face so hard his neck twisted to the side. His eyes watered, and his cheek smarted.
“I know everything that moves in them.”
Caleb staggered to his knees. “I wasn’t hiding—”
A hand pierced his back. Caleb screamed. He felt like he was being picked up by his spine. His body turned and lifted from the ground.
“And now you will die.”
The invisible force launched him across the room. He flew halfway, hit the marble floor with a crack, and skidded to a stop near the wall.
His breath was knocked from his lungs. Caleb stared at the ceiling, his mouth opening and closing like a fish on dry land. Aching coldness spread throughout his body. Velyni cackled nearby. She was right. He couldn’t do it. He was no Guardian. No Son of Truth. What was he thinking?
You must let go of yourself, Caleb. Only My power is sufficient for you.
A single tear formed in the corner of his eye. How? How could he let go of himself? He turned his head and looked at the wall. He was all he had ever known.
And so you must let go.
Caleb took a deep, shuddering breath and closed his eyes. He pictured the Word: the scars across His body, the gentleness in His eyes, the power he had felt, and the blinding light…
He couldn’t defeat Velyni. But the Word could.
Heat began to swirl inside Caleb’s chest, burning away the aching coldness. He waited a moment more, letting the warmth spread across his body. “Let go,” he whispered. “I must let go.”
I am with you, Son of Truth.
Caleb opened his eyes. The heat expanded, and the chill evaporated from his body. He shoved himself up off the floor. He legs shook beneath him. He steadied himself against the wall and looked down at the sword in his hand. Pale golden light shone from the blade. Veritas, Velyni had called it. Sword of Truth.
He tightened his grip and looked across the room. His body felt stronger. I can’t, but You can.
Velyni coalesced near the bed, her red eyes studying him from her swirling dark mass.      
Caleb lifted his sword. “You do not belong here.”
She laughed at him. “What? Finally found your power?”
Caleb advanced toward her. “You do not belong here. You have hurt many, and now the Word has decreed that you are to go back to where you came from.”
“I do not think so.” She began to spin and dissipate, but this time Caleb caught her with the tip of his sword. She screamed and rematerialized. She shot back across the bed, the gauze fluttering in her wake. “Don’t you realize you are throwing everything away? The Word will give you nothing in the end!”
“He has already given to me.” Caleb walked around the bed. “He has given me life and a new beginning.”
Velyni flowed to the left. “But that will not defeat me. I am more powerful than you.”
Caleb kept his focus on the Word. “True. But you’re not more powerful than Him.” I can’t, but You can. The Word’s light filled him, driving away Velyni’s words. He followed her, his sword ready.
Something was slowing her down. Her speed from earlier was gone. Almost as if she were limping away from him, if smoke could limp. “Please.” There was a desperate tone in her voice. Her body moved in and out of light like a shadow. “Please don’t send me back!”
Caleb shook his head. “It is time.” The words came from deep inside him, from the same place where the knowledge to draw the sword from his mark had came from.
He lifted Veritas and swung at Velyni. She tried to dodge, but the light contacted with her swirling body. She screamed. Her body began to fade and shrink. The sword rattled in his hand. Sweat broke out along his forehead. His arm ached. Caleb clasped the hilt with his other hand and held on. He closed his eyes and focused on the Word.
I can’t, but You can.
Velyni’s scream rose pitifully, then withered and faded. The sword rattled less, until it completely stopped. Silence filled the air. Warm desert wind flowed from the nearby window, brushing away the chill from the room.
Caleb slowly opened his eyes.
He could see nothing. He looked around, expecting to see her shadowed figure dancing around the room. Instead, the room was dark and empty. He swung the sword around, using its light to check the corners and the bed.
The dark presence he had felt pressing down on him had vanished.
Velyni was gone.
Caleb sucked in a deep breath and fell to his knees. “Oh, Word, thank You.” He had done it, really done it. For the first time in his life, he had accomplished something outside himself. He had let go, and the Word’s power had vanquished Velyni through him. He lifted the sword in his hand and stared at it. Amazing. He truly was a different man now.
Caleb opened his palm and moved his hand horizontally across his body. The sword disappeared into his mark, until all that remained was a pulsing light across his palm. Then that too faded. He placed his hand, palm down, across his thigh. Only the moon’s light now lit up Corin’s bedchamber.
There was still so much he needed to learn about being a Son of Truth, about this power he possessed, and about the Word. But how? Where did such knowledge exist? Even the book he had found back at Lady Meira’s library had had very little information on—
His head snapped up. Nierne! Of course! She would know. Or at least she would know where he could look. Maybe he would travel with her to Thyra himself. Surely the Monastery would have something about the Eldarans. Or perhaps another library. After all, Thyra was known as the city of knowledge—
An orange light appeared in the doorway. Caleb looked up and tensed. No, no, not now. He scrambled to his feet and looked at the window. Could he make the jump?
He dashed across the floor. The sound of boots echoed from the other room. He grabbed the sill and looked out. Dark gardens spread out below. It was a two-story drop, farther than he would like to jump.
Caleb looked to the right and the left, hoping to find something to grab—
The room lit up behind him. Boots stopped. Caleb dropped his head and hissed softly.
“Caleb? What are you doing here?”
Slowly, he turned around and sighed. He took a step back from the window and bowed. “Lord Corin.”
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Two guards stood along the far wall out in the main room, each with a candle in hand. Corin stood in the doorway to his bedroom. He was dressed in a deep blue silk tunic and dark pants, with a thick gold chain around his neck. His hair was swept back, revealing a sprinkling of grey along his temples. His eyes narrowed in Caleb’s direction. Many had remarked that he and Corin looked more like brothers than cousins. Caleb only hoped his family connection to Corin would now save him.
Corin walked into the bedchamber. “What are you doing here, Caleb?” There was no amusement in his voice, no light inquisitiveness. Only harsh accusation. He looked around the room and his face darkened more. “And where is Velyni?”
Caleb crossed his arms. “She is not here.”
“The guards outside my door said she was here.” He continued to walk around, looking. “And you haven’t answered me.”
“I came here looking for something.” Caleb watched his cousin circle the room.
Corin stopped and looked at Caleb. “You came to my room to look for something? And just what was that?”
Caleb stared back. No pretending now. The truth was going to come out anyway. Might as well let him know. “I came looking for Velyni, but I didn’t know it at the time.”
All expression washed away from Corin’s face, leaving behind a façade of stone. “Why?”
“Milord.” Caleb bowed his head. “I do not think you knew your mistress.” He looked up. “She wasn’t human.”
Caleb waited for some kind of response: a laugh perhaps, or a denial. Instead, Corin lifted one eyebrow. “Yes, I know.”
Caleb blinked. He straightened up, his mind racing. Corin…knew? And he had let that thing live here, in the palace? “I don’t understand.” Caleb rubbed his face with his hand. His head was starting to hurt now. “You knew? You knew Velyni was, was…” he threw his hand up into the air. “Well, I don’t know what she was.”
“What do you mean ‘was’?” Corin stared at Caleb. “What has happened to her? What have you done to Velyni?”
Caleb laughed ruefully and turned away. What could he say? That he drew a glowing sword out of his hand and hit her with it. It sounded absurd, even to him. He looked over at Corin. “I took care of her.”
A red hue crept up Corin’s neck, spreading across his cheeks. “What do you mean you ‘took care of her’?”
Caleb looked down at his palm. The glow was gone. Only a white mark remained. “I sent her away.” At least that’s how he understood it. She had begged him not to send her away. Apparently he had. “Permanently.”
“Sent her away? What do you mean sent her away?” Corin pointed a finger at him. “You have no authority to banish anyone. What made you think you could send her away?”
Caleb let out his breath. “I didn’t banish her. She’s simply…gone. She’s no longer here in the Lands.”
Corin’s eyes went wide, and his nostrils flared. His face turned full red. “What. Do. You. Mean?”
Caleb hesitated then held up his hand so Corin could see it.
Corin’s gaze dropped from his face to his hand. “What the sands is that?”
“It is a mark, given to me by the Word.”
“The Word? Wait, you don’t mean…” Corin shook his head. “She said they were gone, that there were none left…”
Like lightning, Corin’s words hit Caleb with a blaze of understanding. He stared at Corin as if seeing him for the first time. He lowered his hand. “You knew, didn’t you? You knew what Velyni was.”
Corin threw his hand into the air. “Of course I knew.” He glared at Caleb. “She has guided me ever since I became the ruling Lord of Temanin. She also guided my father before me, and our father’s father before that. She has supported the Tala family for over a hundred years. You have no idea what you’ve done!”
Caleb turned away, sick. This thing had guided his family? Suddenly it all made sense. Caleb looked back at Corin. “That’s where my assassination assignments came from, isn’t it? All those people…Delshad…” He had been killing for that thing all this time! “And that’s also why you attacked the north.”
“Yes.” A look that was between rage and panic filled Corin’s face. “And Hont, and countless other smaller provinces. And we were in the midst of forming an alliance with Thyra.”
“Thyra?”
Corin looked past him as if in a trance. “All of the Lands would have been under Temanin rule within my lifetime: Thyra, the White City, even Nordica. All I needed was Velyni’s power and skill, and it would have been mine.” He slowly raised his hands, his gaze upward. “The most powerful lord in Temanin history.” A small crazy laugh escaped his lips.
Caleb stared in horror. What had Velyni done to his cousin?
Corin’s laugh turned into a gurgled cry. He looked back at Caleb, a wild look on his face. “Until you came.” He pointed a finger at Caleb. “Until you destroyed it all!”
Caleb froze. He knew Corin was not going to let him go, not after what he had revealed. He glanced at the window from the corner of his eye. With the guards at the door, he would need to jump. It was his only option
Corin’s voice came flowing back. “…are no longer a Tala. I strip you of your title, your family, and your wealth.” His voice rose in pitch and strength. “You have destroyed our source of power. And for that—” He stared directly at Caleb, with no remorse on his face—“you will be executed!” Corin looked back at the men waiting in his main room. “Guards!”
Caleb twisted around. He grabbed the sill and leaped over. Air whistled through his hair. He kept his body loose, ready. His feet touched the ground. Like a spring, his knees bent, and he leaned forward. The momentum carried him forward. He rolled with it, tucking in and hitting the ground with his shoulder. Up he came, with one foot and one knee on the ground.
He took a deep breath. His mind felt like it was hitting a stone wall over and over again. He couldn’t believe Corin’s revelation: that the smoke-like monster Velyni had guided his family for years. And Caleb had never known.
Caleb darted through the trees. Commander Arpiar had been right! Mark my words, Caleb. I saw it with Lord Tarin, and now I see it in his son. This kind of lust for power never dies out, not until every soldier is dead and every land conquered.
Velyni had used his family to destroy those around them. And through the process, had killed many of their own people. A memory of the Hershaw Pass flashed across his mind: dark and narrow, with bodies of both Temanins and northerners piled up on either side. And for what? Nothing.
The memory made his stomach clench.
Caleb reached a corner of the palace and slowed. He looked around and saw the balcony from his own rooms. Most likely Corin was sending guards there now.
Leave. Find a way out of the city.
But what about Nierne?
She’ll slow you down. You don’t have time. You owe her nothing.
No! Caleb shoved those thoughts aside. He knew exactly what would happen to a woman like her, left here in the palace…
He made a run for the wall, grabbed the balcony’s edge, and heaved himself up. Over the railing he went, landing lightly on his feet.
He was done leaving people behind.
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A shadow appeared on the balcony. Nierne turned from where she had been pacing in front of the bed, her heart surging up her throat. Before she had a chance to hide, the figure walked in.
Caleb.
She let out her breath. “Caleb, don’t scare me like— What happened to you?” Dried blood coated his upper lip, chin, and cheek.
He looked at her, his face serious. “Nierne, we are going right now.”
“What?”
Caleb walked past her toward the chest next to the wall and flung it open.
“Why?”
He reached inside the chest and grabbed a sheathed dagger, coin pouch, and two vials and placed them on the floor. The vials he stuck in the pouch, and he pulled the cord over his head. He strapped the dagger to his side. He looked at Nierne and pulled out a dark cloak. “Put this on.” He turned and held it out to her.
“What’s—”
“Now!”
“Not until you tell me what’s going on.”
A panicked look spread across his face. “We don’t have time!” Caleb glanced at the far door. “I promise I’ll tell you once we are away from this place.”
“No.”
“Sands, Nierne!” Caleb grabbed her hand and started pulling her toward the balcony. “I won’t leave you here. Corin will interrogate you, or worse, if you stay.”
“Interrogate?”
He was already pulling her out onto the balcony. “Yes. I have a death sentence now.”
Nierne sucked in her breath. “You killed someone, didn’t you?”
Caleb stopped and looked at her. “No. I did not.”
“Then how did you get the bloo—”
“Trust me.”
There was a muffled shout and pounding at the door inside the room.
“Trust me.” Caleb looked straight into her eyes.
Nierne stared back. Trust a potential madman and murderer? Or face whatever was at the door.
Trust.
Could she do it? Could she trust Caleb? No more wavering. Choose now.
Nierne let out her breath and grabbed the cloak. “I need my sandals.”
“Hurry.” Caleb headed toward the railing.
She pulled the cloak on and grabbed her sandals, which were by the changing screen. She saw her wash rag on the table and grabbed it too. Wherever they were going, Caleb would need to wash that blood off his face. She joined him on the balcony. The pounding behind them grew louder.
“Can you jump?”
“Yes.” She tugged on her sandals.
Without waiting, Caleb flung his legs over the railing and jumped.
Nierne finished putting on her other shoe and followed. Her feet hit the ground with a soft thump. The force reverberated up her legs and back. Before she could fully straighten, Caleb grabbed her hand and ran.
Once they reached the trees, Nierne looked back. Two men were standing on the balcony where they had been only seconds ago. Caleb pulled her into the shadows.
He used the trees and bushes to mask their escape away from the palace. Nierne followed, fear and adrenaline surging through her. Her whole body tingled. The only thing she could feel was his hand in hers. From far away, she could hear men shouting. Many of them. Whatever Caleb had done, he had stirred up a wasp nest of danger. And now they were after Caleb—and her—like an army of wasps.
She gripped his hand tighter.
A minute later, Caleb slowed. Ahead, through a break in the trees, Nierne could see the palace wall. He stopped a couple of feet away and dropped her hand.
“Place your hands and feet exactly where I do.” Caleb didn’t look to see if she had heard him. He reached for a small hole just visible in the stone above his head. He placed his foot on a nodule protruding from the stone near his knee. Then he lifted himself up. Caleb continued to climb, using almost invisible juts and indents in the stone to scale the wall.
Nierne frowned. She wasn’t sure she could do that. But she would try.
She stepped up to the wall, spotted the small hole Caleb had first used, and reached up. Her fingers found the opening. Looking up, she felt for the nodule with her foot. There. A couple of seconds later she lifted herself up.
She searched for another indent or nodule. Her face grew hot. She found a small hole with her fingers, thrust them inside, and felt for a grip with her foot. She was halfway up the wall and panting when she heard movement through the brush behind her. Her body began to shake. Nierne looked up at Caleb. “I’m…not going…to make it in time.”
“I’m not leaving you.” Caleb held a hand down toward her. “Grab my hand.”
She pried her fingers out of the hole and grabbed his hand.
“Ready?”
She nodded.
He gave one strong pull. Nierne scrambled up the wall, hoping she hadn’t caused too much noise. At the top, she crouched and focused on her breathing.
Caleb brought his face near hers. “Stay quiet,” he whispered. “I’m going to jump over the wall. You follow once I’m down.” Without waiting for an answer, Caleb turned and jumped over the other side of the wall. His feet barely made a sound as he landed.
Nierne watched in wonder. Caleb reminded her of a cat making its way through the darkness. No wonder he’d been so successful as an assassin.
He looked back up. “Now your turn.”
She turned and began to lower herself down. Her fingers slipped. With a gasp, she fell—
Caleb caught her. She looked into his face and found him grinning at her in the lamplight from a nearby lamppost. “That’s one way to get down.”
“I’m not accustomed to climbing walls,” she said and twisted out of his arms. He let go of her with a soft chuckle. She stumbled forward and found her footing. What a graceless goose she was!
Voices on the other side of the wall made her freeze. She stared at the stone barrier. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they were definitely close. What if the guards came onto this side of the wall and discovered them?
Caleb’s breath brushed her cheek. “All right, now follow me.”
Nierne pulled the hood from her cloak over her head and turned. She wanted to be away from the palace as quickly as possible.
Caleb darted across the street and stayed close to the buildings, avoiding the lamps lit on the corners and the pools of light along the street. The city hummed with life even at night. Music drifted through the alleys. Conversations rose and fell inside windows. The desert air had finally cooled, causing bumps to rise across her arms and a shiver to run down her back. Nierne rubbed her arms and stayed close to Caleb.
After crossing a couple of streets, dashing through alleys as narrow as two people, and turning numerous corners, Nierne gave up trying to keep track of where she was.
Caleb turned a corner and suddenly stopped. Nierne sidestepped to keep from crashing into him. A long booth covered with a striped canvas roof spread out in front of a two-story building. One window on the second story was lit. Otherwise, the street was completely dark. Caleb approached the booth and ducked inside.
Puzzled, Nierne followed.
She could barely see inside the booth. Caleb’s silhouette was only a shade darker than the shadows inside. The air was warm and sweet, with a hint of something spicy.
“We’ll stop here for now.” He turned and pointed at the side wall of the booth. “Sit down. I’ll sit over here and watch the street.” He  slid down the wall where the booth connected with the building. Nierne sat down as well. Canvas curtains hung along the counter above, leaving the booth completely hidden from the street, save for the small space to her right, where they had first entered.
They both breathed, her breaths louder than his. Soon he was silent. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she found Caleb staring at her, the tiny bit of light from outside outlining his face. Dark splotches covered the lower part of his nose and chin.
“Here,” Nierne said quietly, and reached for the rag tucked inside her sash. It was hardly wet now, but it was still damp enough to wipe the blood from his face.
“What’s that for?” he whispered back.
“The blood on your face. I don’t think you want to walk around covered in blood. It might raise questions.”
He took the rag and began to wipe his face. “Thanks,” he said after a moment. “I had forgotten about that.”
Nierne watched him. Had Caleb been really telling her the truth? That he had not murdered someone? But then why was he being chased? What reason, other than committing the most heinous crime she could think of would give him a death sentence?
One way to find out.
Nierne cleared her throat, causing Caleb to look up. “So,” she said, turning her gaze down toward her lap and twisting the fabric of the cloak between her fingers. “Why are they after you?”
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him wipe his face one more time then place the rag down on the ground. He let out a long breath. “Corin wants me dead.”
Nierne looked up sharply. “The ruler of the Temanin Empire wants you dead?”
“Yes.”
She held the fabric still. “Why?”
“I—I did something to Velyni, his consort.”
Images rushed through her mind, from a bloody dagger, to a body on the floor, to a bed covered in gauze. She began to work the fabric roughly between her fingers again. So that’s where he’d been tonight…
“But it’s not what you’re thinking.”
Nierne stopped and stared at him.
“Velyni, she, well…” Caleb shrugged and looked away. “She wasn’t human.”
“What?” The word escaped before she could stop it.
Caleb glanced back. “Velyni, my cousin’s consort, she was some kind of…being. At first she looked like a woman. But then she changed.” Caleb shuddered and looked down at his hands. “It was like her skin was just a cover. She spun, and her skin…” he grimaced. “It fell off her. And this…this monster appeared in her place. Like moving smoke with red eyes.”
It took a moment for his words to sink in. Living smoke…red eyes. The cloak slipped from her fingers. It can’t be.
Caleb looked at her and gave her a wry smile. “You don’t believe me, do you?”
“I-I…”
“It’s all right.” He looked back at the opening. “I’m not sure I believe it myself right now. So much has happened…”
Nierne finally found her voice. “You mean she was a shadow?”
Caleb turned back. “A shadow?”
“The woman—was she a shadow?”
“I don’t know.” Caleb gave her a strange look. “What is a shadow?”
“In the old tongue, they are called the Mordra, the biting ones. But most people call them shadows, since that is what they look like: shadows with red eyes.”
He stared at her, studying her. “Have you seen one before?”
Nierne looked away. She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. Even with the cloak on, the air now felt extremely cold. “Yes,” she said finally. “I have. Because they have taken over Thyra.”
She saw him start. “Wait. There are more of these monsters? And they are in Thyra? But why didn’t you say something?”
“Would you have believed me?” Nierne shot back.
Caleb let out his breath. “No,” he conceded. “Not until now. It makes sense now, why you don’t seem to want to go back. Is that why you left Thyra?”
“Partially.” Nierne didn’t really feel like telling him about her failed attempts to find an Eldaran and bring her back. And that there was no use going back to Thyra without that Eldaran. “So how did you—” she made a face— “kill Velyni?”
“I didn’t say I killed her.” Caleb rubbed his right hand. “I sent her somewhere.”
“Sent her somewhere? Where? And how?”
He took a deep breath and stared down at his lap as if debating something. Then slowly he lifted his right hand. Nierne frowned. She could see nothing.
Wait. A faint light appeared on his palm. So faint at first that she thought it was from a light outside. She craned her neck and looked closer. No, it couldn’t be…
The light on his palm grew.
Nierne gasped and jumped back, her back hitting the wall behind her. “It-it can’t be.” Her gaze darted from his hand, to his face, then back to his palm. “Your hand. But you—” She shook her head. “You can’t possibly be…an Eldaran.”
Caleb clenched his hand and drew it back to his body. “Why not?”
“You are…” She waved her hand in Caleb’s direction.
“I am what?” Caleb folded his arms. “I am what, Nierne? A killer? A murderer? A really bad man?”
Nierne paused, then nodded. “Yes,” she whispered. She felt stricken by her own prejudices. The Word could use anyone, right? But never in a million years would she have guessed the Word would use someone like Caleb Tala.
“But I am an Eldaran. My mother was one, before she turned away.” His shoulders sagged. “And I also was once an assassin. I cannot erase my past. So you are right. I am a killer and a murderer and the rest. ” He laughed bitterly. “A bad man.”
“Caleb, I’m so…so sorry. I didn’t mean—”
“Yes, you did. But I understand. What I don’t understand is what I am now. The Word said I am a Guardian.” He pulled his hand back out and opened his fingers. Her gaze went right to his palm. “I am a Son of Truth.” He gave a small laugh. “But I have no idea what that means.”
Nierne stared at his palm. Caleb Tala, assassin and prince of Temanin—an Eldaran? She wouldn’t believe it had she not seen the mark on his hand.
“Nierne, are you all right?” He touched her knee with his left hand.
She shook her head. “No. I mean, yes. I mean—”
Caleb suddenly leaned over her and clamped a hand across her mouth. Nierne gasped. “Shhh!” he whispered, his gaze toward the opening to the booth.
Nierne listened. Muffled boots sounded nearby. She held her breath and watched. Two men ran by. They waited, Caleb’s hand still across her mouth. The sound faded.
He waited a second longer, then dropped his hand. “We cannot stay in one spot too long.” He backed away but stayed in a crouched position. “I need to get out of Azar before the Keepers find me.” He looked at her then, his face serious. “Will you come with me?”
Her mind was still spinning from his revelation. Now Caleb was asking her to flee with him? Nierne opened her mouth, then paused. She looked harder at Caleb. He was an Eldaran. Her eyes slowly widened. Was it possible that he could save the Thyrian people? The whole thought was ludicrous, and yet here he was, with the mark of the Word. And he had fought a shadow too—and won. Had the Word brought all this about to cause her to find the correct Eldaran for the task?
Nierne nodded, feeling slightly dazed by it all. “Yes, I’ll come with you.”
“Great.” Caleb grabbed her hand. “Then let’s go.”
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Lore stared at the steaming black liquid inside the tiny ceramic mug he held between his fingers. A piece of parchment lay beside him on the rough wooden table.
The tavern Farien had brought him to was a strange mix of dark woods and smoke, old tapestries hung along the rafters with a veneer of grease and dust, rugs with geometric designs on the stone floor between the tables and benches, and incense burning in the corners. There was no fireplace, like he would have found in a tavern up north. And no ale either. Wine was the preferred drink here, but having no desire for the deep red liquid, Lore had chosen the hot black drink that was a local favorite instead. It tasted like dirt, but it gave him something to do.
A half dozen people occupied the other small, round tables set up in the main room, most of them men. There was no counter, just a door with rows of colorful wooden beads hung across it. They clattered as a woman dressed in a deep purple silk tunic and dark skirt walked out carrying a platter with more tiny ceramic cups, wisps of steam emitting over their rims. Her face was painted, exaggerating her eyes, and the red around her lips made her look more like a doll. Her hair was a deep black and piled on top of her head. Silver hoops hung from her ears. Farien had introduced him to her when they had first arrived at this dilapidated tavern in the heart of Azar: Dena, owner of the tavern. Dena passed the cups out to the table full of Temanin men in the far corner.
Lore raised his own cup, blew on the steam, and took a careful sip, grimacing at the taste. The wine had been tempting, something to drown out the questions racing through his mind. But he never drank to escape the things in life, and he wasn’t about to start now. He had seen too many guards succumb to that. It never ended well.
He lowered the cup to the table and checked his arm. The cut was now wrapped in clean linen, but it still smarted to the touch. No real damage done, his arm would heal in time. Same with the back of his head. But the fact that he had failed to rescue Rowen…
The fight replayed in his mind. Every time it did, he searched for anything he had missed, anything he could have done to save her. And each time the answer came back: no. He’d fought the best he could. Perhaps he could have driven them all off…
Lore shook his head. It was no use going there. He could dream about every what-if, but it would not change reality. Rowen was gone.
He stared ahead and ran a hand across his face. He felt the scruff of a new beard coming in. His hair hung across his eyes, unkempt and dirty. He picked up the cup and squeezed.
Why had this happened?
His gut clenched, and his chest grew tight. His lip trembled slightly. He quickly raised the cup and took another sip of the black liquid. The bitter dirt taste washed over his tongue. He almost spat it out, but he forced it down his throat instead. He focused on the taste, forcing his thoughts away.
Lore glanced down at the parchment beside him. He knew what it said, had memorized the words. But he read it again, as if searching for hope amongst the words.
 
Captain Lore,
I have spoken with every contact I have in the Tala Palace. No one has seen or heard of your guard Rowen. I will continue to search for information, but you must face the possibility that she is now out of our reach. If you would like, I can arrange quiet transportation for you back north. Please leave your answer with Dena by tomorrow.
Farien Selk
 
Lore closed his eyes. He leaned forward and laid his face in his hands. He rubbed his temples with his fingertips. You must face the possibility…
No!
He slammed his fist on the table. The paper flew into the air, and the contents of his cup spilled, leaving a wet stain on the table. One of the serving women turned and glared at him. Others glanced his direction. Lore chided himself for letting his emotions get the better of him. He picked up his cup and gulped down the last of the black liquid.
After a moment, the soft hum of conversation filled the air again. One of the Temanins at a nearby table belched and the rest broke out in raucous laughter. A couple of tables over, another group talked loudly.
“You want some wine now?”
It took Lore a moment to realize that someone was addressing him. He looked up and found Dena looking back. She held a tray on one hip and gestured toward his cup. “You want that filled with something more?”
Lore looked down at his cup. He sighed. “No.”
“Let me know if you change your mind. Your room is ready. Upstairs, second door to the right.”
He nodded. “Thank you.”
Dena stared at him a bit longer. Lore knew she was looking at his sea eyes. For one moment he wondered if she would say something. Farien had assured him no one would care in this establishment, especially not Dena. She was used to customers who wanted to keep a low profile. But one never knew.
Dena turned and walked away. Lore let out his breath. He grabbed the piece of paper and crumpled it up in his hand. Farien’s offer to arrange passage back north was generous, but he couldn’t go back to the White City. There was nothing to go back to. He had given up everything to find Rowen. He would search every corner of the Lands for her until he found her, no matter how long it took.
Lore turned back to his cup, now empty. He closed his eyes and lowered his head. Word, please, please help me. I have no idea what to do now or where to go. He kept his eyes closed. He waited for an answer. Please.
Nothing.
He sighed. He’d rest tonight and figure it out in the morning.
The door opened at the far end of the tavern. Lore looked up. Two figures entered: a Temanin man dressed in black and a woman with—
His jaw dropped. It couldn’t be.
The woman had brilliant red curly hair, falling just below her shoulders. She wore a long black cloak that almost reached the floor. She followed the man toward the door that led to the back rooms. He turned and spoke to her for a moment, then he disappeared through the beads. The woman waited by the doorway, glancing around furtively.
Was it possible that another woman in Temanin would have hair of that color? Lore didn’t think so. Though he had met Nierne back in the White City only briefly, he would never forget her hair: the shade of a red rose.
But how could she be here, of all places? Aren had said she had been sold as a slave. Perhaps Aren had been wrong? Or maybe the man in black was her master.
Lore scowled at the thought and watched her gaze around the room. Her eyes traveled across Lore, moving on toward the table next to him. Suddenly her eyes came back to his. They widened in surprise. She recognized him.
Lore stood. Yes, it was Nierne, all right. And if she really was a slave, then perhaps he could find some way to help her.
He made his way across the room, bypassing the table of Temanin men who were gawking at her. Nierne continued to stare at him.
“Nierne?” he said quietly once he reached her.
She hesitated. “Yes. But who are you? I recognize you, I think.”
Lore glanced around and took a step closer. “I am Captain Lore Palancar, from the White City.”
Her eyes widened more. “Captain Lore? What are you doing here in Temanin?”
“I came to Azar looking for Rowen.”
“Rowen? She’s here? Did you find her?” Hope laced her voice.
Lore looked away, a sharp jolt piercing his insides. “No. I mean, I did, but then I lost her again.”
“Oh.” Lore glanced back. “I haven’t seen Rowen since the day we were taken from Captain Drake’s ship. Did you find Drake?”
“Yes.” The word came out like a growl. “And she is no longer with him. I was hoping you might know something more.”
Her face fell. “I’m afraid not. I have been…elsewhere…the last few weeks.”
“I know. Aren told me.”
Nierne looked up. “Aren? He made it back? And the others?”
“Yes. He told me what happened to you.”
A mixture of emotions passed over her face.
Compassion flooded his soul. He couldn’t leave Nierne here, alone. “You don’t need to say anything. I’m sure it has been a difficult time for you. Perhaps—” He glanced at the doorway where the man in black had disappeared. “Perhaps there is something I can do. Is that man you came in with your master?”
Her head shot up. “No. I mean, yes. I mean—” Nierne let her breath out slowly. “It is a long story. Drake sold me and—”
The wooden beads rattled, and the man in black walked through. “Nierne, who are you talking to?” There was a protective edge to his voice.
Lore turned—
His whole body went rigid, and his hand went to the sword at his side. That face. He would never forget that face. It haunted his thoughts every time he remembered Lord Gaynor and that night in Avonai.
“You!” Lore said through clenched teeth.
The man went as still as stone.
“You murderer!”
Nierne looked back and forth between the men, knowledge dawning across her face.
Lore pulled his sword out. He didn’t care if the entire tavern saw. All he could see were Lord Gaynor’s and Justus’ dead bodies on the floor. “You killed two good men.” Fury flowed through his body. He gripped his sword. “And you tried to kill me—”
Nierne stepped forward and placed herself between them. “Wait, Captain Lore. You don’t understand—”
Lore glared at Nierne. “You have no idea who this man is. Or what he has done!”
She looked at Lore. “Yes, I do. But this is not the place to discuss that.”
In the meantime, the Temanin assassin never moved, never drew the blade Lore knew was somewhere on his person. Instead, he stared back at Lore with a resigned look on his face.
This made Lore even angrier. He stepped past Nierne and shoved the man against the wall, his blade pressed to the man’s neck. Lore stared at the assassin, his sword shaking in his hand. One slash, just one quick swipe…
Dark eyes looked at him. Calm, sad dark eyes.
The temptation to kill the man was so strong Lore could barely see through the red haze filling his vision.
“No! Captain Lore, this isn’t right!”
Somewhere inside his mind, he could feel Nierne tugging at his sleeve.
“Please, just listen to me.”
Lore swallowed. The roar inside his throat died. His hand stopped shaking, but he still kept the blade on the man’s throat. The sincere look might just be an act. This assassin would not surprise him again.
The beads strung across the doorway rattled, and Dena walked out. She dropped the platter she was carrying. It fell with a loud bang. “What in all the sands is going on? There will be no violence in my establishment!”
“Captain Lore, you don’t want to do this,” Nierne said.
Dena came to stand next to the assassin. She looked at Lore. “Drop that sword or I will call the Keepers.”
Lore took a deep breath. A heavy weight settled across his shoulders. He couldn’t do it. He could not strike a man in cold blood. Even if the man had killed others that way. That wasn’t him.
Slowly, Lore lowered his sword, but he kept it at the ready should the man do anything. Instead, the man reached up and massaged the area around his neck.
Nierne pulled on his arm again. “Come. We need to talk. All of us. Somewhere besides here. There is something you need know.”
“Nierne…” the man began.
Nierne held her hand up to him and kept her gaze on Lore.
Word, I can’t go with that man! I want nothing to do with him. Isn’t it enough that I didn’t kill him? Lore knew the answer deep inside, but he didn’t like it. He looked again at the assassin and felt the white hot rush of hatred. Lore gritted his teeth, his sword still firmly in his hand. “Fine then. Lead the way.”
The assassin raised an eyebrow and looked at Nierne. “Our rooms are upstairs.”
Dena stood by the doorway, her arms folded and a scowl on her face.
Nierne nodded and turned. She led the way across the room. Lore motioned for the man to go next, then followed, bile filling his mouth. He felt like he was betraying Lord Gaynor’s memory by agreeing to meet with his killer.
Every eye in the room followed them. They reached the stairs and headed up. “So much for subtlety,” he heard the assassin say.
“Which room?” Nierne asked at the top.
Lore opened his mouth. “Second door on the right—”
“Last door on the left.”
Nierne passed the door on the right and led them down the hall. She turned toward the last door and took a step back. The assassin moved toward the door, but Lore held out his sword, blocking the man’s way.
“You don’t really think I’ll go in there with you without first checking you for weapons, do you?”
The assassin studied him. Lore could see the fight on the man’s face. “All right,” he said finally. “If that’s what it takes…” He undid the belt around his waist and tossed the dagger on the ground. Then he held up both arms.
Lore used his left hand and patted the man down. “What’s in the pouch?” Lore asked, feeling the lump beneath the man’s tunic.
“Money and medicinal vials.”
“Take it off.”
The man lifted the cord from around his neck and gave it to Lore. Lore looked inside, then tossed the pouch on the ground beside the dagger. He continued checking the man, and he removed the dagger he found in the man’s boot. He wished he had some rope to tie the man’s hands together, but he didn’t. His sword would have to do.
Lore stepped back, his sword trained on the man. “Now, go ahead and open the door, but don’t go in.”
The assassin moved past Lore and opened the door. Lore picked up the daggers and pouch and entered the room.
The room was small. A sleeping pallet lay against the wall beneath a window, now black with the night sky. A clay lamp had been lit and placed on the low table beside the sleeping pallet. There was no other furniture, just a couple of cobwebs in the corner. He did a quick check, but found no other weapons.
Nierne stood in the doorway, watching him.
Lore turned and looked at her. “I see only one sleeping pallet.” His hand tightened around the hilt of his sword. “Are you two… Has he done anything…or made you…”
Nierne gave him a puzzled look.
Lore nodded toward the bed.
Her eyes went wide, and she shook her head. “No, no. Nothing like that. I have my own room.”
“Good.” He glanced over her shoulder. “Let him in.”
Nierne turned, and a moment later she reentered with the assassin following. Lore was somewhat surprised the man hadn’t bolted. Nierne went to stand beside the pallet. The man closed the door behind him.
Lore placed himself by the wall, his sword still drawn. “All right, I came.” He looked at Nierne. “Now I want to know what is going on. What in all the Lands are you doing with him? Are you his slave or not?”
Nierne looked at the assassin then back at Lore. “Caleb is not the man you once knew, Captain.”
Caleb? So the assassin had a name. So what? Lore looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Explain.”
Caleb took a step a step forward.
Lore lifted his sword. “Don’t move unless I say you can.”
Caleb raised his hands in defense. “We don’t have much time. You probably gave me away. The Azar Keepers could be here any moment.”
“What do I care?” Lore said. A pale light caught his attention. He squinted. It looked as though the light were coming from the man’s hand—
Lore froze. No, it couldn’t be…
“So you can see it too.” Nierne came to stand beside him, her gaze on Caleb’s palm. “I only just found out myself.”
“Impossible,” Lore said under his breath. But the impossible was staring him in the face. There was no mistaking the glow on Caleb’s hand. It was the Mark of the Word.
“Yes,” Caleb said softly, lowering his hand. “I am an Eldaran.”
Lore shook his head, dazed. How could an assassin be an Eldaran? The Eldarans of old protected people, helped people. Lore couldn’t see the man in front of him doing that. All he could see was the vicious way Caleb had dispatched Lord Gaynor all those months ago. He wasn’t anything like Rowen.
Or was it possible that the assassin had changed? Lore stared at Caleb with his eyes narrowed. If the man in front of him truly were an Eldaran, then in essence the two of them were on the same side, because Caleb would be on Rowen’s side.
No, not yet. Caleb would need to prove himself before Lore would believe him. “That doesn’t change anything.”
“But it might.” Caleb looked into Lore’s eyes. “Because I know what happened to another Eldaran. The one called the Truthsayer.”
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Rowen sat at the back of the wagon, her cheek pressed against the rough wooden planks, her knees drawn up to her middle. Her hands were bound behind her, resting against the small of her back. Beige canvas was stretched overhead, sheltering her from the blazing heat of the desert sun. The wagon moved with a rocking motion, jostling her, causing her cheek to scrape against the wood until it was raw.
She barely noticed. She just stared ahead. It was as if her spirit had left her body, leaving behind an empty shell bereft of feeling and thought. Anytime a memory came or a feeling triggered in her heart, a protective shield would rise inside her and wash everything away until only a cold numbness remained. Because if she allowed herself to think, to remember that taste of freedom she had enjoyed for one brief moment when Lore had arrived, she would shatter into a thousand pieces and scatter across the desert sand. Only sheer will held her together now.
She couldn’t even pray. Praying would require words, thoughts, feelings. She was incapable of any.            
The sun’s bright spot across the canvas roof moved from her back to her front. West. They were heading west. Toward the ocean. Toward the ship that would take her where she had been trying to go all along: Thyra. But this was not how she had imagined her journey. Not taken as a prisoner of some demon woman. Not alone.
Something moved inside her. It slowly expanded, enveloping her. She wouldn’t be alone, if things had turned out differently. Lore would be here with her. Bonded. Hand in hand with the man she loved. Facing the long dark road together—
Rowen squeezed her eyes shut. She concentrated on her breathing, measuring each one, in and out. In and out. Until everything inside her went numb again. She collapsed against the wagon’s side and stared ahead, letting her mind drift away to colorless, shapeless places.
Days melded together into one long, sandy haze. Only when the wagon stopped and the sun was still in its zenith did Rowen look up. The sun shone directly above her, a glowing orb through the canvas roof. It wasn’t evening, so they weren’t stopping for the night. The canvas rustled behind her, and a cool breeze brushed her back. Rowen turned.
A Temanin guard pulled back the flaps and looked in. For a moment, she felt sorry for him. The black uniform he wore could not be comfortable in this blasted heat. A bead of sweat trickled down his face, and his hair glistened with perspiration.
He looked at her. “Time to go.”
His words bounced off the invisible barrier she had wrapped herself in. She stared at him dumbly. What?
He placed a knee on the edge of the wagon and heaved himself in. The wagon tilted down with his weight. “I said, let’s go!”
The command finally penetrated her mind. Rowen struggled to her knees, her hands still bound behind her. She turned toward the door. The Temanin guard, apparently tired of waiting, grabbed her by the arm and dragged her across the wagon floor and through the canvas flaps.
Her body dropped to the ground, but he jerked her back up. Any sympathy she had felt for the guard vanished. She stood upright and wrenched away from his touch. She could feel hostility roll off of him like heat waves. Her arm tingled where his hand had been. If she were normal, there would have been bruises. Instead, her skin remained unblemished.
The sun beat down, pounding her with its rays. Rowen squinted. A familiar sound reached her ears. The sound of the surf and the cry of seagulls. And there was a salty scent in the air. She turned. Sandy hills stretched beneath a brilliant blue sky. Not one tree in sight. Desolate and barren.
But beyond the sand dunes and tufts of grass spread the Illyr Sea, bright blue-green. Gulls called overhead, and white waves rippled along the shore. A ship lay anchored along the single pier jutting out into the waters. Her head began to throb from the intense light and heat.
The guard gripped her arm again.
Rowen turned and looked at him. “Please don’t—”
Slap! Her face swung to the side, and a ringing sound filled her ears. Her cheek stung, and the taste of blood spilled into her mouth. She felt the corner of her lip with her tongue and tasted more blood.
“Listen here, you foreign witch! You don’t speak to me. You don’t do anything. I am only here to make sure you get on that ship. You do that, and nothing more happens. Understand?”
Stunned, Rowen nodded. None of the guards had said or touched her during the trip here. Then again, she had been more of a living corpse than a real person.
But his slap had done something to her. There was now a crack in her wall.
The sight of the sea widened the crack within her. She couldn’t hold back the torrent of hurt, fear, and grief much longer. Everything she had buried now swelled, gripping her from the inside and crawling up her throat.
“Get a move on!” one of the guards shouted and pulled on her arm.
She staggered forward along the dirt path down to the pier. The ship rocked gently on the blue-green water. Blue-green. Like Lore’s eyes…
Her breath came faster and faster. Memories began to flash inside her head…
Lore stood before her. It was her first morning in the White City. They were in the glass-domed training room. His sword was poised, and he asked if she was ready… The day Lore reached down and grabbed her hand for the first time. Her fear, then exhilaration. She could touch again… Lore walking into the Guards Quarter in his dress uniform and the way the tabard brought out his sea eyes…
Each memory fractured her spirit. She hardly noticed when they reached the pier. The guards escorted her across the bobbing wooden planks. Her body moved apart from her mind, diving deeper into her memories…
Lore finding her in the field outside the city after that cold, dark night when she had used her truthsaying power. It was then when she’d first felt the heat of his love… Standing on the walkway in Avonai, high above the crashing waves, his face drawing near until she could feel his breath on her lips… Lore kneeling before her inside that hovel Drake had kept her locked in. Never had she felt such hope as when she’d realized it was really Lore…He had come all the way to Azar to find her and rescue her. To bond with her. To share her burden…to love her despite her scars. And his kiss…
Rowen blinked back tears and stepped onto the ship. It was smaller than Drake’s, a narrow thing with only three sets of sails. The deck was stained in a couple of places, dark spots that almost looked like blood. A handful of crewmen stood along the railing, dressed in drab clothing, with their hair shaved close to their head and one with a gold hoop in his nose.
The door below the quarterdeck opened, and out stepped a tall, lanky man. He looked just like the other men, his dark hair shaved near his head. Thick, black eyebrows curled over brown eyes, the color of tree bark. His shirt was a pale white, and he wore a black jerkin over the top. Gold jewelry glittered around his neck.
One of the Temanin guards stepped away from Rowen and approached the man. They talked in quiet voices.
Rowen watched until the ship rocked beneath her. A wave of nausea rushed over her. She bit her lip and looked toward the horizon. The ship swayed again. Her insides twisted as if they were trying to escape, and bile filled her mouth. Not again.
A hand grabbed her. Rowen turned and found one of the shaved men, his hand clamped across her arm. To her left, the Temanin guards were already crossing the plank back onto the pier. The man who held her didn’t say a word. He just pulled her toward the door beneath the quarterdeck.
She barely had time to duck beneath the low doorway before stumbling down the stairs. The air inside the ship smelled like vegetable rot and fish. She almost retched right then, but she clamped her mouth shut and swallowed the foul taste in her mouth.
Deeper they went into the dark innards of the ship. Only slits of light from above lit the area. Barrels and crates stood on either side of the narrow aisle through the ship. The man led her through the cargo hold until they reached the place where the ship walls came to a point. Rowen could hear the waves breaking on the other side of the wood, and she shrank back. Only these boards separated them from the vast sea.
Chains rattled in the dark. The man jerked her around, and cold metal clamped down on her wrists. Paralyzing fear gripped her, forcing a choked scream through her lips. “Don’t leave me,” she cried. “Please, don’t leave me here—”
The man turned, and in the dim light Rowen, watched him disappear amidst the cargo.
The ship shifted, and waves slapped the side of the ship. Rowen shook so badly the chains rattled against her body. She slipped to the floor. Something small scurried past her, causing her to jump and scream again.
The ship gave a hard shudder, throwing her forward. The chains caught her wrists and wrenched her arms behind her. Rowen gasped in pain and shuffled back to the wall. She curled her legs beneath her and pressed her cheek to the boards. The ship swayed now at a steady rhythm. They were sailing away.
A tear dripped off the tip of her nose. “Oh, Word, I can’t do this.” She wanted to give up. She wanted to lie down and sink into the darkness and never come back. She hurt, both inside and out. She had given all she had. There was nothing more to give.
The ship swayed again, this time bringing on her seasickness full force. Rowen locked her jaw and took two deep breaths. The bile sank back down but continued to boil inside her throat. It was only a matter of time. She looked around for a bucket. A small one sat by the crates stacked nearby. She stretched out her leg and caught the lip of the bucket with her heel. With a couple of tugs, she brought the bucket close. Just in time.
She heaved until there was nothing left inside. Then Rowen sat back, panting. She closed her eyes and lay there as if dead. Her thoughts surged forward. Thyra. Why was she being sent there? What master had Velyni spoken of? Was it the Shadonae?
If the Shadonae truly were Velyni’s masters, they were more powerful than Rowen had imagined. And if so, what could she possibly do to stop them? Why her?
I am with you, Daughter of Light.
Rowen sat up and looked around.
You are not alone.
“Word?” she whispered.
In the moment of your greatest weakness, you will know My power fully.
Her heart fell. This wasn’t her moment of greatest weakness? She had felt none of the Word’s power so far. Nothing. And it was going to get worse?
You are not alone.
Rowen curled up against the wall. A sobering thought filled her mind: Is this what it meant to be a Follower of the Word? Always running but never reaching the goal? To travel in darkness and have nothing more than a hope for the light at the end? To give up everything?
In her heart, she knew the answer. Yes. But was she strong enough?
She laid her head against the boards and stared into the gloom. Soon she would know.
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Simon sat in the corner of his prison cell, his back wedged between the cold stone wall and the iron bars. Past the bars was a cavernous room. Four other prison cells circled this room. In the middle of the room was a thick, black stone column, as wide as an old oak tree. Four brackets hung from the column, each one facing a point on a compass. Blazing torches hung from the brackets, the only light in this dark pit of Hades.
The drip, drip of water and the moans coming from the other cells echoed across the room. Light reflected off the wet, uneven stone floor. Mold stained the walls like a perverted fresco of death. Steam rose from buckets filled with waste, infusing the prison with a smell so revolting that most who entered for the first time retched immediately.
Simon hardly noticed the stench. Neither did any of the others who had been here since the beginning, since the day the Shadonae had taken over Thyra.
He looked through the bars. There were fewer prisoners now. Death or the Shadonae had taken many of them. Those who were left could hardly be called human anymore. Gaunt faces stared out from the other cells, eyes so withdrawn that they looked more like skulls.
Simon lifted his hand and felt his own face. His cheekbones protruded sharply, and the bit of fat he used to carry around his jaw was gone, replaced by a scruffy beard. He drew his hand away and looked at it in the torchlight. His nails were long and cracked, with dirt and filth caught beneath. The edges of his monastery robes were frayed, and there was a tear along the left sleeve.
He wrapped his arms around his knees and looked back into his own cell. A more putrid scent mixed with the contents of the nearby bucket. Father Cris had died four days ago, and the soldiers had yet to come and take away his body.
His gaze came to rest on Father Cris’s corpse. Father Karl had taken his outer robe and wrapped him in it. All Simon could see was the faint outline of Father Cris’s body beneath the brown robes. But the robes did not seal in the decaying smell.
Simon shifted his gaze. Father Karl sat back in the farthest corner, a scarecrow of a man. Tiny pricks of light reflected off his eyes. He didn’t move, didn’t shift. As if he were made of stone. The occasional blinks were all that proved he was still alive.
He wondered how much longer Father Karl would hold on before joining Father Cris in the afterlife. Was it a race between him and Father Karl? A race to the death? The thought was depressing.
For months, he had shared this cell with Father Cris and Father Karl. He and Father Karl had been caught while trying to save the people fleeing the city of Thyra. Father Cris had joined them a short while later. He had been caught during the breakout. Deep down, Simon did not understand why Father Cris had come back. He wouldn’t have. He would have run as far from this city as possible. He knew Father Karl shared the same thought. The two fathers had gotten into an argument the first night Father Cris had arrived. And the look on Father Karl’s face when he’d learned Father Cris had given Nierne the key to the catacombs…
Nierne. The only woman scribe, and perhaps the only scribe more dedicated to the order than he was. They had arrived at the Monastery at about the same time, as young children. Father Reth had taught them to read and write about the history and tradition of the scribes and about what it meant to follow the Word.
Simon sat back and stared at the prison wall. He had never seen anyone with hair like hers: red, like one of Father Karl’s roses. His own hair was brown, dull, and straight. Sometimes when they’d worked together he’d stare at her hair, until she’d looked up and glare at him.
Where was she now? Had she escaped? Had she been able to use the key and leave the city? Or had she been noble like Father Cris and led others to safety? He laid his head down on his knees. What did it matter? He would never see her again.
A long, screeching sound echoed across the prison cells. Simon sat up and turned. The thick wooden door nearby slowly opened. Simon scooted to the back of his cell, near Father Cris’s body, and waited.
Two soldiers entered. Simon ignored them. They were nothing to be afraid of. Then a tall man entered, with hair the color of moonlight pulled back into a short tail at the base of his head. His face was flawless, each feature in place, the perfect specimen of a man. Long, dark robes draped his body, and a silver cord was wrapped around his middle.
But this was no man. Simon shrank back. This was the one he feared. Malchus, one of the Shadonae.
Malchus looked around, his face looking almost feral in the torchlight. There was a hunger in his eyes. The soldiers stood near the thick black column in the middle of the room, waiting for Malchus’s command.
Simon curled into a ball, hoping the shadows would hide him. Not me. Word, please don’t let him choose me!
Malchus sniffed the air and smiled. Simon looked away, sick. What could that being possibly smell here that brought him pleasure? He glanced out of the corner of his eye and watched Malchus circle the thick stone column. Then he stopped. He raised his hand and said something and pointed at the cell two doors away.
Simon sagged against the wall, his body tingling as the adrenaline washed away. He would not be consumed today.
As the soldiers walked toward the cell door, a piercing shriek filled the room. Over and over it sounded, like the howl of a dog. One of the soldiers drew out a ring of keys and stuck one inside the keyhole. The shriek grew shriller. The soldier opened the door, and the other entered.
“No, no, No!”
The soldier dragged a stick of a man out of the cell. His clothes were tattered, and a thick beard grew along his jaw. His eyes and dark hair looked wild in the torchlight. He wriggled and twisted, but the soldier held his wrist with an iron grip. The man looked up at Malchus and screamed again.
Malchus smiled. He slowly pulled off his black glove, seeming to savor the moment.
Simon hid his head between his knees. He already knew what was going to happen and had no desire to watch.
There was scuttling across the floor, and another shriek. Then came that moment of silence. Simon knew without looking what the man’s expression was: that look of absolute shock. Eyes so wide the whites were visible all around. Mouth open in a large “O.” The tendons bulging along the neck. The arch of his back.
Then the scream.
Simon covered his ears. It was unlike any other sound. The last cry of the living. It started low, then rolled up in pitch until it echoed across the room. As if Malchus were pulling the man’s very soul out of his body through his lips.
Maybe he was. Simon didn’t know. No one really knew what the Shadonae did in that moment.
The scream tapered off until all was silent. There was a thud. Simon peeked up and saw the man’s body sprawled on the floor. Malchus clenched and unclenched his hand. Simon frowned. That was odd. He had never seen Malchus or the other Shadonae, Valin, do that before.
Was something happening to their power?
Oh, Word, he hoped so.
The soldiers walked past Malchus and grabbed the man beneath his arms and lifted him.
Malchus looked around one more time. He paused when he came to Simon’s cell.
Simon held his breath. Malchus stared back. For one moment, Simon wondered if perhaps it would be better to die. Then he would no longer be in this filthy place, no longer afraid of being consumed.
But something inside him fought that thought. He wanted to see the sun again, to breathe in fresh air, to feel safe. He wanted to live.
Malchus blinked and looked away. He turned and headed toward the door. His soldiers dutifully followed, pulling the dead man between them. The prison held its breath. Malchus disappeared, then the soldiers. The last Simon saw was the bare feet of the dead man as he was dragged away. Then the door closed.
The first few times this had happened, months ago, the room had broken out in conversation as the prisoners tried to understand what was happening and how they might escape. Now, everyone sat silently. There was nothing to discuss anymore.
Simon crept toward the cell door and sat down in the corner, his back once again wedged between the wall and the bars. Something wet trickled down his cheek, disappearing into his beard. With a growl, he turned and grabbed the bars. He sat up on his knees and looked up at the ceiling “Word, when will You rescue us? When?”
Father Karl coughed behind him.
Simon waited. He listened to the drip, drip of water and the quiet shifting of the others in the cell next to his. Finally, he sank back onto his heels. His hands slid down the bars, the rust and sharp little points cutting into his palms. But he kept his gaze on the ceiling.
“Or have You have already forgotten us?”
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